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BUT HOW DEEF IS THEIR LOVE?
{U} Classified by Minister-Counselor for Political

pffaira George Krol. Reason: 1.5 (B} and (D).
Summary
1. (€} one year after assuming Russia's Presidency,

Viadimir Putin remains king of his country's public
opinion charts. The latesat polls put Putin's job
approval rating in the 75-85 percent range, anpd his
personal approval/trust rating at around 70 percent.
Our contacts generally agree that this phenomenon is
neither a fiction nor a fluke, and that it reflects
in part a very weak field of political challengera.
Famung others, argues thakt
this degree of support stems in large part from
putin's ability te connect with regular people who
view him as being “just like us." While many of our
contacts guestion juat how much Putin's popularity
regts on substance, they agree that he has adroitly
focused on the bread-and-butter issue of paying
pensions and salaries, as well as restoring the
strength of and respect for Russia's leadership.
Looking ahead, some experts see possible economic
problems as the most likely trigger for a dropoff in
support. At the pame time, some think that Putin's
backing is strong encugh to weather such travaila.
Putin'a popular standing is a key element of the
Kremlin's strategy, but it is unclear how much heed
the GOR will give to public opinion cn specific
igauea, End Summary :

2. () In recent weeks, Poloffs have met with
leading public polling experts:as part of an effort
to assess the state of publie¢ opinion in Russia
after Putin's firat year as President.
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3. (8BU) Over one year after assuming Russia's bop
job initially as Acting President, Wladimiy Putin
continues to draw public opinion numbers that would
'make any head of state proud. The most recent
meagure of Putin'a standing comes from a VTaIoM
nationwide poll of 1,600 Russians on January 19-
January 22, According te VIsIOM, 76 percent of
regpondents approved of Futin's job performance as
Pregident. 85 percent of respondents to a POM
nationwide poll on Januvary 13-14 gave Putin an
excellent, good, or satisfactory job rating. A
ROMIR nationwide poll of 2,000 Russians in December
produced lower, but atill impressive, numbers --
7i.8 percent Ff respondenta fully ox generully
approved of Bubkin'as work.

4. (SBU} Embasgsy contacts emphasize that Putin's
personal approval/trust ratings etand out even more
than his jcb ratingsa. In part, Putin's ®trust"
ratings are éspecially noteworthy fFor them because
they provide a stark contrast to che rock-botbom
personal ratings that Boris Yeltain drew during his
second presidential term, Indeed, Russian public
apinion data indicate that Putin's personal
popularity haz stayed between 60 and 70 percent
throughout the past year. In the most recent
measure on this front, 69 percent of respondents to
FOM's January 13-14 poll expressed positive feelinga
toward Putin., On a aimilar note, 72,2 percent of
respondents to ROMIR'S Decomber poll expressed full
or general trust in Putin.

BUT HOW DEEP I8 THEIR LOVE?
A Colossus in a Land of Midgets i

. () While Putin's impresaive poll numbers have
inspired incredulity and some skepblcism, BEmbassy
contacts generally agree that the phenomencn ia
real. Ewven contacts from some of the most Kremlin-

cricical guarters,|

' popular among
Rusglans. told Poloff on
January 1% ] ] nforced furrl::|

while working on a .sto that draws upon recent
VTaIo™M polling data. rew a8 simple conclusion
from the data -- "people are sayving that evurything
ig bad, but Putin is perfect.”
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€. [C) The Rugalan public opinion experts who spoke

with us said that Putin's popularity reflects, in
part, a very waak ¢rop of contenders on the national

political soene, tald Poloffa
an. January 18 that Putin's only real competitor is

KPRF leader Gennadiy Zyuganow, §

|nnted that

Zyuganov's support comes mainly from old people who
are set ip their ways -- a slice of the Rugsian
wlectorate that 1a declining. (Nete: Zyuganow
sgems to be helping to keep his own rumbera low by
maintaining a relatively low media profile and not
publicly attacking Putin. End Wote)

7. {C} Cur contacts generally agreed that, based on
their reading of pelling data, Putin's popularity is

based largely on hia direct rapport with averags
Rugsiansa. [:f:::::::;:]nttributed this rapport to
Putin's imade amo ugsiang as a simple man --

“Just like us.” gald that this impression
came acroga not only In FOM's research, but in
Futin's autoblography. differed.with our

auggestion that Yeltsin ce been widal
congidered to be *just like us.® view,
Putin has support among groups of La®

who never fully identified with Yeltsin -- dectors,
teachers, and workers. He judged that Putin could
draw some degree of support from up te 85 percent of
Rusaiang -- he said that 40 percent are *regular
people” who need state help, while the other 45
percent are "regular people" who are more capable of
fending for themselves.

&, (€} Cenversely, the general consensus in Moscow
is that Putin's popularity is softest among Russian
elitea. for example, judged that Putin ias
culbural to the 15 percent of the Rusaian
population that he labeled as "deersg.®

|noted that Putin's po numbera
tend to be weakest in Moscow, St. Peterghurg, and
othar major Russian urban centers, At the same
time, even Embassy tontacts who are members of thie
elite sense that the Kremlin has simply bypassed
them, | | said that people from the

liberal intelligentsia -- aducated, sophisticated,

and others from the PFutin

camp have sent a clear message to pecple like her --
"you are not our constituency.®

#. {€) Our contacts judge that Putin's popularity
still rests in large part on symbolism; views differ

af8 to how _m mlin'a PR
efforce. Eor one, ktold
Poloff on s gained much

political mileage out of taking on a select sekb of
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"eagy® political issues, In par::lculard;l
judged that it was "brilliant” for Putin Eo take on
Media-Most's Guainskiy and Logovaz chairman Boris
Berazovakiy -- opponents who spark publie loathing

xad en among the intelligentaia.
old Poloff on January 22 that

BUT HCW DEEP IS THEIR LOVE?

Putin has scored pointe ameng the public by creating
the impression that he is imposing order at home,
while displaying his health and competence through a
whirlwind of Fforeign visits.

1o, (€} At the same time, Russian public opinicn
exparts agree that Putin has fooused rightly on one
concrete ilssue involving political atability and

ecgnomic security -- pensicns and atate salaries.
recounted how, in the run-up to the
ecember 9 State Duma electiona, he was in direct
contack with then- Minister Putin on publie
opinion igsues. noted how Putin himgelf
quickly Focused bread-and-butter issue that

stood out most dn the pelling data -- non-payment of
pensions and state salaries. :E.dded chat, ta
thig day, Putinp maintaiTg direct control over
pengions and salariea,

| | agreed that Putin'as actiens on this

fssue continue to be a cornerstone of his popularity
among average Russiana.

Support Remains Untested

1

1. () views vary widely within the Russian public
opinion community about how durable Putin'a high
popularity is or how long it can last. In
particular, some contacts noted that this Eremlin
haa pnot yet faced a truly big crisia.

judged that none of the problems of the pas -=
Chechnya, the "Kursk' sinking, or power putages in
Primorakiy Kray -- rise to that level. Looking
ahead, some of cur contacts viewed sconomic
problems, and the difficult polioy decisions that
cthey might fo mogt likely drag on Putin's
popularity. expressed the view commanly
heard here that Pubin's popularity atems largely
from an economic cushion created by high world oil
prices. "I1f the oll prices £all, go will Putin'a
popularity.®  (Comment: Bven if such new problemz
do not actually emerge, it remaine wnclear how the
Fuagian public would respond to the fallout fram
tough structural economic reforms, such as price
hikes stemming from the restructuring of natural
moncpolies. End Comment.)

12. (C} At the same time, even some who sea
economic travails ahead think phat Putin’
popularity has staying power. assessed
that Rusaians will show some patience toward their
president. [ liudged that while Putin's poll
numbers will inevitably fall, he will benefit from
the widespread wiew that he inherited a difficult
legacy from Yeltsin., [ | predicted that Putin'a
high ratinga are likely to hold for at least anothar
year -- aven in the face of new econcmic problema,
He judged that, at this point, Russiansg are not
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raady to "divorce" their president -- "it's an
unpleasant business." In his view, pecple who have
been disappointed so many times over the past decade
atill want to believe in someone. Taking the long
view, egtulated that Putin is auccessfully
creating his own cult of personality -- ®thia gould
go on for a long time. "

13, |0} Putin's high popularity has an important
place in the Kremlin'a political strategy. Mot
least, the specter of this popular support is a
powerful weapon that the GOR haz wielded in ita
battles over the past year, At the same time, the
Kremlin ia agutely aware of how fleeting popularity

can be. 5

| I This deaire to husband POEIn O
popularity is reflected in two key policy areas --

efforts to gain more control over the media and a
clear preference for paying pensions and salaries
over difficult structural reforms that wil cause
pain before producing tangible results,

14. (C) ¢me key point that remaing unclear ia the
degree to which public opinion will influence

BUT ROW DEEP IS THEIR LOVE?Y

Putin's pelicy course. It ia clear, both from
polling data and anecdotal ewvidence, that many
Russiang want a break after 15 yearg of turmoil
under Gorbachev and Yeltsin. In that light, they
understandably place a high premium on political
stability and economic aecurity. On Bhat counk,
Putin and Co. are ready and willing to deliver. The
big guestion that remains is what place political
freedoma and economic reform have in this plcture,
Some recent polls indicace that Rusalaps still
gupport demscratic freedoms in the abatract. Recent
polling data alpe indicates weak support for further
economic reforms -- providing an additional sdge to
internal GOR debates over what should be dope, The
GORfe pubsequent course on the latter will rewveal
juat how committed ic i1a to ecocnomic liberalization,
especially if it threatens to trigger a slide in
Putin‘'g popularity. On both these sets of iasues,
the courge the Kremlin choosea may clarify whether
its regards polling feedback as an important factor
in its political. decisicnmaking, ’
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