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The past few months have seen a fl are-up in the 
discussion on the future of the North Caucasus Fe-
deral District, focused on whether or not it would be 
abolished aŌ er the conclusion of the Sochi 2014 Win-
ter Olympics, and also on whether or not it would be 
merged with the Southern Federal District. The an-
swers to these quesƟ ons were given in mid-May. In 
spite of widespread expectaƟ ons that an enlarged ad-
ministraƟ ve structure would be established to replace 
the two exisƟ ng federal districts, the status quo was 
preserved. Moreover, the Russian authoriƟ es resorted 
to the same tacƟ cs they had already used with regard 
to the Far East and the Crimea, and so created a new 
ministry – the North Caucasus Development Ministry, 
to coexist with the offi  ce of PresidenƟ al Plenipoten-
Ɵ ary for the North Caucasus. Furthermore, according 
to media reports, Alexander Khloponin – who has re-
cently been deprived of the post of PresidenƟ al Pleni-
potenƟ ary for the North Caucasus, but has kept his po-
siƟ on as Vice Prime Minister of the RF Government – is 
expected to retain some control funcƟ ons with regard 
to the North Caucasus. 

Can it really be said that these changes in the North 
Caucasus administraƟ ve structure have refl ected the 
objecƟ ve needs of the North Caucasus Federal Dis-
trict, which have become apparent over the course 
of its four-year history? It is common knowledge that 
an administraƟ ve system does not represent an in-
dependent element of any governance system. An 
administraƟ ve system should be designed in accord-
ance with strategic aims set within one or other fi eld. 
In the fi eld under consideraƟ on, such aims are set in 
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the Strategy of Socioeconomic Development of the 
North Caucasus Federal District unƟ l 2025, adopted 
in September 2010. The Strategy envisages that, as 
far as the socioeconomic development of this federal 
district is concerned, top priority should be given to 
the task of implemenƟ ng major investment projects 
gua ranteed by the State. The Strategy has been repea-
tedly criƟ cized in some quarters for seƫ  ng unrealisƟ c 
goals and underesƟ maƟ ng the North Caucasus’ own 
potenƟ al for development, as well as for the failure to 
set clearly defi ned targets for law enforcement. The 
past few years have shown that the Strategy is totally 
inadequate for achieving a breakthrough in the socio-
economic development of the North Caucasus Federal 
District. And yet, In spite of the Strategy’s gla ring short-
comings, Russia’s authoriƟ es have decided, instead of 
seriously reworking this strategic document with the 
help of civil society and expert communiƟ es, to sim-
ply introduce some transformaƟ ons into the e xisƟ ng 
administraƟ ve structures. What was the reasoning be-
hind that decision?

As a maƩ er of fact, any governance system based 
on the principles of rigid centralizaƟ on has its own 
internal logic, which is not necessarily conducive to 
maximum success in achieving the its proclaimed aims 
and objecƟ ves. And it was long ago, in the late Soviet 
period, that the following ‘rule of bureaucracy’ was 
formulated: in a centralized system, the authoriƟ es’ 
fi rst response to a failure in resolving one or other is-
sue should be to create a new administraƟ ve body and 
vest it with responsibility to tackle it. However, in ac-
tual pracƟ ce, such decisions oŌ en produce an eff ect 
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diametrically opposite to the designers’ intenƟ ons – 
someƟ mes a new body begins instead to struggle for 
its place under the sun, and so embarks on a tug of 
war with the earlier-established administraƟ ve struc-
tures in an eff ort to appropriate their funcƟ ons, and 
to compete with them for resources. Thus, the crea-
Ɵ on of new administraƟ ve and governance bodies fre-
quently results not in an improvement of governance 
and administraƟ on, but in their worsening.

It seems that, in the case in point, we are faced with 
the same erroneous logic that is likely to produce the 
same lamentable results. The number of ‘players’ in-
volved in the processes of governing and administering 
the North Caucasus Federal District has signifi cantly in-
creased. Moreover, it should be noted that the issue 
of allocaƟ on and distribuƟ on of resources, powers and 
status, as well as the issue of reconciling the various 
interests of the ‘players’ have so far remained unre-
solved. Besides, it is expected that the ongoing compe-
Ɵ Ɵ on between the administraƟ ve structures directly in 
charge of aff airs in the North Caucasus Federal District 
will be further exacerbated by inter-regional compeƟ -
Ɵ on between the North Caucasus and the Crimea, for 
tourism development resources, etc.  

The new governance system has given skepƟ cs yet 
another reason to doubt its effi  ciency: the North Cauca-
sus Development Ministry is vested with responsibility 
for discharging economic funcƟ ons, while the Offi  ce of 
the PresidenƟ al PlenipotenƟ ary for the North Cauca-
sus – with that for discharging law enforcement func-
Ɵ ons. Most unfortunately, it can hardly be expected that 
this tandem will work smoothly and eff ecƟ vely, because 
in the North Caucasus economic and law-enforcement 
issues are closely intertwined and therefore cannot be 
treated separately. In order to be implemented, the task 
of aƩ racƟ ng investors (especially into the recreaƟ onal 
sector) and the subsequent task of aƩ racƟ ng tourists, in 
order to be accomplished, do not require either large-
scale law enforcement operaƟ ons or an increase in the 
RF military presence in the North Caucasus. The only 
thing that maƩ ers is to create eff ecƟ ve mechanisms for 
achieving civil peace and to organize dialogue b etween 
the social forces currently at loggerheads with each 
other. It is far from clear what insƟ tuƟ on within the 
new system will be able to perform this funcƟ on – for 
the simple reason that it cannot be classed with either 
‘economic’ or ‘law-enforcement’ funcƟ ons. Unless clear 
responsibility for performing this funcƟ on is defi nitely 
allocated to one or other insƟ tuƟ on, no serious pro-
gress will likely be achieved in either direcƟ on, and eve-
rything will end up in mutual recriminaƟ ons about the 
failure to achieve the desired results.

It is reasonable to assume that the North Caucasus 
is suff ering not from a lack of centralized administra-

Ɵ ve structures, but from a lack of eff ecƟ ve insƟ tuƟ ons 
capable of organizing dialogue and ensuring the reso-
luƟ on of confl icts, including those arising from munici-
pal boundary disputes. It is noteworthy that in recent 
months, the authoriƟ es have abjectly failed to resolve 
or alleviate any major municipal boundary confl icts. 
Moreover, the authoriƟ es do not have any ‘roadmaps’ 
for resolving these confl icts, and it is not clear whether 
or not such maps, taking into account the views of all 
confl icƟ ng parƟ es, can be developed in the foresee-
able future. At the same Ɵ me, in the spring of 2014, 
representaƟ ves of the various regional authoriƟ es of 
the North Caucasus made a number of statements 
concerning the confl ict situaƟ ons in their republics. 
They promised to rapidly resolve those confl icts but 
failed to specify the means for achieving that goal. 

The current situaƟ on can be illustrated by the issue 
of restoring the Aukhovsky raion of Dagestan. Popu-
lated by the Akins (Dagestan Chechens), the raion was 
liquidated in 1944 when its Chechen populaƟ on was 
deported. The territory of the former Aukhowsky raion 
was repopulated by the Laks, forcibly reseƩ led for that 
purpose from their mountain villages. The raion was 
renamed Novolaksky (New Lak). In June 1991, the 
3rd Congress of Dagestan People DepuƟ es passed a 
resoluƟ on that the Laks should be reseƩ led from No-
volaksky raion in a region north of Makhachkala and 
Aukhovsky raion be restored as a territorial unit with a 
predominantly Chechen populaƟ on. The reseƩ lement 
of the Laks has not been completed (because of con-
Ɵ nuous delays in providing them with housing at their 
new place of seƩ lement). As a consequence, the reset-
tlement of the Chechens has never been completed, 
either, and so Aukhovsky raion is not restored. The 
Dagestan authoriƟ es repeatedly gave new deadlines 
for the reseƩ lement of the Laks and for the restora-
Ɵ on of Aukhovsky raion. All those deadlines came and 
went, and nothing happened. In March 2014, Head 
of Dagestan Ramazan AbdulaƟ pov announced that 
A ukhovsky raion would be restored within the next 
three years, thus making 2017 the eff ecƟ ve date for 
compleƟ ng the whole reseƩ lement process1.

However, as far as the restoraƟ on of Aukhovsky 
raion is concerned, its Ɵ ming is by no means the only 
headache for the Dagestan authoriƟ es. The second 
headache is the issue as to the raion’s boundaries. 
There are two villages, Leninaul and Kalininaul (with 
an aggregate populaƟ on of about 12 thousand) which, 
prior to 1944, were part of Aukhovsky raion. Whether 
or not they should be incorporated into that raion once 

1  Glava Dagestana obsudil s chechentsami-Akintsami voprosy 
vosstanovleniia Aukhovskogo raiona [The Head of Dagestan and 
Akin Chechens RepresentaƟ ves Discuss the Issues of Restoring Auk-
hovsky Raion]. 5 May 2014. hƩ p://www.yuga.ru/news/324576/
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again causes a lot of controversy. In 1944, these two 
villages were included not in Novolaksky raion, but in 
the neighboring Kazbek raion, and have remained in-
corporated in it ever since. Having returned from the 
place of their deportaƟ on, the Chechens immediately 
seƩ led in Leninaul and Kalininaul, and therefore the 
current problem of Chechen reseƩ lement faced by No-
volaksky raion does not extend to these two villa ges. 
The fl y in the ointment is that the Chechens’ neigh-
bors in Leninaul and Kalininaul are not Laks but Avars, 
who reseƩ led there in 1944 from nearby villages. At 
present, the two ethnic communiƟ es represented in 
Leninaul and Kalininaul are at loggerheads with one 
another concerning the future of their villages: the 
Avars want them to remain part of Kazbek raion, while 
the Chechens insist that the villages should be handed 
over to Auksky raion.  

The most disturbing feature of this confl ict is the 
almost total absence of any dialogue mechanisms ca-
pable of helping the two ethic communiƟ es to reach 
a compromise soluƟ on. The latest aƩ empt of the Da-
gestan authoriƟ es to organize some sort of discus-
sion between representaƟ ves of the two communi-
Ɵ es dates back to March 2012 (when the former head 
of Dagestan, Magomedsalam Magomedov, was sƟ ll 
in power)1. At present, the issue of organizing such a 
dialogue belongs to the competence of the Reconcili-
aƟ on and Peacebuilding Commission of the Republic 
of Dagestan, created in 2013 by the head of the re-
public, Ramazan AbdulaƟ pov, for the purpose of re-
solving such disputes. However, according to residents 
of Le ninaul and Kalininaul, the Commission has been 
totally inacƟ ve with regard to the controversy fl aring 
up in these two villages. Although acƟ vists from both 
ethnic groups can freely express their preferences re-
garding the administraƟ ve future of their villages (for 
example, at mass rallies, in the press, etc.), they do not 
have a venue for discussing and reconciling their disa-
greements. As a result, incessant and vociferous repe-
Ɵ Ɵ on of the same mantra only exacerbates the already 
tense situaƟ on in the villages. 

It should be noted that the aforesaid situaƟ on can-
not be explained solely by the uniqueness of inter-
communal relaƟ ons in these two villages. To a large 

1  Ne vspukhnet li novyi meznatsional’nyi konfl ikt? [Is There a 
Danger of a New Ethnic Confl ict Flaring Up?]. Novoe Delo [The 
New Cause]. 14 April 2012.  hƩ p://www.arhiv.ndelo.ru/one_stat.
php?id=6740.

extent, the current impasse is caused by the absence 
of dialogue mechanisms at the regional level, as the 
following circumstances clearly indicate. 

1. The residents of the two villages, when inter-
viewed by us, emphasized that in any subsequent 
debate as to the future of those villages, not only the 
members of their ethnic communiƟ es, but also repre-
sentaƟ ves of regional self-government bodies and the 
Dagestan Republic’s administraƟ ve structures must 
necessarily take part. At the same Ɵ me, regional and 
municipal offi  cials – who have hitherto stood aloof 
from the aforesaid confl ict – are displaying no signs 
that they indeed may be willing to become modera-
tors-mediators in such debates, or even to parƟ cipate 
in them;

2. The region is also plagued by a number of inter-
village and even inter-raion confl icts, which center 
around municipal boundaries and land-use rights. 
Such disputes are best exemplifi ed by the confl ict over 
the expensive agricultural lands in the Karaman area in 
the northern suburb of Makhachkala, raging between 
a group of Kumyck acƟ vists and the Laks being reset-
tled to this area from Novolaksky raion. This confl ict, 
which has never been an ‘intra-village’ one, can be 
resolved only with the parƟ cipaƟ on of the republic’s 
authoriƟ es, because some of the contested land is 
owned by the Dagestan Republic. However, nothing is 
being done in order to resolve the confl ict by means of 
negoƟ aƟ ons. Moreover, in the fi rst half-year of 2014, 
Dagestan’s law enforcers visibly increased pressure on 
the leaders of Kumyck protesters, going as far as ar-
resƟ ng some of them2.

As indicated by the course of events in the North 
Caucasus during recent months, confl icts concerning 
land-use rights and administraƟ ve-territorial division 
demonstrate a trend toward long-lasƟ ng confronta-
Ɵ on. It is unlikely that the authoriƟ es are willingly 
‘freezing’ such confl icts by conscienƟ ously postpon-
ing their resoluƟ on. Much more likely, the offi  cials 
responsible for the republic’s policy concerning these 
confl icts are simply not competent enough to orga-
nize a fully-fl edged dialogue on the aforesaid contro-
versies. Therefore we believe that the number one 
priority for the North Caucasus in the next few years 
will be radical improvement of the competence of its 
offi  cialdom.

2 hƩ p://regnum.ru/news/1802990.html;
hƩ p://regnum.ru/news/1774372.html


