Report

On violations committed in the course of organizing and carrying out referendum on merging Irkutsk region and Ust-Ordynski Buryatskyi Autonomous District.

Historical background

National and territory autonomy of Buryat people partly existed before the beginning of XX century in the form of Steppe Dumas (they were established in 1822 by Irkutsk governor M.M. Speranski). In accordance with District reform (1884-1905), Steppe Dumas were dissolved and national and territory autonomy of Buryat people ceased to exist. This resulted in dissatisfaction of a certain part of Buryat elite, and prompted movement for establishing this autonomy. The autonomy became possible after revolution of 1917 when central power actually didn’t exist in Siberia and local autonomous authorities appeared as de-facto establishments. Buryat deputies participated in the Congress of people representatives in Siberia (August 1917) which acknowledged autonomy of Siberia, with intention of Buryat autonomy. Military coup in November 1918 put an end to Buryat autonomy. After Soviet power was established in Siberia, issue of Buryat autonomy was raised again in 1921, and in 1922 Buryat-Mongol Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic was announced, similar to already existed Yakut ASSR. However, it was only a declaration; authorities of the ASSR weren’t established, and in fact, Buryat autonomy existed in the form of Buryat-Mongol autonomous district (AD) of Siberia, as part of Siberian krai, and Buryat-Mongol autonomous district (AD) of the Far East, as part of the Far East krai. After administrative and territory reform in 1930, Eastern Siberia krai was established, and both Buryat-Mongol Ads was included into it. Finally, in 1936-1937, Eastern Siberian krai was first transformed into Eastern-Siberian region, and then divided into Irkutsk and Chita regions, as well as Buryat-Mongol ASSR. Ust-Ordynski Buryat Autonomous District was established as part of Irkutsk region, and Aginski Buryat Autonomous District was established as part of Chita region. Borders were changed dramatically, mainly in order to ensure territorial integrity of Buryat-Mongol ASSR. Thus, Okinski and Kabanski districts, previously not part of Buryat autonomy, were included into BM ASSR; at the same time, Olkhon district were made part of Irkutsk region, separately from Ust-Ordinski district.
This reform resulted in division of historically established territory of Buryat people among five bodies of the Federation (Buryatia, Ust-Orda, Aginski Buryat Autonomous District, as well as certain districts within Irkutsk and Chita region). Such forced division of the ethnos became the reason of public movement for national unity of Buryat people.
The following historical fact should be noted. In the 60th in Bratsk the managers of group of construction enterprises "Bratskhydroenergyconstruction" had significant political influence in the region. (In fact, "Bratskhydroenergyconstruction" was one of the most powerful players in political stage of Eastern Siberia). And among those leaders, a very popular idea was an idea of "Baikal Republic" which was supposed to include Irkutsk and Chita regions, Buryat ASSR and both Buryat Districts – Ust-Ordynski and Aginski. The intended status of Baikal Republic was seen as high as Union Republic in the USSR. After tragic death of I.I. Naimushin, the director of "Bratskhydroenergyconstruction" (in 1973) and massive “crackdown” on "Bratskhydroenergyconstruction" by Prosecutor General of the USSR (in 1979), this idea was buried.  
During the coup of 1993, Ust-Ordynski Buryat autonomous district Duma under the chairman Leonid Khutanov declared Buryat sovereignty. This declaration remained only on paper. In Irkutsk region Statute, as well as in Ust-Ordynski district Statute, the provision remained stating that Ust-Ordynski district is part of Irkutsk region. A number of state authority agencies (for example, Administration of Tax and Charges Ministry, as well as Pension Fund Office) remained undivided for Irkutsk region and Ust-Ordynski district. Other, for example, Division of Internal Affairs, were independent but worked in close cooperation. 
With time, development of finance, fiscal and socio-economics systems in the Russian Federation resulted in complete separation of financial flows in Irkutsk region and Ust-Ordynski Buryat autonomous district. The country’s economic crisis resulted in agrarian Ust-Ordynski district practically losing its industrial foundation, which was never been strong anyway, and, consequently, its tax money. In fact, for the last 10 years the district has existed thanks to Federal subsidies (about 1.5 bln RUR annually). The district’s living standards are the lowest in the Russian Federation. For example, in December 2005, average monthly salary in Ust-Ordynski district was only 5,774.6 RUR; (to compare: Irkutsk region – 12,007.6 RUR, Buryat Republic – 9,559.2 RUR, Chita region – 10,017.5 RUR, and even in traditionally depressed regions of Central Russia: Tambov region - -6,511.3 RUR, Ivanovo region - -6,511.3 RUR, Kalmykia Republic - -6,511.3 RUR). In fact, the only salaried jobs in the districts are the jobs paid from state budget which is filled by federal subsidies.
In addition, relationships with Irkutsk region are strained; in particular, in the area of public medical services. People living in the districts preferred to receive medical help in Irkutsk region's hospitals. And although theoretically medical insurance is valid on all the Russian Federation territory, in reality, an access to medical help in state medical insurance system is limited, especially when specialized medical help is required. Because of that, people from the district, being unable to receive such medical help in their region, turn to specialized hospitals, but gets refusals in medical treatment based on state insurance. Also, a tension was growing between veterinary agencies of the district and Irkutsk region, which had negative impact on farmers from Ust-Ordynski district bringing their produce to Irkutsk markets. 
On the other hand, federal government for a long time has been nurturing an idea that the regions should be enlarged. They consider 89 federal bodies as too many, believing that 40-60 of large and economically self-supporting regions will be enough. The idea of national and territorial autonomy itself was criticized; USSR negative experience was cited: when USSR was dissolved, its Union Republics became independent national states.
Finally, coming changes in budget policy (for example, related to new Budget Code which will eliminate a concept of inter-budget subsidies as regular form of inter-budget relations) resulted in necessity to “tie” subsidized and depressed regions to more successful and rich, such as, for example, Irkutsk region.

Merger: pro and contra
Since the beginning of negotiation on merger of Irkutsk region and Ust-Ordynski district, there was heated public dispute on the subject. It should be noted that nothing like this happened during mergers of, say, Perm region and Komi-Permyak district, or Krasnoyarsk krai and Taimyr and Evenkia. High attention to the topic can be explained by several reasons. 
First, the idea of uniting Buryat people in one national state body remains hot topic since the time of Russian Empire. This idea is quite popular in public, including people in Buryat Republic. Besides, among proponents of this idea belonging to Buryat intelligentsia, “pro-Mongol concept” is popular stating that Buryat people is part of Mongol ethnos. Although this is not in the agreement with known scientific facts, but has the right for existence as part of national mythology directly influencing public opinion. 
Based on these believes, sovereignty of Ust-Ordynski and Aginski districts and Buryat Republic is seen as prerequisite of “Buryat state". In its turn, their liquidation and merger of national territories with other federative bodies is seen as division of national territories and elimination of perspective to establish national state. This way of events is, of course, very unlikely to be realized, if only because Buryat people are not dominant ethnos on these territories. However the above-described point of view is popular and widely supported. At the same time, ethnocracy today does not have wide public support, so this objection is made mainly by quite limited group of humanitarian intelligentsia and is not popular neither in business circles nor in general public, including Buryat. 
Topic of uniting Buryat people is closely tied with the problem of preserving national culture of ethnic minority. During last years this problem is getting more and more important for Buryat public. The crisis is ripening in an environment of political monopoly, unification in economic and social policies. It manifests itself in limiting programs and quality of teaching national languages, especially on national territories, in terminating finance and organizational support for artistic organizations developing national culture. As a result, significant part of Buryat, mainly young people, doesn’t know native language. (As humanitarian intelligentsia from Ulan-Ude calls it, “becoming mankurt-like”). It cannot be denied that problem of learning Buryat language is very important, even crucial, when the threat of its extinction is getting real. But to solve it only by preserving territorial autonomies, as experience of other Russian regions shows, is impossible.
Referendum opponents express worries that liquidation of Ust-Ordynski district as federation body will speed up the process and make it irreversible. 
Main reasons for destruction of national identity are social-economic factors. Mass unemployment in Ust-Ordynski district, especially in rural area and small towns, resulted in significant migration to other regions; major part of migrants being Buryat youth.  Such forced gap between coming into age generation of Buryats with their national community, culture and traditions created obvious difficulties in passing national identity to younger generations.
The most frequent argument for merger was the statement that enlarged region would get significant economic gains. At the same time, merger supporters could not clearly formulate what exact benefits the people in Ust-Ordynski District would get from merger.
In Irkutsk region, along with “prosperity oases” – mainly big cities with large industrial, export-oriented enterprises – there are many depressed areas where standards of living are not better than in the national district. This absence of clear program of economic development and social structure in the district as well as in the whole Baikal area became the weakest point in the projects offered by the merger supporters. This became the main subject for disputes related to referendum. 
A lot of efforts were made to create legal foundation for the merger process. In this connection, recently founded in Irkutsk Institute of regional legislature hurries to develop regional law “On special status of Ust-Ordynski Buryat district included in Irkutsk region”. This law have to clarify then term “special status” of the district as part of the region. Despite the fact that Ust-Orda population have participated in election of Irkutsk region governor and legislative assembly of Irkutsk region, this status remains very unclear. As a measure to increase the district role in the regional legislative assembly, decision was made to double the number of deputies to the assembly. Instead of 2 deputies out of 45, the district will now be represented by 4 deputies.
It should be noted that interests of large corporations influence the process of federation bodies’ merger. In all other cases of merger (Perm and Komi-Permyak district, Krasnoyarsk-Taimyr-Evenkia, Kamchatka-Koryakia) this factor didn’t play any significant role. But in Baikal area, confrontation of finance and industrial groups and administration of Irkutsk region is traditionally have significant impact. It fits in the picture that with the beginning of merger process, fight for the largest gas field “Kovykta” between Rusia-Petrolium which holds license for its exploration (part of TNK-BP – Renova corporation) and state corporation Gazprom aggravated in Irkutsk region. New governor Alexandr Tishanin expressed his support for Gazprom (the former governor, Boris Govorin, supported TNK-BP). In response, TNK-BP took a number of measures aimed at discrediting the governor and, particularly, disrupting the referendum. TNK-BP supported the merger opponents (mainly in Ulan-Ude, but also in Irkutsk). However, closer to the date of referendum, finance-industrial groups softened their position , and Irkutsk administration, which had kept distance from referendum, started actively participate in its preparation and conduct. 
Preparing and conducting referendum

History of merger of Irkutsk region and Ust-Ordynski district started in 2002, when Irkutsk region governor Boris Govorin and the head of district’s administration Valery Maleev initiated negotiations on this subject. Negotiations were difficult, although the main problem for their participants was future of the district administration staff, including future of the head of administration himself. Future of enlarged region had been already outlined: district is not to be completely liquidated, it would continue to exist in a certain format, but not as a federative body, but as a part of united Baikal area. In 2005, authorities reached an agreement on merger process and its realization started.
In summer 2005, term in the office of the governor Boris Govorin has ended, and the RF President, in agreement with new procedure established by the law “On general principles of state power”, recommended Alexander Tishanin as a governor. After his assumption of the office, preparations to referendum on merger were started hastily. And immediately the inevitable problem surfaced.
First, Irkutsk region traditionally has very low election attendance comparing to other regions. During last presidential elections (March 2004), attendance in Irkutsk region was slightly higher than in Krasnoyarsk krai, but barely over 50% (minimum required to regard elections as valid). At the same time, for elections to local power bodies the established threshold is minimal (20% attendance during Irkutsk mayor elections in 2005/ or without minimal thresholds at all, as it happened during elections to Irkutsk Duma in 2004). But referendum status does not allow attendance rate lower than 50%. So there is a problem of how to ensure necessary attendance rate, especially to vote on the subject which is clear and important not for all people living in the region; it’s especially true in regard of northern and depressed western areas. 
Regional authorities made referendum their high priority. Irkutsk region governor and the head of Ust-Ordynski district administration initiated the referendum. But at the very beginning there were violations of procedure. according to the law of Irkutsk region №66-ОЗ “On referendum in Irkutsk region”, heads of administrations can not initiate referendum. Administrative initiative has shown itself in the referendum’s content. The referendum’s question was: “Do you agree that Irkutsk region and Ust-Ordynski Buryatski autonomous district shall merge into new RF body – Irkutsk region, within which Ust-Ordynski Buryatski autonomous district will be administrative and geographical unit with special status determined by statute of the new RF body according to the RF legislature?” 
The question was puzzling, and Anton Romanov, deputy of legislative assembly of Irkutsk region, voiced direct objections. Anton Romanov drew attention to the fact that, according to the law, “question set for regional referendum must be so defined that it exclude multiple meanings and requires unambiguous answer, and legal consequences of the decision must be clear" (the law of Irkutsk region from October 26, 2005 №66-ОЗ “On referendum in Irkutsk region”, article 7). In the question prepared for referendum he saw precisely the abovementioned “multiply meanings”, since the problem of “special status” currently is not settled neither in federal legislature nor in regional one. According to the deputy’s opinion, this allows for multiply interpretations and creates lack legal clarity. Obviously, “special status” must have legal definition in both political and administrative aspects before the referendum and can not be voluntarily changed after referendum. The deputy paid quite a high price for his objections against the referendum: being the member of United Russia faction, he was first dismissed from the post of the chairman of the legislative assembly commission on deputy’s ethics and relations with mass media, and later dismissed from the faction.

On January 2006 in Ulan-Ude round table was conducted on the subject of merger of Irkutsk region and Ust-Ordynski Buryatski autonomous district. It took place in Buryat state university. Among official guests there were deputy chairman of the regional legislative assembly Ludmila Berlina, deputy head of the administration of Ust-Ordynski district Valentina Bubaeva and deputy chairman of the district’s Duma Vasili Savitski. Representatives from Irkutsk region, who attended as guests, headed by the first deputy to the governor of Irkutsk region Yuri Paranichev gave speeches aimed at convincing the audience that the merger will bring only positive consequences to the district. According to the arguments of the participants from Irkutsk, 82% of the district’s population are poor, while only 29% of the region’s population have that low level of income, and after the merger the district will quickly become richer.
In its answer Sherab Chimitdorgiev, professor of BSU, reprimanded Ust-Orda inhabitants for their lack of unity and organization and called for strong objection against the merger. In the opinion of Erdem Dagbaev, PhD in sociology and politology professor, after the merger the district undoubtedly will lose its national identity; the head of the district will be appointed Russian completely agreeing with regional; and federal authorities.
One of the main arguments from the Irkutsk side was promise to keep “special status” of Ust-Ordynski district. However, without clear explanation of what does that status mean, this argument didn’t work. The event didn’t have the effect expected by the referendum’s organizers. Instead of support, Buryat’s scientific and artistic intelligentsia demonstrated exactly the opposite.
Despite the event’s clear failure, the organizers promised to conduct similar round table in Ust-Orda, but didn’t keep the promise.
 
This round table was the only attempt to discuss the referendum publicly, and there were no consequences and no second attempt.

The referendum was nevertheless set for April 16, 2006. 
According to the law №66-ОЗ, “regional referendum is to be prepared and conducted by the regional referendum commissions; they also ensure everybody’s rights to participate in the referendum and control realization of that right”. Regional (and, respectively, district’s) election commissions were appointed as referendum commissions, as well as territorial and local election commissions organized in accordance with law. The law also defined that only members of registered initiative and other groups of the referendum participants can be present at polling places as inspectors. 
But while by March 2006 there were 42 initiative groups supporting the merger in Irkutsk region alone, there were no other registered groups opposing merger. The only attempt to register opposition group in Ust-Ordynski District was made by Valery Alexseev
. By that time, 15 groups performing agitation in support of the referendum have been already registered in the district.
 After preparing necessary documents, V. Alekseev applied to the district’s election committee for registration of the group of citizens. In response, the district’s commission twice rejected the registration citing incomplete information as a reason. In particular, in second order (from March 3, 2006) to reject registration it is said that the application “does not indicate the body of the RF on which territory the group's participants are living”. But in the application the address was written: Ust-Ordynski town of Ekhirit-Bulagat territory, which is undoubtedly in Ust-Ordyndki district. This rejection became a clear indication that authorities do not want allow campaign against the merger. Result of registration attempt of Valeri Alekseev group became, in its turn, a good example for Irkutsk public and, undoubtedly, had a negative impact on attendance and voting results
.
But nevertheless, arguments against the merger (and the referendum itself) were voiced. But they were not from people from Irkutsk region or Ust-Ordynski district, but from people living in Buryat Republic. In January 2006 an address appeared: Union of Buryat youth offers its own version of the regions' merger"
. This address was signed by UBY’s representative Zayan Abagaev. Later, during celebration of Sagalgan (Lunar New Year) in Irkutsk on February 11, 2006, the celebration's participants received booklets "Why we are against merger?", without publisher's information,
 but allegedly distributed by or on orders of) Buryat cultural center chairman – Kirill Khuriganov). 
Heads of administrations of then region and the district, who initiated the referendum, were angered by unregistered campaign materials. As a result, in March on the territory of Alarski area of the district the film “Last nuker of Genghis Khan” was practically forbidden. This documentary film was shot on the initiative of group of people from Buryat Republic, on Buryat language. People living in Ekhirit-Bulagatski and Bayandaevski areas also failed to organize the film’s demonstration; the film wasn’t even brought to Nukut area. But people living in the other two areas –Osinki and Bokhanski – saw the film
 and therefore the film prompted wide public discussion. As a result, in Ulan-Ude, in circles close to Buryat state university, small but active group opposing the coming referendum was formed. Professor BSU Sherab Chimitdorgiev sharply criticized the idea of merger, calling it "willful elimination of Buryat national minority”. In Ulan-Ude, Human Rights Youth Movement “ERKHE” was established (Dmitri Galsan) which took responsibility for organizing anti-referendum campaign. But legal restrictions limiting participation in campaign of people who live outside territory concerned with referendum was used by the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Buryat Republic to suppress opposition. On April 8 in Ulan-Ude printed copies of materials against merger of Ust-Ordynski Buryat autonomous district (UOBAD) and Irkutsk region were confiscated. The printing house of Buryat publishing house, where the materials were printed, was searched. As the publishing house employees said, the case was conducted by the MVD Department against organized crime and terrorism. They also said that the car with campaign materials was followed from the door of printing house. 30 thousand leaflets intended for distribution in Ust-Orda and Irkutsk were confiscated. After that, facilities of Buryat publishing house
 were searched.
The close the referendum date, the more its organizers feared that it would fail. Campaign against it, conducted from the other side of Baikal, added to organizational problems. The main such problem was potential possibility of referendum failing because of poor attendance. By that time, conflicts between the regions’ heads also became obvious. Their own career interests and political duties to Moscow because of federal budget subsidies made regional heads to look for and to find methods to ensure high enough attendance. The law was inevitably violated in the process.
For example, election committee of Irkutsk region (Viktor Ignatenko) reported that for the first time in its history it took measures to organize early voting. Before, early voting was used only for people living in far northern areas, where there is no railroads or automotive roads and which can be reached only by air. Now, almost all rural areas of Irkutsk region were defined as “hard-to-reach”, including areas near Transsiberian railroad and BAM, such as Chunski, Zalarinski and Ziminski. In addition, voting procedure was hastily simplified. Before, to vote at polling station which wasn’t the one closest to his home, the voter had to get a note at it saying that he is away from home at the day of vote. According to new rules, it was not necessary anymore. Secretary of regional election commission Ludmila Shavenkova explained that such form of voting is used “in production enterprises with uninterrupted production cycle". (Almost all large production enterprises of Irkutsk region are classified as such – Irkutskenergo, Bratsk and Irkutsk aluminum plants, Bratsk and Ust-Ilimsk LPK, Irkutsk aero-construction plant, Sayanskkhimplast, etc.). For employees of these plants, conditions were created to vote at the stations close to their work in order to ensure maximum opportunities to vote. In order to prevent repeated voting, territorial election commissions, in their turn, must inform local election commissions that people included into their lists already voted at their workplaces
. Obviously, such procedure is against the federal law and creates innumerable opportunities for falsification.
Campaign was mainly aimed at increasing vote attendance. As an example, we can cite the newspaper established by the election commission “Pravo Vybora” (Right to vote): full-color 8-page A3-size newspaper distributed for free. Materials supporting merger were distributed by initiative groups with wide use of administrative resource. Newspapers were used. Initiative group created by the deputy of Irkutsk region legislative assembly, leader of regional branch of Union of right forces Alexei Kozmin published 8-pages newspaper “Oporni region”. Initiative group of the State Duma deputy, member of regional council of regional branch of United Russia Vitali Shuba distributed newspaper “Za ob’edinenie” (For merger). This 16-pages full-color newspaper was published in record number of copies reaching 600 thousand copies.
Thus we can list typical features of pre-referendum campaign: first, main emphasis was not on campaign for the merger itself, but on ensuring the highest attendance possible. Second, campaign was carried out without opposition. 
Two month prior to voting, public Center for referendum started to operate in the region. There were round tables in the Center to discuss economic consequence of the merger, where scientists, politicians and public activists were invited. Baikal Express campaign train traveled through the region; it was similar to the train “Traveling cultural capital” which was active in Krasnoyarsk krai before referendum. The train's passengers were scientists from Irkutsk state university of railroads, politicians and public activists, gathered together with the sole purpose: to explain people the importance of the referendum on merger of the regions. Alexander Tishanin and majority of officials from regional administration and deputies of legislative assembly personally traveled to towns and rural areas of the region to campaign for the merger. According to unofficial data, a total of 500 mln rubles were spent on this campaign.
On April 6, the RF President Vladimir Putin signed the order “On measures on social and economical development of Irkutsk region and Ust-Ordynski Buryat Autonomous District". In this order, all requests of Ust-Orda were met, and Irkutsk get full federal financing for construction of bridge across Angara in Irkutsk and the road around the regional center, starting the year 2007. Alexander Tishanin immediately said that it’s only the beginning of economical aid for the regions.
Referendum took place on April 16, 2006 and demonstrated very high, for traditionally inactive Irkutsk region, attendance rates. The result exceeded even the most optimistic expectations: in Irkutsk region, 68.98% of people voted, in Ust-Ordynski Buryat autonomous district (UOBAD) - 99.51%. Such high numbers inevitably raise concerns.  According to the most optimistic forecasts of sociologists and political strategists, 99.5% attendance rate is technically impossible. Such number can only be a result of falsification.
By general opinion, voting process seemed quiet, without loud scandals. But right after voting, the facts became known which allowed making a conclusion that election committees were unscrupulous in organizing voting. Since there were no inspectors from the opposition side at voting stations, the referendum participants themselves were the source of information on violations.
For example, in Ust-Ilimsk Oksana Vladimirovna Kogout came to the poll station shortly before closing time and discovered, that somebody has already “voted” on her behalf. In the list of Ust-Ilimsk residents supposed to vote at this station there was “illegible sign” beside her last name, where her signature should be. In the corresponding box, there were passport number which had nothing to do with passport identifiying real Oksana Kogout. In addition, Oksanan Kogout discovered, that beside her mother’s name, G.I. Shestakova, there is also a “signature” and falsified passport number. Oksanan Kogout knew for sure that her mother didn’t vote because he was working all day. The same falsification was discovered for other voters as well. “Signature” was also beside the name of M., Oksana Kogout’s neighbor, who died on April 15 and therefore could not vote.

Oksanan Kogout wrote a complaint to the chairman of territorial election commission A. Kochetkov stating that she was denied the right to fulfill he citizen’s duty. The commission’s chairman, who was caught in many such cases, was unable to explain this by simple mistake
.

On March 28, 2006 in ZAO Irkutskpromstroy, Irkutsk the enterprise management gather a meeting on which all employees were ordered to vote in support of the merger. The General Director said that "you all, all your relatives, all your neighbors and friends should vote for the merger". He also added that he will send inspectors to poll station in the areas where his employees live, in order to know who would come to vote. And those who wouldn’t should expect problems
.

In Irkutsk state technical university (IrSTU, rector – Ivan Golovhykh) March paychecks were given only in exchange for the note from election committee allowing to come and vote[on its facilities]  on April 16
. 
Also, the information on voting of students living in IrSTU dormitories became known. Virtually 100% from the list voted in dormitories, which gives good reasons to suspect falsifications. Even if one can believe that all students present in dormitories at the day of vote were disciplined enough to vote (which is unlikely), it is completely impossible that none of the students had not left the city on this warm weekend day. But regional election committee didn’t doubt the results. 
On one of poll stations in Angarsk activists noted the following fact: middle-aged man, receiving documents for vote, asked also for the “thank-you note from the head of election commission”. The commission’s representative, middle-aged woman, didn’t look surprised and took a pack of prepared thank-you forms, wrote the man’s name on it, signed, stamped and gave it to him. When activists asked why does he want this document, the m an answered: “Management of my company warned the employees that those who wouldn’t bring such notes on Monday would not receive quarterly bonus”
.
Public activists continued to observe the situation at poll station for another half an hour and counted several dozens of voters requesting the same thank-you notes. Later it became known that similar system was applied in Irkutsk and Bratsk. In Mikhailovka, Cheremkhovski district, according to witnesses, there were no forms of thank-you notes, so when voters asked for it, commission representatives simply signed and stamped pieces of paper.
According to the information of the head of Buryat office of International society for human right Svetlana Budashkaeva, the day before the voting day, the head of the district administration Valeri Maleev announced that he has reliable information that on April 16 there will be flood in Ust-Orda. So the residents should vote earlier. Because of this, almost 19% of UOBAD voted early. 

In one of Irkutsk city districts, local supermarket chain offered those who voted membership cards with 7% discount. In regional center there was a lottery among voters. It was organized by the group of deputies of he State Duma, regional legislative assembly and Irkutsk city council, called “Irkutsk residents for united Angara area". Those who cast their votes and received thank-you notes from chairman of election commission could exchange the notes for lottery tickets. Prize fund was 1.5 mln rubles. Among prizes, there were 2 cars and some electronics. 
Numerous facts of administrative abuse caused resentment, in particular – among deputies of legislative assembly. Deputy Pavel Zorin said that it is inadmissible to force students to vote: “They are future politicians and businessmen, and by forcing them to vote in such way we teach them to disregard Labor Code and laws". 
Legislative assembly deputy Anton Romanov pointed out that the system “vote in exchange for thank-you note” was applied almost everywhere. Employees of budget organizations where “motivated” by threat to withhold quarterly bonus, employees of commercial structure – by possible dismissal or fine, and students of several Irkutsk institutes by threats to throw out of dormitories or withhold social payments.
Anton Romanov also called all “additional measures for motivation of voters” in the form of lotteries, thank-you notes, concert tickets and member cards allowing to receive discounts direct bribing of voters. “This is an example of what authorities can do without public control and in the absence of inspectors and opponents". “In 2000, when in one of the election districts there was a lottery, its organizer was put on the federal wanted list. If such violations are conducted with permission of regional authorities and direct approval from federal authorities – from Veshnyakov, for example, this undermines the basis of democratic state. Now, any result can be drawn”. 
Professional lawyer, chairman of Irkutsk city council Andrei Labygin believes that such methods are inadmissible and they undermine authority of companies’ managers and state officials. 
On the other hand, leader of United Russia faction in legislative assembly, director of state enterprise “Road services of Irkutsk region” Sergei Mutovin assured that there were no such schemes in his company, but that he’s heard of them. “It is not right”, said Mutovin, “such methods can lead to growth of protest moods". It is possible that such tough methods resulted in protest votes in the region (9.45%) and especially in Irkutsk (13%). 
Deputy of legislative assembly Yuri Faleichik told about another method of motivation. According to him, some companies gave their employees bonuses for voting. In addition, on election day many poll station hosted festive events: local amateur groups performed songs and dances (it was easy since most of poll stations were located in schools and colleges). At some poll station there were free of charge medical consultations. In villages, food and seeds were sold with 10-20% discount at poll stations.
First deputy to the governor Yuri Paranichev confirmed after referendum that “the governor ordered to appoint regional administration representative responsible for each municipal body and also appointed people responsible for relation with large enterprises, organizations and institutions of Irkutsk. Special attention was paid to students who studied on full-time daytime basis”. 
Therefore, different and questionable from the legal point of view administrative methods of “motivating” voters were efficient in ensuring unheard of before attendance rate.  
Postscript

The referendum took place and residents of Ust-Ordynski district and Irkutsk region clearly said “yes” to the merger. Two-year planned “transition period” has started; after it, elections to agencies of power of new federation body will take place. During that period, legal base of enlarged Irkutsk region must be prepared; as well as the law on the district’s special status and a number of other regulations. 
Despite the success of the referendum initiators, the problems of national communities’ development are still important, although they are artificially blocked. But it should be taken into account that further suppression of the problems can lead to the growth of tension and protest actions. Hurrying to conduct referendum and promoting the merger widely, authorities didn’t give the area’s residents to think over their decisions. 
Moreover, violations in the referendum process and, most important, absence of public discussion of the merger idea create grounds to doubt legitimacy and public acceptance of the referendum results.

The process of preparing and conducting referendum clearly demonstrated predominance and further spread of use of “administrative resource”. True that, unlike during elections to legislative assembly, opposition representatives were not present at poll stations, so information about violation is fragmentary and clearly not complete. But during the referendum, a number of methods were tried which can be use in future elections. 
In particular:

1. Lottery was organized on behalf of the referendum initiators (i.e., the party concerned) on the day of vote; this, according to election practice, is considered as “bribing voters”. Such practice in the absence legal evaluation and punishment becomes customary. In future, it can, in different forms, be used by authorities during elections. 
2. Arbitrary permission to vote at the spot, along with early voting, are very dangerous practices. In this case, any inspection and public control doesn’t make any sense, because repetitive voting is possible. Responsibility of election commission to inform commission at place where the citizen is registered does not seem neither efficient nor plausible from organizational point of view. Clearly, this procedure is against the federal law.  
3. Administrative reward or punishment for participation in referendum is even more crude and dangerous practice. Such form of forcing people to vote as reward (receiving paycheck or bonus) for voting was quite widespread. This is not only violation of citizens’ labor rights, but also considered as official crime, abuse of power.
Threats (in particular, to IrSTU) and lie (to residents of Ust-Orda) are also dangerous.

4. Vote falsification crimes are also extremely worrisome. Falsification of voter signature is punished according to article 142 of the RF Criminal Code by up to 4 years in prison. Only one such fact was discovered. But the fact that criminal case wasn’t opened gives reasons to suspect that law enforcement agencies approve such practice.
5. Finally, censorship and measures against opposition during referendum campaign were widespread; this situation became tradition in regional elections. Measures such as: refuse to register opposition initiative groups, publishing campaign materials financed from local budget or money collected through administrative pressure, ban on distribution and confiscation of opposition materials, as well as persecution of activists.
Lack of action from law enforcement agencies, lack of reaction to crimes conducted by officials during the referendum created in the region an atmosphere of impunity and permissiveness. This, in its turn, makes future violations of democratic principles in Irkutsk regional elections and referendums inevitable.
The referendum also demonstrated weakness and lack of organization of public and political opposition organizations. Even limited opportunities to organize public control during referendum were unrealized.
The referendum on the merger of Irkutsk region and Ust-Ordynski Buryat autonomous district also revealed a number of contradictions in current election laws and practice of its application. The process of merger of Chita region and Aginski Buryat autonomous district is starting in Eastern Siberia; the process is supposed to be continued until all Baikal region is united (including Irkutsk region, Chita region and Buryat Republic). In this relation, the revealed problems need to be solved. Opinion of lawyers should be voiced, necessary system of control should be created based on the negative experience of the referendum. 
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