Abstract

Top management of town-forming enterprises and legislatures of small towns: persons matter

The report at the conference presents the outcomes of an empirical study in three small towns of the Russian Federation in 2012-2015 and 2019-2020. The basic material was obtained in the course of in-depth face-to-face interviews (101 interviews in total) with influential local and regional actors directly involved in urban politics. 

In the existing hierarchy between the executive and representative branches of government, the analysis of the role of business in urban politics often focuses on its relationship with the leaders of local administrations, who usually have more power and influence than local legislatures. Our research has shown that both heads of local administrations and heads of local legislatures can act as the main partners / opponents of big business in the urban political space. In two local communities the heads of the legislatures stood behind the management of enterprises and this largely set the nature and specifics of the political process in these towns.

In all communities the leadership of town-forming enterprises has a substantial potential to influence decision-making process. However, the degree and nature of their involvement in urban politics varies significantly - from active involvement to leaving. In both cases, the interests of enterprises were taken into account by the leadership of the legislatures, which either directly consisted of representatives of the enterprises, or from the very beginning positioned itself as their partner. 
The study showed that the large company's desire to coordinate its actions with the executive branch does not necessarily lead to the dominance of the company over municipal structures, while the partnership between the two main participants in urban politics largely depends on the personal factor.

When the local representative government is headed by representatives of big business, the possibilities of control over the actions of the executive branch increase. The forms of control vary. But in all communities, the management of enterprises to a greater or lesser extent, directly or indirectly, participated in the activities of local councils in order to monitor the situation in the town.

Local legislatures play not only the role of an institutions that provide business opportunities to monitor the management process in the town, but also serve as a platform for coordinating the interests of big business and the executive branch. Without this, the participation of big business in the local political processes would be behind the scenes and informal, which would further complicate the real decision-making process. Legislatures make the relationship between the chief executives and big business more transparent, although informal agreements between representatives of both branches of government and business always take place.

The study confirms the importance of the personal factor, which is clearly seen in the dynamics of political processes in all towns, where the situation has changed significantly either after the change of owners and directors of city-forming enterprises, or as a result of the appointment of new town leaders and the formation of new management teams.

The possibility of turning the legislature into a platform for coordinating interests directly depends on the personal qualities of town and business leaders, their authority and understanding of the importance of cooperation. In the absence of this, the legislature will not be able to successfully participate in the elaboration of the community development strategy. 

Thus, in the relationship between big business and local authorities in small towns, there remains a significant variability, which, apparently, will not disappear, despite the built “power vertical”.

