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As Hungarians celebrate their defeat of authoritarian populism and Americans mark 250 years of
freedom, Russians may also look forward to an end of Vladimir Putin's corrupt dictatorship. But
they should remember that America's Declaration of Independence was not just a idealistic
proclamation of human rights. It was also a practical statement about the importance of
empowering local councils that have been elected by the people, as the surest way to protect their
rights.

Since the contrasting trajectories of the American and French Revolutions, history has shown
that democracy is most likely to survive and flourish when it has strong roots in local politics.
This is a message that should resonate with Russians who remember their own history. Even
Lenin recognized the value of calling his regime "Soviet" after his false promise to empower
local councils in 1918.

It was not until 1990 that the Soviet government under Mikhail Gorbachev finally allowed
people to chose among competitive candidates in regional elections, but the result then was
transformative. The introduction of local democracy created an irresistable force for popular
accountability that pushed upwards into higher levels of government, culminating in the
dissolution of the Soviet Union in December 1991.

Before the 1990 elections, many experts had assumed that the main effect of local democracy
would be to deliver more autonomy for regions populated by ethnic minorities. But the value of
locally accountable local government was appreciated by people everywhere, ethnic Russians as
well as minorities. Even in Tatarstan, where ethnic Russians made up 42% of the population, a
1992 referendum on regional autonomy passed with over 61% support.? Those who would
restore democracy to Russia today must recall this crucial lesson about the broad appeal of local
self-government.

To be sure, the subsequent course of local politics in Russia was more troubled, and often
disappointing, with processes tarnished by electoral fraud in many regions. But voters continued
to demand political accountability in regional elections, and a substantial fraction of incumbents
running for re-election between 1995 and 2004 were voted out.>

After Putin ascended to Russia's Presidency in 2000, his first moves to reinstall authoritarian rule
began with a primary focus on undermining and dismantling the institutions of local democracy.
After elections for regional governors were suspended in 2004, governors and mayors became
dependent on approval from the Kremlin, not from their voters, and local government became an
effective instrument of central control.* Elected local councils were left with little or no real
power, and the last voices of democratic opposition there were silenced after the de facto
introduction of the martial law in 2022.
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The early 1990s, when hope was brightest for local democracy in Russia, has unfortunately been
remembered also as a painful period of central-government weakness against the vast challenges
of economic transition from Communism. But successful democracies throughout the world
have shown that the devolution of substantial power to autonomously elected local governments
is not incompatible with a strong central government.

Among the wealthy OECD democracies, for example, locally accountable subnational authorities
generally manage 20-50% of all public spending, leaving most of the public budget under control
of elected national leaders.” When decentralization reforms in Ukraine after 2015 allocated just
over 20% of public revenue to a new system of locally elected municipal governments, the effect
was to significantly deepen Ukraine's national resilience against the subsequent challenges of
full-scale war."

Thus, Russians today can be reassured that locally accountable local governments with real
power to serve their communities need not come at the expense of a strong, effective central
government. Of course the Kremlin will try to use its control of media to limit the spread of such
democratic messages, but they will resonate more widely when they speak to people's hopes for
better public service from accountable local government.

There may be concerns about the viability of local democracy in Russia without some reforms to
the legal and institutional provisions that incumbents have used to suppress opposition. So
advocates for Russian democracy should develop expert-informed proposals for reforms that
could provide a more secure institutional foundation for democratic local government, starting
with ways to close the legal loopholes that authorities have used to disqualify opposition
candidates.

With reasonable plans for reform in hand, democratic opposition groups should encourage
Russians everywhere to consider how locally accountable local government could improve their
own lives. Every message, by social media or samizdat, that helps people in Russia to imagine a
more democratic future in their home communities would present a much-needed alternative to
the current militarized deprivation—which seems to be all that Putin's regime has to offer its
people. The promise of local democracy in Russia was destroyed by Putin, and he should be
challenged now to restore it.

Only a democratically accountable government can provide the public services needed to
improve the welfare of Russia’s people. Although a successful rebirth of democracy in Russia
may take time, the mounting costs of corruption and war under Putin's authoritarian rule urgently
demand new efforts to push for political accountability in every region of Russia. By starting
small, advocates of democracy may indeed be able to promote great changes that had previously
seemed unimaginable.
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