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In recent decades, a figure that operates at the nexus of politics and administration has begun to acquire a recognition that is at once merited and shunned.  It is the chief of staff, the individual who heads the personal office of president, prime minister, or minister.  Although the precise powers exercised by the leader of a politician’s personal office vary considerably by country, administration, and officeholder, the chief of staff is invariably the key regulator of access to the politician and the beneficiary of a perception that he enjoys the leader’s confidence.   In some settings, either out of custom or personal preference, a politician chooses a skilled technocrat from the permanent civil service to head his personal office.  In many cases, however, the chief of staff is drawn from the political class, either from among younger loyalists to the officeholder, such as Jimmy Carter’s first chief of staff, Hamilton Jordan, or from among august party representatives, such as Howard Baker (under Ronald Reagan) or James Baker (under George H.W. Bush).  It is a measure of the skills, visibility, and contacts acquired in the post that several former chiefs of staff of American presidents have gone on to occupy the highest political positions in the country, including Alexander Haig (secretary of state), Donald Rumsfeld (secretary of defense), and Richard Cheney (vice-president). 

This paper is a first attempt to examine the chiefs of staff  in the Russian Government (Правительство РФ).  Although a chief of staff--literally the leader of the secretariat, руководитель секретариата—works in the office of the president, in the ministries, and in other executive and legislative institutions, the focus here is on the secretariats of the prime minister, first deputy prime ministers, deputy prime ministers, and the leaders of the Government Apparatus (руководители Аппарата Правительства) during the last decade.  The goal is both to explore the role of the chief of staff in Russian public administration and to understand the backgrounds and career movements of its occupants.  A primary concern of this study is to assess the degree of institutionalization of the office of chief of staff in the Russian Government in the postcommunist era.  

Sources 

The current paper represents a small slice of a larger project that analyzes the higher reaches of Russian officialdom.  This research is grounded in part in a database of approximately 3000 officials who were appointed or removed by an act of the president or prime minister between the beginning of 1995 and the end of 2005.  Taken from Собрание законодательства, the data were entered in Microsoft Access and include the person’s name, gender, official making the appointment/removal (president or prime minister), institution and post appointed to/removed from, and the reason for the appointment/removal, if provided.  Data supplementing the appointments database has been compiled from electronic searches of 40 central newspapers and official and biographical websites.

Findings

Unlike the large and explicitly political cabinet ministeriel in France, the secretariat in the Russian system of government is the personal office of the minister, prime minister, or president.
  The chief of staff, assisted usually by no more than one or two deputies, leads a small technical staff of secretariat workers who manage the schedule of the politician, regulate the flow of paper (документооборот), and communicate with internal and external constituents.  For those working in the Government, these would include other segments of the Government, the presidential apparatus, the ministries, the Federal Assembly, and the private sector.  

The chiefs of staff in the Russian Government work in an institutional environment that presents three unusual features for students of Western political systems.  First, the structure of the Government introduces two layers of bureaucracy between the prime minister, on the one hand, and the ministers and heads of other executive agencies, on the other.  Besides a team of first deputy and deputy prime ministers, who supervise discrete policy sectors and, in some cases, individual ministries, there is a group of sectoral departments whose work is coordinated by the Leader of the Government Apparatus (руководитель Аппарата Правительства).  This institutional redundancy within the Government creates policy chokepoints that are not present in traditional Council of Minister structures.  Indeed, one source observed that “during the prime ministership of Mikhail Kasianov, the Apparatus was known as a shadow government.”
  Although the administrative reform of 2004 sought to address this problem by reducing both the number of deputy prime ministers and the total number of bureaucrats in the Government departments (from 1000 to 800, with the number of departments shrinking from 23 to 12), there is little evidence that the changes have had the desired effect.

The duplication of institutions in the Russian system of government can complicate the role of the chief of staff, especially those working under the president and prime minister.  In these cases, the leader delegates authority through two direct subordinates: his chief of staff, who is responsible for his personal office, and the head of the Administration of the President or the Government Apparatus.  Commenting on the tensions in the Kremlin during Putin’s first term, Mikhail Rostovskii noted that “[b]oth Medvedev [the Leader of the Administration of the President] and the head of the personal presidential secretariat, Sechin, are responsible for the President’s schedule and the access of visitors to Putin.  This overlap of spheres of influence makes conflict between the two bureaucrats inevitable.”

The second distinctive feature of the Russian Government is the presence of a vast presidential bureaucracy, which monitors and guides the work of the Government.  This additional example of institutional redundancy is not found in other semi-presidential systems, where the president tends to rely on more subtle means, such as patronage powers and interministerial committees, to coordinate policy and to guide and check on the prime minister and his domain.  Whereas the Elysee has less than 100 professional staff members, the Kremlin supports a bureaucracy of well over 1000 officials.  Personnel working in the presidential offices in the Kremlin and on Old Square rival in number their counterparts in the American White House, yet in the US presidential system there is not an executive management team operating elsewhere in Washington that is comparable to the Russian White House, the headquarters of the Russian Government.   

Finally, although the presidency has recently eliminated the requirement that all measures of the Government must receive the formal written approval (виза) of Kremlin officials before they are introduced, the lengthy process of визирование remains in effect within the Government itself.  Instead of developing a system of electronic signatures that would replace the flow of paper around Government offices, key documents must still receive the виза of each relevant official in a long chain of accountability.  This literal approach to collective responsibility can add weeks and sometimes even months to decisionmaking.
  Thus, the visa system allows a chief of staff to sabotage or delay Government actions by sitting on or even losing documents.  Like a crude electric circuit, the process of vizirovanie requires all appropriate signatures before the connection is complete.  

Although the chiefs of staff of leading officials in the Russian Government are appointed through an order (распоряжение) of the prime minister, first deputy prime ministers, deputy prime ministers, and the Leader of the Government Apparatus usually enjoy the right to select the head of their own secretariat.  At times, however, the president or prime minister will insist on the appointment of one of their loyalists as a means of limiting the power of a politician within their management team.  For example, in 1998, when President Yeltsin appointed the young economist, Sergei Kirienko, to serve as prime minister, the new premier’s chief of staff, Dzhokhan Pollyeva, was not drawn from Kirienko’s inner circle but rather from the staff of the President.  Once in place, the chief of staff is generally able to fill any vacancies in the secretariat with their own appointees.  

In keeping with the traditions of Russian officialdom, women are less well represented than men among chiefs of staff and other higher-ranking personnel in executive institutions.  Figures from 2002 indicate that women comprised almost 44 percent of all Category “Б” posts in federal institutions in Moscow (Category “Б” being personnel who serve at the pleasure of elected and leading appointive officials, who comprise Category “A”).
  Yet in our sample of 50 chiefs of staff appointed to the Government from 1995 to 2005, only two were women, the abovementioned Dzhokhan Pollyeva and Ol’ga Frolova, the chief of staff to Nikolai Khvatkov in the late 1990s.   The only exceptions to this low level of female representation in our database occurred in the position of референт in the presidential administration and among deputy ministers in certain economic and social sector ministries, such as finance, revenue, culture, and labor.  Although women are generally more prevalent in staff rather than line positions, the post of chief of staff—perhaps the classic staff position—clearly does not fit this pattern, suggesting its importance in the Russian political system.  In Russia, as in many countries, the prominence of a political post is negatively correlated with the percentage of female occupants.

The age of the chiefs of staff at appointment varies widely, from the mid-30s to the early 60s.  Unfortunately, the date of birth is not available for many of the persons in the database, but in at least four cases, the chief of staff was appointed before his 40th birthday.  Three of these four are what might be termed high-flyers, who have become important figures in Russian politics: Konstantin Merzlikin, Mikhail Sinelin, and Igor’ Sechin.  Where the first two worked as chief of staff for Prime Minister Kas’ianov, Sechin has been the long-time chief of staff for Vladimir Putin, whether in his posts in the presidency or as prime minister in the Government. 

The information available on the previous backgrounds of Government chiefs of staff indicate that they come predominantly from other staff work in the Government or from the federal ministries. Of the 33 persons whose previous work could be definitively identified, 12 had served in the Government immediately before taking up an appointment as chief of staff (see Table 1).  Perhaps the classic cases of career Government technocrats serving as chiefs of staff are Andrei Krotov and Mikhail Trinoga.   Called a “legendary figure in the White House” by one journalist, Trinoga began as an aide (помощник) to Victor Chernomyrdin in 1993 and would later serve as his deputy chief of staff  before moving temporarily to a job at Gazprom at the end of the 1990s.
  He returned to the Government, however, to assume the post of Deputy Leader of the Government Apparatus and is currently the chief of staff for the First Deputy Prime Minister, Dmitrii Medvedev. 

That 8 of the 32 chiefs of staff came to their posts from a ministry should not be surprising in light of the backgrounds of the deputy prime ministers, who often retain a leading ministerial  portfolio while serving as deputy prime minister.  Thus, a prominent staff worker for deputy prime minister may follow his boss from the ministry to the White House.  Such was the case, for example, with Victor Ratnikov, who had served as Sergei Kirienko’s chief of staff at the Ministry of Fuel before the latter became prime minister, and with Konstantin Merzlikin, who had led Kasianov’s team of aides (аппарат помощников) in the Ministry of Finance before becoming the new prime minister’s chief of staff.   In other cases, however, the chief of staff will assume his post after working in a prominent line position in the ministry.  An example of this career trajectory is Alexander Kul’ichev, who worked as a deputy minister in the Ministry of Extrordinary Situations and followed the minister, Sergei Shoigu, to the White House.

Because party development is still in its infancy in Russia, and the power of the legislature is eclipsed by that of the President and Government, one finds relatively few chiefs of staff who used party or parliament as a springboard to their posts.  Two typical cases of chiefs of staff who moved from work in the parliament to the White House are Aleksandr Galaev, who was a long-time aide to the leading parliamentarian, and specialist on nationalities questions, Ramazan Abdulatipov, and Viacheslav Pakharev, who was a client of the Duma speaker, Ivan Rybkin.  Both Abdulatipov and Rybkin enjoyed very brief tenures as deputy prime ministers, and their departures from the Government spelled the end of Government careers of Galaev and Pakharev. With the increasing prominence of parties of power in Russian politics, parties that are de facto appendages of the executive, it is unlikely that there will be a significant increase in the number of chiefs of staff in the Government who are drawn from party or parliamentary careers.

It has been slightly more difficult to track the careers of chiefs of staff after their departure from their Government post, though biographical data are available on 29 of the 50 secretariat heads in our database.  Of these, just over a third found work in federal ministries, usually in a line rather than a staff position.  One may conclude, therefore, that for most of these officials, the post of chief of staff served as a springboard to a more visible and better-paid position in the executive branch.  The most common position assumed by this group was that of deputy minister, though several occupied posts at the next lower level, department head, and one, Robert Makarian, an Arabist who had worked in the Foreign Ministry before serving as Prime Minister Primakov’s chief of staff, received an appointment as ambassador to Syria.  Finally, four former chiefs of staff followed their patrons into the business sector.  Among those for whom private companies became a запасной аэродром was Sergei Volzhin, former First Deputy Prime Minister Anatolii Chubais’ chief of staff, who found work following government service in the United Electrical System, headed by Chubais. Although most officials slot into large enterprises such as UES or Gazprom, at least one former chief of staff, Aleksei Kotiusov, ultimately returned to his hometown of Nizhnii Novgorod to become president of a newly-established regional chain of restaurants.

Even some chiefs of staffs whose careers have been closely tied for years to a political patron will set out on their own after their staff service in the Government.  For example, Vladimir Engel’sberg, who was known as “Stepashin’s shadow” because of his close ties to the former prime minister, parted from his patron and accepted a post as deputy minister of natural resources, a ministry that has become a catch-all institution for officials whose careers are no longer on the rise.  Although most Russian ministries have been rather closed bureaucratic hierarchies, in which the leadership is recruited from within, the Ministry of Natural Resources stands out as a institution that has accepted a large share of its deputy ministers and ministers from other executive agencies.  

Conclusions

The relatively small number of chiefs of staff in our database, and the difficulty of finding complete biographies on all the officials, make it difficult to reach firm conclusions about the role and career patterns of secretariat heads in the Russian Government.  In anticipation of a fuller dataset on these officials, and a wider group of chiefs of staff, we offer the following tentative remarks.  First, it is clear that Russian chiefs of staff are not drawn from the permanent civil service but rather from clients who have come to the Government after working closely with high-ranking officials in federal and regional politics, primarily in executive institutions.  What recommends and binds chiefs of staff to their leaders, then, is not political ideas but personal familiarity and loyalty.  Frequently the ties between patron and client do not emerge in Moscow but in their hometowns, whether it is Sechin’s history with Putin in St. Petersburg, Krest’ianinov’s with Nemtsov in Nizhnii, or Reus’ with Khristenko in Cheliabinsk.   

Once they have become a chief of staff of a leading Government official, a small number of individuals will remain in prominent staff positions even after their patrons leave office, either because of their patrons’ continuing influence in Russian politics or because of their own reputations as masters of Russian bureaucratic politics. The majority who leave behind staff work in the Government will move into more lucrative and prominent positions in the public and private sectors, but as of yet none has made the leap into high politics.  Whether this is due to the personalities required in the post of a chief of staff in Russia (a surprising number had backgrounds as research scholars), the age profile of most officials, or some other factor is not yet clear.  Although unlikely, the absence of truly open electoral politics in Russia makes it possible that another Chernenko-style leader—perhaps the classic chief of staff of the Soviet period—could come to office in an environment where power is evenly balanced among a number of leading personalities and groups in the Russian state.
  Writing recently about the prospects of Sechin in the presidential race of 2008, one journalist offered the following commentary:

The second most influential person in the country, the head of the presidential secretariat, Igor’ Sechin hardly views himself as an official successor to Putin.  Igor’ Ivanovich feels much more comfortable in the role of the gray cardinal of the Kremlin.  But there can be no doubt that in the presidential race, Sechin will play one of the most important roles.

TABLE 1

CAREER MOVEMENTS OF CHIEFS OF STAFF IN THE RUSSIAN GOVERNMENT

1995-2005

	
	PREVIOUS WORK
	SUBSEQUENT  POSITION

	PRESIDENCY
	4
	4

	GOVERNMENT
	12
	3

	MINISTRIES
	7
	10

	DUMA/PARTY
	4
	3

	BUSINESS
	2
	4

	REGIONAL POLITICS
	3
	3

	RETIREMENT
	
	2
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