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The latest Russian regulatory reform (2016) sought to introduce the risk-orientated approach – a
move away from the “blanket inspections” (or the risk regulation reflex – a term coined by Blanc
in 2011) method that has been criticised by the Russian business community. The present paper
aims to assess its success using administrative data on federal watchdogs’ inspections. We argue
that this reform ultimately failed in its goal regarding the overall number of inspections, and thus
the volume of regulatory burden did not change significantly throughout the reform. This failure
resulted from two mechanisms. First, the legal framing of the reform radically redefined risk as
the probability of incompliance (as opposed to the likelihood of accident). Second, the watchdogs
used key performance indicators that incentivised “street-level” inspectors to maintain the
pre-reform regulatory burden levels.

I. INTRODUCTION

“Russian business is under pressure from unreasonable and excessive regulatory
burden” – these were the words of the former Head of Russian Government, Dmitry
Medvedev, during the January 2019 Gaidar Forum (an influential policymaking
conference in Russia). He then proceeded to read out the mandatory legal
requirements for an omelette cooking process that included but were not limited to its
height in centimetres, the stove’s temperature, the need to scrub the shell with
vinegar, etc.1 This somewhat humorous monologue set the tone for a new phase of
regulatory reform – the so-called guillotine – representing a drastic cutting down of
mandatory rules. At this point, the reform has been going for three years. This
attempt to reform regulation was not the first. Governmental officials started tackling

* Junior Researcher, Institute for the Rule of Law, European University at Saint-Petersburg, Russian Federation;
email: vkudryavtsev@eu.spb.ru. The authors would like to thank Dmitriy Skougarevskiy for his help, insight and
encouragement. The research was funded by the Russian Science Foundation (project no. 17-18-01618).
** Junior Researcher, Institute for the Rule of Law, European University at Saint-Petersburg, Russian Federation;
email: rkuchakov@eu.spb.ru.
*** Junior Researcher, Institute for the Rule of Law, European University at Saint-Petersburg, Russian Federation;
email: dkuznetsova@eu.spb.ru.

European Journal of Risk Regulation, 13 (2022), pp. 174–190
© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press
doi:10.1017/err.2021.6

1 Editorial, “Medvedev privel omlet v kachestve Primera izbytochnykh trebovaniy k biznesu”,Vedomosti (15 January
2019) <https://www.vedomosti.ru/economics/news/2019/01/15/791440-medvedev-omlet> (last accessed 18 May
2020) (in Russian).
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the issues associated with regulation as early as 2000 when “Strategy 2010” for the
country’s ten-year development path was devised.
Nevertheless, the 2016–2019 reform appears to be more complex and comprehensive

in comparison to previous efforts. A risk-orientated approach became one of the focal
points of the reform of control, and supervision officially started in 2016. The key
objectives of the reform again were to reduce the administrative burden. In addition,
they planned to reduce the number of business-related accidental deaths, deaths from
diseases and food poisoning (by 50% compared to 2017) and property damage (by up
to 70% compared to 2017).2

The quest to reform Russian regulation did not start in 2016; nevertheless, the
regulatory burden persisted as one of the main issues for Russian businesses. The
most significant business owner association – the Russian Union of Industrialists and
Entrepreneurs – listed twenty-eight Russian regulation issues.3 Internationals rankings
– regulatory quality ranking (Worldwide Governance Indicators) in sections dedicated
to Business Regulations/Economic Freedom of the World – demonstrate that this
sphere declined or stagnated. Business Regulations/Economic Freedom of the World
surveys demonstrate that this sphere has declined or stagnated.4 From time to time,
Putin and other functionaries had to speak on the issue.
In 2016, the reformers proposed a four-stage roadmap of inspectorate transition to a

risk-orientated approach:

(1) The risk category has to be assigned by inspectorate agencies for controlled
objects.

(2) Risk categories have to be changed dynamically based upon the history of
accidents.

(3) The dynamic model from Stage (2) has to be updated using a Big Data approach.
(4) Use data obtained during previous stages to re-evaluate risks and enable cross-

country comparisons.

Did these efforts avail to anything? Despite Medvedev’s words about “unreasonable and
excessive regulatory burden”, governmental officials presented the 2016 reform as an
overall success, boasting of a 6.5% reduction in scheduled inspections during the
campaign’s initial stages as their main achievement. These cuts were to be coupled
with the adoption of the so-called risk-orientated approach by state inspectorates.
Together, the proposed measures were meant to reduce regulatory burden. We argue
that the reform’s two principal components proved to be much less efficient than
anticipated. Both the arithmetical reduction in the number of inspections and the risk-
orientated approach did not work due to path dependency, excessive bureaucracy and
biased incentives. While there was no single proverbial “monkey wrench” that marred

2 Priority programme of the reform of control and supervisory activities <http://static.government.ru/media/files/
vu4xfkO2AdpTk1NaJN9gjDNtc69wa5fq.pdf> (last accessed 18 May 2020) (in Russian).
3 S Plaksin et al, “Kontrol’no-Nadzornaya Deyatel’nost’ v Rossiyskoy Federatsii. Analiticheskiy Doklad – 2013”
(2014), p 7 (in Russian).
4 A Golodnikova et al, “Regulyatornaya Politika v Rossii: Osnovnyye Tendentsii i Arkhitektura Budushchego”
(2018) Doklady TSSR, pp 11 and 108 <https://www.csr.ru/upload/iblock/1c4/1c4e3bad1efbddf91b60e86e0e6acf23.
pdf> (last accessed 18 May 2020) (in Russian).
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the 2016–2019 reform, we argue instead that at least two different sabotage mechanisms
existed: institutionalised incentives to “hit the numbers” described by Campbell5 and
definition wrangling as theorised by Blanc.6

In his seminal work on reform evaluation, Campbell7 formulated a paradox of sorts: as
soon as reaching specific values for some quantifiable metric/key performance indicator
(KPI) becomes a goal of a reform or a policy, one can no longer use this metric to measure
its success objectively. Government officials behave like rational agents; their goal is to
achieve the best possible results while conserving as much effort as possible. Thus, if a
manipulation of statistics can produce a desirable result (in the form of happy higher-ups),
this would be the most common course of action. This effect has already been
demonstrated in the Russian context using the data from law enforcement agencies.8

Coupled with the uncertainty characterising the life of any “street-level bureaucrat”,9

this produces an ideal reform saboteur. We argue that the same stimuli were in place
when the fight against regulatory burden began. Creating a KPI to decrease the
number of inspections without changing the overall institutional setting and system of
incentives for inspectorates should produce the precisely opposite result. Indeed, the
success mentioned above characterised the first year of the reform and marked a solid
start in a purely arithmetical regard. The number of scheduled inspections decreased
by 6.5% (or 60,000 inspections). However, this progress came to a grinding halt in
the following years as the reduction rate decreased. Finally, in the last reporting year
(2019), the number of scheduled inspections increased by 2.2% (19,000 inspections).
This result clashed with one of the reformers’ ambitious tasks – to halve the number
of inspections. Nevertheless, we suspect that several detected violations provide a
“measure of performance” that justifies the inspectorate’s existence and provides a
perverse incentive to keep the number of inspections relatively stable.
Using the theoretical framework proposed by Blanc,10 we demonstrate that red tape

managed to enervate the reform through the definition wrangling process.
Governmental officials promoted the risk-orientated approach as an example of best
practices. It became a de facto motto of the reform. Nevertheless, it remained just a
motto, as we will argue. The notion of risk used during the reform was a mixture of
normative and bureaucratic ideas regarding whether some economic activity types
entailed a greater or lesser degree of danger. That view is opposed to the fundamental
risk-orientated approach that assumes that risk could be measured objectively through
the accident rates for each industry or even for an individual enterprise. The risk
regulation reflex (RRR) paradigm leads to puzzling outcomes as readers not familiar
with Russian or post-Soviet regulation may question why spheres such as migration,
education and science even deserve separate inspection bodies. Non-market

5 D Campbell, “Assessing the impact of planned social change” (1979) 2 Evaluation and Program Planning 67.
6 F Blanc, “Moving away from total control in former communist countries – the RRR in inspections, and lessons
learned from reforming them” (2012) 3 European Journal of Risk Regulation 327.
7 Campbell, supra, note 5.
8 E Paneyakh, “Faking performance together: systems of performance evaluation in Russian enforcement agencies
and production of bias and privilege” (2014) 30 Post-Soviet Affairs 115.
9 M Lipsky, Street-Level Bureaucracy, 30th Ann. Ed. (New York, Russell Sage Foundation, 2010).
10 Blanc, supra, note 6.
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economies created a situation where the quality of products and services could not be
regulated through consumers’ choices; thus, regulation became the sole channel for
feedback. In this system, inspectorates played the role of “internal quality control” as
producers and providers were also state-owned. While modern post-Soviet countries
mostly have market economies, their regulation is rooted in these approaches.
This paper demonstrates that definition wrangling and statistical manipulation were

instrumental in inhibiting the Russian 2016–2020 regulatory reform. To do so, we
will provide a brief overview of how current scholarship usually approaches
inspections and regulatory burden in general. We will then show how risk is defined
within the reform’s legal framework and explain why this definition is inherently
flawed and would most likely contribute to the reform’s failure. In the final section of
this paper, we use the administrative data to illustrate how institutionalised incentives
employed within the Russian inspectorates combined with some overzealous activity
by the Russian Government brought the reform to a grinding halt.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Regulation can be burdensome, yet the public usually views it as a lesser evil, a price
society pays for security and life quality. Governments around the world take
different approaches to the organisation and enforcement of the rules regulating
economic activities. One of the most common ways to control this compliance is
inspection by governmental officials. Scholars and practitioners alike discuss the
optimal configuration of this instrument extensively. How (procedurally) should we
inspect? Are inspections the best way to ensure compliance? The latter question is
usually perceived to be central, as the primary goal of regulation is compliance.11

There are several normative12 and empirical answers13 to this question that yield
different policy recommendations. Current research provides controversial empirical
results. Gray and Mendeloff14 examine the impact of the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration (OSHA) inspections on workplace injuries. They demonstrate
that the overall effect of OSHA inspections becomes smaller and less significant over
the years. OSHA’s inspections in the construction industry show similar results for
violations of any type.15 At the same time, studies of inspection performance of
California’s division of OSHA16 and inspections of the Environmental Protection

11 F Blanc, “Tools for effective regulation: is ‘more’ always ‘better’?” (2018) 9 European Journal of Risk Regula-
tion 465.
12 F Haines, The Paradox of Regulation: What Regulation Can Achieve and What It Cannot (Cheltenham, Edward
Elgar Publishing 2011).
13 D Levine, M Toffel and M Johnson, “Randomized government safety inspections reduce worker injuries with no
detectable job loss” (2012) 336 Science 907; W Gray and J Mendeloff, “The declining effects of OSHA inspections on
manufacturing injuries, 1979–1998” (2005) 58 Industrial and Labor Relations Review 571.
14 ibid.
15 DWeil, “Assessing OSHAperformance: new evidence from the construction industry” (2001) 20 Journal of Policy
Analysis and Management 651.
16 Supra, note 13.
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Agency17 arrived at opposite conclusions. Despite this controversy, most researchers
agree that it is not the number of inspections but their qualities or procedures that
define potential efficiency, as was demonstrated in a cross-country study of OSHA
inspection impacts in countries with different regulatory traditions (the UK, Germany
and France).18

However, the procedural question usually lies at the core of every policy change since
inspections remain the go-to regulations mechanism. Two fundamental regulatory
dichotomies exist: scheduled versus surprise inspections and risk-orientated versus
blind (total) approaches. Both dichotomies are central to understanding regulation
reform in Russia. A considerable body of literature is aimed at determining whether
surprise inspections are more efficient than scheduled inspections, or vice versa.
Theoretically, a surprise regime provides all agents with pre-compliance incentives as
there is a positive probability of being inspected. At the same time, the risk of so-
called “information spoiling” is present. As inspectors become sole holders of
information about future inspection, they can “tip-off” businesses for “compensation”.
Thus, a corruption mechanism is created.19 Dechenaux and Samuel20 address this
problem of a “moral hazard”, providing a detailed analysis of a corrupted regulatory
agency. They argue that surprise inspections are ultimately superior. The “moral
hazard problem” can be solved by reducing the number of inspections and raising
inspectors’ wages. Other researchers posit that surprise inspections reduce the
regulatory burden, demonstrating that both scheduled and surprise inspections have
comparable efficiency levels when it comes to providing compliance and accident
prevention.21 In contrast, other empirical evidence supports the idea of surprise
inspection as a better option for regulatory regimes.22 In short, there is a shaky
consensus amongst scholars that surprise inspections are more fitting instruments of
regulation than scheduled inspections.
The second set of questions centres around whether blind (total) or risk-orientated

approaches to the inspections are preferable. It is also true that former Soviet Union
(FSU) countries are on a constant quest to reform their regulation. The case of Russia
as the biggest FSU economy is emblematic of this issue. Scholars usually allude to
the laissez-faire versus “nanny state” dichotomy/continuum when speaking about
regulatory regimes.23 A unique type of regulatory system emerged in many post-
Soviet countries. Countries of the socialist block lacked both democratic procedures
and market economies in most of the twentieth century.

17 RN Hanna and P Oliva, “The impact of inspections on plant-level air emissions” (2010) 10 The B.E. Journal of
Economic Analysis & Policy 19.
18 Blanc, supra, note 11.
19 A Chin, “Spoiling the surprise: constraints facing random regulatory inspections in Japan and the United States”
(1999) 20 New Journal of International Law & Business 99.
20 E Dechenaux and A Samuel, “Announced vs surprise inspections with tipping-off” (2014) 34 European Journal of
Political Economy 167.
21 M Klerks, C Ketelaars and P Robben, “Unannounced, compared with announced inspections: a systematic review
and exploratory study in nursing homes” (2013) 111 Health Policy 311.
22 HM Trucks, “An assessment of the effectiveness of unannounced safety inspections versus announced inspections
in academic research laboratories that utilise biological hazards” (2017).Theses and Dissertations – Public Health (MPH
& Dr.P.H.) p 177.
23 P Drahos, Regulatory Theory: Foundations and Applications (Canberra, ANU Press 2017).
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Nevertheless, the need to regulate existed even in “People’s democracies”.24 Blanc
labelled the regulatory policies employed by the FSU countries as the RRR. He
argued for a politically and economically motivated drive to move away from the
RRR in most FSU countries, including Russia. According to him, a risk-orientated
approach remains the main alternative to this burdensome regulatory philosophy. The
current paper provides an overview of Russia’s ongoing regulatory reform, which
started almost half a decade ago. We focus on how Russian regulation changed in
terms of procedures and how the administrative data reflected this. We argue that the
positive change was insubstantial; on the contrary, the reform probably led to several
undesirable consequences (eg a turn towards more direct governmental control over
inspectorates). We also argue that “red tape” sabotaged this reform along the lines of
the theoretical model proposed in Blanc’s seminal paper25 on the matter. This insight
provides the necessary theoretical framework to analyse the efforts to reformRRR systems.
The RRR is an extreme version of the “nanny state” – a “brooding state”, for the lack of

a better term. Under the RRR paradigm, every risk, regardless of its significance,
plausibility or probability of occurrence, is worthy of regulation and elimination, no
matter the cost. Thus, efforts to ensure compliance are unrelated to the actual risk.
While natural in command economies, where every venture is state-owned, this may
be burdensome for any private company in a market economy.
Modern Russia is a prime example of this approach. The Russian business community

often cites the heavy regulatory burden it faces, which defines the slow growth of the
nation’s economy, among other significant factors. Publicly, both business and government
officials denounce RRR-type policies as a harmful legacy of the administrative-command
system that does not fit with modern market economies. They argue that it is a
significant obstacle for economic growth, with “red tape” and corruption being by-
products of FSU countries’ regulatory heritage.26 In recent years, there have been
several reforms attempted to dismantle the RRR. Nevertheless, despite this rhetoric,
Russian regulatory policies remain very restrictive and consume many resources.27

III. REGULATORY RISK IN RUSSIA

Blanc28 explains how policymakers’ understanding of risk defines how they conduct a
move from the RRR to a risk-orientated approach and whether it will occur at all. There
are three possible ways to interpret risk, two of which cannot potentially complicate or
sabotage reform:

24 Blanc, supra, note 6.
25 ibid.
26 D Duvanova, “Economic regulations, red tape, and bureaucratic corruption in post-communist economies” (2014)
59World Development 298; EYakovlev and E Zhuravskaya, “The unequal enforcement of liberalization: evidence from
Russia’s reform of business regulation” (2013) 11 Journal of the European Economic Association 808.
27 D Skugarevskij, K Titaev and V Kudryavcev, “Vliyaniye Planovykh Proverok Na deyatel’ nost’ Organizatsiy”
(2019) Analiticheskie zapiski po problemam pravoprimeneniya. SPb: IPP EUSPb, p 23 (in Russian).
28 Blanc, supra, note 6.
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(1) Risk as a probability of non-compliance with rules;
(2) Risk as a political priority (ie the risk is something that creates fears/concerns

among the general populace and political actors regardless of how real or
present the danger is);

(3) Risk as an actual probability of an accident or undesirable outcome.

By relying on types (1) and (2), the definition of risk is not inherently problematic, as
rules can, in theory, adequately represent the structure of a risk (and the same goes for
public opinion). However, these two sources usually provide biased or even misguided
ideas on what is dangerous and how these risks should be regulated. Type (3) provides
policymakers and society with clear metrics on what spheres of industry/particular
businesses should be inspected more or less rigorously. This approach both conserves
public resources (as an inspection has its costs) and reduces regulatory burden (as
businesses with a low predicted probability of risk would be inspected less often and
less intensively).
In the case of the Russian regulatory reform (2016–2019), both type (1) and type (2)

strategies were used. The principal legislation29 on the matter defines risk as a probability
of non-compliance:

R � Gp;

where R is a risk,G is the potential gravity of the accident and p is the average probability
of the accident’s occurrence. In turn,

G � UM;

where U is potential harm and M is the total population potentially affected.
While the proposed formulae do look like fairly standard ones, they use the number of

detected violations instead of actual accidents. This is to be expected, as a national
registry of accidents and emergencies does not exist, and as alternative inspectorate
agencies themselves were asked to define “the undesirable outcomes”. Naturally, they
used the only data available – their administrative reports on inspection results. For
example, the normative level of individual fire risk (risk of death in a fire) diverges
from its actual value by order of magnitude. Even countries enjoying the best levels
of fire safety (eg Norway or Finland) do not meet this impossibly high standard.
Russia, on the other hand, is the leader in per capita terms of victims of fires in
Europe.30 Thus, Russian regulation prioritises the adherence to formal rules as
opposed to real-life consequences (eg injuries, damages, accidents, etc.). This
approach is prevalent in most FSU countries.31 Regulation is omnipresent and targets
the business processes (eg how omelettes should be made) as well as (or even more
than) their final product. This setup makes “compliance on paper” very important
both for businesses and for watchdogs.

29 Regulation 806 of the Government of the Russian Federation (2016) <http://government.ru/docs/24285/> (last
accessed 18 May 2020).
30 A Firsov, E Kryukov and G Kharisov, “O Normativnom Znachenii Individualnogo Pozharnogo Riska [About the
Regulated Level of an Individual Fire Risk]” (2012) p 14 (in Russian).
31 Blanc, supra, note 6.
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Again, this approach is not inherently problematic as long as we are sure that the rules
reflect the structure of actual risks. Unfortunately, as we know from Medvedev’s
admission, the rules are antiquated, overabundant and are to be radically reduced.
At the same time, political prioritisation of the risk, or the type (2) definition of risk,

also became the staple of this reform. A cursory look at the so-called “danger levels” used
by one of the most vigorous inspectorates (State Fire Inspection; SFI) reveals that places
such as schools are classified as “Level 2”. To put things into perspective, SFI is
responsible for at least one-third of all inspections. They designated “Level 1” (the
highest level possible) to nuclear power plants. Schools share “Level 2” with
dangerous industrial objects such as oil refineries. This focus on schools is one part
of government policies directed at the “protection of children, childhood, and family”.
While a particular risk does exist at schools, it is difficult to imagine that it holds as
much danger as an oil refinery.
Another form of this prioritisation is “direct governmental commissions”. Usually,

some tragic and widely publicised event (eg the 2018 fire at “Zimnyaya Vishnya”
mall that killed more than forty people, most of them children) initiates a massive
wave of inspections under direct orders from the government. Governmental officials
use these actions to quell public fears and appease anger. This manual risk
prioritisation also leads to inefficient workforce allocation by inspectorates. Given
that the number of inspectors and their working hours are limited, businesses with
higher risk levels will receive more attention. Thus, the places of political importance
(eg schools, kindergartens or hospitals) will be inspected more often that one might
expect, given their place in the nation’s economy or history of accidents.

IV. DATA AND RESULTS

1. Data

In this paper, we use aggregate information on the number of inspections conducted by
Russian federal agencies in 2011–2019. This information comes from a special form,
“1-Control”,32 which agencies submit to the country’s Ministry of Economic
Development.33 In total, our panel includes 11,188,912 inspections by sixteen federal
agencies (a list of all agencies with full names is given in Table 1). We utilised the
data from sixteen federal inspectorates that reported their activities every year with no
interruptions. Those sixteen agencies were responsible for over 90% of all the
inspections that took place in the period under study.
As it is an administrative dataset with high-level aggregation, its contents have to be

approached with caution. Fortunately, previous scholarship already attested to this

32 State Automated Information System, “Gosudarstvennaya avtomatizirovannaya informatsionnaya Sistema
‘Upravleniye’” <http://gasu.gov.ru/infopanel?id=11824> (last accessed 18 May 2020).
33 The Ministry of Economic Development provides statistical monitoring of the implementation of state control
(supervision) and municipal control due to Order 503 of the Federal State Statistics Service (2011) <https://www.
garant.ru/products/ipo/prime/doc/70011676/> (last accessed 18 May 2020).
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Table 1. Summary statistics.

Federal agency
Central sphere
of control

Average annual number
of scheduled inspections

Average number of sur-
prise inspections three
years before the reform

Share of inspections by
government order

2013–2015
(before the
reform)

2017–2019
(after the
reform)

2013–2015
(before the
reform)

2017–2019
(after the
reform)

2013–2015
(before the
reform)

2017–2019
(after the
reform)

Ministry of the Russian Federation for Civil
Defence, Emergencies and Elimination of
Consequences of Natural Disasters

Fire safety 234,894 88,045 276,810 129,623 16.1 17.4

Federal Service for Surveillance on Consumer
Rights Protection and Human Wellbeing

Sanitary and epidemio-
logical safety

114,123 70,944 182,076 168,841 12.5 34.6

Federal Service for Ecological, Technological
and Nuclear Supervision

Environmental, indus-
trial and nuclear
spheres

57,725 28,465 88,934 91,418 4.3 8.4

Federal Service for Labour and Employment Occupational hazards 28,928 12,026 104,834 127,143 5.2 5.0
Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Russian
Federation

Migration 59,717 7949 32,549 12,359 2.4 0.7

Federal Service for Supervision of Transport Transport 31,923 11,899 34,030 19,257 1.0 1.5
Federal Service for State Registration, Cadastre,
and Cartography

Real estate and metes
and bounds

27,129 3433 18,886 6234 0 0

Federal Customs Service of Russia Customs 3101 3484 11,663 39,332 0.3 1.0
Federal Service for Supervision of Healthcare Medicine 6174 3598 12,015 11,600 4.6 5.8
Federal Service for the Supervision of Natural
Resources

Environment 5562 2165 13,019 9658 0.9 6.0

Federal Technical Regulation and Metrology
Agency

Standardisation and
metrology

8886 5246 3034 3104 0 6.4

Federal Service for Supervision in Education
and Science

Education and science 7272 158 1956 163 3.9 21.9
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Table 1. (Continued )

Federal agency
Central sphere
of control

Average annual number
of scheduled inspections

Average number of sur-
prise inspections three
years before the reform

Share of inspections by
government order

2013–2015
(before the
reform)

2017–2019
(after the
reform)

2013–2015
(before the
reform)

2017–2019
(after the
reform)

2013–2015
(before the
reform)

2017–2019
(after the
reform)

Federal Medical-Biological Agency Biohazards 2762 1707 4213 2332 0.9 0.7
Federal Service for Supervision of
Communications, Information Technology and
Mass Media

Communications and
information technology

1730 100 1998 721 0.3 0

Federal Financial Monitoring Service of the
Russian Federation

Financial sphere 662 421 5 0 0 0

Russian Federal Service for Hydrometeorology
and Environmental Monitoring

Hydrometeorology and
environment pollution

3 6 1 2 0 0

Note: In April 2016, some of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Russian Federation inspections were relegated to the National Guard of the Russian Federation; thus, to obtain the
comparable results, we summed their inspections. We count the average number of inspections “before the reform” for the period of 2013–2015 and “after the reform” for the period
2017–2019.
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dataset’s reliability.34 We also compared “1-Control” data and inspection/entity-level
data with a balanced panel of regions and selected agencies found in Kudryavtsev
et al.35 Comparing the aggregate results with inspection/entity-level data also does not
reveal any significant difference. The results of these tests demonstrate that these
administrative data are relevant and reliable.
We take the Federal Taxation Service (FTS) out of our calculations. Given that the

FTS’s inspections were beyond the reform’s scope and its activities happen off-site
via electronic systems, this inspectorate effectively represents up to one-third of all
regulatory activity. We decided to drop the FTS from our sample as this type of
regulation is very particular and is vastly different from what the other inspectorates
do. Inspection appears to be a fairly exotic instrument for this particular agency
(especially compared to other inspectorates). The majority of its activities are centred
around so-called “document requests” – the inspectorate has a right to demand
documentation concerning supervised business activities.

V. RESULTS

Using the aforementioned open data on inspections, in Figure 1 we plotted year-to-year
inspectorate activities. One of the reform’s core goals was to optimise the regulatory
burden and inspect legal entities using the risk-based approach. Minimisation of
scheduled inspections was supposed to be the primary target. Nevertheless, Figure 1
demonstrates that the reform was mostly a failure in this regard as it had not reduced
the number of inspections significantly. The initial success in the first year of the
reform, when the number of scheduled inspections decreased by 6.5% (or 60,000
inspections), came to a grinding halt in the following years as the reduction rate
decreased. Finally, in the last reporting year (2019), the number of scheduled
inspections increased by 2.2% (19,000 inspections). This clashes with the ambitious
goals proposed by the reformers – that is, to halve the number of inspections.
Probably the most interesting result comes from the historical perspective.

Paradoxically, the declining trend that existed before the reform seems to be slowed,
halted and then even reversed during the reform. One could expect that numbers of
inspections would follow the number of business entities and other organisations.
However, this was not the case. This trend existed even despite the overall reduction
in the number of businesses and other types of organisations – the main targets of
regulation – that took place by the end of the 2010s.36 This contraction of businesses
and other entities could have explained the reduction of inspections before 2016, but
the number of organisations continued to decline, while the number of inspections,

34 See figure 4 in R Kuchakov R et al, “Kontrol’ i nadzor v 2019 g. Novoe i neizvestnoe v ozhidanii reformy:
analiticheskij otchet” (2019), SPb.: Institut problem pravoprimeneniya pri Evropejskom universitete v Sankt-
Peterburge, Analiticheskie obzory po problemam pravoprimeneniya; vyp. 2 (2019) <http://inspections.enforce.spb.
ru/> (last accessed 18 May 2020) (in Russian).
35 V Kudryavtsev, D Kuznecova and R Kuchakov, “Planovye proverki v Rossii” (2017) Analiticheskie zapiski po
problemam pravoprimeneniya. SPb: IPP EUSPb, p 23 <http://enforce.spb.ru/images/analit_zapiski/Summaries/IRL_
proverki_online_.pdf> (last accessed 18 May 2020) (in Russian).
36 The Federal Taxation Service reports that the overall number of organisations went from 8,663,308 to 7,755,382
<https://www.nalog.ru/rn77/related_activities/statistics_and_analytics/regstats/> (last accessed 18 May 2020).

184 European Journal of Risk Regulation Vol. 13:1

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

rr
.2

02
1.

6 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

http://inspections.enforce.spb.ru/
http://inspections.enforce.spb.ru/
http://enforce.spb.ru/images/analit_zapiski/Summaries/IRL_proverki_online_.pdf
http://enforce.spb.ru/images/analit_zapiski/Summaries/IRL_proverki_online_.pdf
https://www.nalog.ru/rn77/related_activities/statistics_and_analytics/regstats/
https://doi.org/10.1017/err.2021.6


0

250K

500K

750K

1 mln

0

250K

500K

750K

1 mln

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Year

N
um

be
r 

of
 in

sp
ec

tio
ns

N
um

ber of inspections

Inspection type: Scheduled Surprise

Figure 1. Overall number of inspections by inspection type.
Note: Data come from the reports of sixteen agencies. The dashed line marks the start of the new wave of regulation reform in the
year 2016.

Figure 2. The number of inspections by federal agencies in 2016 and 2019.
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after a brief setback, resumed their (albeit not very significant) growth. Thus, the trend
presented in Figure 1 is a conservative estimation. The growth of the number of
inspections correlates with the reduction in the number of organisations.
We couple Figure 1with Figure 2 to provide additional evidence that the reform did not

have a desirable impact in the case of most inspectorates (with several exceptions that
cannot affect the overall trend). The two most active inspectorates that receive the
most criticism from the business community – the Federal Service for Surveillance on
Consumer Rights Protection and Human Wellbeing and the Ministry of Emergency
Situations – actually became more active by the end of reform.
This trend did not correlate with the number of inspectors as none of the watchdogs

were downsizing significantly during the period in question. Somehow, the regulations
reformed themselves outside of the intervention period, but this process was disturbed by
the reform. While we cannot say exactly why this change took place, it is evident that it
did stop right after the reform’s beginning.
Moreover, Figure 3 demonstrates that this tendency is strengthening, as the splitting of

authority between the Government and inspectorates should have been solved in the early
2000s. The number of inspections initiated by direct commission from the Government
of the President effectively doubled during the reform. Inspections turn out to be another
channel of the Government’s control over the economy and an emergency intervention
mechanism.
We complement Figure 3with Figure 4 to address the possibility that this trend resulted

from policy change within one or two inspectorates. Figure 4 demonstrates that this is not
the case as most regulators display increasing numbers of inspections initiated by direct
commission. There is a notable exception in the form of the sphere of higher education.
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Figure 3. Percentage of inspections initiated by governmental and presidential direct commissions.
Note: Data come from the reports of sixteen agencies. The dashed line marks the start of the new wave of regulation reform in the
year 2016.
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This inspectorate acted as part of the crackdown on private colleges and universities,
which took place in the mid-2010s; by 2019, the campaign was mostly over.
We have already mentioned the “Zimnyaya Vishnya” tragedy, a deadly accident in a

Kemerovo mall. Dozens of children became victims of this fire, producing public
outrage. The governmental response to this situation involved countrywide blanket
inspections of retail businesses by the state fire agency. While tragedies such as this
are more or less random, they tend to happen regularly given the scale of Russia’s
territory and population. These situations trigger a well-oiled mechanism: (1) a
tragedy dominates the news cycle; (2) public outrage builds up; and (3) the Federal
Government or President orders the watchdogs to launch a surprise wave of
inspections. Inspections initiated in this way represent up to 20% of all federal-level
inspectorate check-ups. Thus, in 2019 alone, every fifth inspection was de facto
politically motivated, further reducing the scope for the risk-orientated approach.
The “Zimnyaya Vishnya” tragedy is a case in point. President Putin initiated a blanket

inspection campaign – all malls were to be inspected.37 The Government,38 the Ministry

Figure 4. The percentage of inspections initiated by governmental and presidential direct commission in 2016
and 2019.

37 <http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/57143> (last accessed 17 April 2019) (in Russian).
38 Commission from the Russian Government N ДМ-П4-1776 and Commission from the Russian Government N
ЮБ-П4-3019 (last accessed 18 May 2020) (in Russian).

2022 Two monkey wrenches in the Russian regulatory reform 187

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

rr
.2

02
1.

6 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/57143
https://doi.org/10.1017/err.2021.6


of Emergency Situations39 and the Office of the Prosecutor-General issued letters
directing for the inspection of malls, multiplex cinema theatres other similar places.
This campaign resulted in at least 86,000 additional surprise inspections by the
Ministry of Emergency Situations and the Prosecutor General’s Office. The Ministry
of Emergency Situations’ annual report claimed this to be the main driver of the
inspection increase in 2018.40 Tragedies are not the sole causes of such campaigns.
Any mass participation (eg youth forums41 or sporting events) or even routine check-
ups (eg heating system maintenance before cold seasons42) can warrant a blanket
“surprise” inspection spree.
Figure 5 shows the evolution (or lack thereof) of the detection rate (the percentage of

inspections that detected at least one violation). For both regimes of inspections, we do
not see significant changes from year to year. This demonstrates that the detection rate
stays very much the same regardless of the proposed changes, indirectly proving that
these measures were either insufficient or sabotaged.

Figure 5. Detection rate, which is the percentage of inspections that detected at least one violation.
Note: Data come from the reports of sixteen agencies. The dashed line marks the start of the new wave of regulation reform in the
year 2016.

39 Ministry of Emergency Situations internal letter of instruction 31March 2018 N 91-1350-19 (last accessed 18May
2020) (in Russian).
40 Analytical report on law enforcement practices, typical and massive violations of mandatory requirements
approved by Ministry of Emergency Situations <http://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_355636>
(last accessed 18 May 2020) (in Russian).
41 Direct commission by the Government of the Russian Federation 29 December 2014 N П44-64202 (last accessed
18 May 2020) (in Russian).
42 D Kuznetsova and R Kuchakov, “Balans planovyh i vneplanovyh proverok v Rossii: osnovnye tendencii i sluchaj
ZhKKh” (2019) Analiticheskie zapiski po problemam pravoprimeneniya. SPb: IPP EUSPb, p 24 <https://enforce.spb.
ru/images/knd_vneplan.pdf> (last accessed 18 May 2020) (in Russian).
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The entity in question hasminimal resources (time and otherwise) to improve its results
by preparing in advance, as would be the case with a scheduled inspection. They also
have to operate under severe informational asymmetry in terms of the inspector’s
personality and the main emphasis of their activities. Thus, one could expect
unannounced inspections to produce a higher detection rate compared to scheduled
inspections. Nevertheless, this type of inspection produced a lower detection rate.
This is even more surprising as the 2010s represented a turbulent time for the Russian
economy as foreign exploits followed by international sanctions reshaped local
businesses.
This surprising productivity of scheduled inspections and their stability can serve as

indirect evidence for the KPI system’s existence. Announced inspections by design
represent a more suitable instrument for planning and assessing the inspectorate’s
activity, as activities and desirable outcomes can be planned in advance (eg the
number of uncovered violations). One can assume that some external factor (eg
administrative KPIs) exists that explains this otherwise stunning picture. The
Campbell paradox (hitting the numbers as the main incentive) combined with
Lipsky’s street-level bureaucrat uncertainty produces an ideal reform saboteur.

VI. CONCLUSION

Even though the Russian regulatory reform enjoyed public and administrative support
from the political establishment at different stages, the results of its two-decades-long
history are meagre at best. These top-down efforts ended up going full circle. Today,
as twenty years ago, the reformers face two challenges: antiquated legislation and the
murky border between the authority to create policies and to implement them. Time
and time again, bureaucracy creates a new programme of reforms that provides either
limited results or no results at all. The current reform demonstrates similar features.
Its three-year results fail to show any significant changes in tackling the issue of
regulatory burden. This failure is now recognised. A new top-down initiative – the
“Regulatory Guillotine”,43 advertised as a sort of silver bullet solution – is likely to
meet the same fate.
Two main tendencies undermined the reform: conscious efforts through red tape to

redefine risk in more comfortable terms and a reliance on so-called KPIs to evaluate
inspectorates’ work. Real institutional change that would lead to some tangible
lightening of regulatory burden would most likely be connected with either cutting
down on the inspectorate discretion or massive inspector layoffs (or some
combination thereof). Another strategy would involve equally massive re-education
programmes for current inspectors that would turn them from controllers into
consultants. None of these measures was a part of the 2016 reform design, with a
risk-orientated approach being RRR under a new coat of paint.

43 S Jacobs, “Effective and sustainable regulatory reform: the regulatory guillotine in three transition and developing
countries” (2006) World Bank Conference Reforming the Business Environment: From Assessing Problems to
Measuring Results, 29 November–1 December 2005, Cairo.
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While this paper chooses to view the Russian regulatory reform results mainly through
Blanc’s approach towards post-Soviet regulatory regimes married with “Campbell’s
law”, alternative explanations are possible. For instance, one could interpret the
reform’s outcomes as strengthening Russian “debilitated dirigisme” tendencies, as
noted by research conducted in the mid-2000s.44 In that regard, inspections, primarily
initiated by presidential or governmental direct commissions, could be viewed as a
symptom of a general trend towards a directional economy.
Even keeping in mind that there is a consensus that Russia has an electoral-

authoritarian regime,45 it is possible to explain the apparent failure of the reform by
blame avoidance strategies.46 Political management’s refusal to “take the fall” for its
unintended consequences, thus avoiding the implementation of any changes, may
have led to the reform’s sabotage.
Current research is far from conclusive as to the issue at hand. Therefore, both

qualitative and quantitative research are required in order to disentangle the
complicated knot of Russian (and post-Soviet) regulation and attempts to reform it. If
anything, this paper presents a puzzle that illustrates the inconsistency of the reform,
its internal contradictions and its constraints.

44 S Markus, “Capitalists of all Russia, unite! Business mobilisation under debilitated dirigisme” (2007) 39
Polity 277.
45 V Gelman, “Cracks in the wall: challenges to electoral authoritarianism in Russia” (2013) 60 Problems of Post-
Communism 3.
46 R Weaver, “The politics of blame avoidance” (1986) 6 Journal of Public Policy 371.
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