
www.ssoar.info

The cart before the horse: the perils of state-led
metropolisation in Russia
Kinossian, Nadir

Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Kinossian, N. (2017). The cart before the horse: the perils of state-led metropolisation in Russia. Europa Regional,
23.2015(4), 61-68. https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-53590-0

Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer Deposit-Lizenz (Keine
Weiterverbreitung - keine Bearbeitung) zur Verfügung gestellt.
Gewährt wird ein nicht exklusives, nicht übertragbares,
persönliches und beschränktes Recht auf Nutzung dieses
Dokuments. Dieses Dokument ist ausschließlich für
den persönlichen, nicht-kommerziellen Gebrauch bestimmt.
Auf sämtlichen Kopien dieses Dokuments müssen alle
Urheberrechtshinweise und sonstigen Hinweise auf gesetzlichen
Schutz beibehalten werden. Sie dürfen dieses Dokument
nicht in irgendeiner Weise abändern, noch dürfen Sie
dieses Dokument für öffentliche oder kommerzielle Zwecke
vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, aufführen, vertreiben oder
anderweitig nutzen.
Mit der Verwendung dieses Dokuments erkennen Sie die
Nutzungsbedingungen an.

Terms of use:
This document is made available under Deposit Licence (No
Redistribution - no modifications). We grant a non-exclusive, non-
transferable, individual and limited right to using this document.
This document is solely intended for your personal, non-
commercial use. All of the copies of this documents must retain
all copyright information and other information regarding legal
protection. You are not allowed to alter this document in any
way, to copy it for public or commercial purposes, to exhibit the
document in public, to perform, distribute or otherwise use the
document in public.
By using this particular document, you accept the above-stated
conditions of use.

http://www.ssoar.info
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-53590-0


61

Nadir Kinossian: The Cart before the Horse: The Perils of State-Led  Metropolisation in Russia

The Cart before the Horse: The Perils of State-Led 
 Metropolisation in Russia
nadir Kinossian

Abstract
In sharp contrast to Soviet urban planning doctrines, which 
aimed to contain the growth of large cities, contemporary Russian 
planners do the opposite – promote urban growth by merging 
municipalities into “urban agglomerations”. While the economic 
effects of agglomeration and concentration have been studied 
extensively, the politics and policy of metropolitan government 
have attracted less attention, especially in non-Western contexts. 
Using the current debates on city-regionalism and metropolisa-
tion, this paper examines state-led metropolisation in Russia. It 
concludes: i) metropolisation in Russia is promoted by the federal 
government; ii) case studies of the Siberian cities Krasnoyarsk 
and Novosibirsk show that the emerging form of metropolitan 
governance is weak and unstable; iii) state-led metropolisation 
is problematic because accelerated growth of selected metropoli-
tan areas can further exacerbate existing disparities within the 
already spatially polarised country.

Metropolisation; urban governance; city-regionalism; spatial 
planning, Russia

Zusammenfassung
Die Kutsche vor dem Pferd: Gefahren staatlich be-
stimmter Metropolisierung in Russland
Im klaren Gegensatz zu den sowjetischen Städtebaudoktrinen, 
die auf die Eindämmung des Wachstums großer Städte abzielten, 
tun heutige russische Planer das Gegenteil – sie fördern das Städ-
tewachstum, indem sie Stadtbezirke zu städtischen Ballungsräu-
men verschmelzen. Während die wirtschaftlichen Auswirkungen 
der Verstädterung und Konzentration intensiv erforscht sind, sind 
Politik und Strategien von Stadtverwaltungen weniger beachtet 
worden, besonders wenn es nicht um westliche Zusammenhänge 
geht. Diese Veröffentlichung untersucht die staatlich bestimm-
te Metropolisierung in Russland und greift dabei die aktuellen 
Debatten zu Stadt-Regionalismus und Metropolisierung auf. Sie 
kommt zu folgendem Schluss: i) Die Metropolisierung in Russland 
wird durch die Regierung der Russischen Föderation gefördert; 
ii) Fallstudien der sibirischen Städte Krasnojarsk und Novosibirsk 
zeigen, dass die entstehende Form der Großstadtverwaltung 
schwach und unbeständig ist; iii) die staatlich bestimmte Me-
tropolisierung ist problematisch, weil das beschleunigte Wachs-
tum ausgewählter Großstadtbereiche vorhandene Ungleichhei-
ten innerhalb des bereits räumlich polarisierten Landes weiter 
verschärfen kann.

Metropolisierung; Stadtverwaltung; Stadt-Regionalismus; 
Raumplanung; Russland
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Introduction
Urban agglomerations, metropolitan re-
gions, and “global city-regions” have at-
tracted growing attention within the cur-
rent debates in spatial science, economic 
analysis, and regional development stud-
ies (see Katz and Bradley 2015; Fujita 
and Thisse 2013; Moretti 2013). City-
centric narratives of economic develop-
ment praise large cities as centres of 
technological innovation, prosperity, and 
economic productivity (Glaeser 2011; 
Van Agtmael and Bakker 2016). Analy-
sis of agglomeration economy informs 
regional development models and plan-
ning strategies, not least because large 
city-regions are viewed by policymakers 
as “engines” of national economies (Ahl-
qvist and Moisio 2014). Globalisation 
and the shift from the Keynesian state to 
the competitive state have transformed 
the traditional hierarchies of state spaces 
through “state-rescaling”, and prioritised 
territories that play a key role in the accu-
mulation and exchange of capital (Bren-
ner 2004).

In the post-socialist context, global 
urbanisation trends resonate with tran-
sitions to a market economy and with 
struggles to connect national economies 
with global flows of capital, goods, and 
people. The perceived need to position 
Russian cities within global ranks has 
led to a series of state-sponsored urban 
mega-projects, including the Maritime 
façade of St. Petersburg, the 2014 Sochi 
Olympics, and the 2012 APEC Summit in 
Vladivostok – largely symbolic projects 
designed for external audiences (Golub-
chikov 2010; Müller 2011; Orttung 
and Zhemukhov 2014; Petersson et 
al. 2017; Trumbull 2014). To stimulate 
economic growth and structurally rebal-
ance the Russian economy, the Russian 
Government introduced the idea of turn-
ing a selected number of cities into met-
ropolitan regions. It is believed that new 
metropolitan regions (often created by 
“merging” several municipalities) would 
become new “engines” of growth for the 
national economy.

Using the current debates, this ar-
ticle searches for a more nuanced 

understanding of metropolisation by fo-
cusing on the political and policy dimen-
sions of the process. The findings help ex-
plain the spatiality of the Russian state by 
addressing the following research ques-
tion: How does metropolisation initiated 
by the federal government unfold locally? 
This question leads to the following sub-
questions: What are (1) the origins and 
actors of metropolisation; (2) the local 
politico-institutional arrangements; and 
(3) the broader spatial implications of 
metropolisation policies?

This study presents two case studies 
from the Siberian cities of Krasnoyarsk 
and Novosibirsk, which were selected 
because they are representative of large 
Russian cities engaged in the process of 
forming closer links with their adjacent 
municipalities. Although both projects 
demonstrate very modest achievements, 
they offer insights into the politics of 
metropolisation and the role of actors 
in the policy-making process. The article 
employs various data sources, including 
nationwide planning documents, local 
plans and strategies, media sources, and 
census data to analyse the policy-making 
process and evaluate the implications 
of metropolisation in a country already 
experiencing high spatial polarisation. 
Meetings with local planners, government 
officials, and politicians during two visits 
to Krasnoyarsk in 2008 and 2009, and 
two visits to Novosibirsk (both in 2013) 
have  contributed to the understanding 
of local conditions and political constel-
lations.

The paper is organised as follows. The 
following section discusses the theoretical 
aspects of metropolisation, emphasising 
the political and policy aspects. Section 3 
outlines the policy context of metropolisa-
tion. Section 4 uses the examples of Kras-
noyarsk and Novosibirsk to illustrate the 
policy process leading towards metropo-
lisation. The final section summarises the 
argument and draws conclusions.

Metropolisation through the 
 Political Lens
Although the economic effects of ag-
glomeration seem to occur “naturally”, 

metropolitan government and planning 
do not, as they entail annexation, shifting 
administrative borders, political bargain-
ing between municipalities, coordina-
tion of urban services, and solving vari-
ous planning- and budget-related issues 
(Herrschel and Newman 2002; Kantor 
et al. 2012; Walker 1987). These com-
plex, conflict-ridden issues often escape 
researchers’ attention. City-regionalism 
remains an under-researched area, be-
cause it is often treated as “a technical 
‘re-scaling the city’ issue” omitting the 
role of political actors (Morgan 2014, 
p. 298). Following Jonas and Ward (2007, 
p. 176), this article conceptualises city-
regions “as the product of a particular 
set of economic, cultural, environmental 
and political projects, each with their own 
logics”. Examining how the alleged univer-
sal processes of the rise of metropolitan 
regions unfold through local actors and 
institutions in a non-Western context 
would contribute to the production of ur-
ban theory and better conceptualisation 
of urbanisation at the global scale.

Kinossian (2016) previously discussed 
the use of the term “urban agglomeration” 
(gorodskaya agglomeratsiya) within Rus-
sian urban planning discourse, to describe 
“a compact group of settlements, predom-
inantly urban, combined in a complex, 
dynamic, and developing system with in-
tensive industrial, infrastructural, social, 
and economic links, the joint use of adja-
cent territories and resources” (MINRE-
GION 2014, p. 2). In the Anglo-American 
literature, the terms metropolitan area, 
city-region, or metropolitan region are 
used to emphasise socio-economic inter-
dependencies between the core city (or 
cities) and adjacent municipalities (Nor-
ris 2015; Phares 2009). The boundaries 
of such entities are defined through the 
concept of a ‘functional urban area’ (FUA) 
(Tosics 2011, p. 8). Both discourses refer 
to socio-economic links between settle-
ments located within a certain geographi-
cal proximity. This paper, therefore, uses 
the term ‘metropolitan region’ to describe 
a system of settlements consisting of the 
core city (or cities) and adjacent munici-
palities.
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This article conceptualises space as so-
cially constructed, shaped by various ac-
tors, institutions, modes of governance, 
as well as social practices and discourses 
(Paasi 2009, 2010). Political geographers 
emphasise the need to put the economic 
logic of city-regionalism within its geopo-
litical context (Jonas 2012, 2013). It is ar-
gued, that the state plays a key role in for-
mulating spatial strategies that promote 
city-regions as a prioritised scalar level. 
Such strategies are intrinsically political, 
involving the redistribution of resources 
and power across government tiers (Lang 
2012, 2013). Metropolisation is therefore 
a complex process that involves policies, 
political actors, and discursive production 
of metropolitan regions (Lang and Török 
2017).

Metropolisation in the Policy 
Context
In Russia, current policy initiatives to pro-
mote metropolitan regions stand in sharp 
contrast to the approaches used by Soviet 
planners, which aimed to limit the growth 
of large cities. This radical departure from 
the Soviet policies of containment appears 
puzzling when placed in the context of 
modern Russia’s demographic trends, 
but is less paradoxical when framed by 
the contemporary policy discourses on 
economic growth in Russia. The prevail-
ing argument goes as follows: After the 
collapse of the USSR, Russia underwent 
deindustrialisation and lost much of its 
capacity for innovation. As a result, its 
economy has become too dependent on 
natural resources. There is therefore an 
urgent need to reverse these trends, and 
lay out conditions for technological inno-
vation and economic diversification (see 
Medvedev 2009; Putin 2012). It is impor-
tant to scrutinise these statements and to 
understand their spatial implications.

Since 2006, the central government 
has worked towards developing a nation-
wide spatial planning strategy (see MIN-
REGION 2006). These efforts have not yet 
resulted in a single document or a coher-
ent policy framework, but have produced 
a number of ad hoc strategies and plans 
addressing various aspects of regional 

development (Kinossian 2013). For in-
stance, the Concept for long-term socio-
economic development of the Russian Fed-
eration for 2020 names the largest urban 
agglomerations and large cities – regional 
capitals as areas of “accelerated economic 
growth” and “concentration of major fi-
nancial and innovation resources” (Gov-
ernment of Russia 2008). The Strategy 
for innovation development of the Russian 
Federation for 2020 promotes industrial 
clusters as instruments of regional devel-
opment because of their role in reducing 
transaction costs, promoting innovation; 
and providing firms with access to tech-
nological know-how, specialised services, 
and qualified labour (Government of 
Russia 2011). According to the deputy 
minister for regional development, the 
benefits of introducing planning for “ur-
ban agglomerations” include optimised 
transport, land-use, and infrastructure, as 
well as cutting costs, achieving economies 
of scale, and increasing the effectiveness 
of government (Gaevsky 2013). To sum-
marise, the government introduced the 
idea of turning a selected number of cities 
into metropolitan regions that would re-
alise economic benefits of concentration 
and agglomeration.

In 2013, the Ministry for Regional De-
velopment of Russia (2004–2014, hereaf-
ter Minregion) created a special working 
group for metropolitan regions, which 
started collecting bids from local actors 
(regional authorities and municipalities) 
to participate in Minregion’s ‘pilot pro-
ject’ for metropolitan government. By July 
2014, the working group received 17 bids, 
of which 16 were selected. The same year, 
Minregion was dissolved because many of 
its previous regional development tasks 
had been re-allocated to territory-specific 
government ministries (e. g., the Ministry 
for Development of the Russian Far East; 
and the Ministry of North Caucuses Af-
fairs). Following Minregion’s dissolution, 
the working group was transferred to 
the Ministry for Economic Development, 
which now coordinates regional develop-
ment.

Of the 16 pilot projects, 15 were initi-
ated by regional authorities (governor’s 

office or regional government). Most of 
the metropolitan government initiatives 
are sponsored by regional authorities 
that fund the preparation of development 
plans, negotiate metropolitan deals with 
the municipalities, and negotiate the pi-
lot project with the central government. 
Some mayors are reluctant to participate 
in the metropolitan governance initiative, 
fearing the loss of economic and political 
power, whereas those who expect to gain 
from the process are more enthusiastic 
(Starodubrovskaya et al. 2008, pp. 67–
68). Considering the various interests and 
expectations on the mayors’ side, the role 
of the regional government as a power 
broker is crucial.

Once political consensus is reached re-
garding forming a metropolitan region, 
the mayors of the constitutive municipal-
ities sign an agreement. For example, in 
the Novosibirsk metropolitan region, the 
mayors formed a coordination council to 
discuss various planning issues (Gover-
nor of Novosibirsk Region 2015). Deci-
sions remain non-binding: all constitutive 
municipalities retain their boundaries 
and their political and budgetary ‘sov-
ereignty’. Other regions have also cre-
ated an executive agency to implement 
the council’s decisions and manage day-
to-day tasks. The relationship between 
regional authorities and metropolitan 
governments remains a politically sensi-
tive issue, as the former possess political 
and fiscal powers, while the latter still 
have the legal framing of a ‘pilot project’ 
awaiting legalisation by the central gov-
ernment.

Metropolisation as a Project

The Krasnoyarsk Metropolitan 
 Region
Krasnoyarsk is a large industrial centre in 
Eastern Siberia, the capital of Krasnoyarsk 
Kray. The city’s economy is dominated by 
the Krasnoyarsk Aluminium Smelter, one 
of the largest aluminium producers in the 
world and part of RUSAL holding company. 
During the socialist period, several highly 
specialised industrial towns were built 
near Krasnoyarsk, including Sosnovoborsk 
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(then home to the largest manufacturer of 
trailers in the USSR), and Zheleznogorsk 
was built to serve an underground arma-
ments-manufacturing facility.

The prospects for planning for the 
Greater Krasnoyarsk metropolitan region 
were discussed during Soviet times, but 
it was not until 2007 that concrete steps 
were taken. Rossiyskaya Gazeta reported 
that regional officials and the city dis-
cussed a possible merger of the city with 
the adjacent municipalities. The popula-
tion of Krasnoyarsk was almost one mil-
lion people – a critical threshold in Russia, 
because cities of more than one million 
residents are eligible for special federal 
government funding for infrastructure 
development (Marmyshev 2007). Alek-
sandr Khloponin, who governed the 
region from October 2002 to January 
2010, became the main champion of the 
project. The motivation was to boost the 
regional economy by creating a strong 
urban centre that would be attractive for 
businesses, visitors, and skilled workers. 
In order to achieve these goals, coopera-
tion between the city and the adjacent 
municipalities was needed to pool budg-
etary resources, coordinate infrastructure 
projects, prepare sites for development, 
and increase labour mobility.

In April 2008, Governor Khloponin and 
the mayors of seven adjacent municipal 
districts and towns agreed to participate 
in a joint investment project: Complex De-
velopment of Krasnoyarsk Agglomeration 
for 2020. The municipalities agreed to 
develop common urban infrastructures, 
integrate their transport and social ser-
vices, and to coordinate residential and 
industrial development within the metro-
politan region (Office of the Governor 
of Krasnoyarsk Kray 2008). According 
to this agreement, the Krasnoyarsk met-
ropolitan region consists of the city of 
Krasnoyarsk, the industrial towns of Di-
vnogorsk and Sosnovoborsk, and the mu-
nicipal districts of Emel’yanovskiy, Mans-
kiy, Sukhobuzimskiy, and Berezovskiy.

To support the agreement with ‘institu-
tional muscle’, a special governing body – 
state Corporation Krasnoyarsk 2020 – was 
established in 2008 to manage economic 

development projects within the agglom-
eration. Later, the corporation changed its 
status to that of a commercial enterprise 
but its state ownership remained. The di-
rector of the corporation explained that, 
in addition to residential and infrastruc-
ture development, they are aiming to im-
plement a number of mega-projects, in-
cluding logistics centres, a free economic 
zone, an exhibition centre, a congress hall, 
and to eventually bid for the Expo 2020 
(Lapin 2008). The regional government 
also appointed a special 25-strong Com-
mission for Complex Development of the 
Krasnoyarsk Agglomeration. The commis-
sion consisted mostly of regional bureau-
crats (10) and the mayors and deputies 
of constituent municipalities (9). Only five 
members came from the non-government 
sector (Government of Krasnoyarsk Kray 
2011).

It was expected that most of the plan-
ning work would be completed during 
2008–2009, and that the implementa-
tion stage would start from 2010. A 
‘planning package’ for the agglomera-
tion comprised three key documents: 1) 
 strategy for socio-economic development; 
2) scheme for territorial planning; and 
3) complex investment programme (Of-
fice of the Governor of Krasnoyarsk 
Kray 2009). Using lavish state funding, 
several large consultancies were tasked 
with making rapid progress in prepar-
ing development plans and strategies. In 
2009, a Moscow-based consultancy, Mul-
tigroup, delivered a concept for territorial 
development of the metropolitan region, 
as requested by the regional governor. 
Working jointly with Strategy Partners, a 
Moscow-based consultancy, Corporation 
Krasnoyarsk-2020 prepared the strategy 
for socio-economic development of the 
Krasnoyarsk metropolitan region. In early 
2010, the Moscow-based Giprogor (which 
sub-contracted UK-based Arup) present-
ed a comprehensive spatial development 
plan for the metropolitan region (GIPRO-
GOR 2010).

By 2010 an impressive number of 
planning studies, development plans, 
and strategies were ready for the im-
plementation stage. Nevertheless, the 

consequences of the global economic cri-
sis for the metal-exporting region were 
severe. Another blow to the project was 
the resignation of Aleksandr Khloponin 
as regional governor. The managing cor-
poration gradually lost most of its state 
contracts, and in 2012 was closed down. 
Official sources commented that the cor-
poration had fulfilled its mission, and that 
any further progress would be made by 
the municipalities located within the met-
ropolitan area. Nevertheless, the new gov-
ernor of the region has not demonstrated 
much support for the urban mega-project 
inherited from his predecessor. Although 
there may be economic rationale for the 
discontinuation of the agglomeration 
project, such a policy U-turn questions 
the ability of the regional government to 
plan and successfully implement long-
term projects. A regional assembly depu-
ty called the closure of the corporation a 
“failure of the regional government” (Ka-
zachenko 2012).

The Novosibirsk Metropolitan Region
Novosibirsk is a large industrial and sci-
ence centre in Western Siberia, and the 
capital of Novosibirsk Oblast’. Despite the 
presence of heavy manufacturing plants 
and high-tech industries, none has a dom-
inant position comparable to that of the 
aluminium sector at Krasnoyarsk.

Establishing the Novosibirsk metropol-
itan region was proposed by a business 
association Delovaya Rossiya (Business 
Russia) with the purpose of attracting 
investment and combining municipal re-
sources in order to ensure that, in the face 
of growing competition, the city retained 
its position as the third-largest urban cen-
tre in Russia (Delovaya Rossiya 2007). 
Initially, the idea did not generate po-
litical momentum. It was not until a new 
governor, Vasiliy Yurchenko, took office 
in March 2011 that negotiations between 
the interested parties were initiated. As 
a result, in April 2012 the mayors of No-
vosibirsk, four nearby towns, and seven 
adjacent municipalities signed an agree-
ment of intention to establish the Novo-
sibirsk metropolitan region. Similarly to 
the Krasnoyarsk case, the Novosibirsk 
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metropolitan region was formed on the 
principles of an association within which 
the participating municipalities retain 
their political ‘sovereignty’ and bounda-
ries.

After signing the agreement, the gov-
ernor described the metropolitan region 
as a mechanism for innovative regional 
development that would help coordinate 
economic, social, financial, and planning 
policies. The regional minister for con-
struction stated that the metropolitan 
region will enhance economic efficiency, 
investment attractiveness, mobility, and 
will lead to growth of employment and re-
shaping of social infrastructure (REGNUM 
2012). In 2012, the Ministry of Construc-
tion and Housing Services of Novosibirsk 
Oblast commissioned a Moscow-based 
planning consultancy Giprogor to prepare 
a planning concept for the metropolitan 
region. Throughout 2013 the project was 
completed with the assistance of local and 
international consultants.

Unlike the Krasnoyarsk case, the initia-
tive to establish a metropolitan region in 
Novosibirsk secured political support at a 
much later stage. Initially, neither the city 
mayor nor the regional governor demon-
strated significant involvement. It was not 
until the first studies were presented to 
the public in 2013 that both the mayor 
and the governor became increasingly 
interested in the project. In January 2014, 
after serving as mayor of Novosibirsk for 
almost 14 years, Vladimir Gorodetskiy 
resigned to become the vice-governor of 
Novosibirsk Oblast, in charge of the ag-
glomeration affairs (RIA.Ru 2014a). In 
this new role he will govern the metropol-
itan region through the interim process 
until special governing bodies are formed, 
including the Agglomeration Council led 
by the regional governor and the execu-
tive arm, the Agglomeration Managing 
Company (RIA.Ru 2014b). In the same 
year, political life in Novosibirsk Oblast 
took an unexpected twist, as Governor 
Yurchenko was dismissed by President 
Putin after losing the president’s trust. 
In May 2014 the former governor faced 
criminal charges in relation to land sales 
to a private company; vice-governor 

Gorodetskiy was then promoted to gov-
ernor of the region.
The implementation of the plans is con-
tingent on securing sufficient financial 
resources, and the willingness of all stake-
holders to reach a consensus. The chief 
architect of the city of Novosibirsk related 
that the implementation of any major in-
frastructural project is severely hampered 
by the lack of financial resources. For ex-
ample, the construction of one bridge out 
of the proposed four would require up to 
half the city’s annual budget (2013). The 
deputy mayor of Novosibirskiy municipal 
district (an adjacent municipal district 
that forms a “horseshoe” around the city) 
related that the district did not have much 
interaction with the city, except on issues 
of solid waste management, infrastruc-
ture development, and sewage treatment. 
Another problem mentioned was “the 
summer population”, which increases the 
number of district residents from regular 
its 120,000 to a peak of 600,000 during 
the summer months when city residents 
move to their summer homes. According 
to the official, there was no reason why 
the city should seek to annex the land to 
pursue development projects, because 
“the district could do things just as well.” 
The official opposed the idea of changing 
any boundaries, arguing that if the city 
needed to build anything on their land, 
the district authorities would allow the 
city to do so.

Discussion
The two cases demonstrate that metro-
politan governance structures remain 
politically unstable: The actors involved 
have little motivation to share power un-
less compelled by a higher authority (e. g., 
the regional governor). This reluctance 
can substantially weaken, if not under-
mine, efforts to implement more effective 
planning for a metropolitan region. The 
Novosibirsk metropolitan region seemed 
to initially lack strong political support 
but was later supported by both the gov-
ernor and mayor. The position of the gov-
ernor is critical to ensuring coherence 
and the overarching governance of vari-
ous administrative units and authorities 

that are essential for the metropolitan 
region. As the main focus of political 
strength, the governor can also become 
the main source of political weakness if 
support dwindles or the governor is dis-
missed for political or other reasons.

As in many similar cases elsewhere, 
political fragmentation poses a threat 
to creating an effective planning system, 
as the municipalities that would form 
the metropolitan region are reluctant to 
merge with the city or to surrender their 
powers. So far, the political process of 
metropolisation has proceeded rather re-
luctantly and lacks a real leader or active 
promoter, who will be required to solve 
the main problem of securing the support 
of various actors and stakeholders. The 
fact that both metropolitan regions were 
formed on the principle of non-binding 
association, within which all members 
retain full autonomy over their budgetary 
and decision-making authority, can make 
it difficult to reach consensus.

Russian regions act within an incoher-
ent policy framework, with shifting po-
litical priorities, and experience severe 
budgetary constraints and dependency 
on federal funding. In the emerging politi-
cal economy of space, cities seem to hold 
the most precarious position, because 
political and economic resources are in-
creasingly concentrated in the centre. 
If metropolisation receives ear-marked 
funding, regions and cities will adjust 
their planning policies to better respond 
to federal government priorities in an at-
tempt to tap into the streams of federal 
funds. Hence, the success or failure of the 
metropolisation project depends on fund-
ing and other material incentives offered 
by the central government under the dis-
cursively constructed ‘brand’ of metropo-
lisation. However, these efforts may be in 
vain, as the centre can suddenly identify 
new priorities. The most recent exam-
ples include the allocation of government 
subsidies to Crimea following its de facto 
annexation. The government’s plans to 
develop Crimea as a showcase have led 
to the withdrawal of government funding 
from other regional projects, most no-
tably a planned bridge across the River 
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Lena near the city of Yakutsk, essential 
for connecting northeast regions with the 
core Siberian regions.
The implementation of metropolitanisa-
tion policies would affect the respective 
regions. At the regional scale, the promo-
tion of metropolitan regions would ex-
acerbate the existing spatial disparities 
between the main city and the rest of the 
region. In many regions, the main city al-
ready accounts for a large proportion of 
the region’s population. When the main 
city and nearby settlements are combined 
under the umbrella of metropolitan re-
gion, its relative weight will increase. 
This will accelerate population drain from 
smaller places and fuel the depopulation 
of peripheral territories.

Conclusion
This article analyses spatial planning in 
Russia and, specifically, recent plans to 
promote the growth of large cities and 
form “urban agglomerations”. These plans 
have been informed by city-centric nar-
ratives that praise large cities as centres 
of innovation and economic productivity. 
By introducing metropolitan regions ‘by 
decree’, Russian policy makers sought 
to match the productivity of leading cit-
ies in the West. Russian planners appear 
to employ a form of inverse logic when 
interpreting the correlation between 
urban size and high productivity and in-
novation: If innovation and productivity 
are facilitated by large urban centres, it 
is presumed that increasing the popula-
tion will automatically ensure economic 
growth.

The article contributes to the current de-
bates by attracting attention to the role of 
political actors and local politics involved 
in the production of space. Spatial trans-
formations, rather than being ordered or 
predefined by scale, come about as a result 
of complex political processes that engage 
assemblages of actors. As the analysis of 
metropolitanisation projects implemented 
in Krasnoyarsk and Novosibirsk demon-
strates, metropolisation was promoted by 
political actors and facilitated by consultan-
cy firms that delivered examples of western 
‘best practice’ to the Russian clients.

It is claimed that metropolitanisation 
will improve economic productivity, fa-
cilitate innovation, and benefit the na-
tional economy as a whole. Neverthe-
less, in a highly centralised country such 
as Russia, regional development projects 
depend on state funding. Directing state 
funding towards metropolitan regions 
will have implications for less privileged 
regions. If metropolisation policies re-
ceive state funding, Russia will enter an-
other stage of post-socialist territorial 
restructuring, characterised by a further 
split between the privileged urban core 
and the marginalised periphery, with a 
widening gap between a handful of pros-
perous urban centres and peripheralised 
territories.
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Peзюме
Надир Киносьян
Телега впереди лошади: проблемы государствен-
ной политики метрополизации в России
В остром контрасте с советским градостроительным док-
тринам, которые стремились сдерживать рост крупнейших 
городов, современные российские городские планиров-
щики делают нечто противоположное: планируют рост 
городов путем слияния муниципалитетов в «городские 
агломерации». В то время как экономические эффекты 
агломерациии и концентрации хорошо изучены, градо-
строительная политика и политические процессы внутри 
метрополитенского уровня городского управления изуче-
ны меньше, особенно за пределами западных стран. Опи-
раясь на современные исследования городов-регионов 
и процессов метрополизации, данная статья исследует 
процессы метрополизации в России. Сделаны следующие 
выводы: 1) метрополизация поощряется федеральным 
правительством; 2) примеры сибирских городов Краснояр-
ска и Новосибирска показывают, что возникающие формы 
метрополитенского уровня управления пока слабы и не-
устойчивы; 3) государственная политика метрополизации 
не лишена проблем, так как ускоренный рост отдельных 
городов-регионов может привести к усилению имеющих-
ся пространственных дисбалансов в уже поляризованной 
стране.

Метрополизация; городское управление; город-регион; 
пространственное планирование; Россия

Résumé
Nadir Kinossian
La charrue avant les bœufs: les périls de la métropo-
lisation planifiée en Russie
À l’époque soviétique, les doctrines d’aménagement du ter-
ritoire cherchaient à freiner la croissance des grandes villes. 
De nos jours, c’est exactement l’inverse: le regroupement des 
municipalités en «agglomérations urbaines» opéré par les 
urbanistes russes favorise au contraire leur expansion. Si les 
conséquences économiques de la concentration urbaine ont fait 
couler beaucoup d’encre, les politiques publiques en la matière 
ont suscité moins d’attention, surtout en dehors du monde occi-
dental. En partant des débats actuels sur le régionalisme urbain 
et la métropolisation, le présent article examine la politique de 
métropolisation mise en place par l’État en Russie. Il en tire 
les conclusions suivantes: i) la métropolisation est encouragée 
par le gouvernement fédéral russe; ii) les études de cas por-
tant sur les villes sibériennes de Krasnoïarsk et de Novossibirsk 
mettent en lumière la faiblesse et l’instabilité de la forme de 
gouvernance métropolitaine qui émerge actuellement; iii) la 
métropolisation planifiée par l’État est problématique dans la 
mesure où la croissance accélérée de certaines zones métropo-
litaines sélectionnées peut contribuer à exacerber les disparités 
existantes dans un pays déjà polarisé sur le plan géographique.

Métropolisation; gouvernance urbaine; régionalisme urbain; 
aménagement du territoire; Russie
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