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Abstract This article seeks to unravel the dual realities represented by the jux-

taposition of the recent series of harsh regulatory impositions on Russian nonprofit

organizations and the nearly simultaneous enactment of a series of laws and decrees

establishing an impressive ‘‘tool box’’ of positive support programs for a large class

of the so-called socially oriented Russian nonprofit organizations. To do so, the

discussion proceeds in three steps. First, the article documents the considerable

scale of the Russian NPO scene as it is visible through the lens of available

empirical research. Next, it outlines the key policy measures affecting nonprofit

organizations (NPOs) put in place by the Russian government beginning in the latter

part of the first decade of the 21st century. Unlike some accounts, however, this one

brings into focus both the interesting ‘‘tool box’’ of support programs for NPOs
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enacted during this period as well as the more restrictive regulatory measures, such

as the ‘‘foreign agents law,’’ that also came into force. Finally, the article seeks to

unravel the puzzle posed by these apparently competing realities of Russian gov-

ernment policy toward nonprofit organizations by bringing to bear the conceptual

lenses that Graham Allison formulated to make sense of the strange series of actions

that surrounded the Cuban Missile Crisis a little over 50 years ago.

Résumé Cet article cherche à démêler la double réalité représentée par la juxta-

position de la récente série de règlementations sévères portant sur les organisations à

but non lucratif russes, et l’adoption presque simultanée d’une série de lois et de

décrets instituant une impressionnante « boı̂te à outils » de programmes de soutien

positifs pour une vaste catégorie d’organisations à but non lucratif russes dites à

vocation sociale. Pour ce faire, l’analyse procède en trois étapes. Tout d’abord,

l’article contient des informations sur l’ampleur considérable de la scène russe des

organisations à but non lucratif, telle que l’on peut la voir à travers le prisme des

recherches empiriques disponibles. Ensuite, il décrit les mesures politiques clés qui

affectent les organisations à but non lucratif (OBNL) mises en place par le gou-

vernement russe au début de la dernière partie de la première décennie du XXIe

siècle. Contrairement à certains témoignages, cependant, celui-ci clarifie la « boı̂te

à outils » des programmes de soutien pour les OBNL adoptés au cours de cette

période, ainsi que des mesures règlementaires plus restrictives, comme la loi sur

les « agents étrangers » , également entrée en vigueur. Enfin, l’article cherche à

démêler l’énigme posée par les réalités apparemment concurrentes de la politique

du gouvernement russe à l’égard des organisations à but non lucratif en mettant en

valeur les visions conceptuelles formulées par Graham Allison pour comprendre

l’étrange vague de mesures ayant entouré la crise des missiles de Cuba il y a un peu

plus de 50 ans.

Zusammenfassung Dieser Beitrag versucht, die duale Realität zu verdeutlichen,

die sich in den einerseits neuesten strengen regulatorischen Anforderungen an

russische gemeinnützige Organisationen und der andererseits nahezu zeitgleichen

Verabschiedung einer Reihe von Gesetzen und Verordnungen, die eine beeindru-

ckende ,,Toolbox‘‘von positiven Unterstützungsprogrammen für eine große Gruppe

so genannter sozialorientierter russischer gemeinnütziger Organisationen darstellt,

zeigt. Dazu ist die Diskussion in drei Teile unterteilt. Zunächst dokumentiert der

Beitrag das beträchtliche Ausmaß der russischen gemeinnützigen Organisationen,

wie es in durchgeführten empirischen Forschungsarbeiten zu sehen ist. Ansch-

ließend werden die wichtigsten sich auf die gemeinnützigen Organisationen aus-

wirkenden politischen Maßnahmen zusammengefasst, die von der russischen

Regierung seit Ende des ersten Jahrzehnts im 21. Jahrhundert eingeführt wurden.

Doch anders als bei anderen Schilderungen konzentriert man sich hier sowohl auf

die in diesem Zeitraum entstandene interessante ,,Toolbox‘‘von Unterstützungs-

programmen für gemeinnützige Organisationen als auch auf die restriktiveren

regulatorischen Maßnahmen, wie das verabschiedete ,,Auslandsagenten-Gesetz‘‘.

Abschließend versucht der Beitrag, das Puzzle zu lösen, das sich aus diesen

scheinbar konkurrierenden Realitäten der russischen Regierungspolitik gegenüber
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gemeinnützigen Organisationen ergibt, indem die von Graham Allison formulierten

begrifflichen Perspektiven zur Anwendung gebracht werden, mit Hilfe derer er die

kuriosen Maßnahmen im Zusammenhang mit der Kubakrise vor etwas mehr als 50

Jahren nachzuvollziehen versuchte.

Resumen El presente artı́culo trata de desentrañar las realidades duales repre-

sentadas por la yuxtaposición de la reciente serie de imposiciones regulatorias sobre

las organizaciones rusas sin ánimo de lucro y la casi simultánea aplicación de una

serie de leyes y decretos que establecen una impresionante ‘‘caja de herramientas’’

de programas de apoyo positivos para una amplia clase de las denominadas orga-

nizaciones rusas sin ánimo de lucro orientadas socialmente. Para hacerlo, el debate

prosigue en tres pasos. En primer lugar, el artı́culo documenta la considerable escala

de la escena de las OSL/NPO rusas ya que es visible a través de las lentes de la

investigación empı́rica disponible. En segundo lugar, esboza las medidas polı́ticas

claves que afectan a las organizaciones sin ánimo de lucro (OSL/NPO) implantadas

por el gobierno ruso a comienzos de la última parte de la primera década del siglo

XXI. A diferencia de algunas consideraciones, sin embargo, esto centra la atención

tanto en la interesante ‘‘caja de herramientas’’ de programas de apoyo para las OSL/

NPO promulgadas durante este perı́odo, ası́ como también en las medidas regula-

torias más restrictivas, tales como las ‘‘leyes de agentes extranjeros’’ que también

entraron en vigor. Finalmente, el artı́culo trata de desentrañar el rompecabezas

planteado por estas realidades aparentemente contradictorias de la polı́tica guber-

namental rusa hacia las organizaciones sin ánimo de lucro aplicando las lentes

conceptuales que Graham Allison formuló para dar sentido a la extraña serie de

acciones que rodearon la Crisis de los Misiles Cubanos hace poco más de 50 años.

Keywords Government regulation � Nonprofit sector � Public administration �
Public–private partnership � Russia � Social policy � Socially oriented NPO

Introduction

A striking sense of alternative realities seems to characterize the prevailing pattern of

government–nonprofit relations in contemporary Russia. Viewed from the West, the

overwhelming image of the Russian nonprofit scene is one of escalating authoritarian

suppression reflected, for example, in a 2006 revision of the ‘‘Law on Noncommercial

Organizations’’ that imposed new restrictions on Russian nonprofit organizations; the

much-disputed ‘‘foreign agents’’ law of 2012 that requires Russian nonprofits

receiving foreign support to register as ‘‘foreign agents,’’ to report to authorities

regularly on their sources of funding and activities, and to endure limits on their

participation in political activities; and the recent 2015 law placing additional burdens

and penalties on the so-called ‘‘undesirable’’ organizations (see, for example,

Bourjaily 2006;Maxwell 2006; ICA, INP2007; Ljubownikow et al. 2013;BBC2015).

Largely missing from this dominant external narrative, however, is much

recognition of an alternative domestic reality that features the emergence of a fairly

robust new ‘‘tool kit’’ of governmental supports to the so-called Russian ‘‘socially-
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oriented’’ nonprofit organizations and that calls to mind in some the ‘‘welfare

partnerships’’ that characterize government–nonprofit relationships in huge swaths

of western Europe and, to a lesser extent, the United States, as documented by the

Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project (Salamon et al. 2004, 2016,

forthcoming).

How are we to make sense of these competing realities? Which one is the ‘‘real’’

nonprofit-government relationship in contemporary Russia?

No single answer to these questions may be possible. But some useful clues are

available in the interesting analysis of U.S.-Soviet interaction during the Cuban

missile crisis produced years ago by political scientist Graham T. Allison (1969,

1971). In an attempt to answer the questions of why the Soviet Union decided to

place missiles in Cuba, why the U.S. government responded with a blockade that

located farther from the shores of Cuba—and therefore closer to the Soviet Union

than the President thought he had ordered—and why Russia ultimately withdrew,

Allison posits three explanatory models. The dominant model in contemporary

political analysis Allison identifies as the ‘‘Rational Actor Model.’’ According to

this model, governmental actions can be explained as the ‘‘more or less purposive

acts of unified national governments.’’ But governments may not be unified and

fully hierarchical. This can give rise to what Allison terms the ‘‘Bureaucratic

Politics Model,’’ which views government actions not as rational choices of

individual decision-makers, but as the ‘‘outcomes of various overlapping bargaining

games among players arrayed hierarchically’’ in a governmental system. Finally,

even this model may fail to do justice to actual realities. In practice, what

governments actually do may be substantially conditioned by the standard

operating procedures hard-wired into governmental agencies and largely impervi-

ous to the choices of governmental leaders or the outcomes of bureaucratic

bargaining process, at least in the short-run. Here, it is pre-cooked ‘‘Organizational

Processes’’ that are in the driver’s seat to a significant extent.

A key feature of Allison’s analysis is that all three models can be at work at the

same time in a country, and even in a particular policy arena. This is so because

what appear from the outside to be single, unified actions, may be—and most likely

are—actually composed of entire suites of actions, each of which may be a

manifestation of a different decision dynamic and therefore explainable in terms of

a different one of the explanatory models. The task of policy analysis, therefore, is

to deconstruct any set of actions and separately examine which of the alternative

models seems to be at work in the particular subset under scrutiny.

Manifestations of all three of these models can certainly be seen in the literature

attempting to unravel the puzzle of Russia’s seemingly inexplicable and inconsistent

pattern of government–nonprofit relationships, though there is a general tendency to

seek a single, comprehensive explanation of what, in Allison’s logic, may be a

collection of separate actions each of which may be explainable in terms of a

different one of the three analytical models. The Rational Actor model, for example,

finds expression among those few analysts wedded to the authoritarian-suppression

view of Russian government–nonprofit relations who are willing to acknowledge the

concurrent presence of policies of support to nonprofit organizations. According to

this view, this apparent contradictory set of policies is not contradictory at all.
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Rather, they are twin pillars of a single, unified, and highly effective policy of

repression. One especially inventive statement of this view is presented in Francois

Daucé’s ‘‘The Duality of Coercion in Russia.’’ According to Daucé (2015, p. 59,

72): ‘‘In contemporary Russia, control of NGOs uses both repression by law-

enforcement, on the one hand, and liberal management by public subsidy, on the

other….[A]llocating public funding to Russian human rights groups is… the second

part of the enforcement of the foreign agents law.’’ Even the apparently chaotic

pattern of enforcement of the ‘‘foreign agents’’ law is viewed by Daucé as a part of

the overall policy of repression, designed to sow uncertainty among affected

nonprofits and thereby encourage some to break ranks and believe they can evade

the restrictions if they merely lie low (Daucé 2015, pp. 68–70).

The Bureaucratic Politics explanation of these divergent features of Russian

government interaction with the nonprofit sector emphasizes instead the presence of

different circles of actors within the Russian government itself as well as divergent

components of the nonprofit sector. According to this line of argument, the Russian

government may not be as monolithic as it may appear. The old bureaucratic maxim

that ‘‘where you stand depends on where you sit’’ may hold sway in Russian

governmental agencies just as it does in other bureaucratic arenas. At the policy

level as well, different perspectives can be at work. One analysis of the Russian

scene identifies these as liberal, technocratic, and protective—or market-oriented,

pragmatic, and conservative (Sakwa 2011). The fact that policies on the nonprofit

sector are split widely among different ministries likely accentuates this fragmen-

tation of policy outcomes. Different circles can push different approaches in the

different spheres over which they exercise some control, and political leaders can

function as umpires in this inter-organizational jostling rather than all-powerful

autocrats wielding total power over all decisions. Fortescue (2010) attributes this

phenomenon to what he terms the ‘‘logic of specialization,’’ the need in complex

societies—even those with less than fully open political systems—to make

provision in their policy processes for those with specialized functions and

specialized knowledge to ‘‘be involved in those policy processes that are relevant to

their area of specialization.’’ Adding to the persuasive power of this model is the

possibility that diversity of views among governmental actors may be mirrored by

varied perspectives among those outside the policy-making machinery, in the

society at large, and even, in this case, among nonprofit organizations themselves.

One line of argument here emphasizes the existence of a significant differentiation

within the Russian nonprofit sector between the relatively small band of

organizations that surfaced in the immediate post-Soviet period with support from

Western donors eager to promote openness and democracy or such global issues as

environmental protection and HIV/AIDS prevention in Russia, and the much larger

array of organizations more fully ‘‘rooted’’ in Russian realities and focused less on

promoting further democratic reforms than on practical tasks such as filling in for

missing state services or advocating for help for particular social groupings, based

on their own understanding of social priorities (Jakobson and Sanovich 2010).

Finally, the shape of government–nonprofit interaction as it plays out on the

ground may result less from the choices of powerful central actors or the outcomes

of bureaucratic struggles than from the operation of bureaucratic routines or,
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alternatively, their absence. The chaotic pattern of implementation of the foreign

agent law that Daucé attributes to the devious intention of central leaders intent on

sowing discord among affected nonprofits may thus be more easily explained by the

failure of lawmakers to provide the clarity that implementing bureaucrats needed to

carry out their enforcement job without fear of running afoul of prevailing laws or

procedures, or of prevailing expectations of their superiors. So, too, as we will see,

some part of the challenges that have emerged with the implementation of the

subsidies designed to support nonprofit organizations may be attributed to

adherence to contracting procedures designed for completely different types of

procurements.

The purpose of this article is to examine recent patterns of government–nonprofit

interaction in Russia in the light of these alternative models with an eye to

determining what share each one can claim to explaining the outcomes that are

evident. Since the Rational Actor model has gained the most traction in the

available literature, much of our attention will focus on the traction available to the

other two in explaining the curious patterns that exist. To do so, the discussion

proceeds in three steps. In the first step, we examine some of the salient dimensions

of the Russian nonprofit scene as they are visible through the lens of available

empirical research. In step two, we outline the key policy measures affecting

nonprofit organizations (NPOs) put in place by the Russian government beginning

in the latter part of the first decade of the 21st century. Unlike some accounts,

however, we bring into focus both the interesting ‘‘tool box’’ of support programs

for NPOs enacted during this period as well as the more restrictive regulatory

measures—such as the ‘‘foreign agents’’ law—that also came into force. Finally, in

step three we bring the three models identified above to bear on the reality we will

have laid out to assess what aspects of that developing reality each one is able to

explain.

Inevitably, the reality that is covered here pertains mostly to the national level.

The paper by Krasnopolskaya, Skokova, and Pape later in this special issue then

carries the story down to the regional level, where an even more complex set of

forces is likely to be at work.

Part I. The Scope and Resources of the Russian Third Sector

The state of the Russian nonprofit sector and the shape of its relations with the

government are largely a product of the contradictory Soviet and post-Soviet

development of the country. The restoration of a market economy and the attempts

at building up a democratic state in Russia occurred after an unprecedented

interruption of 80 long years. The Soviet system not only ran an economy based on

central planning and restricted civil rights, but it conducted a focused effort at

indoctrination of several generations of people with an ideology that claimed to be

diametrically opposed to the market and democracy. In addition, it put in place a set

of mass organizations heavily controlled by a dominating party and state. The length

of the Soviet era could not but produce a certain path dependency as a consequence

(see, for example, Howard 2003) affecting both the attitudes of citizens and the
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institutional structure of the post-Soviet nonprofit sector. In particular, at least some

of the Soviet-era mass organizations transformed themselves into nonprofit

organizations and survived into the post-Soviet era, often in possession of assets

transferred to them during the transition. They were joined, however, by at least two

other more or less distinct sets of organizations—a variety of citizen organizations

formed, or newly expanded, in the immediate aftermath of the transition, partly with

the help of outside funding, and dedicated to promoting long-ignored civil and

political rights as well as consumer and environmental causes; and a substantial

number of small nonprofit service-oriented organizations attempting to supplement

services provided by state-owned institutions in the areas of education, child

welfare, health, elderly services, and many more, to serve categories of people

‘‘falling through’’ the traditional Soviet social safety net (e.g. the homeless, the very

poor, AIDS sufferers, etc.), or to address new policy priorities such as environ-

mental protection.

This mixture of nonprofit entities was further complicated by the presence of a

growing number of religious organizations belonging to the four Russian

‘‘traditional’’ confessions—Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism—now freed

of the limiting power of the dominant state and party with their ideology of

secularism. In short, the post-Soviet nonprofit sector was hardly a monolith, with

old-style mass organizations mixing with fairly new human rights organizations, a

variety of localized service organizations, and a growing and diverse, but generally

conservative, and—at least in the case of the Russian Orthodox Church, fairly

hierarchical—religious community.

While the resulting nonprofit sector is full of diversity, however, it was, and still is,

hardly overwhelming in scale. Fortunately, thanks to a series of surveys conducted

since 2006 by researchers at the National Research University Higher School of

Economic (NRU HSE) through the Russian Civil Society Monitoring Project

(RCSM), supplemented by data produced by Russia’s statistical agency, Rosstat, and

assembled by NRU HSE researchers in cooperation with the Johns Hopkins Center

for Civil Society Studies (Mersianova et al. 2016, forthcoming), it is possible to

portray the basic contours of this Russian nonprofit sector, except for its religious

congregation components, in solid empirical terms.1 For these purposes, we define

the nonprofit sector, following the definition formulated as part of the Johns Hopkins

Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project and subsequently incorporated into the official

United Nations Handbook on Nonprofit Institutions in the System of National

Accounts (UN 2003), as (i) a set of institutions that (ii) are not part of the structures of

the government, that (iii) cannot distribute profits to their directors or members, that

(iv) are self-governing, and that (v) people take part in freely and without compulsion

(Salamon et al. 2003). Fortunately, this definition compares quite closely to that

found in Russia’s Federal Law ‘‘On Noncommercial Organizations’’ of January 12,

1996 No. 7-FZ (Government of the Russian Federation 1996), which constitutes the

essential legal basis for third sector institutions in Russia.

1 Religious organizations include both places of religious worship and religiously affiliated service

organizations. The latter are mostly covered in the data reported here, but data on places of religious

worship are largely unavailable.

2184 Voluntas (2015) 26:2178–2214

123



According to 2014 RCSM data, in excess of 430,000 such NPOs are officially

registered in Russia. However, an estimated 60 % of these are de facto inactive, so

that the population of operating nonprofits is closer to 200,000.

Most Russian NPOs are small. As noted in Fig. 1, 34 % of the organizations have

no permanent paid staff and another 34 % have only 5 or fewer paid employees.

Only 4 % claim to have over 31 persons on their permanent staff. Nearly 70 % of

organizations have volunteers working for them; however, only 13 % have more

than 50 volunteers working in a typical month.

Because of Russia’s size, even this collection of small organizations can add up

to a sizable workforce, however. As of 2008, Russian NPOs employed 554,000 paid

full-time equivalent (FTE) workers, or 0.7 % of the economically active population

(EAP).2 What is more, these organizations engaged nearly 2 million volunteers—

which translate into the additional 316,000 FTE jobs—bringing the total workforce

of Russian NPOs to 870,000 FTE workers, or 1.2 % of the country’s EAP. In

absolute terms, this is a large number of people working in the civil society sector,

larger than the number of nonprofit workers in all but five European countries3 on

which data are available (Mersianova et al. 2016, forthcoming).

Still, the size of the nonprofit sector in Russia as a share of the country’s EAP is

well below that of other countries. Thus, the Russian civil society sector’s 1.2 %
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2012 
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Fig. 1 Paid and volunteer workers in Russian NPOs, by size of staffing. Source NRU HSE, RCSM, All-
Russia Survey of NPOs, 2013

2 Nearly 680,000 workers are employed by Russian NPOs, but a number of these work part-time.
3 The five European countries with larger NPO workforces are: the United Kingdom, Germany, France,

the Netherlands, and Italy.
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share of EAP as of 2008 ranked substantially below the 5.7 % average for the 41

countries for which such data are available, as shown in Fig. 2.

Most (about 57 %) of the NPO paid and volunteer workforce in Russia is

engaged in expressive activities, especially advocacy (18 %); culture, sports, and
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Fig. 2 Nonprofit FTE paid and volunteer work force as a share of economically active population, 41
countries. Source Salamon et al. (2016, forthcoming)
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recreation (16 %); and professional associations and unions (14 %). Service

activities employ only 34 % of the workforce, of which social services account for

21 % (see Table 1). This may reflect in part the survival into the post-Soviet period

of some of the Soviet-era mass organizations newly reconstituted as NPOs. Possibly

reflecting this, these expressive organizations tend to be larger than the average

nonprofit organization. Thus, though they account for 57 % of the workforce,

expressive organizations make up a considerably smaller 50 % of the organizations.

The funding structure of the Russian nonprofit sector differs widely from that of

most other countries, except for those in less developed regions. The total revenue

of the civil society sector in Russia was 314.3 billion rubles (US$12.3 billion) in

2008. More than half of that amount (51 %) came from fees, as Table 2 shows. The

second largest source is philanthropy, especially business philanthropy, which

accounted for 33 % of income. Since a substantial proportion of fees likely take the

form of membership dues—which are similar in character to charitable contribu-

tions—the philanthropy portion of the total may really be higher than this.

Government, on the other hand, accounted for only 15 % of the total, well below the

41-country average of approximately 35 % and far from the Western European

‘‘welfare partnership’’ average of over 60 % (Salamon et al. 2016, forthcoming).

Reflecting this significant dependence on charitable giving, the financial situation

of Russian NPOs can be described as strained, even before the 2009 economic crisis

and 2014 collapse in the price of oil, Russia’s key source of income. Only around

half of the respondents to the RCSM survey in 2008 were able to report that the

financial resources at their disposal were sufficient to implement their current set of

core activities. Others were experiencing various forms of fiscal stress even to keep

current activities going.

Part II. The Expanding Tool Kit of Government Programs Targeting
Nonprofit Organizations

Against a backdrop of the growth of a fairly sizable but relatively weak nonprofit

sector, Russia undertook a fairly significant program of supports to at least a subset

of the so-called ‘‘socially oriented’’ NPOs in the latter part of the first decade of the

21st century. At the same time, these supports were followed up by the introduction

of the ‘‘foreign agents’’ law (Federal Law No. 121-FZ, 2012, see: Government of

the Russian Federation 2012) and the ‘‘undesirable’’ organizations law (Federal Law

No.129-FZ, 2015, see: Government of the Russian Federation 2015)—two pieces of

legislation that restrict access to foreign funding, depriving NPOs of one important

source of support. Beyond that, many observers, both Western and Russian, criticize

the ‘‘foreign agents’’ law for making advocacy an uneasy choice of activity for any

NPO in Russia, and for its capacity to inflict damage on the reputation of nonprofit

organizations relying on foreign grants as a source of income, irrespective of the

field of activity they are engaged in.

In this section, we describe the basic components of these two sets of policy

measures before turning, in the next section, to an attempt to understand what is
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really at work and what it shows about the government’s long-term intentions with

respect to the nonprofit sector.

The Rationale for Government–Nonprofit Cooperation

A powerful rationale exists for the forging of mutually supportive collaboration

between governments at all levels and private, nonprofit organizations. But as the

prior paper in this special issue by Salamon and Toepler demonstrated, that rationale

has had to make its way against some heavy ideological headwinds and early

economic theories of the nonprofit sector (Salamon 1987). Both those on the

political left and those on the political right have had reason to oppose such

collaboration, or to ignore it when it developed. For those on the right, the presence

of a private nonprofit sector has long been perceived not as a partner with the state,

but as a convenient excuse for resisting state expansion, leaving the task of social

and economic protections to the tender mercies of wealthy individuals rather than

tax-financed governmental protections. For those on the left, too warm an embrace

of the nonprofit sector could weaken the case for robust state action. These

ideological blinders were then reinforced by academic economic theories justifying

the existence of nonprofit organizations on the highly limited basis of satisfying the

unsatisfied demands for collective goods created by the twin limitations—indeed

‘‘failures’’—of both markets and democratic governments. Such theories left little

basis for supporting government–nonprofit cooperation, let alone for considering

such cooperation to be intellectually legitimate, since nonprofits could only be

justified operating in fields where government is absent.

Table 1 Distribution of civil society sector workforce, by field, Russia 2008

Field Percentage share

Service fields 34

Social services 21

Economic development 7

Education and research 3

Health care 3

Expressive fields 57

Advocacy 18

Culture, sports, and recreation 16

Professional associations, labor unions 14

Religion 8

Environmental protection 1

Other fields 9

Philanthropic intermediaries 4

International 0

N.E.C. 5

N 188,763

Source Mersianova et al. (2016, forthcoming)
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In fact, however, governments around the world have kept finding their way to

cooperative ties with nonprofits. A significant part of the German social welfare

system established by Bismarck in the late 19th century built on a foundation of

partnership between the state and church-inspired social welfare institutions that

was later powerfully expanded in the post-WWII era. In 1917, as the paper by

Brandsen and Pape in this special issue makes clear, the Netherlands solved a

significant battle over control of its public education system by launching state-

financed vouchers that gave parents the opportunity to send their children to private,

nonprofit, religiously affiliated schools at state expense, and this model was

followed in subsequent expansions of the Dutch welfare state. When the U.S. finally

expanded its national support for publicly funded social welfare services under

President Lyndon Johnson’s ‘‘Great Society,’’ it similarly chose what analyst Lester

Salamon has termed ‘‘third-party government’’—the reliance by government on

third parties, particularly nonprofit organizations, to deliver the services that

government was financing.

Underlying these pragmatic decisions lay a fundamental realization that filled a

conceptual gap left by prior theories that no one type of institution has a monopoly

on the skills or capabilities to solve complex social and economic problems, that

each has its own strengths and limitations, and that when these strengths and

limitations are mirror images of each other it creates opportunities for win–win

outcomes. And in the case of government and the nonprofit sector, these respective

strengths and limitations are well matched, with government equipped to generate

resources through its command of the tax authority but ill-equipped to deliver

human services at a human scale, and nonprofits poorly equipped to generate

revenue but ideally suited to deliver benefits in a personal and sensitive way.

For such partnerships to work, however, care must be taken to acknowledge the

special qualities of the respective partners. And this is where the choice of ‘‘tool’’ of

public action comes in, for different tools—grants, contracts, loans, loan guarantees,

vouchers, regulation, and others—can affect the inherent viability and strengths of

the respective partners. Hence, the concept of ‘‘third-party government’’ has come

to be linked with a new field of public administration study focusing on the choice,

design, and operation of the different tools through which such partnerships are

structured (Salamon 2002). Some tools are more indirect than others. Some are

more coercive. And some tilt the balance between nonprofit and for-profit providers,

often with unexpected consequences.

Table 2 Shares of NPO revenue by source, Russia, 2008, vs. Western European welfare partnership

countries

Source

Government (%) Philanthropy (%) Fees (%)

Russia 15 33 51

W. European welfare partnership 66 8 26

41-country average 35 14 50

Source Mersianova et al. (2016, forthcoming)
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During the first decade of the 21st century, the Russian government took some

significant steps toward creating its own tool kit for connecting to the country’s

nonprofit sector. Whether it followed the conceptual trail outlined here or some

other set of preoccupations remains to be explored, but a first step is naturally to

identify the machinery that it put in place.

Russia’s New Government–Nonprofit Tool Kit

This machinery was first heralded in a document entitled ‘‘A Concept to Facilitate the

Development of Charitable Activities and Volunteering in the Russian Federation’’

issued by the Government of the Russian Federation on July 30, 2009 (Government of

the Russian Federation 2009). In this Concept document, the Russian government

signaled its intention to open the way to increased cross-sector cooperation in the

delivery of social services in order to promote philanthropy and volunteering, encourage

innovation, and augment the resources available to address social welfare. This was then

followed by an Address to the Federal Assembly ‘‘On Budgetary Policy’’ in which

President Medvedev outlined an ambitious agenda calling for tax incentives for service-

providing NPOs; expanded NPO access to purchase-of-service contracting at all levels

of government; expanded government grant-making to NPOs; legal changes to facilitate

NPOs in endowment building; and a careful review of legislative norms and regulations

to identify and revise any that put socially oriented NPOs at a competitive disadvantage

compared to state-owned institutions providing social services (Medvedev 2011).

Over the next several years, a series of laws and regulations was issued to

translate these proposals into concrete programs. The resulting Russian government

tool kit for interacting with NPOs thus includes the following, fairly comprehensive

set of tools:

(1) Direct and indirect grants, known in Russian as ‘‘federal government

subsidies;’’

(2) Purchase of service contracts;

(3) Transfer of property rights to allow for access to office space at subsidized

rental payments or for free;

(4) Tax incentives for NPOs, their donors, the recipients of charitable contribu-

tions, and the beneficiaries of charitable services;

(5) Information support, technical assistance, and training; and

(6) Regulation.

What is more, the Federal law leaves the list of forms of support for NPOs open-

ended, subject to extension by the Federal Parliament, by legal acts adopted by

legislative assemblies of Russian regions, or by legal acts of local governments

(Federal Law No. 40-FZ, 2010, see: Government of the Russian Federation 2010).

Let us look briefly at each of these authorized tools.

Federal Subsidies (Grants)

A key part of the tool kit put in place to implement government–nonprofit

cooperation is a series of government grants. Two such programs were enacted by a
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Government Decree issued in August of 2011 (Decree No. 713, 2011, see:

Government of the Russian Federation 2011a) and are managed by the Ministry for

Economic Development (MED). One of these provides federal subsidies to regional

governments to extend the reach of regional programs supporting NPOs. The second

establishes a program of federal subsidies provided directly to nonprofit organiza-

tions in support of efforts to improve the overall operations of Russian NPOs.

The program of federal subsidies to regional governments is designed to support

regional programs of support to NPOs. Regional authorities are invited to apply for

this support; applications are considered on a competitive basis by MED and experts

it recruits to help with the process. The first round of the competition was held in

2011 (Shadrin 2014, pp. 6–7). Forty-nine out of 52 applications by regional

governments received federal support and 600 million rubles (US$18.2 million) of

federal funding were disbursed. The next round was held in 2013. In 2013–2014

federal co-funding amounted to 1290 million rubles (US$39.0 million). In 2013, 69

regions applied and again 49 were supported, and in 2014, there were 71 applicants

and 45 winners. Since a condition of support is evidence that the regions are

utilizing their own resources to support NPOs, MED has an incentive to provide

support to the widest possible array of regions in order to stimulate regions to

support NPOs. This strategy seems to be working as the number of Russian regional

administrations establishing their own programs of support for NPOs increased from

7 regions in 2010—the year before MED launched its co-funding program—to 71

(out of 85) as of 2014 (Shadrin 2014, p. 7).

The subsidies going directly to NPOs are also administered by the MED on a

competitive basis. Eligible to participate are NPOs proposing projects aimed at

providing information assistance, consultation, and technical support to other NPOs,

including projects aimed at training organizations in how to attract volunteers and at

the collection, analysis, and proliferation of best practices among NPOs. This

combination of capacity-building assistance to support organizations and financial

support to operating organizations through the regions is an especially noteworthy

feature of the new Russian NPO support program, acknowledging the government’s

responsibility to improve not just the financial ability of NPOs to assist in the

delivery of social services, but their technical capability as well. According to MED,

in 2012–2014 a total of 1736 nonprofit organizations applied for these capacity-

building grants and 139 applications were supported. The total subsidies disbursed

through 3 years of competition amounted to 694.5 million rubles (roughly

equivalent to US$21 million at the exchange rate in effect in the 2011–2014 period)4

(Shadrin 2014, pp. 14–15).

Another federal decree (Decree No. 2553, 2012) opened an additional window of

support to Russian NPOs, this time through the Ministry of Labor and Social

Support. Under its ‘‘social support of citizens’’ initiative, this Ministry was also

granted authority to launch a program of ‘‘Increasing the effectiveness of

government support of socially-oriented NPOs’’ delivering social services to

4 The exchange rate used throughout this manuscript to convert rubles into dollars was the average in

effect over the period 2011–2014. This rate was 33 rubles to the dollar. Following the drop in oil prices

and the imposition of sanctions following the annexation of Crimea and the complexities of the Ukraine

hostilities, the ruble has fallen sharply, reaching 62 rubles to the dollar as of this writing.
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citizens (Ministry of Labor and Social Support 2012). The amount of funding

earmarked for this grant program for the period 2013–2020 was 13,482 million

rubles (US$408 million), though the amount actually committed in the initial years

(2013–2014) was considerably below this. On the other hand, however, the Ministry

of Labor operates two other grant programs delivering assistance to NPOs:

‘‘Accessible environment’’—a program supporting initiatives of associations of

people with disabilities—and another supporting NPOs giving help to children in

difficult life situations. The total grant budget of the Ministry of Labor and Social

Support amounted in 2013–2014 to 6482 million rubles (US$196.4 million).

The grant tool is also utilized in another program of direct grants to Russian

NPOs that was created in 2010 and is run out of the Presidential Administration, the

so-called ‘‘Presidential grants to NPOs for the implementation of socially important

projects.’’ Presently, six umbrella NPOs have been selected by the Administration

of the President to run this program. These umbrella organizations then manage

open grant competitions among Russian NPOs. The amount of funds disbursed by

way of this tool grew from 1 billion rubles in 2010 (US$30 million) to 3.7 billion

rubles in 2014 (US$112 million) (President of the Russian Federation 2010–2014).

Taken together, a small ‘‘cottage industry’’ of grant programs providing

assistance to Russian NPOs has thus blossomed in Russia in recent years. As

noted in Table 3 below, in 2014, no fewer than seven different Russian Federal

Ministries or Agencies were involved in the operation of these subsidy grants to

NPOs. These programs delivered a total of 10.3 billion rubles (US$311 million) of

assistance to Russian NPOs in 2014 alone—a more than two-fold increase over the

4763.1 million rubles (US$144.3 million) delivered 2 years earlier when the NPO

tool kit was launched in earnest (Shadrin 2014, p. 5). The harsh economic and

budgetary circumstances resulting from the collapse of the market for the natural

resources on which Russia’s economy and government budget have come to depend

has halted this growth for the foreseeable future, however.

Purchase-of-Service Contracting

Grants are perhaps the most attractive tool through which NPOs can receive

government support since, at least in theory, they reach organizations directly, are

designed to support activities that the NPOs want to carry out, and tend to have

fewer constraints attached to them (Salamon 2002, pp. 25–27). However,

governments around the world have also utilized the tool of contracting.

Traditionally, this tool has been used to purchase goods and services that

government agencies need for their own operations (e.g., supplies, equipment,

facilities, military hardware). Increasingly, however, governments have utilized the

contracting tool to purchase services it wants to deliver to citizens (e.g., health care,

day care, nursing home care). Such ‘‘purchase of service contracting’’ has its own

peculiar operating procedures, demands, and challenges but also allows govern-

ments to tap the capabilities and skills of other societal actors, of which nonprofit

organizations have been particularly prominent (de Hoog and Salamon 2002,

pp. 319–339).
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Theoretically, equal access to government and municipal contracts for organi-

zations irrespective of their legal form or form of ownership was established in

Russian laws governing contracting since 2005. However, the specific provisions

regulating the administration of tenders of the Federal Law No. 94 ‘‘On Placing

Contracts for Goods, Works and Services Required by State and Municipalities’’

disfavored NPOs. Implementation of these provisions resulted in government and

municipal funds earmarked for social services going almost exclusively to

government-owned institutions across the social service fields of health, education,

and human services alike.

An attempt to correct this discriminatory situation was introduced in Federal Law

No. 44-FZ of April 5, 2013 ‘‘On the Federal Contract System in the Area of

Procurement of Goods, Works and Services Required by the State and Municipal-

ities’’ (Government of the Russian Federation 2013). As of January 1, 2014, the law

requires all levels of governments to contract with small businesses and ‘‘socially-

oriented’’ nonprofit organizations (SONPOs) for at least 15 % of the total annual

value of contracts. The value of a single contract falling under this provision is set at

up to 20 million rubles (slightly above US$600,000). The 20 million ruble limit

actually covers the bulk of typical government contracts for diverse social services.

Free or Reduced Cost Access to Office Space

In addition to providing financial support, governmental units in Russia have

deployed another resource that may be uniquely available to formerly socialist

countries: access to state-owned real property for free or at reduced cost.5 Enacted

by government Decree No. 1478 of December 30, 2012, this Decree obliges

government agencies to compile, maintain, update, and publish lists of nonresi-

dential properties owned by the Federal government that can be leased out to

SONPOs on a long-term basis for free or at rents up to 50 % of the going market

Table 3 Russian federal government ministries and agencies operating grant programs in support of

NPOs, and amount of grants provided

Name of ministry or agency Amount of grants to NPOs in 2014

(million rubles/million US$)

Administration of the President 3698.0/112.0

Ministry of Economic Development 943.5/28.6

Ministry of Labor and Social Protection 3227.8/97.8

Ministry of Culture 1027.9/31.2

Ministry of Healthcare 197.0/6.0

Federal Medical And Biological Agency 10.4/0.3

Ministry of Regional Development 1158.0/35.1

Total 10,263.3/311.0

Source NRU HSE, RCSM, 2013–2014

5 For a broader discussion of the potentials for using this tool to foster charitable endowments, see

Salamon (2014).
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rate. The Decree specifies the criteria and procedures to be used in the selection of

NPOs to be given access to long-term leases of such property, as well as applicable

restrictions on the use of such property and safeguards against mismanagement and

corruption. It also encourages regional and local governments to introduce similar

norms and regulations to increase the supply of office space for SONPOs from the

stock of properties owned by regional and local governments.

The Decree pays particular attention to ensuring transparency and competitive-

ness in the process of transferring property rights to NPOs. MED has prepared

guidelines for regional and local governments detailing the design of procedures

that these governments can utilize to issue their own regulations in compliance with

the letter and spirit of the Federal Government Decree (Ministry of Economic

Development 2013a).

Tax Incentives

Tax incentives, also referred to as ‘‘tax expenditures,’’ have been a favored tool

through which to deliver benefits to particular constituencies, especially in the

current era of fiscal austerity. Unlike outright grants or contracts, tax expenditures

deliver their benefits by allowing particular classes of taxpayers to avoid taxes that

would otherwise apply to them. Russia set the stage for the use of this tool to assist

NPOs through its prior tax treatment of such organizations and their clients and

donors. For example, under Russian tax law, NPOs that receive fees for the services

they provide, even if these services are clearly within the missions of the

organizations, such as providing education or delivering day care, must pay taxes on

these fees at the same rates as for-profit firms. Defenders of this provision point out

that without it thousands of for-profit companies might quickly re-organize as

nonprofits since the enforcement of Russian prohibitions on the nondistribution of

profits by nonprofits tends to be extremely lax, which would allow the businesses to

run their companies as nonprofits, escape taxation, and still collect profits (Jakobson

2012). Also particularly painful for organizations supporting the most needy was the

treatment of charitable donations made to such people, even in the form of food or

clothes, as income liable to personal income tax, which neither the recipient, nor the

nonprofit organization, knew how to pay. Similarly, prevailing law required

recipients of social services provided by NPOs to pay value added taxes (VAT) on

these services even if the service was free of charge for the recipient and funded

through donations. During the period from 2011 through 2013, however, a variety of

reforms was introduced into the tax regime applicable to NPOs (Ministry of

Economic Development 2013b).

A major goal of these provisions was to improve the income side of NPO

operations by encouraging charitable giving, the building of endowments, and fee-

for-service activities. Among the provisions put in place in pursuit of this goal were

the following:

• A provision allowing individuals to deduct from their taxable income, up to a

maximum of 25 %, the contributions they make to NPOs (including religious

organizations) in support of their mission-based activities. Under consideration
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by the Russian Government is a further provision that would allow an individual

to transfer the right to reclaim the tax rebate to the recipient NPO. This would

free the individual donor of the associated administrative burden and make mass

fundraising campaigns more attractive for NPOs;

• An extension of the types of expenditures NPOs can treat as valid costs in

calculating their taxable income and hence the tax it owes;

• Permission for NPOs to accept securities and real estate as charitable

contributions to their endowments; and

• Waivers on VAT obligations on NPO costs for a wide assortment activities, such

as providing care services to the ill the elderly, or the handicapped who are

officially considered in need of such services by federal health care/social

institutions; providing social services to support children, handicapped, and

elderly people in a difficult life situation; organizing and delivering mass

physical culture events; transferring property rights for a charitable purpose; and

conducting social advertising campaigns.

Other changes to the tax regime affecting NPOs were aimed at reducing the cost

side of NPO balance sheet. Included here were the following:

• Waiver of personal income taxes on charitable donations provided to

individuals;

• Elimination of personal income taxes on any income received from NPOs by

orphans, children without parental care, or children living in families with per

capita income not above the legal subsistence level;

• Elimination of personal income tax on reimbursements of a variety of costs

related to volunteer work, including accommodation, transfers, medical

insurance, individual protection costs, and meal costs up to a specified limit;

• A 20 % reduction in rates of mandatory social insurance paid by NPOs that have

chosen to use the simplified taxation system, provided they comply with

established restrictions related to the kinds of eligible activities and sources of

funding; and

• Waiver of property tax obligations on assets, other than real estate, acquired by

NPOs after 2013.

Capacity-Building

In addition to financial and in-kind support tools, the new NPO tool kit also includes

some direct capacity-building assistance utilizing the tool of information. Thus, for

example:

• A portal on the internet administered by MED contains a section on SONPOs

that contains a wealth of information on the activities of the Government aimed

at supporting NPOs, on the volunteer movement, and on the development of

civil society in Russia. This includes laws, norms, regulations (both acting and

planned), analysis, information on competitions for direct financial support,

methodological recommendations, and model regulation acts. The information

helps both NPOs and regional and municipal governments connect to the
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available programs and is intended to speed up the dissemination of best

practices of government support tools across the country. Work to equip regional

governments to supply similar information on their websites is also under way.

• In 2012, MED sponsored the development and launch of a training program

aimed at developing cooperation skills for NPO staff and volunteers and public

servants working for agencies and departments in charge of NPO support

programs or in charge of the delivery of social services. Designed by HSE, the

training program is delivered by the Russian Presidential Academy of the

National Economy and Public Administration. The Academy is well represented

in Russian regions, and the training courses are tailored both for in-class

delivery and for online distance training so that the program is readily accessible

across the country. The training program is government licensed to count as an

official skills improvement course, which allows regional and municipal

governments to use public funds to pay for the participation of their employees,

thus ensuring a degree of financial sustainability.

Regulation

Side by side with the promotional activities associated with the new Russian NPO

tool kit has come another set of programs that utilize the tool of regulation.

Regulation, of course, is one of the most coercive tools in the government tool kit. It

is used typically to restrict actions, though it can also be used to draw distinctions

among classes of actors considered eligible for certain benefits or forms of activity.

The launch of the Russian NPO tool kit was accompanied by at least three uses of

the tool of regulation. Below, we first describe one instance of regulation drawing

distinctions within the sector, which carved out a subsector of socially oriented

NPOs eligible for the tool kit benefits. Then we discuss the two measures mentioned

earlier that impose restrictions on various classes of NPOs.

• Carving Out Socially Oriented NPOs An early regulatory provision of the NPO

tool kit took the form of a regulation defining the sub-class of NPOs that would

be considered eligible to access the various benefits that the tool kit offered. For

this purpose, Article 31.1 of Federal Law No. 40-FZ of April 5, 2010

(Government of the Russian Federation 2010), carves out a sub-class of NPOs

called ‘‘Socially-Oriented NPOs,’’ or SONPOs in English, that alone are

considered to be eligible for most of the benefits outlined in the rest of the NPO

tool kit. The act first excludes from eligibility nonprofits that are not covered by

the key Russian law on nonprofits, the Federal Law No. 7-FZ of January 1, 1996

‘‘On Nonprofit Organizations’’ (Government of the Russian Federation 1996).

This makes ineligible consumer cooperatives, homeowner societies, government

institutions, government corporations, autonomous institutions, and political

parties.

The law then further limits eligibility for socially oriented status by defining the

charter purposes of the remaining NPOs that the lawmakers considered to be of

particular public benefit. Among such charter purposes are the following:
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(1) Social support and social protection of citizens;

(2) Activities aimed at preparing the population to overcome the consequences of

natural disasters, environmental or technogenic accidents, or at preventing

such accidents;

(3) Aid to victims of natural disasters, environmental, technogenic, or other

accidents, aid to victims of social, national, or religious conflicts, refugees, and

involuntary migrants;

(4) Environmental protection and the protection of animals;

(5) Protection of artifacts (including buildings and constructions) and territories of

particular historic, cultural, religious, or environmental value, including places

of burial;

(6) Legal aid provided free of charge or at reduced fees to citizens and nonprofit

organizations, legal education of the population, protection of human rights,

and civil liberties;

(7) Prevention of socially dangerous behavior patterns of citizens;

(8) Philanthropic activities as well as activities to facilitate charity and

volunteering;

(9) Activities in education, research, culture, arts, health care, disease prevention,

the promotion of healthy life styles and of physical culture, activities to

improve the moral and psychological condition of citizens, as well as support

for the above activities, and facilitation of spiritual development of the

individual.

Subsequent to the initial legislation, the Parliament added a number of additional

categories of NPOs eligible for the special SONPO categorization. Included here

were organizations combatting corruption, protecting national culture, promoting

patriotism and military-patriotic education, fighting forest fires, honoring unknown

soldiers, and promoting labor mobility (Federal Law No. 325-FZ of December 30,

2012; Federal Law No. 172-FZ of July 2, 2013; Government Decree No. 21-84p of

November 3, 2014).

To adjust for the diversity of regional and local features of the Russian social

sphere, as well as to facilitate co-sponsoring of the support measures for NPOs from

regional and local government budgets, the law identifying SONPOs leaves the list

of eligible SONPO activities open-ended. It includes a provision for expanding the

list of activities aimed at solving social problems and at the development of civil

society in Russia through regional legislation and by adopting corresponding norms

and regulation by local (municipal) governments.

As of 2012 the Russian statistical agency—Rosstat—reported the population of

Russian SONPOs to number 113,327 organizations. This means that roughly half of

all actively working Russian NPOs are in a position to apply for government

funding.

• The Foreign Agent Law The second significant regulatory program relating to

NPOs enacted within the time frame of the other NPO tool kit proposals was

Federal Law No. 121-FZ of July 20, 2012 (Government of the Russian

Federation 2012), entitled ‘‘On Introducing Amendments to Selected Legal Acts

of the Russian Federation Related to the Regulation of Activities of
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Noncommercial Organizations Performing the Functions of Foreign Agents.’’

Unlike the other major provisions of the NPO tool kit, this widely criticized

regulatory provision establishes a particularly discriminatory distinction among

legal NPOs. In particular: ‘‘Any Russian nonprofit organization that receives

financial resources or other goods from foreign states, their agencies, interna-

tional or foreign organizations, foreign citizens, stateless persons or their

representatives, or from Russian organizations receiving funds from those

sources, and which takes part, particularly in the interests of foreign entities, in

political activity within the territory of the Russian Federation’’ are required to

register officially with the Justice Ministry, publish a half-yearly record of their

activities, and indicate their status as a ‘‘foreign agent’’ on their documentation.

The law created a ‘‘Register of Non-profit Organizations Fulfilling the Function

of Foreign Agents’’ to list those organizations receiving foreign money and

participating in political activities in Russia. These groups have to inform the

federal authorities of the amount of funds received and their use. After being

registered, they have to inform the authorities in advance of their participation in

any political activity (i.e., any activity likely to influence the decision-making of

state agencies or influence public opinion). The law also stipulates the auditing of

the accounts of organizations registered as ‘‘foreign agents.’’ For those that refuse to

register as such, the law requires the cessation of their activity for 6 months.

Organizations under such restrictions can only resume functioning once they have

registered as foreign agents. If a group refuses to comply with the law, it is subject

to a fine of up to 500,000 rubles and its officers risk a sentence of up to 2 years in

prison.

The act explicitly excludes from the foreign agent status ‘‘noncommercial

religious organizations, government corporations, any noncommercial organizations

established by government or government corporations, as well as ‘budgetary

institutions’’’ (government-owned schools, research centers, clinics etc.). Also

excluded are employers’ associations, such as trade and industry chambers.

The definition of the ‘‘political activity’’ that makes an organization eligible for

coverage by this law is quite broad, including taking part in ‘‘organizing and

implementing,’’ including ‘‘funding,’’ actions aimed at ‘‘influencing governmental

decision-making with the purpose to achieve changes of government policy’’ as well

as ‘‘actions aimed at forming public opinion to achieve the above purposes.’’

Although the act excludes from coverage such actions in particular policy spheres—

such as science, culture, the arts, public health, and social support6—the language

remains highly ambiguous and apparently open to wide interpretation.

• ‘‘Undesirable’’ Organization Law A third regulatory provision, passed on

second reading in the Russian Duma in May 2015 and signed by President Putin

on May 22, 2015, allows authorities to deem foreign NGOs ‘‘undesirable’’ and

6 Article 2 of this law explicitly excludes from ‘‘political activities’’ activity in the areas of science,

culture, the arts, public health, social support and social protection of citizens, the protection of maternity

(motherhood), childhood, social support for people with disability, activity in the area prophylaxis and

protection of citizens’ health, the protection of wildlife, charitable activity, and activity facilitating the

development of charitable activity and volunteering.
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shut them down. According to the Law, prosecutors would be able to label some

foreign organizations undesirable if they pose ‘‘a threat to the foundation of the

constitutional order of the Russian Federation, the defense capability of the

country, or the security of the state.’’ Not only the organizations, but anyone

working for these blacklisted groups could face steep fines or jail terms of up to

6 years. The Law would also apply to Russian organizations that receive funding

from and cooperate with such foreign groups. The Ministry of Justice will be

responsible for keeping the list of ‘‘undesirables’’ (Federal Law of May, 23,

2015 No. 129-FZ, see: Government of the Russian Federation 2015).

Part III. Explaining the Result

How can we explain this curious combination of promotion and persecution of

Russian NGOs? To what extent can this result be attributed to the Rational Actor

model and to what extent is it possible to see in the results the workings of the other

two models introduced earlier?

The answers to these questions are of more than academic interest. They have

practical implications as well for how we assess the true intents of the Russian

government toward the nonprofit sector and hence the likely prospects for this set of

institutions and for the support programs recently put in place to assist them. At the

same time, however, without fuller access to the inner workings of the Russian

government, it is impossible to answer these questions definitively. What is possible

is to venture some reasonable suppositions based on the limited evidence available,

and that is what we will do below.

Our central conclusion is that Allison’s (1969, 1971) fundamental insight into the

disjointedness of policy decision-making in complex governments applies to

Russian policy toward NPOs. Russian governmental policy toward NPOs can thus

fruitfully be seen as a series of only partially inter-connected decision processes,

each of which has its own dynamics, and each of which therefore potentially fits a

different one of the analytical models that Allison articulates. It is therefore

important analytically to deconstruct the overall policy into its separate policy

streams and see how far each of the models takes us in explaining what is going on.

In what follows, we therefore take a series of separate ‘‘cuts’’ at explaining features

of the observed policy as we have described it to see if we can come to a more

nuanced explanation of the true dynamics that may be at work. We begin with the

Bureaucratic Politics model.

First Cut: The Bureaucratic Politics Model

Certainly, from the evidence at hand, it seems reasonable to see in at least the early

formulation and execution of the NPO tool kit program the workings of the

Bureaucratic Politics model, with its emphasis on multiple nodes of policy initiative

pursued by various policy entrepreneurs through the fairly structured policy

clearance processes that Fortescue (2010) argues convincingly characterize the
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Russian governmental system as they necessarily do of any complex society. In fact,

the impetus for the reforms that ultimately led to what we have termed the ‘‘tool kit’’

of NPO support programs began early in the post-Soviet period and was among the

core features of the so-called ‘‘Gref program’’ of 2000 calling, among other things,

for a major reform of the social welfare system inherited from the Soviet past

(Wines 2000). The Gref program ‘‘… mapped in some detail a re-orientation of the

state’s role from directly providing social welfare to constructing, overseeing, and in

some cases subsidizing the institutional mechanisms for private and other non-state

provision, including mortgage and health insurance markets and educational

voucher schemes,’’ signaling the potential advent of third-party government in

Russia (Cook 2007, p. 154).

The justifications for these reforms were clear to many in the policy community.

The democratic transformation after 1991 went side by side with market reforms

that were accompanied by a drastic deterioration of standards of living for many

Russians. The government at that time balanced on the edge of default, defaulted on

many of its social obligations, and failed to enforce social protection laws. At the

same time the post-Soviet transformation opened the door to a great variety of civic

initiatives, calling into life new-style nonprofit institutions with a potential to

improve social service provision.

However, this reform urge stalled as the growing price of oil at the beginning of

the millennium allowed for abundant fiscal resources, and cooled the pressures for

major reforms. It took the global financial crisis of 2007–2008 to allow government

officials responsible for the social sector to get the reform process back on track and

to attract the attention of political leadership to the fact that, by the mid-2000s, the

ineffective system of social services inherited from the Soviet era still remained

largely unreformed—despite considerable efforts spent on reform designs and

various experiments. Persistent evidence of popular dissatisfaction with the

unreformed human service delivery system doubtless strengthened the reformers’

hand. For example, despite an almost doubling of general government expenditures

devoted to the ‘‘social sphere’’ between 2006 and 2009, representative population

surveys conducted by the Center for Civil Society and the Nonprofit Sector Studies

of the Higher School of Economics in 2008 showed that less than 10 % of Russians

believed that the branches of the social sphere—including education, healthcare,

research and development, culture, and social welfare services—were in ‘‘good

shape.’’ Forty percent of Russians said these sectors were in ‘‘bad condition,’’ with

another 40 % believing that they were in more or less ‘‘satisfactory shape.’’ Health

care and social welfare (i.e., the pension system for the most part) fared worst in the

survey with 53 and 56 % of respondents, respectively, rating these sectors as in

‘‘bad condition’’ (Jakobson and Mersianova 2012).

While the majority of Russian citizens remained firmly committed to state

paternalism as a necessary and highly desirable feature of a distinctive Russian path

to development, most remained deeply dissatisfied with the practical work of

government agencies. Thus, 74 % of Russian citizens told Levada Center

interviewers that ‘‘most people will not be able to survive without tutelage from

the state’’ (up from 72 % in 1997), but only a minority considered that in Russia

‘‘the state lives up to its obligations to the citizens’’ (a meager 5 % in 1998 at the
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height of the economic crisis, and a more respectable but still highly limited 30 % in

2014) (Levada Center 2014, p. 46). Special sources of public dissatisfaction were

‘‘state’’ services in the fields of health care, education, and social care, which in

Russia up to this date remained almost exclusively in state hands.

Beyond that, Russian policy makers were also quite aware that although the

Russian population predominantly continued to hold the government responsible for

the delivery of social services, sizeable segments were not at all averse to engaging

private donors and independent charitable organizations in providing relief to the

needy. According to the results of one such survey, 77 % of Russians felt it

important to hold ‘‘government institutions’’ responsible for helping people who are

considered ‘‘socially vulnerable.’’ However, a sizeable 30 % of them believed that

such help should come as well from ‘‘local charitable organizations and

foundations,’’ and 21 % thought that ‘‘major companies and businessmen’’ should

help. According to the same survey, 44 and 42 % of the Russian population

believed, respectively, that ‘‘wealthy people’’ and ‘‘Russian independent charitable

organizations’’ should be engaged in philanthropy (Mersianova and Jakobson 2010).

Against this background, it is not surprising that researchers at the National

Research University Higher School of Economics found through the Russian Civil

Society Monitoring Project survey that 76 % of Russians expressed the wish that

nonprofits take an active part in the resolution of social problems, e.g., exercise

control over public institutions providing health care or educational services, or

provide such services themselves. At the same time, public opinion favored

cooperative interaction between nonprofits and the authorities in the solution of

social problems—an attitude shared by more than half of the respondents.

As a result, alert Russian policy makers and advocates of the need for change

found themselves mid-way through the first decade of the new millennium in very

much the same position as their counterparts in France 13 years earlier—facing a

citizenry still committed to a strong state role in the provision of social welfare

services, but increasingly frustrated by the quality and responsiveness of the system

through which those services were being delivered (Ullman 1998; see also:

Archambault, this volume). And they responded in much the same way as did

progressive French leaders of the early 1980s—by advocating a modernization of

the delivery system for social welfare services through cross-sectoral cooperation

with NPOs—thereby reaching out to capture some of the innovativeness and

responsiveness, not to mention access to resources, of the nonprofit sector without

surrendering the leading role of the state in financing responses to social ills. Work

on such reforms began in the Ministry of Economic Development 2006 in response

to a presidential decree instructing the government to elaborate a long-term

(2008–2020) national strategy of social and economic development (Ministry of

Economic Development 2008).

It turns out, moreover, that leaders of service-providing nonprofit organizations

were more than happy to support such interaction with the state, even if this

involved some limitation on their involvement in advocacy activity. One reason for

this, of course, was the strained economic circumstances of most Russian NPOs,

which made the prospect of meaningful government assistance highly attractive.

The share of organizations avoiding any kind of cooperation with authorities on
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ideological or political grounds is therefore small. Even human rights organizations,

such as the Moscow Helsinki Group, or Memorial, have applied for and received

government grants awarded under the auspices of the Presidential Administration.

Sociological data gathered in the course of the Russian Civil Society Monitoring

Project suggest that most leaders of NPOs have at most a passing interest in political

change. Exemplary are answers to the question: ‘‘If there is a change of political

regime in the country in the near future, will such change favorably affect an

organization like yours?’’ Only 4 % of respondents answered ‘‘yes’’ to this question,

another 12 % answered ‘‘probably yes.’’ ‘‘No’’ or ‘‘Probably not’’ were the answers

of 38 % of respondents, while the largest group of respondents—46 %—had no

specific opinion. Therefore, it is not surprising that a typical Russian NPO is

prepared to cooperate with authorities and develops such relationships based on

very pragmatic considerations, rather than on ideological grounds.

This has been confirmed, moreover, by representative surveys of nonprofit

leaders carried out in recent years by the Center for Studies of Civil Society and the

Nonprofit Sector at the NRU HSE as part of Russian Civil Society Monitoring.

According to the results of the most recent of these empirical studies,7 52 % of

surveyed Russian NPOs indicated their readiness to cooperate with authorities in

designing and implementing socially important programs. Indeed, substantial

proportions of NPOs indicated that they already had some experience of interaction

with authorities, at least at the local level.

By late 2009, the basic outlines of the NPO tool kit had thus cleared the internal

hurdles and secured a place in a pivotal Presidential Address on September 10,

2009, that endorsed a substantial program of initiatives to engage NPOs and foster

closer government–nonprofit cooperation (Medvedev 2009).

Further support for the Bureaucratic Politics explanation for the shape of

evolving Russian governmental policy toward nonprofits can be found in the basic

structure of the resulting new initiatives. The telling fact here is that the government

did not create a coherent single center for dealings with SONPOs so as to

concentrate resources and expertise, minimize administrative duplication, and

formulate a coordinated approach. Instead, what we earlier termed a ‘‘cottage

industry’’ of separate programs was scattered across seven different federal

ministries and agencies, each of which proceeded to put its own spin on program

operations. This suggests the need for advocates of this strategy to find allies in the

different ministries in order to move their agenda ahead. And what better way than

to cut them into a share of the action by giving them resources through which they

could play in the new policy approach. Lending further credence to this line of

argument is the fact that the pivotal ‘‘concept document’’ that put the government

7 Results of the All-Russian Survey of NPOs conducted by Center for Studies of Civil Society and the

Nonprofit Sector at the NRU HSE in autumn 2012 as part of the monitoring of Russian civil society with

the support of the NRU HSE Program of Basic Research. Data collection was accomplished by the

‘‘Market-Up’’ Company. The design of the survey and the instruments were developed by I.V.

Mersianova and L.I. Jakobson. The sample consisted of 1005 NPOs; the survey covered 33 Russian

regions. The sample was constructed to ensure representative results by legal form and year of registration

of the NPOs. Regions were selected on the basis of a typology considering three indicators: urbanization;

third sector development index; and economic development index.
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officially on record in support of something like the NPO tool kit bore the name ‘‘A

Concept to Facilitate the Development of Charitable Activities and Volunteering,’’

suggesting the need to win the support of the Ministry of Finance by emphasizing

the savings this concept would bring to the government budget by stimulating

greater charitable support and reliance on volunteers instead of paid government

personnel to address social welfare problems.

Second Cut: The Rational Actor Model

Convincing though the Bureaucratic Politics explanation of the evolution of Russian

government policy toward nonprofits may be, it may not account for the full story.

On the surface, at least, a stunning contradiction seems to exist between the

carefully structured decision process leading up to the new initiative of state support

for NPOs and the sharp turn toward stigmatization and repression of certain

internationally funded nonprofit groups, and the likely collateral damage to the

reputations of a much broader portion of the nonprofit community, represented by

the ‘‘foreign agent law.’’

How can we explain this apparent contradiction? In the absence of inside

information, we can ultimately only speculate on the possible answers to this

question and see what the limited information available suggests about which of

these answers seems most plausible.

Perhaps the most obvious answer is the one advanced by observers who begin

with the Rational Actor model but forget Allison’s caution about deconstructing

complex government actions and analyzing their component parts separately. We

can refer to this as the ‘‘all-or-nothing’’ form of the Rational Actor model. Those

who espouse this view challenge the idea that there is any contradiction at all

between these two strands of policy or conveniently overlook, or downplay the

significance of, the NPO tool kit set of programs and focus only on the regulatory

dimensions of Russian government policy toward NPOs. In this view, the support

programs represent, at best, just one prong of a two-prong effort to co-opt the

Russian nonprofit sector by effectively restricting the sector’s access to sources of

support outside the regime’s control while using local resources to draw the more

pliant service-oriented organizations closer to the governing authorities.

Such a strategy certainly seems consistent with some of the available evidence.

Indeed, the notion of splitting the Russian nonprofit sector into acceptable and

unacceptable components, and rewarding the one while penalizing the other, was

already evident well before the new NPO tool kit was assembled. In his address to

the Federal Assembly on May 26, 2004, for example, President Putin outlined the

rationale for this strategy, noting that:

In our country, there are thousands of public associations and unions that work

constructively. But not all of the organizations are oriented towards standing

up for people’s real interests. For some of them, the priority is to receive

financing from influential foreign foundations. Others serve dubious group and

commercial interests while the most acute problems of the country and its

citizens remain unnoticed. I must say that when violations of fundamental and
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basic human rights are concerned, when people’s real interests are infringed

upon, the voice of such organizations is often not even heard. And this is not

surprising: they simply cannot bite the hand that feeds them. Of course, such

examples cannot become for us a reason to accuse citizens’ associations

wholesale. I think, such inevitable charges are of temporary character (Putin

2004).

The link between suppression and support then seemed to be drawn more directly

in a 2012 statement in which the president noted that: ‘‘As far as nonprofit

organizations are concerned, I agree with those colleagues who consider that if we

introduce harsher working frameworks for these organizations, we should obviously

increase our own financial support for their activities’’ (Putin 2012b). In other

words, the support programs seem portrayed as ways to support the policy of de-

politicization and elimination of troublesome outside funding.

Another potential source of support for this all-or-nothing Rational Actor

interpretation can be found in the record of financing of the new NPO tool kit

initiatives. In a word, as a share of Russian federal government expenditures on the

social sector, including health, education, physical culture and sports, and social

policy (but excluding pensions), spending on government support of NPOs in 2012

barely amounted to a rounding error—4.7 billion rubles out of a total of 2.5 trillion

rubles of social sector spending—or less than 2/10ths of 1 percent.8 The record of

government support seems more robust when compared to the overall spending of

the NPO sector, but at about 15 % it falls well below the 41-country average

estimated by the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project (Mersianova

et al. 2016, forthcoming), leaving Russian NPOs well behind even some of their

Central European cousins in terms of the extent of their government support.

Viewed through the lens of the all-or-nothing version of the Rational Actor model

the NPO tool kit could thus be viewed as merely a symbolic initiative intended to

distract attention from the real government effort to crack down on nonprofits, cut

off alternative sources of funds, and tie organizations to funding streams more

firmly under government control.

The problem with this explanation, however, is that it flies in the face of other

evidence. For one thing, it would undercut the elaborate policy development and

inter-agency collaboration process that underlay the opening to NPOs. Quite apart

from the substantive issues involved, this would run counter to one of the signal

achievements with which the Putin presidency is credited by academic observers:

‘‘Putin came to power stressing stability after the chaos of Yeltsin,’’ notes one close

observer of Russian policy decision-making. ‘‘Part of that stability was a regularized

and therefore depersonalized policy process’’ (Fortescue 2010, p. 32). It seems

highly unlikely that this President would deliberately take actions that would make a

mockery of that process in this case.

What is more, President Putin has consistently given verbal signals endorsing the

substance of the NPO tool kit programs. Every annual Presidential Address to the

Federal Assembly contains sections focused on the need to continue expanding the

8 Data on government social spending from Ministry of Finance of Russia, available at http://info.minfin.

ru/fbisprash.php. Data on government support of nonprofit organizations from Shadrin (2014).
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role of NPOs in the provision of social welfare services as a major way to improve

the quality of these services (Putin 2012a, 2013, 2014). In his Presidential Address

delivered as recently as December 2014, in the wake of passage of the ‘‘foreign

agent law,’’ Putin thus re-confirmed the political decision to expand cooperation

with SONPOs, noting that: ‘‘We will continue to support socially oriented non-

commercial organizations. Such NGOs, as a rule, bring together people who feel

their civil duty and who are aware of how much mercy, attention, care, and kindness

mean. We should use their proposals and experience, especially when implementing

social initiatives’’ (Putin 2014). To overlook such strong policy endorsements or

treat them as smoke screens for alternative policy directions is to overlook the role

that political communication plays in a large and complex society where other

actors take their cues from messages conveyed by those in positions of authority.

Finally, the apparently limited funding for NPO tool kit initiatives may simply be

a reflection of this initiative’s character as a ‘‘pilot project’’ in an early stage of

implementation. There are two important considerations speaking in favor of this

pilot project interpretation. One is the evidence of further development of the stream

of policy represented by the NPO tool kit in the form of a ‘‘Roadmap’’ document

developed by the Ministry of Economic Development (MED) outlining additional

steps to be taken over the period 2015–2018 to further facilitate the involvement of

nongovernmental organizations in the provision of social services. The Roadmap

establishes mandatory targets down to the level of Russian regions for the number of

school children attending nongovernmental schools, the share of governmental

medical insurance funds to be paid to NGO medical institutions for the treatment of

people insured by the government, and many other criteria aimed at promoting

cross-sectoral cooperation in areas of government-funded and -delivered social

services. Second is the on-going major reform changing the legal form of

government-owned organizations in culture, recreation, and education into the so-

called ‘‘autonomous institutions’’ with governance designs resembling those of

nongovernmental nonprofits—with boards of trustees, the right to establish

endowments, and other features that will release them at least partly from

government operational control. Although government funding will remain

dominant at such institutions, this money will be channeled in ways that conform

more closely to third-party government. Thus, the transformation of the social sector

toward a third-party government model is being approached from two directions—

by enabling existing service-providing NGOs to expand their operations and

functions, and by attempts to force the mass of government-owned service providers

to assume increased responsibility for their operations through the application of

third-party government tool designs.

To be sure, these processes start from a very low base and will likely take time to

mature, especially given the recent economic difficulties Russia has been

experiencing. Nevertheless, the recent policy developments support the pilot

project interpretation of the NPO tool kit programs and lend credence to the view

that the recent openings to the nonprofit sector are far more than a symbolic sop

intended to disguise a coherent policy of repression—that they represent, rather, an

integral component of an important stream of policy for responding to growing

citizen dissatisfaction with the quantity and quality of state-provided human
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services. If the all-or-nothing Rational Actor model does not seem to fit the

available evidence, what other explanation of this striking divergence of signals

about government policy toward NPOs can be imagined? One possibility is that the

‘‘foreign agent’’ and ‘‘undesirable organization’’ laws were the product of hardline

elements within the government, who believed, perhaps on national security

grounds, that outside funding of nonprofit groups presented a clear and present

danger to the government, and who managed to get these provisions enacted

‘‘beneath the radar’’ of senior policy officials. The fact that the provisions of these

two laws seem unusually broadly—even unclearly—drawn lends some credence to

this interpretation. But of all the possible explanations of this divergent stream of

policy, this one seems the least plausible. If the present administration in Russia has

shown anything, it has shown a determination to protect the power position of its

senior officials. Even if this policy was judged by its promoters, however

incorrectly, to be completely non controversial, it is doubtful that it could have

escaped internal scrutiny and some kind of official sign-off at reasonably senior

levels.

This brings us to a third possibility—that some element of a Rational Actor

model was at work, but its focus was not on policy toward nonprofit organizations,

but rather on some other, more pressing, policy arena, such as national security

policy. Political scientists have long recognized that the fate of a policy issue can

frequently depend on the ‘‘face’’ that it presents to policy makers. The reason for

this is simple: the face of an issue can materially affect the decision process that it

triggers—which actors are engaged in its consideration, with what levels of

acknowledged expertise, and with what legitimate claim to a stake in the outcome

(Kingdon 1984).

Whether for better or worse, it is widely recognized that there is no established

policy channel devoted specifically to ‘‘nonprofit policy’’ in the Russian govern-

ment, a comment that could properly apply to all but a handful of governments

throughout the world. One piece of evidence of this, as already noted, is that various

pieces of the support programs for NPOs have been scattered across a broad array of

government agencies, each of which has been left to its own devices to decide how

to operate the programs. To the extent that the nonprofit sector is a focal point of

policy, it is within the context of policy affecting particular substantive fields, such

as health, education, social welfare, or social services.

In the case of the ‘‘foreign agent’’ law, however, the most likely context in which

it arose was in the context of security policy, an arena in which senior political

leadership would have a strong and personal interest, but where the link to

‘‘nonprofit policy’’ would seem a secondary consideration at best. Indeed, the theme

of undue outside interference with domestic policy is a recurrent one in President

Putin’s pronouncements. While this initiative may not have made sense from the

point of view of nonprofit policy, it could easily be seen as a rational extension of a

broader government strategy aimed at the so-called ‘‘nationalization of elites.’’ This

latter strategy is most vividly manifested by a bill passed in 2013 to ban civil

servants and elected officials from having foreign bank accounts or owning foreign

property (Federal Law No. 79-FZ of May 7, 2013) and a further bill passed in 2014
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aimed at moving business activities of Russian companies from offshore back to the

country (Federal Law No. 376-FZ of November 24, 2014).

In short, the Rational Actor Model may have been at work in the adoption of the

‘‘foreign agent law,’’ not as a component of ‘‘nonprofit policy’’ but as a component

of security policy and the related policy of nationalization of elites. Wearing this

face, the internal policy debate may not have meaningfully engaged key actors

involved in ‘‘nonprofit policy’’ or raised appropriate concerns about its possible

interference with such policy, which may help to explain why some of the features

of this law were so broadly and ambiguously framed. In other words, an all-or-

nothing application of the Rational Actor model to the ‘‘foreign agents’’ law

considered as an integral component of nonprofit policy may be highly misleading,

but a more nuanced application of this model to this one component of nonprofit

policy that was approached within a different policy context still seems plausible.

As support for this interpretation, it is notable that key actors in formal

consultative bodies charged with maintaining an interface between the country’s

political leadership and civil society felt compelled to voice their opposition to this

law publicly—and even to ridicule some of its potential, if unintended,

consequences—suggests that they were either not fully involved in the consider-

ation of it, or their views were overridden by senior political officials. Included here

were the Chair of the Presidential Council on Development of Civil Society and

Human Rights and the Russian Federation’s High Commissioner for Human Rights

(Fedotov 2015; Pamfilova 2015).

The Third Cut: The Organizational Process Model

Even this line of argument may not account fully for the evolution of Russian

government policy toward the nonprofit sector. Even President Putin had reason to

complain in his 2014 Presidential Address at the slow pace of changes in major

sectors of the social sphere, such as education, public health, and social care. What

this suggests is that some of the problems that have surfaced in the implementation

of the NPO tool kit programs may elude the influence even of this commanding

authority and lie instead in factors identified in the Organizational Process

explanation of policy outcomes, i.e., in the operating procedures of existing

government bureaucracies.

Thus, for example, the effort to level the playing field for SONPOs in

government purchase-of-service contracting through Federal Law No. 44 of April 5,

2013 (Government of the Russian Federation 2013) by setting aside 15 % of all

such procurements for SONPOs or small businesses, though well intentioned, has

not yet produced the outcome desired. Information about government tenders is

readily available to interested parties on a special online portal. However, those

involved in preparing the tender requirements retained many of the existing

provisions that have long made it difficult, if not impossible, for SONPOs to

compete with both privately or government-owned contractors. Included here are

severe deposit requirements; reimbursement principles that assume quantity

discounts that nonprofits cannot secure; lack of carry-over proceeds from previous

work that can allow NPOs to cover start-up costs, coupled with difficulties securing
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advance payment; and insufficient coverage of overhead costs. Until these

bureaucratic obstacles are removed, the set-aside provisions will go untapped.

Beyond this, even Government agencies inclined to make the provision of social

services more competitive often do not have sufficient information on the supply of

available NPO providers and are often legitimately concerned about the capabilities

of such providers. In addition, government officials are often uninformed about the

tools that can be used to exercise legitimate control over nongovernmental service

providers and to ensure quality-of-service standards. Uncertain about how to

proceed, they easily default to standard procedures and known contractors rather

than venturing into the unknown.

These problems have recently been confirmed through empirical research. Thus,

a survey of high-level officials carried out by Efremov (2013) found that, although

these officials were generally aware of the potential benefits of contracting to NPOs

for the efficiency and effectiveness of social services they were responsible to

provide to the population, only a minority had the knowledge and skills to

implement outsourcing. Due to this lack of skills, the majority of respondents

showed reservations and reluctance to ‘‘experiment,’’ preferring to stay with

traditional mechanisms of social service provision and to rely on state-owned

institutions as providers. Similarly, Suslova’s (2014) empirical exploration of the

competitive bidding process in eight Russian regions where local government

entered into social service ‘‘quasi-markets’’ suggested that the market presence of

Russian NPOs remains limited—very likely due to ‘‘features of the competitive

bidding process which inhibit access to the quasi-markets for nonprofits’’ along with

the ‘‘insufficient maturity of Russian nonprofit organizations as social service

providers,’’ and ‘‘their unwillingness to work as a government contractor’’ (Suslova

2014, p. 15).

Similar problems arise with the grant programs. Even at the national level these

programs are not well designed. To be sure, the Ministry of Economic Development

has done an exemplary job in developing systems for soliciting and evaluating

applicants, publicizing competitions, tracking funds, and evaluating results. But the

funds under its control do not constitute the largest pool of resources, and most other

agencies have not been as systematic, transparent, or thoughtful. Thus, only about

half of the government grant funding flowing to service-providing NPOs is

disbursed within the framework of a programmatic approach on the basis of open

competitions with defined goals, project selection criteria, and at least some kind of

criteria for assessing the efficiency and effectiveness of the projects supported. Very

little is known about how other funds are administered, however. A plausible

explanation could be that some of the ministries, at their own discretion,

‘‘traditionally’’ support associations carrying on from the Soviet period, or their

successor nonprofit institutions (e.g., associations of handicapped people, veteran

unions, child organizations, etc.), and that such support occurs on an incremental

basis from levels established sometime in the early 1990s.

An example of likely procedures can be found in the Ministry of Labor and

Social Protection. This Ministry supports veterans’ nonprofit associations on the

basis of Article 25 of the Federal Law No. 5-FZ of January 12, 1995 ‘‘On Veterans.’’

A ministerial decree issued in 2010 links the traditional aid extended to veterans’
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organizations into the modern legal framework. Applications for funding are

collected by the Ministry and a list of candidate organizations is submitted to the

Committee on labor, social policy, and veterans’ affairs of the Duma (lower

chamber of the Russian Parliament) which has authority on budget issues. The

Committee presents recommendations which are then ‘‘taken into account’’ by the

Ministry in the preparation of the next Federal Government Decree ‘‘On the

distribution of federal subsidies for government support of selected public and other

nonprofit organizations.’’

Conclusion

A look at available facts thus suggests that Russian government policy vis-à-vis the

third sector is not a holistic phenomenon, but rather represents the result of a

combination of multiple policies each of which has its own goals, follows its own

logic, and is pursued by a different government agency. As a rule, within this

combination, each single policy addresses not the whole nonprofit sector, but only a

particular community of NPOs operating in one of the economic sectors. For

example, a particular policy may address nonprofits operating in health care and

this policy is designed as part of a broader health care policy, while nonprofits

engaged in cultural and recreational activities may face a different policy

environment designed as part of a government strategy in the area of culture and

recreation.

The information cited above indicates that a typical service-providing NGO in

Russia is not engaged in politics and that its members and volunteers do not differ

from most Russian citizens. In other words, they are not in opposition to the current

political leadership although, as supporters, they are fairly inactive. They may turn

out to be attractive, say, to the ministries of education, healthcare, or culture. In each

case, the respective ministry tends to focus solely on those NPOs that might ensure

the most advantageous collaboration with the ministry rather than on the entire

nonprofit sector. Politicians in these ministries are not necessarily favorably

disposed toward NPOs generally, because in some cases NPOs are instrumental in

addressing issues handled by the ministry, whereas in other cases, they may act as

opponents or rivals. This is true of both federal and regional or local authorities.

This framework provides among other things a perspective on the treatment of

NPOs receiving foreign funding. Agencies concerned with national security and

political stability focus on NPOs that are considered to be critics of the current

political leadership or are likely to become critical. The suspicions on the part of

these government agencies toward the activities of such organizations culminated in

the adoption of the so-called ‘‘Foreign Agents’’ Law requiring them either to refrain

from very broadly defined political activities or to register as foreign agents and

become subject to tight controls. The adoption of this so-called ‘‘Foreign Agents’’

Law causes significant difficulties for the operations of NPOs receiving foreign

funding, however, significant government funds continue to flow to the third sector

and, in some cases, the recipients of these funds were organizations who were in

danger of being labeled ‘‘foreign agents.’’ Such was the case of the well-known and
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oldest Russian human rights organization, Moscow Helsinki Group lead by

Lyudmila Alekseeva, which in 2014 was awarded and accepted a sizeable

government grant in support of its human rights monitoring projects (Moscow

Helsinki Group 2014).

However, this is not to say that no over-arching policy objectives exist. Indeed,

the ‘‘foreign agents’’ legislation itself may be explained not as a policy aimed

specifically at third sector organizations, but rather as part of security policy and an

extension of a broader government strategy aimed at the so-called ‘‘nationalization

of elites.’’ Two other laws embodying this strategy were enacted in the same time

period, as noted above.

Nor is it the case that central political leaders are mere ciphers in the policy

process. Certainly, in the present case, significant policy innovations have been

undertaken to open a meaningful pattern of cooperation between government and

nonprofits in order to improve the performance of government programs in the

social policy arena. And other significant steps have subsequently been taken to

limit the perceived threat that certain NPOs are thought to pose to state policies

being pursued by government leaders. What may not have occurred is an explicit

linkage between these two; or, if the linkage was drawn, senior leaders must have

chosen to advantage the latter over the former, though what little evidence is

available suggests that the issue may not have been joined.

What seems clear is that most elements of Russian government policy vis-à-vis

the third sector are actually made up of a number of policies pursued by various

government agencies. In most cases, relations with NPOs belong to the marginal

part of a particular agency’s policy and are determined by the internal bureaucratic

logic specific to that agency, rather than by a certain general logic underlying the

government’s attitude toward civil society. Therefore, it is only natural that one can

easily cite examples of both enabling and hostile policies with regard to the

nonprofit sector. As a matter of fact, these cases exemplify policies of different

elements of the government pursuing different goals and succeeding or failing to

secure needed support from senior political leaders. Notwithstanding the contrary

strains of policy recently enacted, however, it seems likely that the innovations

embodied in the NPO tool kit examined here are now sufficiently ingrained to

survive and prosper in the future.
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