
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PUTIN’S RE-ELECTION: 
WHAT NEXT? 
 Executive Summary 
 

Vladimir Putin’s re-election to a fourth term as Russian 
president on 18 March 2018 appears to be all but 
certain. Despite international tensions, the country 
remains a key investment destination for multinational 
business due to its market size and hunger for 
technology and innovation, particularly in the 
conventional energy and productive industries. 
Businesses with an interest in Russia should take into 
account the following: 

• The results of the 2018 presidential election are 
unlikely to have a dramatic impact upon Russia’s 
political or regulatory landscape. Given political 
continuity, the most that can be expected of the 
new presidential term is a change in the tone and 
the manner in which policy is implemented. 

• During the post-electoral reshuffle, companies 
should pay close attention to the nominees for 
ministries overseeing their industry. Especially 
those currently serving within the Presidential 
Administration – who have been important, but 
relatively inaccessible decision-makers in the past 
six years. Establishing strong relations with the new 
teams will help protect the license to operate of 
national and international companies alike. 

• Policy will focus on implementing the agenda Putin 
most recently set out during his March 2018 
address to the Federal Assembly. However, the 

 real political challenge will be to secure the regime 
beyond 2024, when constitutional limits will prevent 
Putin from running again, and for the elite to 
transfer their current authority to a new generation. 

• Long-discussed economic reforms may be 
implemented toward the end of 2018. Although the 
political will required is always a question, 
consensus exists that fiscal pressures for business 
should be alleviated. However, many of the 
solutions discussed suggest shifting some of the 
fiscal burden onto consumers or employees. 
Companies reliant upon consumer spending for 
their sales may find themselves negatively affected. 
They should examine the impact on their business 
of any such proposals and possibly advocate 
against them. 

• The Putin administration and Russian government 
will continue to treat international business with kid 
gloves. Despite localization policies, the Russian 
elites understand international commerce is an 
important source of investment and technology, 
even as Moscow pursues a more aggressive 
foreign policy. While western sanctions have had 
an impact on some industry sectors and Russian 
individuals, the market remains too large for 
international business to ignore. 

 Introduction 
 

On 18 March 2018, Russians go to the polls to re-elect 
Vladimir Putin for a fourth term in office. At least, that is 
the expectation, assuming no upsets. Elections serve a 
particular role in Russia: they are the electorate’s 
opportunity to validate the political leader selected for 
them. As incumbent, Vladimir Putin is the only candidate 
capable of winning the election. A poll from 11 March 
showed that 64.9% of respondents intended to vote for  

 him and his overall approval rating as 72.6%.1 With little 
doubt about the result, the real question for business is 
who will fill key government positions for the next six 
years. 

Given that the result is considered predictable, the 
Russian government’s goals for the elections are to 
secure: 

                                                
1 Public Opinion Foundation, “Presidential Elections – 2018. Poll of 11 March,” http://fom.ru/Prezidentskie-vybory-–-2018/13942  
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These priorities have dominated the handling of the 
campaign to date. Unofficial communications use scare 
tactics to encourage participation. Official 
communications stress the importance of the election, 
while reinforcing the impression that Putin is the only 
credible force in Russian politics.  

After 18 years, the latter is evident: no mainstream party 
is able to find a candidate capable of assailing Putin’s 
performance. The battle for second place is the 
election’s only uncertainty: Communist Pavel Grudinin is 
polling 6.2% of those reporting intentions to vote and 
LDPR candidate Vladimir Zhirinovsky 6.7%.  

Alexey Navalny, whose Anti-Corruption Foundation has 
gained him renown in the West and disdain from the 
ruling elite, is another case. Barred from running by a 
2013 criminal conviction for embezzlement, his 
supporters paint him as the latest victim of a regime-led 
attack on independent political actors. However, despite 
being popular compared to other opposition figures, 
there is no suggestion that Navalny could win if he were 
able to run. A June 2017 poll on his activities – the last  

 carried out by the Public Opinion Foundation – put 
public trust in him at just 7%.2 

With victory all but assured, the Kremlin intends to 
maximize both the turnout and Putin’s margin of victory. 
Unable to run as a candidate, Navalny’s focus is to lead 
a boycott, undermining the Kremlin’s goals. A high 
turnout is important since a resounding victory – even in 
a flawed process – is the best means for the president to 
prove his legitimacy and popular support for his 
program. The Kremlin appears to be winning here too: 
recent polling found that only 5% of respondents looked 
upon a boycott positively, 51% were against the idea.3  

The question of legitimacy is important due to protests 
after the last presidential elections in 2012. Accusations 
of falsification and ballot stuffing in the 2011 Duma 
elections and 2012 presidential race challenged the 
perception of popular support for Putin’s victory, led to 
the largest protest movement of his leadership and 
allowed the organizers of popular protests – including 
Navalny – to assume a role in domestic politics. 

As long ago as December 2016, the media reported that 
the Presidential Administration was targeting a 70% 
victory for Putin with a turnout of 70%. The most recent 
polling seems to indicate that the goal is achievable – 
64.6% of respondents said they would definitely vote.4 

 

 2018 Election Front Runners 
 

 Vladimir Putin - Independent   Vladimir Zhirinovsky - Liberal Democratic Party of Russia 

 

Platform: stability, strength, continuity, 
social welfare 

 

 

Platform: social conservatism, anti-
immigration 

Constituency: pensioners, state 
employees, patriots, Russia’s industrial 
heartland 

 Constituency: radical nationalists, anti-
communists, those attracted by 
Zhirinovsky’s outlandish declarations 

Impact: expected to remain Russia’s leading decision-
maker until 2024. Running “independently” reinforces 
Putin’s image as a “father of the nation” figure, above 
partisan politics, and distances him from United Russia 

 Impact: candidacy interpreted as proof of Russia’s 
political stagnation; he has been a presidential 
candidate in all but one election since 1991 

 

 Pavel Grudinin - Communist Party of Russia (KPRF)   Ksenia Sobchak - Civic Initiative Party 

 

Platform: modernized communist 
ideals, universal social welfare 

 

 

Platform: western-oriented policies, 
repudiation of Crimea annexation 

Constituency: older electorate nostalgic 
for the Soviet Union, left wing youth 
disillusioned with status quo 

 Constituency: young, liberal urban 
electorate; potential Navalny voters 

Impact: revolutionary for the KPRF, with a pro-business 
approach. Previously unknown, his big achievement was 
to reach public awareness of 70%. He joins Sobchak as a 
curiosity, adding spice to an unexciting campaign 

 Impact: critics say that she was intended to generate 
excitement about the vote. While she has voiced radical 
positions (return Crimea to Ukraine), she has failed to 
become a credible candidate, polling at 0.7% 

 

                                                
2 Public Opinion Foundation, “Alexey Navalny and the Anti-Corruption Foundation. Poll of 17 June 2017,”  http://fom.ru/Politika/13592  
3 Public Opinion Foundation, “Attitude to a Boycott of the Presidential Elections. Poll of 11 February,” http://fom.ru/Prezidentskie-vybory-–-2018/13944  
4 Public Opinion Foundation, “Presidential Elections – 2018. Poll of 11 March,” http://fom.ru/Prezidentskie-vybory-–-2018/13942 
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 Immediate Post-Election Outlook 
 

Vladimir Putin is overwhelmingly likely to be returned to 
the presidency in March 2018. He will thus continue to 
play the predominant role in governing the country until 
2024, when this term ends. As such, the political outlook 
is stability in the short-term: major policy shifts are 
unlikely given the continuity of intent laid out since the 
early years of Putin’s first presidency. 

Foreign Policy 

Diplomacy, defense and security are the exclusive 
domain of the Russian president. With relations between 
Russia and the West at a historic low, there can be little 
expectation of a post-electoral détente. The Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs will remain the executor of policy defined 
in the Kremlin; without new faces, the chances of a break 
in tensions are remote. Putin’s focus on Russia’s 
upgraded missile capacities during his 1 March address 
to the Federal Assembly, including video simulations of 
bombs dropping on Florida, and an escalating dispute 
with the United Kingdom over the death of a former 
Russian spy support this analysis. 

Economic Policy 

A consensus exists within the political class that changes 
to the structural makeup of the economy are required. 
The challenges of maintaining the pension system and 
questions about how to redistribute the tax burden are 
commonly discussed in the press. Gathering the political 
will to implement sweeping reforms is always a 
challenge: tough decisions were initially postponed until 
after the election, and most recently until late 2018.  

However, it is possible that the new government will 
implement one of the many tax maneuvers lobbied by 
the Ministry of Finance or Ministry of Economic 
Development. As such, businesses could face 
considerable changes to their tax liabilities: ideas most 
frequently discussed include increased VAT or personal 
income tax, offset by reduced welfare contributions for 
employers. 

Industrial Policy 

Since the early days of Putin’s third presidency, 
economic nationalism has been the guiding principle of 
industrial policy. The official policy of import substitution 
first outlined in 2015 was very much a strengthening of 
preferences exhibited in 2004-2008 and thereafter. 

Therefore, strategic industries (energy, mining, 
agriculture, pharmaceuticals, IT) can be expected to 
continue enjoying government support, with a marked 
preference for them to remain in Russian (if not state) 

 hands. Indeed, the recent acquisition of a major stake in 
Magnit (the second largest supermarket chain) by state-
owned VTB Bank shows state interests moving into 
areas of the economy not previously seen as a priority. 

Government Personnel 

While the policy direction for Putin’s fourth term is best 
understood as “staying the course,” who will execute that 
policy is the key question. A new term requires a 
reshuffle of government roles: the choice of personnel 
will be the strongest indicator of how the president 
intends to govern during this term, which is widely 
expected to be his last.  

The individuals selected to lead federal ministries and 
agencies will decide how policy is executed, if not its 
actual direction. For business this is crucial – the spirit in 
which policy is implemented makes all the difference. 
Since the identity of the next president is not in doubt, 
political discussion is already dominated by rumors of 
who will take which position in April or May. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev – whose removal has 
been predicted since his appointment in 2012 – is seen 
as the most likely victim. Rumors also mention Deputy 
Prime Ministers Dmitry Rogozin and Vitaly Mutko, along 
with Minister of Culture Vladimir Medinsky, as other 
targets for replacement. Discussions hinge on the feeling 
that something must change, to avoid stagnation (or the 
appearance of it). 

This process started before the election, with new 
governors parachuted into many regions – the “old 
guard” replaced over doubts that they could return a 
strong vote for the president. A younger generation of 
officials – technocrats who owe their careers to Putin – 
were appointed and subsequently elected in many 
regions (Perm, Novgorod, Samara, Ivanovo, Oryol, etc.). 
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  2024 Outlook 
 

With little doubt about the outcome of 2018’s election, 
views toward the 2024 electoral cycle become the real 
political question. When his second consecutive term 
ends, Putin will once again be obliged to stand aside. 

How this transfer of power will be managed is the 
challenge for Putin’s fourth presidency. 

As 2024 approaches, Putin will have a choice. He could 
retire, aged 71, after a quarter-century at the center of 
Russian and global politics. However, guaranteeing the 
longevity of a system that relies upon his personal 
influence and arbitration will be a challenge. Putin, who 
prides himself on rescuing Russia from the chaos and 
humiliation of the 1990s, will not risk the country falling 
back into disorder. 

The alternative is to groom a successor capable of 
replacing him within the existing structures. But ensuring 
a transition is no easy task: the jostling for position which 
preceded Dmitry Medvedev becoming the presidential 
candidate for 2008 highlights how difficult succession 
planning can be, even then – when Putin was at the 
height of his power and vigor. A successor able to 
guarantee Putin a quiet retirement will also be a major 
consideration should this path be pursued. 

Creation of a tandem – the system of 2008-2012 when 
Medvedev was President and Putin retained significant 
power as Prime Minister – is unlikely to work a second 
time. In 2008, Putin’s return to the presidency was a 
realistic prospect: it is questionable whether he could 
maintain his authority for a full six-year term, with the 
promise of returning for a fifth term, aged 77, in 2030. 

An alternative route would be to use the next six years to 
gradually devolve power from the Kremlin to other 
political bodies. Giving the Duma or prime minister’s 
office greater influence would enable Putin to step into a 
lesser role, while retaining his guiding influence over 
political life. The 2016 appointment of Vyacheslav 
Volodin to Chair of the State Duma opens the possibility 
that this could happen. Volodin, formerly Chief of Staff in  

 the Kremlin, is a political heavyweight who has declared 
his determination to increase the influence and 
professionalism of Russia’s lower chamber of parliament. 

This route would not be without risks; Russia has had a 
strong presidential system ever since 1991 and political 
rivals are guaranteed to use the devolution process to 
increase their power. 

But the suggestion has advantages: transition to a more 
parliamentary system or relocating the center of power 
may help the political elite navigate another challenge 
looming in 2024 – the likely shrinkage of Putin’s 
traditional electoral base. The population who remember 
the disorder of the 1990s and are nostalgic for the 
stability of the Soviet system will naturally decline. The 
young, who benefited from the stability of Putin’s rule and 
economic progress since 2000, are politically apathetic 
on the whole. As they gain electoral weight, the 
challenge of courting them (or of maintaining their 
indifference) will become ever more pressing. 

The first indicator of how Putin plans to execute this 
political maneuver will be the redistribution of roles, 
power and influence in the next 2-3 years. Putin 
concentrated expertise and influence within the 
Presidential Administration in 2012-2018, effectively 
creating a parallel government within the Kremlin. The 
return of the inner circle to government positions would 
indicate the beginning of succession planning – and have 
the added bonus of making high-level decision-making 
less opaque to business. 

Furthermore, Putin is not the only player who will need to 
consider his future during the next six years: generational 
change is also a concern for the wider political and 
business elite, upon whom Putin will rely to negotiate the 
transition of his authority or his retirement. While there 
are an increasing number of young politicians in 
positions of influence, those who came to power or 
wealth in the early years of Putin’s regime will be looking 
to transfer authority and wealth to their own successors – 
be they children or their political and business protégés. 
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