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December 24 is the expected date of Duma hearings on “WTO as a common market of goods, services, and intellectual property. What will Russia get?”, and late February 2002 is the scheduled time for “Russian regions and the WTO” conference. Both events are sponsored by an organization with a long name, Non-government Council on Accession to the WTO, chaired by Konstantin Remchukov, a Duma deputy representing the Union of Right Forces (SPS) and a Deputy Chairman of the Natural Resources Committee. One should not be misled by the neutral subjects of the events or the name of the sponsor: they are designed to prove Russia must not enter the WTO. 

The organizers of the planned discussions already know the answer to the question proposed for a public discussion. So why the hassle? The reason is purely political, or rather it is rooted in the lobbyist part of politics. The matter is that Chairman Remchukov has another non-government function, Chairman of the Scientific Advisory Council of Sibal, an aluminum company. 

The fall and winter season of politics has shown a dramatic rise in lobbyist activities opposing Russian accession to the WTO. In point of fact, it has seen the launching of a major political project, anti-WTO. The main objective is to create an impression that a powerful movement against the WTO is gaining strength in this country. In reality, this is hardly anything more than a well-funded propagandist mechanism. 

The anti-WTO propaganda machine reminds of a pyramid: at the top, there is the Non-government Council posing as an elitist and “responsible” organization; at the bottom, the Russian Against WTO movement, which arranges large-scale public events, more specifically develops virtual products bearing those names. 

Formally, the “top” and the “bottom” are in no way interrelated. They arte marked differently, rely on different people, and use different methods. Until recently, the “top” was almost allegiant politically, with just a slight opposition hue. The “bottom” comprises a wide range of marginal groupings activists (such as Laborist Russia, the pro-Communist portion of the trade unions, Russian anti-globalists, nationalist organizations). While the “top” ostensible speaks in favor of a “reasonable accession” to the WTO, the “bottom” is unswervingly opposed to it: the name of the Non-government Council does not question the need to joint the WTO, whereas the name of a constituent organization (Russian Against WTO) denies the need altogether. 

In public, Mr. Remchukov pretends he is not with anti-globalists, but he uses them as a bugaboo: if no one listens to the Council Russia will face a tremendous anti-globalist movement. 

Its position in a niche some of which is occupied by the left, who feel at home there (Labor Protection union, V. Anpilov’s movement), and scarce but active “real” Russian anti-globalists (such as the recently established World Is No Commodity  movement) gives the virtual Russia Against WTO movement physical benefits. The availability of more powerful information resources makes it possible not only to exaggerate the scale of their own activity, but also gain “image dividends” from actions sponsored by their neighbors in the political niche. 

One of the most important objectives of the anti-WTO project seems to be to raise the status of the Non-government Council, namely to push President Putin into calling the Council “Presidential”, thus gaining a tool to exert influence on the government policy as regards accession to the WTO. The massive rallies organized (pr simulated) by the “bottom” are expected to prove that accession is more than a “technical” problem. This is to say that the official discussion of the problem needs to regain a political coloring, for which purpose there is a ready-made foundation, the Non-government Council. 

Yet, the political success of Anti-WTO has turned out to be very limited. In mid-November, the Russian Union of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (RUIE) supported a pro-accession policy. Exactly one month later, in mid-December, the anti-WTO lobbyists failed another defeat as Y. Primakov was elected President of the Russian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CCI). The head of Sibal had tried to put the Chamber management under his control One of the potential contenders of the Chamber presidency was the chief spokesman against the WTO, Remchukov. Oleg Deripaska’s activity in the game over the Chamber must have been due to his awareness that CCI was going to play an essential role in foreign trade in the future. As head of the Chamber, Remchukov would have a good rostrum for lobbying. He failed. 

This is why, perhaps, the public statements by the Chairman of the Non-government Council are becoming increasingly brusque. He recently raised the issue head on: “the government policy of accelerated accession to the WTO runs counter to the Russian national security doctrine.” Meanwhile, there has been word that Russian representatives may start working on the accession protocol as soon as in early 2002. Anti-WTO people are in haste. Time is working against them.

