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A 'Baltic Republic in the Russian Federation' or the
'Fourth Baltic Republic'? Kaliningrad's Regional
Programme in the 1990s

Paul Holtom, Alfried-Krupp-Wissenschaftskolleg, Greifswald
Abstract. This article is a case study of Kaliningrad's political elite's attempts to

make Kaliningrad the 'Baltic Republic within the Russian Federation', and the
fact that this regional programme was perceived by observers from Moscow and
neighbours as leading to the creation of the 'Fourth Baltic Republic'. The
geopolitical and historical peculiarities of Kaliningrad, and their impact on
Kaliningrad's regional programme, are also discussed. The article will conclude
by arguing that although the Baltic Republic slogan is fading, Kaliningrad's
ambitions and desire to remain an 'actor' are not.

he Kaliningrad oblast' (administrative region) is one of the eighty-nine
constituent parts, or subjects, of the Russian Federation. While it is one
of the smallest subjects of the Russian Federation in terms of population
and territorial size, it is the only subject that has been labelled an exclave -due to the fact that one must cross international borders to travel between
Kaliningrad and the rest of Russia by land. Kaliningrad's history and
'youth' (it is only 57 years old) also makes it an unusual case. The
Kaliningrad oblast' was formerly the northem part of East Prussia, annexed
by Stalin at the end of World War II. On 4 July 1946, the city of
K6nigsberg, and the surrounding area were renamed Kaliningrad after the
recently deceased Soviet President Mikhail Kalinin. This name change,
along with the renaming of not only towns and rural areas in the oblast',
but also street names, was perceived by Ingmar Oldberg as a "crucial
measure in changing the character of the region" (Oldberg 2000, 72). For
Romuald Misiunas and Rein Taagepera, it represented an "effort to
eradicate traces of the area's past and replace them with a Russian veneer"
(Misiunas and Taagepera 1993, 338). To a considerable degree, these
efforts to remove traces of the German past had been assisted by the
destruction of ninety percent of the buildings of K6nigsberg in World War
II, and the flight, and later forced 'repatriation', of the German population
(see Kostyashov 1994). For Peter W6rster, the Kaliningrad oblast' was:

T

Of general interest as an example of sequent occupance of a region in
which the historical population group has been almost totally replaced by
other population groups and major changes have occurred in the political,
economic and social system. (W6rster 1985,506)
These geographical and historical peculiarities have had a profound
impact upon post-Soviet Kaliningrad, and it is for these reasons that the
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case study offered here is described as 'atypical'. Kaliningrad's attempts to
increase its autonomy in the Russian Federation by raising its status to that
of a 'Republic', and the different perceptions that arose as a result of this
attempt, provides an interesting account of Russian regionalism in the
1990s. Two aspects of the attempts made in the Yeltsin period by
Kaliningrad's political elite to upgrade the Kaliningrad oblast' into the
'Baltic Republic within the Russian Federation' will be considered here:
•

•

The 'regional programmes' that were developed by Kaliningrad's
political elite to upgrade the oblast's political status to Republic in the
Russian Federation.
The fact that these programmes were perceived by observers from
Moscow, neighbours and within Kaliningrad as leading to the creation
of the 'Fourth Baltic Republic', and therefore separation from the
Russian Federation.

However, before considering these programmes and perceptions, this
article will begin by exploring the following questions: Why do region's
desire greater autonomy and develop regional programmes? Why are these
attempts and programmes often perceived as the first steps towards
separatism?
These questions will be explored with reference to western and Russian
accounts of regionalism, despite doubts about the applicability of the
former to studies of Russia. It is when discussing the first question that
particular attention will be paid towards fears concerning Kaliningrad's
exclave status. The next section will consider the appeal of becoming a
Republic in the Russian Federation, and the prerequisites for attaining this
status. In this section, the idea that Kaliningrad could become an
Autonomous German Republic, and the alternatives to Republican status
that were offered to Kaliningrad, will be introduced. However, the main
focus of this article is concerned with the attempts to make Kaliningrad a
'Baltic Republic within the Russian Federation', and the fact that these
attempts were perceived in Moscow and neighbouring states as leading
towards the establishment of Kaliningrad as the 'Fourth Baltic Republic'.
The role of the Baltic Republican Party in Kaliningrad and the decline in
support for Republican status in the late 1990s will also be considered. The
article will conclude by arguing that although the Baltic Republic slogan is
fading in Kaliningrad, the region's ambitions and actorness are not.
Regionalism and Separatism -- The Influence of Borders

Judith Parks and Howard Elcock (2000) argue that when discussing
why regions seek autonomy it is useful to employ a continuum to
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distinguish between the different types of region and the factors that drive
their demands. In their analysis, at one end of the continuum are 'stateless
nations' or 'national regions'. These are regions with distinct cultures and
identities that are not necessarily represented by the nation-state in which
the region is located. At the other end of the continuum are regions that
seek autonomy due to 'functional' demands, that is, greater regional
autonomy is sought for the implementation of specific development plans,
or to attract foreign investment. Regions at this end of the continuum are
usually economically depressed areas. Based upon their analysis of
demands for greater autonomy in six 'rust belt' and 'problem' regions in
westem Europe, they identified five key factors:
•
•
•
•
•

The existence of an indigenous language or cultural identity
Established frontiers and geographical identities
Political cultures and values that could be viewed as 'region-specific'
Functional pressures stemming from a desire to have greater regional
control over economic development
External pressures from national governments or supranational
organisations for the creation of regional institutions

Put simply, demands for greater autonomy can be linked to a growing
sense, or need for, regional actorness. This is at the heart of a recent article
by Peter Schmitt-Egner (2002), which is devoted to developing an
interdisciplinary approach to the study of 'regions'. Although there is
insufficient space here to consider Schmitt-Egner's article in detail, several
issues raised in this article merit our attention. Firstly, Schmitt-Egner offers
a clear and concise definition of a region when he states that a region is "a
partial unit of medium size and intermediary character whose material
substratum is based on territory" (Schmitt-Egner 2002, 181). Secondly, he
identifies the four "essential elements" that comprise a region:
•

•

•

A regional structure, which consists of the degree of regional
autonomy as defined by the state and the region's formal (legal and
political), material (socio-economic) and symbolic (cultural) materials
and capacities;
A regional programme, which demonstrates the region's formal
actomess, and is concerned with its socio-economic conditions and the
ability to reproduce, protect and cultivate some form of regional
identity;
Regional actors, be they collective actors, social actors representing
sectoral interests in the region, or individual actors such as companies,
groups and other contributors to the regional programme;

162 PAULHOLTOM
•

The system environment, that is, the "networks of vertical and
horizontal relations" in which the region engages (Schmitt-Egner 2002,
181-4).

It is with Schmitt-Egner's definition of a 'competent region' that we
can assess the 'regional programme' of Kaliningrad's political elites, in
other words, their attempts to attain Republican status for the oblast':
The competent region is one where the key actors are capable of realising
a vision of regional development, devise appropriate structures for
implementing this vision and mobilise both the domestic and external
resources to pursue it. (Schmitt-Egner 2002, 181)
Of course, one could ask if definitions for 'regions' and 'regionalism
process' that have been developed in 'the West' are applicable in the
Russian case. For example, Jeronim Perovi6 argues that 'regionalisation' in
Europe is primarily associated with "the forms and problems of integration
of states into supranational structures", while in Russia it describes "two
phenomena; on the one hand the disintegration of the centralist state
structures, on the other the formation of economically and politically
independent subnational entities -- the federal components" (Perovi6 2000,
13). Along with Andrei Makarychev (2000), Perovi6 (2000) also highlights
that the EU is a key factor in the development of the subnational or local
level in western Europe, a factor that is missing from the Russian case.
However, Makarychev (2000) does note that there are areas in which
similarities between the western and Russian experiences are comparable,
most notably with regard to the blurring of the foreign/domestic divide and
devolution processes -- by design or default. After all, as Vladimir
Shlapentokh et al. have noted, "in a study of any kind of social process, in
any society at anytime, we can discern universalist and particularist
elements. This holds true for regionalisation in Russia" (Shlapentokh et al.
1998, 6-7). Shlapentokh et al. (1998), and the Regionalisation of Russian
Foreign Policy and Security Policy series of working papers, from which
the Makarychev (2000) and Perovi6 (2000) studies have been drawn, note
the impact of the end of the cold war and globalisation process on
regionalism in both Russia and western Europe.
It is true that that the sudden collapse of the USSR and the subsequent
political bargaining that took place regarding the construction of the
Russian Federation and the powers that its subjects could enjoy, and the
legacies that remained from the former system, have fostered certain
perceptions and feelings about the meaning and processes of Russian
regionalism. In particular, a heightened fear of state disintegration and the
potential for separatism/secession has been highlighted in the Russian case.
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According to Alexander Sergounin (1999), the existence of an ethnic group
that not only differed culturally from the state's main ethnic group, but also
sought a state of their own, was not the only factor that influenced fears
regarding potential secession. In his analysis, six of the factors that were
believed to have influenced secessionism in the Soviet Union Republics,
are still used to assess the secessionist potential of Russian regions:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Cultural distinctness;
History of independence;
Regional wealth and proximity to foreign markets;
Victimisation by Moscow;
A foreign border;
Republican status (Sergounin 1999, 19-20).

The likelihood of separatism due to factors relating to geographical
circumstances will be considered in this section, and the influence of
political status within the Russian Federation in the next. One could reduce
Sergounin's third, fourth and fifth factors to two factors: the region's
distance from Moscow, and the proximity of the region to foreign countries
(Shlapentokh et al. 1998, 180-1).
The latter factor has even given rise to the grouping of all regions with
a foreign border into a single category for analysis -- 'border regions'
(Makarychev 2000; Perovi6 2000). However, it is not only the fact that this
group contains 45 regions (more than half of all Russian regions), that
different countries have different influences, and the regions themselves
have their own identities, elite interests and capacities that makes this
category too generalised to be of much use in the Kaliningrad case.
Although Kaliningrad could be slotted into the 'border regions' category,
its 'border region' status is unique in the Russian Federation because it is
separated from the rest of Russia by land at various points by at least two
of the following independent states: Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland.
For this reason it has been described as an exclave.
Although it has often been called an exclave/enclave since its
separation from the rest of the Russian Federation following the
independence of Belarus and the Baltic states in 1991, there is a problem
with such a description, because if an exclave/enclave is accessible by sea,
then it is a 'pene-exclave', lacking the "formal territorial isolation of
normal exclaves" (Robinson 1959, 283) and the appropriate status in
international law (Gorodilov 1998, 82). According to Honore Catudal, and
G.W.S Robinson (1959) would concur:
Exclaves are 'political islands', surrounded on all sides by a host state,
also occasionally referred to as the enclosing or enclaving state ... An
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exclave may never be totally self-governing, but somehow subordinate to
the home state or motherland. (Catudal 1979, 4-5)
Kaliningrad is not entirely surrounded by one country, as it has access
to the sea, and therefore, the term 'detached region' is preferred by this
author when referring to the geopolitical status of Kaliningrad. At the same
time, and despite concerns relating to the use of studies of western regional
phenomena for the study of Russian regional phenomena, Catudal's (1979)
study of The Exclave Problem of Western Europe contains some useful
insights for the case of Kaliningrad, not least his comments on the home
state's desire to demonstrate that the exclave remains under the sovereign
control of the home state. It has been argued by several commentators that
such a 'traditional' interpretation of sovereignty is one of the main
differences between the approaches of western capitals and Moscow to
regionalisation processes in their respective states (Makarychev 2000;
Perovi6 2000; Sergounin 1999).
Simultaneously, when situated within this sovereignty paradigm, the
fact that the region is separated from the mainland by other states leads to a
heightening of fears that the region will 'leave home' through seizure or
voluntary association with the enclaving state, or seek its own
independence. Kaliningrad's history, like that of many exclaves and
detached regions, remains a source of concern for the home state because it
was 'annexed' after defeating an enemy in war. The details of this process
will not be discussed at length here, but the fact that the governments of the
enclaving states and the now re-unified former owner of the territory have
not made formal claims on the territory, does not appear to have lessened
fears surrounding a change in this territory's political status.
This could be due to fears that the exclave may 'leave home' of its own
accord and seek independence. But is this likely in the Kaliningrad case?
According to Catudal, this is an unlikely occurrence in the history of west
European exclaves because, "if any special emotion can be attributed to
most exclave dwellers, it is pride. They relish their anomalous status and
even boast about the confusion that it creates" (Catudal 1979, 84). The
emotional attachment of the inhabitants of Kaliningrad to their exclave
status will be considered in more detail below. Now it is necessary to
discuss the advantages that could be gained by increasing Kaliningrad's
status to that of a Republic within the Russian Federation, and the
development of an alternative to Republican status for Kaliningrad.
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Republican Status in the Russian Federation
and an Alternative for Kaliningrad

The end of communism was accompanied by the 'republicanisation' of
Russia. (Sakwa 1996, 36)
According to Richard Sakwa, "Russia replicated on a smaller scale
some of the features of the USSR" (Sakwa 1996, 177), in particular the fact
that Republican status was granted based upon ethno-federal principles.
However, unlike most of the Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs), the titular
nationalities of the twenty ethno-federal Republics of the Russian J
Federation comprise an absolute majority of the population in only six
Republics, and a comparative majority in two Republics (Sakwa 1996, 34).
Following the division of the Chechen-Ingush Republic in June 1992,
thirty-three national groups had 'territorial homes' in the Russian
Federation, but sixty-three groups did not enjoy such territorial
representation. This anomaly was not the main concern of the architects of
the new Russian state, as they discussed several options for Republics in
the Russian Federation, including:
•
•
•

The end of ethno-federal Republics in the Russian Federation;
The upgrading of all regions to Republican status;
The status quo remains.

It was arguably this last option that influenced the Federal Treaty (31
March 1992), which recognised three types of Federal subjects:
•

•
•

Twenty-one Sovereign Republics within the Russian Federation
(previously autonomous Republics);
Fifty-seven administrative territorial areas (including krai, oblast', and
the cities of Moscow and St Petersburg);
Eleven national-territorial areas (autonomous oblasti and okrugy).

While Article 65(1) of the Constitution (12 December 1993) states that
the Russian Federation is made up of the following components:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Twenty-one Republics;
Six Krai;
Forty-nine oblasti;
Ten autonomous okrugy;
One autonomous oblast';
Two cities of Federal significance (Moscow and St Petersburg).

Although there had been a great deal of debate regarding the status of
Republics in the Russian Federation before the signing of the Federal
Treaty and Constitution, their place in the hierarchy of Russian regions
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remains confusing. The Treaty appeared to recognise the 'asymmetrical
federalism' of the above hierarchy, giving Republics "attributes of
statehood: their own constitutions and laws, their own elected Supreme
Soviets (parliaments), and if they so wished (which most did), presidents"
(Sakwa 1996, 187). Yet, Article 5(4) of the Russian constitution states that
"all components of the Russian Federation are equal with each other in
interrelationships with federal bodies of state power". Despite the idea that
the constitution superseded the Federal Treaty, bi-lateral treaties concluded
in 1994-5 between Moscow and nine ethno-federal Republics demonstrated
that some Russian regions -- namely the Republics -- were more equal than
others. And so, the 'construction' of the Russian Federation in the Yeltsin
period owed more to ad hoc measures and political bargaining than
concerted efforts to establish a 'federal democracy' (Jackson and Lynn
2002).
Although some of Russia's regional leaders looked enviously at the
"attributes of sovereignty" enjoyed by the Republics, fears were regularly
expressed in the national Russian media in the early post-Soviet period that
the 'so-called ethnic Republics' would facilitate the disintegration of
Russia along similar lines to the USSR (see Graham 1999; Shlapentokh et
al. 1998). Therefore, when Russian regions began to demand autonomy
comparable with that of the Republics, the disintegration of the Russian
Federation was envisioned. The reasoning went thus: Republican status
gave rise to separatist tendencies and ended with the independence of the
Republic, just as it had with the Baltic Republics. Therefore, just as
Sergounin borrows from analyses of separatism in the USSR to give an
account of separatist fears in the Russian Federation, several analysts have
noted the similarities in the arguments of those who stated in the late 1980s
that the USSR would not break-up with those who have argued that the
Russian Federation will not disintegrate. The following common factors
have been noted by several analysts:
•
•
•
•
•

Ethnic homogeneity;
Economic infrastructure;
Fiscal and monetary systems;
Political structures;
Historical assimilation (Graham 1999; Lapidus and Walker 1995;
Hughes 2001).

However, Thomas E. Graham argues that there are two particularly
strong reasons for believing in the continuation, rather than 'Soviet-style'
disintegration, of the Russian Federation: the regions lack the political will
for secession, and there are no outside powers encouraging the break-up of
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the Russian Federation, or willing to recognise secessionist regions
(Graham 1999, 8-10).
A strong and convincing case could be made for arguing that the
regions that sought Republican status in the Russian Federation lacked the
ethnic and cultural bases necessary for receiving such status, and therefore
their demands for Republican status were tied more to increasing their
autonomy with regard to greater control over regional budgetary and
financial matters, including foreign-economic relations. Rather than
seeking independence, one could argue that regional leaders sought their
own regional fiefdoms or baronies, an image that is in line with
Shlapentokh's suggestion that 'early feudalism' offers the best parallel to
Russian regionalism in the 1990s (Shlapentokh 1996). The regional
programme of Kaliningrad's political elites, and their desire to receive
Republican status, could therefore be read as an attempt to increase their
actorness in response to the functional pressures of developing and
restructuring the region's socio-economic bases and the confusion
concerning the division of powers and authority between the centre and the
regions in this period. Yet, Kaliningrad lacked the ethnic bases necessary
for formally receiving Republican status, as despite having a 'multi-ethnic'
population, the overwhelming majority of the population was ethnically,
and certainly linguistically, Russian. For example, according to census data
from 1989, of the total oblast' population (871,200), 78.5% declared that
they were ethnically Russian, 8.5% Belorussian, 7.2% Ukrainian, 2.1%
Lithuanian (Kaliningradskaya oblast' v tsifrakh 1996). However, it is
based upon an ethnic group that is missing from this census data that the
initial plans for upgrading Kaliningrad into a Republic within the Russian
Federation rested.
Richard Krickus states that there was a special deal concocted between
the German chancellor, Helmut Kohl, and the President of the USSR,
Mikhail Gorbachev, to create a 'German Autonomous Republic' on the
territory of the Kaliningrad oblast' before the collapse of the USSR
(Krickus 2002, 79). The plan envisaged a resettling of the area by
'Soviet/Russo-Germans' from the Volga region, as a means of preventing
this group from moving to Germany. While details of these talks have not
been mentioned elsewhere, the idea that Kaliningrad could become an
'Autonomous German Republic' was supported by the First Congress of
Russian-Germans, held in Moscow. in' March 1991, but only as an
alternative to a re-established Volga Republic (Shaw 1992, 196).l
However, the head of Kaliningrad's regional administration at that time,
Yurii Matochkin, has recently stated that he supported this idea in the late
Soviet period as a means of increasing the autonomy of the territory within
the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RSFSR). He recognised
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that the only way to change the oblast' into a Republic was to have a titular
nation, even if it was a minority in the oblast's population, citing the
minorities in Bashkortastan and Tartarstan to support his idea (Matochkin
1999, 59).
Of course, Kaliningrad did not become an 'Autonomous German
Republic' within the Russian Federation. Yet it was granted a 'special
status' just before the collapse of the USSR, when it was declared a Free
Economic Zone (FEZ) on the 25 September 1991, following a decree
issued by the Council of Ministers of the RSFSR "Concerning immediate
measures on the development of Free Economic Zones in Kaliningrad and
Chitin oblasti". 2 This was a project that Yurii Matochkin had expressed
support for during his campaign to be elected to RSFSR Congress of
People's Deputies in March 1990. He was an advocate of the application of
the 'Chinese model' for revitalising Kaliningrad's stagnant economy
(Matochkin 1999, 12-17), and was duly elected to represent Kaliningrad.
By October 1991 he had become the unelected head of the Kaliningrad
oblast' administration.
In an autobiographical account of the end of the USSR and the early
reform years, Matochkin states that the FEZ regime for the entire territory
of Kaliningrad was not initially perceived by him to be a compensatory
factor for Kaliningrad's geographic location (Matochkin 1999, 58). It was
only later that the FEZ began to be considered as a "compensatory factor"
for Kaliningrad's 'detachedness' from the Russian Federation, and later an
'instrument' for increasing the oblast's autonomy without changing its
constitutional status. According to Matochkin, it was on such grounds that
Yeltsin supported the FEZ, and later the Special Economic Zone (SEZ)
legislation for Kaliningrad.
The small oblast' certainly attracted a lot of federal attention in the
Yeltsin period. According to Nataliya Smorodinskaya et al., "for the period
1991-8 more than fifteen normative-legal acts of the [Russian] Federal
level were accepted regarding Kaliningrad (a record number in comparison
with other Russian regions)" (Smorodinskaya et al. 1999, 91). For Fyodor
I. Kushnirskiy, "because Kaliningrad is a unique Russian outpost in
Europe, the State Duma has looked much more favourably upon the
creation of Free Economic Zones in that oblast" than in other parts of the
country" (Kushnirskiy 1997, 147). However, as Table 1 demonstrates, not
all Federal attention has been of assistance to the FEZ. As one journalist
has noted, and the former governor of Kaliningrad Matochkin (1991-6)
would agree, "with one hand the central authorities gave entrepreneurs
working in the FEZ tax privileges, and with the other takes them away"
(Segodnya, 28 May 1994).

I~LININGRAD'SREGIONALPROGRAMME 169

Table 1. Key Federal Actions Relating to Kaliningrad's FEZ and SEZ Regimes
Date
Federal Action
3 June 1991
Chair of the RSFSR Supreme Soviet resolution: "Concerning the
Economic-Legal Status of the FEZ in the Kaliningrad Oblast "'
25 Sept. 1991 Council of Ministers of the RSFSR resolution: "Concerning the FEZ
(Yantar) in Kaliningrad Oblast"'
4 June 1992
Presidential Ukaz (Decree): "Concerning the Urgent Measures on the
Development of FEZs on the Territory of the RF"
23 Dec. 1992
Presidential Ukaz: "Concerning the [Necessary] Provisions for the
Development of Foreign-Economic Conditions in the Kaliningrad
Oblast" (active from January 1993)
7 Dec. 1993
Presidential Ukaz: "Concerning the Kaliningrad Oblast"'
25 May 1994
Government Resolution: "Concerning the Urgent Measures on the
Stabilisation of the Economic Conditions in the Kaliningrad Oblast"
12 Oct. 1994
Security Council Decision: "Concerning Support and Development for
the SEZ on the Territory of the Kaliningrad Oblast"
6 March 1995
Presidential Ukaz: "Concerning the Lack of Force, and the Cancellation
of the Presidential Ukaz on Customs Privileges"
5 Nov. 1995
State Duma accepts the Federal Zakon (Law): "Concerning the Special
Economic Zone (SEZ) in the Kaliningrad Oblast"
5 Jan. 1996
Federal Council accepts the Federal Zakon (Law): "Concerning the
SEZ in the Kaliningrad Oblast"
22 Jan. 1996
President signs the Federal Zakon (Law): "Concerning the SEZ in the
Kaliningrad Oblast"
29 Sept. 1997
Government Resolution: "Federal Programme for the Development of
the SEZ in the Kaliningrad Oblast' for the period 1998-2005"
Sources: Kargopolov et al. (2001); Khlopetskii and Federov (2000); Kushnirskiy (1997);
Matochkin (1999); Smorodinskaya et al. (1999).

A variety of reasons have been put forward for the large number of
changes that have been made to the original FEZ legislation. According to
Smorodinskaya (2001), the FEZ and SEZ not only contributed towards
corruption and the development of the grey economy in Kaliningrad, but
she also stresses that the 'technology' of both the FEZ and the SEZ was
inappropriate. The area to be covered by the FEZ/SEZ was much bigger
than anywhere else in the world with a similar regime, it was geared
towards "monopolistic rent extraction", and furthermore, its architects had
little experience of working under 'market conditions' (Smorodinskaya
2001, 56-60). These points are also stressedby Philip Hanson et al. (2000),
who 'describe the development of FEZ legislation in the early 1990s as
'chaotic' and 'experimental'. The fact that Kaliningrad's economic zones
were also intended to serve as a substitute for the upgrading of the region's
constitutional status could also explain the 'chaotic' and confusing
impression that they gave to economists studying these regimes.
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Kaliningrad as a Baltic Republic in the Russian Federation

The possibility that Kaliningrad could become an 'Autonomous
German Republic' was not the only Republican conception for Kaliningrad
that was considered in the late Soviet period. In his electoral campaign to
become a national deputy of the RSFSR Supreme Soviet, Matochkin stated
that he would upgrade Kaliningrad's status to that of "Baltic Republic"
within the RSFSR. Reminiscing on this period, he has written of his
proposal that:
Then I did not think that the USSR would collapse. But the Lithuanian
exit from the Union was already expected. It seemed to me that the state
wanted to consolidate its position in the Baltic, to protect the interests of
the Russian-speaking population, by creating an autonomous Republic
here [in Kaliningrad]. (...) I still consider this approach correct today.
(Matochkin 1999, 58)
At the sixth session of Kaliningrad's oblast' Soviet (regional
parliament) on 24 October 1991, Matochkin proposed drafting a Federal
Law "Conceming the Status of the Kaliningrad oblast "' (Regiony Rossii ...
1997, 173). Although this led to conflict between the oblast' Soviet and
regional administration, the conflict was not based on the principle of
Kaliningrad becoming a Republic, but rather whether the oblast' Soviet or
administration would be the holder of the 'highest power' in the oblast'.
Thus, when Matochkin raised the question of drafting a Federal Law on
Kaliningrad's status at a session of the oblast' Soviet the following
December, he stated that the political "map had become completely
different" (Matochkin 1999, 52). This was because two of the main
opponents to his proposal for a Federal Law "Concerning the Status of the
Kaliningrad oblast", the former First Secretary of Kaliningrad's
Communist Party, Yurii Semenov, and the head of the local political
movement Rus ", Vladimir Nikitin, not only strongly supported the concept,
but enlisted the support of the Chair of the State Supreme Soviet, Ruslan
Khasbulatov.
In August 1993, the Supreme Soviet of the Russian Federation agreed
to support Kaliningrad's Federal Law "Concerning the Status of the
Kaliningrad oblast"' (Matochkin 1999, 52-3). However, while Matochkin
(1999, 53) states that "if it had not been for the events of October [1993]
and their-consequences (...) we could have received our desired law", he is
suspicious of the motives of Semenov, Nikitin and Khasbulatov. As Gail
W. Lapidus and Edward W. Walker (1995), and Shlapentokh et al. (1998)
argue, the Supreme Soviet was prepared to use and bargain with the
regions to gain the upper hand in the power struggle that was taking place
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between this organ and President Yeltsin in the early 1990s. In many ways,
a similar power struggle had taken place in Kaliningrad between the
regional administration of Matochkin and the oblast' Soviet.
Matochkin did not receive his "desired law" and Kaliningrad did not
become a 'Republic' within the Russian Federation, but the Federal Law
"Concerning the Status of Kaliningrad" was not shelved permanently. In
March 1994, the Chair of the Federation Council, Vladimir Shumeiko,
announced the legal project "Concerning the Status of the Kaliningrad
oblast"'. This project envisaged a Ministerial position for the head of
Kaliningrad's administration, changes to financial arrangements between
Kaliningrad and the Federal centre, increased autonomy for international
and foreign-economic links, and a special status for Kaliningrad in the
Federal budget (Segodnya, 28 May 1994). By June 1994, the project had
become the Federal Law "Concerning the Strengthening of the Sovereignty
of the Russian Federation on the Territory of the Kaliningrad oblast"'. It
was regarded as an attempt to place a "political umbrella" over the
economic autonomy that the FEZ granted Kaliningrad (Nezavisimaya
gazeta, 2 June 1994). By 1995, this project formed the basis for:
•
•

The Federal Law "Concerning the Special Economic Zone in the
Kaliningrad oblast "';
The Federal Treaty "Concerning the Delimitation of Subjects of
Authority and Power between the Organs of the State Authority of the
Russian Federation and the organs of the State Authorities of the
Kaliningrad oblast ,,,.3

The Federal Law and Federal Treaty were signed by President Yeltsin
on the 22 and 15 of January 1996 respectively. Together these documents
defined areas where Kaliningrad's administration could exercise a degree
of autonomy; shared authority with the Federal Centre; and was to be
subservient. According to its authors, the Federal Law and the Federal
Treaty took "Kaliningrad's specific geographical position and its
significance for the national interests of Russia into account", and enabled
the Kaliningrad administration:
•

•

To be involved in international treaties of the Russian Federation
concerning questions relating to Kaliningrad (Article 24 of the Federal
Law);
To conclude agreements on economic, scientific-technical, cultural and
sporting co-operation with administrative-territorial units of foreign
states, including states, provinces, cantons and l~inder (Article 25 of the
Federal Law);
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•

TO be compensated for Kaliningrad's 'exclave' position regarding
customs payments on goods transiting between Kaliningrad and 'big'
Russia (Article 2 of the Federal Treaty).

But several months later, Matochkin stated in an interview with a
national Russian newspaper that, "we get no money from Moscow ... we
need a 'Tartarstan variant' ... we need a law on the special status of
Kaliningrad" (Matochkin quoted in Nezavisimaya gazeta, 26 September
1996). In the second round of the elections for Kaliningrad's governor,
held in October 1996, Matochkin was defeated by the manager of
Kaliningrad's port, Leonid Gorbenko. This signalled the end of the
regional administration's support for Republican status for Kaliningrad, but
it did not stop others from calling for this change. Furthermore, as will be
discussed below, Gorbenko's actions were often interpreted as moving
Kaliningrad towards a different political status.
Yet it was another of Kaliningrad's 1996 gubernatorial candidates, the
former head of the Federation Council, Shumeiko, who re-launched the
suggestion for upgrading Kaliningrad's status to that of a Republic in 1998
(lzvestiya, 17 July 1998). Shumeiko proposed that Kaliningrad should
become a 'Baltic Republic within the Russian Federation' because the SEZ
was merely "compensation" for the oblast's geographical position. He
argued that to keep Kaliningrad in the Russian Federation, and to keep the
Russian Federation strong, Kaliningrad needed to become a 'Baltic
Republic within the Russian Federation'. His argument that strong Russian
regions would make a strong Russia was not unique. However, his
proposals, like those of Matochkin, were interpreted by various
commentators as leading Kaliningrad on a path towards 'separatism'.
Kaliningrad as the 'Fourth Baltic Republic'?
A significant role in spreading a separatist mood amongst the
[Kaliningrad] oblast' population is played by the propaganda of the
movement Reformy -- novyi kurs (Reforms -- new course), Vladimir
Shumeiko's idea of creating an autonomous Baltic Republic on the
territory of the Kaliningrad oblast'. (Nezavisimaya gazeta, 3 December
1998)
This quote is just one example of the way that the national Russian
media perceived 'Baltic Republic' status as influencing separatist
tendencies in Kaliningrad. Perhaps the most infamous set of articles written
on Kaliningrad's separatist potential are those penned by the former viceprime minister Sergei Shakhrai (Nezavisimaya gazeta, 26 July 1994; 26
October 1994). In his opinion, the only way to counter the separatist
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tendencies that were developing in Kaliningrad, was to increase the federal
centre's control of a territory that was of strategic 'federal significance'. He
was also quick to suggest that interests in the development of the oblast'
from non-Russian quarters, explicitly pointing to the European
• •
4
Parliament's report on Kahnlngrad, were also feeding separatist
tendencies in Kaliningrad.
However, it was the Russian financial and political crisis of August
1998, and the subsequent announcement by Kaliningrad's governor at the
time, Leonid Gorbenko, that Kaliningrad was experiencing an 'emergency
situation' (an announcement which he did not have the authority to make
without Moscow's permission), which led to a number of analyses on
Kaliningrad's status in the Russian Federation. Aleksei Chesnakov,
director of the Political Consensus of Russia Centre, in an article that
appeared in Nezavisimaya gazeta entitled 'The myths and truths of
Kaliningrad's separatism', argued that Kaliningrad's 'emergency situation'
was due to long-term structural problems in the oblast's economy and its
geographical location, but he did not believe that it was necessary to
increase Kaliningrad's status in the Russian Federation, although he
conceded that perhaps a few "crisis privileges" were necessary
(Nezavisimaya gazeta 30 September 1998). However, Gorbenko had
already declared in an interview published in April 1998 that that he would
lead Kaliningrad on a path towards "self-sufficiency" and "autarky", rather
than rely on assistance from either Moscow or neighbouring states (quoted
in Nezavisimaya gazeta 'Regiony ', April 1998). Following the events of the
late summer through winter of 1998-9, he repeated this position in two
more interviews (Nezavisimaya gazeta 'Regiony', 9 February 1999; 14
September 1999). However, it was not only in Moscow that talk of
'Kaliningrad as a Baltic Republic' was interpreted as the first step towards
the establishment of the Fourth Baltic Republic.
Journalists working for the Baltic Independent and the Baltic Times
have been keen to interpret discussions relating to Kaliningrad's status, and
the 'Baltic Republic' slogan, as indications that a Fourth Baltic Republic
will soon be established in Kaliningrad (see for example, the Baltic
Independent, 28 February - 5 March 1992, 9-15 October 1992, 14-20
October 1994, 4-10 November 1994, Baltic Times 23-29 July 1998). It is
also interesting to note that national Russian newspapers suggested that
Kaliningrad's Danish, Lithuanian and Polish neighbours were quicker to
offer aid and assistance in the immediate aftermath of the August 1998
crisis than Moscow (Moskovskye novosti, 22 September 1998; Izvestiya, 24
September 1998). For example, the Lithuanian Prime Minister at the time
of the crisis, Gediminas Vagnorius, pledged 1.3 million dollars in food and
medical aid to Kaliningrad in the middle of September 1998 (Baltic Times,
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17-23 September 1998) and 26,076 euros of humanitarian assistance were
granted to Kaliningrad city by the Polish city of Gdynia, according to
Henry Andreasen (2001, 105). However, the idea that Kaliningrad was on
its way to becoming an independent state following the August 1998 crisis
is most explicitly described in a report in the Baltic Times (5-11 November
1998). In this article, it was stated that the visit o f Gorbenko to Vilnius in
the autumn of 1998 had the "unmistakable air o f a state visit". The article
continued by stating that this was understandable because although "it may
not be the Fourth Baltic State yet ... its relationship with Lithuania
resembles the relationship between two independent countries". Was this a
misinterpretation o f paradiplomacy, expressing a desire, or merely
presenting the event in its true light?
These interpretations from Moscow-based politicians, national Russian
newspapers and the Baltic Independent and Baltic Times would appear to
indicate that Kaliningrad was recognised not only as an 'actor', but that its
actions were increasingly interpreted as those o f a 'subnational-state unit'
on its way towards independence. But were Kaliningrad's political elite
able to offer and reproduce a collective regional identity to serve as a basis
for Republican status? According to Vladimir Abramov, a political
scientist based in the Kaliningrad oblast', Kaliningrad's "special character
... is not represented in the political life o f the Kaliningrad oblast"',
although:
Several organisations exist which try to exploit the problems of the
Kaliningrad exclave. The most famous is the Baltic Republican Party of
Sergei Pas'ko. Its programme demands the creation of an autonomous
Republic within the Russian Federation, on the territory of the
Kaliningrad oblast'. It also talks about the prospect of entering into
association with the European Union. If its ideology is taken to its logical
conclusion then it might develop separatist plans, withdrawing from the
Russian Federation. (Abramov 2000, 50)
Abramov has captured the 'enigma' o f the Baltic Republican Party
(BRP) in this short quote, outlining its main official, and its perceived
'separatist', aims. The leader of the BRP, Sergei Pas'ko, stressed in an
interview with the author, which was carried out in 2001 but sought
information about the BRP's main aims in the 1990s, that Republican
status for Kaliningrad within the Russian Federation was the party's main
aim, and that "our proposals are based on the constitution [of the Russian
Federation] and therefore we are not separatists". 5 But, despite his
remonstrations, Pas'ko and the BRP have recently been labelled as
"separatists" by Kaliningrad's current governor, Vladimir Yegorov
(Yantarnyi krai, 3 March 2001). At the same time, several local
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commentators have stated the BRP was always 'peripheral' in terms of its
influence on the local political agenda, 6 and support for 'Kaliningrad as a
Baltic Republic' appears to be declining, if one uses the following table as
a basis for analysis.
Table 2: "What Status of the Kaliningrad Oblast' Best Corresponds to the Interests of
the Inhabitants?"
Status

1992

1994

1995

1996

An Independent Republic in the RF
20%
4%
4%
6%
The oblast' has to stay a part of the
RF but needs a special status secured
by the Federal constitution
The oblast' needs to have rights equal
to those of other Federal Republics
16%
17%
16%
18%
The oblast' needs to gain more
extensive economic rights without
changing its political status
45%
42%
53%
52%
It is necessary to maintain the present
status of the oblast'
20%
13%
17%
14%
No opinion
Source: Kaliningradskii sotsiologicheskii tsentr (2000); * Kaliningradskaya
2001.

2000

2001"

5%

8%

36%

35%

19%

9%

31%

26%

6%
3%

9%
13%
pravda, 19 May

Although the only regional political party that openly campaigns for
Republican status is in decline, and Kaliningrad lacks a 'titular nation'
comparable to those of the 'ethnic' Republics in the Russian Federation
such as Tartarstan and Chechnya, this has not stopped several Kaliningradbased authors from arguing that Kaliningrad is developing its own sense of
narodnost', a sense that could be roughly equated with 'nationality' but
could also be interpreted as regional 'identity' (Abramov 1998, 80;
Gorodilov 1998, 120-1; Kargopolov et al. 2001, 129):
Today on the territory of the Kaliningrad oblast' a new Russian
narodnost', consisting of representatives of more than thirty nationalities,
is being formed. It is based upon a common language (Russian), a
territory of residence (the Kaliningrad region), an economic life and
psychological mentality, which is revealed in a common narod (Slavic,
Russian) culture. (Kargopolov et al. 2001, 129)
For Anatolii Gorodilov (1998, 120-1), Kaliningrad is the site for the
evolution of a 'Prussak' narodnost', a regional identity that is seeking to
take advantage of its Russian and 'European' roots. To retum to Pas'ko:
"Our society wants association status with the EU. It will be a precedent,
and it is possible for Kaliningrad to do this and remain a 'subject' of the
Russian Federation". 7 Although it would be true to state that Pas'ko does
not always publicly see eye-to-eye with the majority of Kaliningrad's
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political elite, here his belief is largely compatible with a new regional
programme that is being developed by Kaliningrad's political, economic
and academic elites. This new regional programme does not contain any
references to Republican status, and ironically, for those who believe that
Russian regionalism is on the decline, the new slogan for this regional
programme was introduced by Vladimir Putin. The new slogan for
Kaliningrad's regional programme is Kaliningrad as a 'Pilot Region for
Russian-EU Co-operation'.

Putin and Kaliningrad's New Regional Programme?
After the spring decisions on state reforms and Putin's visit this summer
(2000), it is clear that Kaliningrad will play an important role in the
establishment of a new system of state construction. (Nezavisimaya
gazeta, 28 November 2000)
With the accession of Vladimir Putin to the Russian presidency,
several commentators noted a marked change in the level of attention paid
by the Federal centre towards the 'fiefdoms' of Russia's regions (Herd
2001; Main 2001; Nicholson 2001; Shlapentokh 2001). As the above quote
suggests, Kaliningrad has become the subject of considerable attention
from the Putin administration. The following events from 2000-2002,
discussed in greater detail by the author elsewhere (Holtom 2002), suggest
that the Russian centre will not allow Kaliningrad to be a regional fiefdom:
•

•

The election of former commander of the Baltic Sea Fleet, Admiral
Vladimir Yegorov, to the post of Kaliningrad's governor, in November
2000.
The appointment of the only Deputy Presidential Plenipotentiary
Representative (DPPR), Andrei Stepanov, with special responsibilities
for Kaliningrad under the north-west Federal Okrug (district), in
September 2001.

Although Kaliningrad did not become a Republic in the 1990s, greater
regional autonomy was achieved in several spheres. But one must now ask
whether this autonomy and sense of actorness will increase or decrease
under Putin. Is a new paradigm for centre-region relations, and a change of
status for Kaliningrad, on the horizon? The transit issue dominated the
discourse on Kaliningrad in 2002, and the one point that this issue
highlights more than any other, a point that has sometimes been forgotten
in Moscow, is that Kaliningrad is detached from the Russian Federation
and will soon be bordered by EU member-states. The 'pilot region
concept', first mentioned in the "Medium-Term Strategy for the
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Development of Relations between the Russian Federation and the
European Union" (1999) 8 and promoted by Putin, could provide more than
a conceptual basis for meeting the challenges that this detached region
faces. A 'Baltic Republic' may not be created on the territory of
Kaliningrad, but Kaliningrad could provide a testing ground for new forms
of governance in the Russian Federation. The degree to which
Kaliningrad's political and economic elites will influence Kaliningrad's
fate in this regard remains unclear, but it is unlikely that this will stop them
from formulating proposals and projects to increase their role in
Kaliningrad's future. At present, however, a great deal more work is
needed to develop and implement the rather ambiguous aims of the new
regional programme, but if successful, will it still be possible to argue that
west European approaches to regionalism are inapplicable in some areas of
Russia?
Notes
1.
2.

3.

4.

5.
6.

7.
8.

J.H. Brinks claims that the Russo-German organisation 'Freedom' also supported the
idea of making Kaliningrad an autonomous German region (Brinks 1998, 613).
Five other proposals for FEZs were submitted to the RSFSR government in July 1990
alongside Kaliningrad's: the cities of Leningrad and Vyborg, the Sakhalin and Chita
oblasti and Primorskiy krai.
For full transcripts of the Federal Law ("Federanlnyi zakon ob Osoboi ekonomicheskoi
zone v Kaliningradskoi oblasti") and Federal Treaty ("Dogovor o razgranichenii
predmetov vvedeniya i polnomochii mezhdu organami gosudarstvennoi vlasti
Rossiiskoi Federatsii i organami gosudarstvennoi vlasti Kaliningradskoi oblasti") see
Rossiiskaya gazeta, 31 January 1996.
"Report of the Committee of Foreign Affairs and Security on Kaliningrad
(Krnigsberg), a Russian exclave in the Baltic region: situation and outlook from a
European viewpoint." European Parliament Session Document, (A3-0036/94), 27
January 1994.
Personal Interview with Sergei Pas'ko (Leader of the Baltic Republican Party), 7 May
2001, Kaliningrad.
For example, at the time of writing, the BRP held only one of the 32 seats in the
oblast" Duma. According to Boris Nisnevich, the political editor of Kaliningradskaya
pravda, the BRP are not an influential political force in Kaliningrad. He went further
by stating that there are no "real separatist feelings" in Kaliningrad, but the 'spectre of
separatism' is used to scare the centre into increased funding for Kaliningrad (Personal
Interview, 11 March 2001).
Personal Interview with Sergei Pas'ko (Leader of the Baltic Republican Party), 7 May
2001, Kaliningrad.
"Strategiya razvitie otnosheniya Rossiiskoi Federatsii s Evropeiskoi Soyuzom na
srednesrochnuyu perspektivu (2000 -- 2010gg.)," Diplomaticheskii vestnik 11,
November 1999, pp. 20-8.
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