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 It is not the office that matters, but the responsibilities of a state post. This job is not new to me. I chaired the Government in 1999, and I maintained close ties with the Government when I was President. This is a very demanding job, especially in the current situation. But I am happy I got this chance to serve the people in this position.
 Yes, of course. In fact, the current events in the Russian economy are a result of the global financial crisis. Nobody needs to be told today - it is a fact - that the crisis began in the United States, whose financial and economic policy has resulted in the crisis, which has spread to nearly all the leading economies. It has also reached Russia, we can feel it, but on the whole, our economic results in 2008 are positive even despite the negative effects of the global financial crisis.
Let me just remind you of the figures. The economic growth target was above 7%, or more precisely 7.5%. The annual growth rate will be around 7%, possibly 6.8% or 6.9%. This is good.
What is particularly important for us is the results of our efforts in the social sphere. The increase in take-home wages will be approximately 12.6% and pensions slightly more than 12% - 25% in nominal figures. Industrial production growth will be nearly 5% (4.8%).
As for agriculture, it posted record-high growth over the past few years, 8.8%. We have gathered in a record-large harvest, including over 100 million metric tons of grain, which is the highest in many years.
It is true that we have problems with inflation. 
The target figure was slightly above 12%, but annual inflation is likely to be 13%, because of the global crisis and because the Central Bank and the Finance Ministry had to inject a huge amount of liquidity into the economy. It certainly spurred inflation.
But on the whole, I repeat, the annual results will be good despite the global financial crisis.
 In principle, we have no intention to change any plans, which is very important. I am referring also to the investment plans of Russia's largest companies, and the planned reform of the housing and utilities sector, healthcare and compulsory health insurance, as well as the planned reform of education and the pension system.
In addition - I think we will discuss these issues in detail later, since there are bound to be questions - I want to say at the beginning of this session that we will fulfil all our plans in the social sphere, all decisions aimed at increasing social payments and pensions.
Everyone knows that some countries which have been hit by the crisis are planning to cut wages and people's incomes. We will not do this in the social sphere. On the contrary, we intend to implement all our plans aimed at increasing allocations.
 To be honest, it is going to be a difficult period in the global economy, including Russia. And we must be prepared for it morally, administratively, financially and even politically. But as you know, Russia has survived bigger troubles in over a thousand years of its history.
Not very long ago, in the early 1990s, we faced the problem of territorial integrity, and industrial and social disintegration.
Today the situation in the country is totally different. We have a good chance of getting through this difficult time - and I repeat, it will be a difficult time - with minimal losses for the economy and the people.
 I have mentioned these
difficulties from the very outset. To be frank, we started our conversation with this.
Companies used to expand and hired the required number of workers during the economic development period and in conditions of soaring global demand for some of our traditional products, including those in the metals industry.
I have already told the United Russia congress in this same hall that worldwide metals consumption plunged after the automotive industry curtailed production. The main US, Japanese and European consumers have decreased production by over 30%, 15% and 20%, respectively.
Russia has also cut exports. Our steel mills used to export almost 50% of their products elsewhere. 
Naturally, we cannot directly influence this objective problem.
At the same time, I am absolutely convinced that the global market will change, and that this country will need more metals and other traditional products. Naturally, human resources, especially skilled workers, will be in great demand.
But what can and must be done today?
As I have already said, we are raising
unemployment benefits for jobless people to 4,900 roubles ($175) per month. This is the first thing.
Moreover, I believe that private and public authorities will have to draft an entire range of measures in an effort to preserve jobs wherever possible and to start implementing them in the near future, I mean within the next few days. On Tuesday, I discussed this problem with a large group of regional governors.
The relevant allocations must be used to finance retraining courses for the workers of affected businesses. We must provide additional regional migration opportunities and redirect human resources to regions requiring such resources. We could pay relocation allowances to such people.
We must implement public works and infrastructure construction projects. We have the required funding for accomplishing this objective and have also accumulated resources at the Road Fund, transport monopoly Russian Railways and some other major companies.
We will implement this entire range of measures.
Also, I consider it necessary that employment services accumulate the required funding for reacting promptly to these most pressing problems.
 First about the banks. Banks are the circulation system of any economy. We should remember the negative consequences of previous years or the negative results of meltdowns in previous years, for example in 1998, when the whole banking system collapsed. We cannot, of course, allow this to happen again, because behind the banks are not only industrial businesses, behind them are millions of savers - the ordinary people of Russia, who want banking institutions to function properly and have enough cash to meet people's interests. This is why we are channelling vast resources into the banking sector. We have already reported this figure - about 5 trillion roubles. The Central Bank is allocating all kinds of resources. Long-term resources are already on the way, as are medium-term resources (although long-term resources are in short supply, and we will discuss that later) and short-term resources. 
These resources are all available and are being injected into the banking system.
Of course, we worked above all with banks that would not squander state money, or rather your money, citizens of Russia, the money contributed by taxpayers. What are these banks? We call them "system-forming" banks. These are banks with state ownership: Sberbank, VTB (Vneshtorgbank), and Gazprombank. Partly, it is VEB (bank for foreign economic relations): but properly speaking, it is a separate institution, one through which we carry out a number of other functions. But of course what we see now is that these efforts to support only the banking sector are not enough, because today's crisis is largely unique. The global economy has not met with a crisis of this size before.
So today we decided to support the industry directly through the banking system, and directly through the banking sector. I will tell you now what I mean by directly. To support the industry we allocated 175 billion roubles. These are long-term loans which must be directed to production or service-based businesses. At the same time, we will demand from the banks that they report to us on three sectors to which they are going to lend money. What are these sectors? 
These are farming, the defence industry and small and medium-sized businesses, as well as a long list of enterprises which we recommend.
My starting point is that this might not be enough. Currently, we are taking a close look at how the banking system operates. Their problem today is not that of liquidity, it is one of trust - between the banks themselves and the banks and the production and service-based businesses. Of course, we will be insisting that state money reaches the end user. But this too might not be enough, and then we will need to use other tools. What tools? For example, joining directly the capital of large companies where the state and the taxpayer will ultimately benefit; capital of enterprises that are the core of the Russian economy. We are not ruling out that such tools could be applied on a wide scale.
As for the banking sector, this form of state participation is already stipulated through the Deposit Insurance Agency, which has been allocated the necessary resources totalling 200 billion roubles and which has the right to join the capital of problem banks.
If necessary, we also consider it possible to spread the practice to the industry in the near future.
 When a TV viewer asks a question about the Reserve Fund, he probably means all the state reserves in general. Because we have the Reserve Fund, the National Welfare Fund and the gold and currency reserves of the Central Bank. I won't dwell on how each of these funds works, but I can say that, of course, we have these reserves, and they are large. Russia has the third biggest gold and currency reserves in the world.
In fact, I have just received updated information from the Central Bank, and for the first time in recent weeks we see a growth of the gold and currency reserves of the Central Bank of the Russian Federation.
We have been saving these assets to use them in case of crises in the world economy and, as a consequence, in the Russian economy. That is what we are doing. But we will do it carefully.
What does "carefully" mean?
We should have a clear idea of how much currency flows into the country and because of the falling world prices for our main commodities - energy, oil, gas, petroleum products, metals, fertiliser and some other products ¬- because of the falling prices for all these goods in the world markets and because we continue spending significant amounts of currency on imports, the inflow and outflow is regulated by instruments that are well known in the economic and financial sphere, and we will use these instruments.
But we will not allow leaps in the economy and sudden changes in the exchange rate of the national currency. To secure the interests of both the citizens and the economy we will, if necessary - and we have done so before - we will carefully use the gold and currency reserves and the other funds at the Government's disposal. If we pursue a balanced, meaningful and responsible economic policy, these assets will be sufficient.
 As for the Christmas tree, I think every family that wants to have one will be able to buy it, a real or a synthetic one (people use synthetic ones more and more often nowadays). 
It creates a certain atmosphere in communities and in homes. In general, it is a very joyful and beautiful holiday. In spite of all the problems, I think people will enjoy seeing the New Year in.
I would like to take this opportunity to wish all of you a very happy New Year.
As regards Ukraine, we have a complex ongoing dialogue. It is true that our Ukrainian partners have outstanding debts, over $2.5 billion, which is quite a big amount for Gazprom and for the country as a whole.
We are aware that the Ukrainian economy is having even bigger problems than Russia: the metallurgical industry there, as far as I know, has dropped not by 50%, like here, but by 70%, and that is very serious. Nevertheless, commodities cannot be free, everyone has to pay for them.
Our partners tell us: keep the prices of the current year. How can we leave the prices of the current year if even today our Ukrainian partners get our gas at almost half the price of what we get from Europe. We have an understanding to work towards market prices. We cannot sell liquid commodities at half the price or provide them for free; we need money ourselves, we have our own social problems to solve. A friend of mine used to say whenever I asked him a tricky question like this, "Are you off your rocker?"
It's the same situation. Go to Germany, enter any store and say: I want a Mercedes for free or at half a price. Who would give it to you? Why should we sell gas at half a price?
But of course we will treat each other as partners. We are negotiating for a smooth transition. In principle, we have agreed on price formation and these are not just agreements of an administrative nature.
The whole point of our agreements with our Ukrainian partners is that we pass on to market pricing. The price of gas is linked to world oil prices, and if the oil price goes up, the gas price goes up to, if oil goes down, the gas price goes down and we will then lose some of our earnings. But that is fair, we do not control these prices.
We hope to be able to reach mutual understanding with our partners, and we assume that we will not have any problems with the transit of our energy resources to the main consumers in Western Europe. We had reached such agreements with Ukraine in earlier years and I hope that they will duly abide by these agreements.
But if our partners fail to honour these agreements or, as it has happened in the past, siphon off our resources from the transit pipeline illegally, we will have to reduce the feeding of gas. What else can we do? We have no other option.
We are going to brief our European partners on that in the near future.
 The question should be directed first and foremost to the new US Administration. 
Usually, when there is a change of power in any country, especially such a superpower as the United States, such changes do take place. We very much hope that the changes will be positive.
We see these positive signals. What are they? 
Look at the meeting of NATO foreign ministers: 
both Ukraine and Georgia have been denied a Membership Action Plan. We already hear at the level of experts, the people who are close to the President elect and the people around him, his aides, that there should be no hurry, that relations with Russia should not be jeopardised. 
We already hear that the practicability of deploying the third position of missile defence in Poland and a radar in the Czech Republic should be considered once again.
We hear that the relations with Russia should be built with respect for our interests. If these are not just words, and if they are translated into practical policies, then of course we will react in kind and our American partners will immediately feel it.
 I know the Zvezdochka plant very well; I have visited it more than once. In fact, I even know the submarine I can see in the background. I have been on board of that submarine as President when I visited the Northern Fleet; I even went to sea in it. My best regards to its crew.
As for the plant, I'm sure you definitely know about its financial problems. We are dealing with them, and we will not leave the plant to struggle with them on its own. We have taken measures to improve the financial situation, and we will continue to help the plant.
As for the salaries, they should largely and primarily depend on the plant's economic efficiency and work orders. This is why we plan to place state contracts at the Zvezdochka plant and also to help it to get other, civilian contracts. As you know, the plant is already working on such contracts.
As for pay increases for working in rigorous northern conditions, the system is still in place. But since there are certain problems with it, we have been looking at ways to improve it. 
The same goes for the people who are planning to move to other regions after retiring. I'm sure people know about the problems I am talking about, and we have been tackling these problems regularly. We will continue to work on them.
As for the main question, I want to repeat that we will send more contracts to Zvezdochka and help to resolve its financial problems.
 I expect the reforms that have been planned and are being implemented in the armed forces will certainly influence our defence capability - for the better, by improving it. This is why we are doing it.
As for the dismissals you mentioned, we are not planning mass layoffs. Moreover, only the officers who are slated for retirement - the first category - will be dismissed in 2009. The second category includes officers conscripted for two years after finishing military training at civilian higher schools, whose conscription period is ending.
As for warrant officers, we will stop training them, but those who wish to continue serving in that rank will be able to do so. Those who wish to fulfil the same duties as civilian personnel, which implies higher pay, can make their choice. 
I repeat, the warrant officers will not be dismissed only because they hold this rank. Their fears are ungrounded.
If some officials go too far, if we expose unplanned problems, we will react immediately. I have no doubt about this.
Now to the housing problem. In 2010 all officers are to be provided with permanent housing, and all servicemen will receive service housing in 2012.
Our speed in tackling this problem is high enough to ensure that we reach these targets.
 Absolutely not; it is just an ungrounded rumour.
The decision has been taken to cut military service to 12 months, and we are not going to change it. I am referring to service by conscription, of course.
 Yes, let's.
 Please forgive me if I am mistaken on some details, but the statistics will, nonetheless, be fairly accurate. In early 2008, one certificate cost 26,400 roubles. In the first six months of 2008, we raised the value of these certificates. Today, one certificate costs about 28,500 roubles nationwide and nearly 34,800 roubles in Moscow and St Petersburg.
One square metre of housing costs an average of 28,000 roubles nationwide. Consequently, each certificate has an adequate value. To be fair, it should be noted that, although one certificate costs 34,000 roubles in Moscow and St Petersburg, local housing is worth about 42,000-44,000 roubles.
But every cloud has a silver lining. I proceed from the premise that nationwide housing prices, including those in Moscow and St Petersburg, will go down. Consequently, these certificates will make it possible to buy apartments even in sprawling megalopolises.
Naturally, this will be more difficult in Moscow and St Petersburg because local housing costs 42,000-44,000, while the certificate is worth 34,000 roubles.
In addition, we are allocating another 21 billion roubles for the Defence Ministry which will use the funding to buy complete or nearly complete apartments for military personnel on the market.
This means that the Defence Ministry will be able to buy another 10,000 apartments for military personnel. This is an impressive amount.
The St Petersburg municipal administration and we have now agreed that the administration will compensate the gap between 34,000-rouble certificates and 42,000-rouble market prices (the average price of one sq m for St Petersburg) at its own expense.
We would make considerable headway, if we manage to reach a similar agreement with Moscow on this score. I hope Mr Luzhkov can hear me.
I want to repeat once again that, on the whole, we are convinced that we will solve the private-housing problem in 2010.
As to your question about the allocation of housing for active military personnel, they will receive service apartments. We plan to completely solve this problem by 2012.
 The rates are rising, I admit. It is an effect of the global financial crisis, its repercussions for the Russian economy. It is also happening because the Central Bank is compelled to raise its refinance rate in order to prevent further outflow of capital from the country. I won't go deep into economic theory here, there have been a lot of proposals on how to mitigate the negative effects on consumers, how to encourage consumer demand and also housing construction.
As for the banks' demands of early clearance of mortgage loans, it is basically a civil law issue. If your loan agreement contains a recapture clause stating that, if the collateral value drops, the bank has the right to require additional collateral amount, then the bank's demand is formally legitimate. Usually banks ask their clients to repay part of the principal loan. However, banks really shouldn't be doing this, because they end up with the same problem as their borrowers: property as collateral. The bank won't be able to liquidate an apartment easily now.
This is a separate issue we have already discussed. Here is what we could do. I think the Government could issue state guarantees to banks through the Agency for Housing Mortgage Lending. 
The banks could use these guarantees to solve their financial problems rather than "terrorise" 
their customers. I think it would be the best solution for all.
If there are more questions, I can talk about it in more detail later.
Go ahead, please.
 Then let's discuss the problem further. It is certainly a very sensitive issue. 
I can understand people who find themselves in this situation, one of life's major emergencies. 
Persons losing their jobs, or their employers shortening their hours or wages due to global economic and financial turmoil - but one still has to make regular mortgage payments. What is to be done in such cases? Can the Government help? Yes it can and it must. How?
Here is what we propose. For those who lost their jobs or whose pay was cut dramatically - I will repeat that we plan to issue state guarantees through the Agency for Housing Mortgage Lending. 
The Agency can take over mortgage certificates on condition that the bank revises the agreement with the borrower. With these certificates, the bank can even raise liquidity by applying to the Central Bank.
I think we should try to implement the proposals I am formulating now as soon as possible, because they will help those Russians who got in trouble, and rehabilitate the banking system.
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 That's a very good question, and people are, of course, right to ask it. Oil prices on world markets have fallen by half or even two-thirds, while inside the country there has been an insignificant, if any, reduction in them. Why is that?
Mr Belousov, what is happening is this: even when oil prices were high, we took most of oil companies' windfall profits away from them and into the budget - through export and customs duties and taxes, as much as 80% and sometimes even 90%. It was thanks to these revenues that we formed most of the country's gold and hard currency reserves, which today, as I said earlier, are the third largest in the world - $450 billion. They are our "safety cushion" and allow us to make things easier during the crisis for millions of people.
What is happening today? Today we have slightly reduced the tax burden on the oil and gas sector, but it still remains quite high. Oil companies are, of course, suffering losses and now that world prices are down and taxes still high, they are trying to make money at the expense of domestic consumers. True, it is also in a way the state's policy, and it can be discussed with deputies.
What is actually happening? At the expense of people with large or even medium incomes, at the expense of people who can afford to have a car and buy petrol, we are withdrawing revenues into the budget and distribute them among those badly in need: the unemployed, the disabled, the retired, and servicemen. But, of course, there are limits and we should always seek the golden mean.
Oil companies today lose $68 per tonne of exported oil. What is more, when we announced we were reducing the mineral resource extraction tax from December 1, they simply stopped shipments to avoid having to pay extra into the budget. We made them resume the shipments and replenished the budget, while they honoured their promises to consumers. But this means losses for them, of course.
 From January 1, 2009, we are planning a further reduction in the resource extraction tax. In this case, many companies will break even or be slightly in the black, if we disregard their current investment spending. But we will discuss this topic separately. And we expect that our next steps to lessen the tax burden will no doubt bring down domestic prices inside Russia.
 Of course metropolitan residents and the majority of people in this country might think such a problem is insignificant. But in fact it is a serious problem for people living in rural areas; I am well aware of it. It is not simply a matter of pensions, although it is obvious that pensions must be raised. Certainly, if more questions of this kind are voiced today, we will touch upon the outlook for the pension system's development. Undoubtedly, pensions must be raised.
As for the fire wood Nadezhda Mukhanova asks about, this problem is addressed in the framework of the notorious Law No. 122 that states the responsibility for timely fire wood supply to rural areas be attached to local governments, which in turn are to allot adequate funds to municipal authorities. When purchases are made on a centralised basis, by municipal authorities proper, they sell fire wood at 10,000; and they can actually make a bid of 20,000. But if money is given directly to people, as a rule, they manage to find other distributors whose prices are two or three times lower.
Unfortunately, I do not know where Nadezhda Mukhanova lives; it is necessary to check what is happening in the region, territory or republic where this TV viewer lives. If we are able to find out after the programme, I will try my best to take the necessary steps. Of course, I hope for local governments' support as well.
I would like to reiterate that this problem is being addressed rather effectively. I know that in some regions, for example, in the Tyumen Region, there is no such problem anymore, which means that it can be resolved effectively in other constituent entities too.
 You know we pursue multi-vector foreign and foreign economic policies. We cooperate with Asia's actively developing markets, with the countries of the Asia-Pacific region; we interact both with Latin America, and the US, which is one of our major trade and economic partners; and I hope it will remain so in the future.
As to Europe, it is still our major partner. The European Union accounts for over 50% of trade turnover with Russia. As far as I remember, its share reached 53%, or even more. Furthermore, we do not simply trade with the European Union - in the general economy, in its key areas, real integration is taking place. One such area is certainly the energy industry.
I made this point already, and I can repeat it. 
We admitted a number of European companies - Finnish, Italian and German - to our energy sector; they acquired the biggest blocks of shares with our power companies, invested literally billions of dollars and euros. We invite such investments. We admitted them to participate in the development of hydrocarbons - both oil and gas.
I have to do justice to our European partners. 
For their part, they ventured the construction of new routes for our energy resource supplies to Europe. An excellent example is the constructing of the North Stream gas pipeline and our plans for the South Stream, as well as some other projects. Europeans have also admitted us to their energy transport system, namely the trunk pipeline. These are very good examples of integration in a crucial economic sphere: energy. 
This cooperation will increase the transparency, reliability and stability of both the Russian and European economies. We will continue pursuing this policy. Also, one can see obvious progress in politics.
Unfortunately, there is a lot of prejudice. Some attitudes are taken from the past; there are a lot of phobias, especially in the so-called New Europe. But I think that those nations, especially their governments, will eventually come to realise that it is necessary to face the future instead of clinging to the past.
 I am sorry if that sector in Khabarovsk is in a mess. But judging from the fact that you are now at a top-level health centre, there are also many positive things in Khabarovsk.
I know your Governor well. Viktor Ishayev is an efficient and very experienced man, he knows which link in the chain to pull first, as our classics used to say, in order to pull the whole chain. As for kindergartens, it is true that there are not enough of them. Part of the reason is the growing birthrate.
I cannot help being glad at what is happening in this sphere. In spite of many problems, the Government's efforts are bringing results. The birthrate this year has grown by about 7 percent, the highest growth in the last 15 years. I won't cite the absolute figures, but it is about 7 percent.
As for kindergartens, that is above all the responsibility of the regions and cities. At the federal level, we will do everything to encourage that work, we will help the regions to do it, but I would like to tell you that the shortage of places at kindergartens all over Russia has dropped by 30 percent in 2008 alone. That is a major step forward.
If the problem is not being solved as quickly as it should be in the Khabarovsk Territory, I think that Viktor Ishayev and the people who work with him, his team, should pay more attention to this. 
Let me repeat, if necessary, the Government, the federal centre, is prepared to help.
 It is true that providing people entitled to benefits with drugs is an acute problem. While I admit it, I would remind you that a massive effort was mounted to address it in 2004 and since then progress has been fast. 
Let's be honest, before that time subsidised medicines were impossible to get because they did not exist. Since then subsidies for medicines have increased seven-fold.
A further problem cropped up in 2007. How did it arise?
If you remember, we determined a social package of benefits, which at the time were worth 450 roubles, and people were free to choose whether to take the cash or the benefits. Those who did not need expensive medicines, chose cash. Only the people who really suffer from serious diseases and need costly medicines have kept the benefits. So, there was not enough money to provide these people with all the medicines they needed.
If you remember, or if you know, we greatly increased the funding, we identified a special group of people suffering from grave diseases who need medicines. That group, and it is not a large group, 54,000 if I am not mistaken, has by and large been provided with medicines. That group includes people who need organ transplants, you mentioned a kidney a moment ago.
Of course, it would be good to increase that group at the expense of those who do not need such costly treatment, but are nevertheless included in the category of patients who need costly drugs. The Government, United Russia or any other parties cannot just wish this problem away. It depends on the budget potential. Still, we should look into it. We will think about it.
 Yes, this is true, but the point at issue, as I said when answering the fist question, is the size of the budget.
We decided that maternity capital would be provided to the families and the mothers who give birth to a second child. We may consider the problem again, and try to make amendments to it, but the deputies will first have to calculate how fast our social obligations with grow, and if we will be able to meet them.
Somebody asked at the beginning of this session if we would be able to meet our obligations in conditions of the current crisis, and I replied firmly that yes, we will be able to do so. The question Maria has formulated calls for additional resources and calculations. On the other hand, we are trying to encourage the families that have decided to have more children. 
This brings me to the issue of mortgages, which we've also received questions about. I believe that the use of maternity capital in the amounts planned to begin on January 1, 2010 may be moved to early 2009 in view of the financial problems in the world and in this country, so as to allow the families and mothers to use this money to pay off their mortgages.
To be able to do so, we need to amend legislation and the budget. I am going to issue a directive to the Government today, and I'm confident that the United Russia party and other parties in the State Duma will support it.
 I agree that this is an acute problem which badly needs a solution. It has many component parts.
First, it is the pool of our aircraft, and what I mean is not so much their safety as their economic efficiency, or rather economic inefficiency.
The planes made back in Soviet times consume too much fuel, are not competitive, and hence are loss-making. This prompts the following question: 
Should we allow our air carriers to buy foreign planes and in this way stop the revival of the national aircraft industry, or must they continue to use technically sound but inefficient Soviet-made aircraft?
I think the solution lies somewhere in-between, as it often happens. We will allow airlines, first, to buy such aircraft as our industry will not produce and, second, to lease the aircraft our industry plans to manufacture. We will lease foreign-made aircraft and will return them as soon as we start producing the aircraft of the same quality, noise and fuel standards. So much for the first problem.
The second problem concerns refuelling centres. 
As we have said before, we need to get rid of monopolies on the market, which prevent airlines from buying jet fuel at market, not inflated prices. We will continue to address this problem persistently.
And finally, the third problem. To defuse the situation - and what you have said here is creating problems not only for the people but also for the state, as it is easier to fly to South Korea than to Moscow... This will not do, because this is affecting the country's territorial integrity.
So, to deal with this problem we will subsidise air travel beginning in 2009. As far as I know, amendments have been made worth 2.5 billion roubles for 2009 and 5 billion roubles for 2010. 
I don't think this will be enough, but we'll see.
 What can I say? You know that some financial organisations, some banks took deposits from clients offering them huge interest rates, but then went bankrupt putting the people into a difficult situation.
I don't know how the company you mentioned worked, but I will assume that low ticket prices could be one of the reasons for their subsequent financial problems. But this does not mean that the company that has taken over their responsibilities can raise prices endlessly. This problem has many elements to it, and I have mentioned the elements we need to address. But the Antimonopoly Service must also monitor the situation on the air transportation market.
 I hope you can hear me, Ms Smirnova. Of course, this is one of the problems, and a very old one. We can postpone everything, but it is not just a question of tariffs. Let me try to explain my attitude to this problem.
Firstly, 80% of our networks are worn out. If the system continues to be under-financed, it will collapse entirely. Last year, utilities went up by 15% to 17%. Next year they will be the responsibility of the regions, but we will follow developments there closely.
Many things contribute to tariff growth. One of them is a monopolised services market. We have set up a fund for reforming the housing and utilities totalling 240 billion roubles, a huge amount, and we are not using the money elsewhere, despite financial difficulties: the money has been allocated and will be used for its stated purpose. But we intend to give it only to the regions that make their own moves to improve the housing and utilities situation.
These moves can be of different kinds, and the regions know that.
The first is to abolish the monopoly so that the "insider" organisations and companies at the municipal level do not charge monopoly-high service tariffs and prices.
The second is to set up housing partnerships and hand over blocks of flats and housing stock to them in good condition.
There also are some other factors. One of the most serious ones is tariffs charged by the so-called infrastructure monopolies - Gazprom and the electric power companies. Just yesterday we discussed them with Governors. Your concern is understandable.
These large companies look to these tariffs because they are included in their investment programmes and they pay for metals bought from our metal companies, for building materials, etc. 
That is to say, they serve to preserve jobs and keep afloat whole sectors of the economy.
Nevertheless I can agree with you that we can demand from the infrastructure monopolies that they at least slow down the growth of utilities, remembering that the price of materials they need to purchase to implement their investment programmes is also falling due to current economic developments. We will try to keep their effects on ordinary people as low as possible.
 The cub has been moved to a zoo, where it feels good and receives good care from specialists. The zoo is in the Krasnodar Territory. Everyone who wants to, can see it there.
 As I have already said, national, Central Bank, and Government gold and currency reserves, Government reserves, the National Welfare Fund, and the Reserve Fund allow us to avoid sharp national currency rate fluctuations.
I proceed from the premise that we will not allow this to happen. There will be no sharp fluctuations in the rouble's exchange rate. 
Naturally, the rouble's rate will be adjusted to some extent in connection with global market prices for our traditional products, namely, fuel, energy and metals, as I already mentioned, and fertiliser.
I want to repeat once again that we receive the bulk of foreign currency proceeds from such exports, and that we must service substantial imports still being received by our country. This is a natural outflow.
The influx and outflow must be balanced. Gold and currency reserves, as well as national currency rate fluctuations, largely facilitate this process. I repeat, we will not make any abrupt moves.
Every person can choose any bank deposit currency. Those going abroad often should convert part of their deposits into foreign currency. As you know, European and US economies are facing major problems. National currency rates directly depend on the state of the economy. For those who live in Russia, buy goods and services in Russia, rouble is a preferable currency. I repeat, everyone is free to make this choice.
Incidentally, we have no intention of restricting those liberal currency and money import-export regulations that were introduced on July 1, 2007, when the currency market was liberalised completely. We do not plan to abolish such regulations.
 Judging by your working conditions, namely, the micro-climate and white gowns, it appears that the situation at your company is not very bad, and even good.
However, I don't know anything about your company's economic performance. If you feel that there are problems, then such problems really exist.
What are we doing in this sphere, and what are our subsequent plans? First, we are trying to limit red meat, namely, pork, beef, and even poultry, imports. Surely, you know about this.
We cannot stop such imports or bring them down to critical levels because, frankly speaking, our agricultural sector is still unable to fully meet the demand of large cities.
We must heed the interests of agricultural producers and consumers, especially those in large cities, so that our actions in the customs-tariffs sphere do not cause sharp and unjustified food price hikes.
As far as the plant-growing sector is concerned, the Government regularly and annually introduces additional seasonal restrictions precisely when our agricultural producers are offering their products on the market.
Nevertheless, if you feel that, judging by your company's economic performance, this is not enough, I promise you that the Economic Development Ministry and the Agriculture Ministry
- I'm sure the heads of the concerned departments are watching our dialogue - will be ordered today after our session to once again analyse the situation with imported plant-growing sector products and to submit the relevant proposals.
 The promise is on the market. I don't know why the promise has not reached you yet, but I can tell you that we have allocated over 30 billion roubles, I think it is 34 billion roubles, to the Agriculture Ministry from the budget for this purpose. We have purchased 2.5 million tonnes of grain at a price that is above the market price, at 5,000 roubles, and at 6,000 roubles in the Urals and Siberia. I repeat, we have purchased 2.5 million and the Ministry is now buying 5,000 tonnes per week. We will keep up the pace until we use up all of the allocations.
We have recently discussed the possibility of allocating more funds. In principle, the budget and the Finance Ministry are ready to do so. The problem lies with the producers, who are now asking more often that they be offered affordable railway tariffs for exporting surplus grain.
I repeat once again that we are ready to invest all of the more than 30 billion roubles to make purchases on the domestic market, and we are even prepared to increase that amount. The funds may not have reached some farms yet, including yours, but the system is working. I hope you will contribute to the 500 kilograms to be sold weekly.
 You are right; there is such a problem, and it has existed for many years. I mean the disparity of prices in the energy sector and in agriculture. We have been trying, with varying success, to solve this problem.
This is what we have done this year: we have allocated an additional 10 billion roubles to cover the price gap in the fuel sector. If necessary - we have coordinated the issue with the Agriculture Minister, who maintains contacts with agricultural producers - we will analyse the result and possibly increase allocations in the first quarter of next year. We have also allocated additional funds for fertilisers.
In general, it must be said that this year we have nearly doubled allocations under different agricultural assistance programmes. I'm sure you know what we have done within the national project of agricultural development, subsidising interest rates and establishing different funds, including regional ones, to support small farms.
Another measure is connected with the decision to refinance 100% of interest rates for certain types of investment projects in agriculture. And we will look for other methods of assistance, we will certainly do.
 And why not? Seriously, you and I know about the tragedy in another part of the world, Iraq, where US troops were sent under the far-fetched pretext of searching for weapons of mass destruction. They have not found the weapons, but hanged the head of state anyway, although for different reasons, for exterminating people in several Shiite villages.
The current leaders of Georgia have massacred innocent civilians in South Ossetia, razing ten Ossetian villages, as we know, and attacking our peacekeepers, many of whom have died. Iraq had not attacked the United States, but Georgia has attacked our servicemen who were doing their duty under international commitments. Many of them died, and someone must answer for this.
Moreover, it was a crime not only against Russia and its citizens and the Ossetian people, but also against the Georgian people and Georgia. If not for that aggression, Russia would have continued to work towards a territorial reintegration of Georgia.
But the aggression showed that such efforts are no longer possible and that we must take other actions to preclude more bloodshed in the region.
In this connection, I think the Georgian people themselves will make the decision regarding the responsibility of their politicians whose actions have had such painful and dramatic results.
 Speaking of Russian support, you know that we have signed mutual assistance treaties with South Ossetia and Abkhazia. This is the best guarantee of the fact that Russia does not plan to leave this region.
Given the desire of these states' citizens, we will be ready to provide any aid even at this difficult time of the global financial crisis.
Our budget reserves sizeable allocations for restoring South Ossetia. The funding has been reserved in the budget and will be used for this purpose.
 Frankly speaking, I don't know why the Mayor of Nizhny Novgorod has decided to shut down these milk kitchens. Although municipal authorities have the right to make this decision, I think it was unjustified.
I believe people should react accordingly because, under current legislation, the mayors of municipal entities, including such cities as Nizhny Novgorod, are elected through universal suffrage by secret ballot. Such elections involve the populations of their territories.
Municipal leaders would feel the people's reaction during subsequent elections, unless they respond to their concerns.
Naturally, we will advise the Mayor of Nizhny Novgorod, all other top municipal officials and the regional Governor to support the people and not to create additional problems for them without good reason.
They should not force people to buy baby food at local stores. Although some might want people to spend their money on this market, but they must think about ways of supporting families with children, rather than about the sales market for foreign producers.
 Dashenka, I heard you. And I think that you and other children, not only in Buryatia but all across the nation, must have a wonderful time celebrating Happy New Year.
Grownups must do everything in order to fulfill their wishes.
As far as the dress and other New Years gifts are concerned, this is a natural wish. Still I think it would be better if you thought about what your grandmother needs for New Year's Eve, rather than just about your own needs.
Let's see what we can do for you and your sister. 
I invite you, your sister and grandmother to celebrate New Year at a Christmas-tree party in Moscow. When you come, we'll decide all about gifts.
 What can I say? This is a grave and terrible crime. Frankly speaking, we must focus on the protection of children's health and lives.
If I am not mistaken, the Russian Criminal Code's article 132 envisions punishment for rape and sexual harassment. The article's part three deals with aggravated crimes, regulates this sphere with regard to minors and stipulates prison terms of between eight and 15 years. On the whole, this article must be enforced.
I know that we can and must discuss tougher penalties for such crimes which have increased all over the world and in our country. We could also increase minimum and maximum sentences.
State Duma Speaker, Boris Gryzlov, should be sitting in this hall. I proceed from the premise that State Duma deputies will think about your question. We will work out decisions matching the current threat during our dialogue with the public at large.
 You are right, of course. Small and mid-sized businesses are no doubt very flexible forms of economic management and the quickest to respond to changes in the labour market, and in these conditions, complicated by the global financial system, deserve the closest attention and support.
I will say that the Government is preparing a series of moves, which are as follows: first, we will substantially increase federal budget support, raising it to 10.5 billion roubles; then, additional funds will be allocated by Vneshekonombank - 30 billion roubles; we will also preserve all former types of support for small and mid-sized businesses.
We have taken a decision allowing the regions to adopt a simplified procedure and to reduce small-business taxes from 15% to 5%; regional funds for support of small businesses and micro-crediting funds that issue loans of between 200,000 roubles and one million roubles will continue to operate. All these things taken together - and if necessary, we are ready to allocate additional resources - must, in our view, have a substantive influence on the development of small and medium-sized entrepreneurship.
Incidentally, as I have mentioned, even when a bank grants big loans, we stipulate that a certain part of the resources should be used to support small and mid-sized businesses. There have already been questions about support for small and mid-sized entrepreneurship in rural areas. I must say and repeat that we have allocated considerable resources for the additional capitalisation of Rosselkhozbank and Agroleasing. The sums are measured in billions of roubles. For Agroleasing, it is four billion, and for Rosselkhozbank, tens of billions. They must all be invested in agricultural entrepreneurship.
In the case of other system-forming banks, and in general a system of banks that meet certain requirements, of which there are over 120, these resources will be allocated on condition that they are channelled into support of small and mid-sized entrepreneurship. The same kind of programmes will be prepared in the Russian regions.
 The Government's reliance on the leading political force in parliament is standard practice on a global scale, but this is not even the point. The matter is that without such support in parliament, the Government would be unable to function as one, not to mention function effectively. It is particularly important now to make quick decisions, to react without delay to the events which are taking place in the world economy and world finances, and hence, in this country as well.
To be honest, we are often late. If there were no cooperation with parliament's political mainstay, the situation would have been much worse. Now I would like to recall the recent parliamentary election campaign, and to thank the voters for their choice because now we have created an effective mechanism of responding to the events taking place in this country and the rest of the world.
The formation of this mechanism is crucial, and we will certainly try to use these opportunities adequately, and in full measure.
As for the time, the party itself has already established a pattern of performance. It has its own mechanism which I think should be improved. I have said this many times. This applies to the party's administration and the membership drive for competent people who are interested in the development of the regions and the country as a whole, including young people, people like you.
 I'm still hoping that we won't have massive unemployment. Although looking at the labour market, we can, of course, expect more people to lose their jobs for some time. Now we have about 1,700,000 registered unemployed, and this number will be a little over two million.
It goes without saying that we should react accordingly. I've already spoken about this. But this is an important issue, and I will say it again. We will earmark additional funds from the federal budget to the Federal Employment Service, I think from 10 billion to 50 billion roubles, to enable it to react quickly, and operate in several directions.
First, it should use the labour market downturn to prepare employees for the next cycle of economic upsurge, for the advance of individual industries of the world and national economy, to invest with businessmen and regions in establishing retraining centers.
Second, it should help people get jobs in neighbouring regions to facilitate labour migration.
Third, it should encourage major companies to carry out their projects primarily in problem regions. This applies to the construction of infrastructure, roads and railways, and the building industry as a whole.
Finally, we have raised unemployment benefits considerably, to 4,900 roubles. I've already said that this is an extreme measure but I consider it justified. This is a tangible sum, if we recall that the pension is 4,500 roubles. I understand that a person will receive this money for a rather short amount of time, not for life. But the regions and the Federal Employment Service must tackle this problem without delay.
 You know, I've already spoken about this at the United Russia congress. Would you like to add something?
 I will start with the last part. 
I think that the trade unions have started carrying out a natural function in this country, which is very important for them. I mean defending the interests of working people. They have stopped being some school of communism, or something else. This is an entirely different sphere of activities. They have stopped being a political appendage of some party, but have begun fulfilling an independent function. Responsible conduct of trade unions is very important, very much in demand. "A pike lives in the lake to keep all fish awake."
Trade unions should be very sensitive to what is taking place in the labour market. You see how many anxious questions have been asked here today. But I proceed from the premise that trade unions will not be involved in the nuts and bolts of politics. I expect them to have responsible professionals who formulate their demands based on the real situation in the economy, and on budget potential. Up to now we have found mutually acceptable solutions in the interests of the Russian people although our dialogue was not easy. I hope we will be able to do this in the future, too.
In the same context, I consider it necessary to set the tasks for United Russia, and for the public reception offices. They were set up in proper time. The goal was to put the party agencies to the fore so that people would know where they could go with their concerns, and to prevent an attitude of dismissal. The goal was to enable United Party agencies, including the public reception offices to do all they could to respond to arising problems in a timely manner; to allow them to cooperate with the local or regional authorities, and if need be, to contact directly the government or party agencies in Moscow and find solutions together.
Let me repeat that we have all opportunities for that. All we have to do is decrease the attitude of not caring, and to be responsive to the problems of the man-in-the-street who faces difficult problems today.
Incidentally, despite a difficult dialogue with the tripartite commission, we have managed to find mutually acceptable solutions so far. I hope that party agencies will facilitate this work.
 Ms Kuznetsova, such a problem exists, and it is due to the fact that our country has practically no borders with CIS countries, we have a visa-free regime, and it is very simple to enter Russian territory. Even when we clamp down certain restrictions, they are easily overlooked.
We have, for example, introduced a visa regime with Georgia, and still the number of Georgians who live and work in Russia is not decreasing. 
They may enter Russia via Belarus, where they do no meet with such restrictions.
The quotas you mentioned are set up at the regional level, in the Russian regions, including by the Moscow authorities, and sent up to federal services. It is true, though, that their request is now put together and totals, I think, over three million people.
The actual number of foreign nationals working in Russia and living on its territory is much larger. We estimate it at over 10 million. Of course, both in the Russian regions and at the government level, we must think about how to regulate these issues.
I won't digress too much now and spell out all possible scenarios for our behaviour. In the existing conditions, however, I believe you are right in posing this question, although many regional leaders and heads of businesses complain that even when foreign workers are denied hire, and despite cuts on the Russian labour market, Russians still cannot be found to fill the jobs vacated by foreigners. Our people do not agree to do the work for which our businesses hire foreign workers.
Nevertheless, knowing the difficult situation on the labour market, I believe you were right to raise this issue. We have not yet approved these quotas, in fact, they are barely formed, so I believe it would be justified to cut these requests by at least 50%.
 This is a fair question. At the same time, firstly, I want to remind you that the Government, the trade unions, and the employers have found the move to a new system of work payment and abandonment of the tariff scale a progressive step aimed at raising pay. On December 1 - for starters, I will return to the question of whether we will fulfil all our commitments - we increased the wage and salary bill for the federal sector by 30%. Despite all crises, we fulfilled our promises.
Now, concerning the dependence of staff on the
boss: such dependence exists, but I do not think it will be determined by the willingness of the person at the top, because it is mutual
dependence: firstly, we formulated and approved rules that determine the size of pay for basic personnel and, secondly, made the salary of the manager dependent on the average wages and salaries of basic personnel, an important factor in the measures being taken.
We already have cases on record, and not single cases, when business managers, after fixing their personnel average wages, became aware that their own personal incomes depended on this average wage, and have more than once, in fact twice, thrice, and some four times, applied to the Government asking to upwardly adjust the pay of their basic personnel. This has proved to be a very serious mechanism, influencing both increased pay and a fair assessment of an individual's contribution to the common labour effort.
 I have already said that party leadership is an important factor, but it is far more important that I, as Prime Minister and leader of the party, have the possibility of relying on the United Russia majority in the State Duma. This enables me to implement long-term decisions and promptly respond to problems as they arise. That is the first point.
The second point is that the party itself is changing. This does not happen as quickly as one would like it, but we are still creating mechanisms that make it possible, in today's conditions, to more promptly react to processes, including negative ones, in economic and social affairs. I also refer to the establishment of public reception offices in the Russian regions. 
We will continue improving the work of this public organisation, which, in my view, is becoming increasingly significant, as well as strengthening the country's multi-party system. I believe party pluralism is an important element of democratic institutions in present-day Russia.
 I agree that our pensions cannot be described as sufficient. By the way, we have been working and will continue working to raise pensions.
Second, pensions have been growing faster than inflation. I agree that prices and tariffs are growing too, but when I said pensions would grow 12% next year, I meant growth minus inflation. Of course, our pensions are not sufficient, they are small, but they are still growing faster than inflation. We will try to keep up the pace.
We have several types of pensions. One is a social pension granted to citizens who do not have the required length of service, and the other is a labour pension.
The social pension should be increased to pensioners' subsistence pay by the end of 2009.
The labour pension is slightly larger than the pensioners' subsistence pay in absolute figures, but this is still not enough.
Therefore, we will take additional measures next year to raise pensions. They will be raised three times - the basic pension twice and the non-funded pension once. If inflation grows too fast, we will increase the non-funded pension twice. On the whole, we plan to raise pensions by approximately 34% next year, and this is not all.
The main thing is to ensure stable revenues for the pension system for the long term, which is why we plan to reform it. In 2010, we will reassess the pension rights of those Russian citizens who retired in the Soviet period. They will get a 10% increase plus a 1% increase per each working year since 1991.
We will use different criterion to do so. 
Yesterday I discussed the issue with the ministries of healthcare and social development, finance, and economic development. The increase will be 1,700 roubles on average beginning in 2010.
We will continue working to strengthen the accrual part of pensions. I know that there may be questions, and I am prepared to answer them. 
But this is long money, so don't be alarmed if they do not produce the desired effect immediately. This money is expected to start working effectively in 15 or even 20 years. I am sure that all of you know that the trend will resume growth despite the global economic crisis and problems in the Russian economy and this money will be used effectively.
In short, we will do our best, and I am confident that we will ensure sufficient pensions for those Russians who attain the retirement age in 2010. 
We will ensure that their pensions will be equivalent to 40% of the reference wage. This is fully in keeping with global and European standards as stipulated by the International Labour Organisation.
 I don't think it is a coincidence that the issue of small and medium-sized businesses has surfaced for, I think, the third time today. I fully agree with you that small and medium-sized businesses can quickly and efficiently react to events in the economy and the labour market, and can quickly create jobs. 
This is why we are working on a system of federal and regional measures to support small and medium-sized businesses. I will enumerate them now.
First, the regions may reduce taxes to 5% from 15%.
Second, we will continue to co-finance and help the regions maintain their funds. I am referring to the microfinancing of SME support funds which have been created and whose capitalisation will be increased.
We will allocate additional funds from the federal budget, 10.5 billion roubles, and we will provide money through Vnesheconombank - 30 billion roubles, an incredible sum in the past.
I must say that I see no reasons for your concerns regarding the tax services. On the contrary, I expect the tax services and the regional authorities which can influence SMEs to do their best to support small and medium-sized businesses.
The task now is to ensure access to the premises used by small and medium-sized business, liberalise such access, prolong lease contracts, and ensure access to electricity and heat systems, and the like. As for what you said, the work of small and medium-sized business in high technologies will enjoy special support from the state.
If we take into account the measures we plan to ensure stability of the pension system, small businesses will not feel any increase in the tax burden under any development scenario. We will work for this and with this goal in mind.
 I know what worries experts, graduates, and their parents. The Unified State Examination has its pros and cons, and I don't want to join either its critics or supporters.
On the whole, the arrangement works and reduces corruption in enrollment for higher education. 
Statistics prove that point - the number of students at the best Russian universities from remote parts of the country has grown by 10%.
I think you are right to say that we should not give up previous achievements by selecting the most brilliant applicants to the best universities.
However, there are some ways of such selection now - enrollment through school competitions, contests, and the like. This system is viable, and we shall promote it.
 I have spoken often on this issue. Now I shall say what I think of it once again.
Russia has become a great power solely through its tolerance toward the ethnic entities that populate it. Russia will remain a great power if every ethnic entity, however small, feels at home in it. The stupid people who violate this principle thinking that they stand up for ethnic Russians' interests really are doing them irreparable damage.
Only one response is possible here. It is much more important to make punishment inevitable than to toughen it. I strongly rely on our community for an explicit expression of intolerance to such outrages. Our law enforcement system will be effective and bring criminals to justice in time. 
The Moscow City Court is hearing one such case today, as far as I know.
 A part of the highway is ready, you say? I think it's a pure economic matter, and thus should not be entirely rested on a political party. We should merely reconsider the plans of relevant federal services and see whether they correlate to transport development in the region.
Many constituent entities enjoy federal support in such matters because such projects are very expensive, often too expensive for local budgets, even on a regional scale.
We shall come back to the issue. I shall certainly take it up, and the Road Service will have a relevant assignment. The governor and I shall see what must be done to implement the project.
 Moscow receives huge allocations for its transportation network - incomparable to what other parts of Russia have. Moscow has considerable budget revenues. Practically all of Russia's foremost taxpayers are concentrated here, and almost all energy companies are registered in Moscow.
I have discussed the matter with the Moscow mayor, and I know that City Hall has offered long-term plans for transportation infrastructure development for discussion. We shall implement those plans no matter what. How much money should come from the federal purse and how much from the municipal will be settled at the negotiating table. No doubt, we will make all necessary decisions.
 You are absolutely right. Last decade, primarily in the early and mid-1990s, the system of sports schools for children and teenagers was discontinued. This is obvious: We have lost a lot of professional coaches and must now reinstate these programmes.
Although we have made some strides in the last few years, it is not enough. We will step up these efforts despite all difficulties.
As you know, large-scale projects are being implemented. In effect, we have started reinstating such major events as the Golden Puck and Leather Ball junior-league hockey and football tournaments. All-out competition involving rural young people and even the All-Russian Rural Youth Sports Games are also being held. I attended one of these events. These are truly large-scale projects.
I repeat that we will step up these efforts and will do our best to restore the prestige of coaches' work.
The number of sports facilities and swimming pools has increased considerably. Although you are a wrestler, you are obviously interested in other sports that amount to a healthy lifestyle. 
Sports benefit boys, girls and all Russian young people.
We are implementing a football-field construction sub-programme under the federal target sports-development programme. We are doing this in conjunction with the Russian regions. This implies construction of small football fields and large stadiums.
All this is part of our plans which will not be downsized.
 Yes, I know that it is possible to ski there. I've been to Kabardino-Balkaria many times. I have skied in Cheget and Elbrus, which are wonderful places.
Although we must accomplish a lot in order to improve the infrastructure of these resorts, the local environment is very good.
As far as the Olympic Games are concerned, the International Olympic Committee, rather than politicians, makes such decisions. I hope very much that as was in previous decades, the International Olympic Committee's activities will not be politicised. This is the first thing.
Despite the attempts of some Western politicians to defend their clients in the Georgian leadership who launched a bloody aggression against South Ossetia, people are becoming convinced that incumbent Georgian leaders are responsible for this aggression and the bloodshed that took place in the North Caucasus and its southern sector, South Ossetia. I believe this trend will become more pronounced.
This is why I see no reason to revise the International Olympic Committee's decisions to organise and hold the 22nd Winter Olympic Games in Sochi in 2014.
We have allocated financial resources for conducting the required preparatory work. These allocations will not be reduced; and we will implement all our plans.
At the same time, I would like to stress once again that most allocations will be spent on the regional infrastructure's development, rather than Olympic-facility construction. The population of the Krasnodar Territory, Sochi residents, as well as holiday visitors from all Russian regions will be able to use that infrastructure in summer and winter.
 If I understand correctly, he has to undergo repeat medical examinations.
Frankly speaking, this is strange because we have adopted a decision that there will be no more repeat medical examinations. I am very sorry that the concerned agencies in Bashkortostan have not reacted accordingly to this.
I repeat once again that this issue was settled in early 2008, and that the Government passed the relevant executive order abolishing such repeat medical examinations. I promise you that we will react to this, and the situation will be rectified.
 We traditionally maintain very good relations with Venezuela and Cuba. As you know, a joint naval exercise involving the Russian Navy and Venezuelan warships has just ended successfully.
There is no need to establish permanent bases there today. Meanwhile we have reached an agreement with the Venezuelan leadership, I don't think that the Cuban leadership would refuse to abide by its provisions. If necessary, our warships would be able to enter the seaports of both countries in order to replenish their food supplies and to refuel.
On the whole, we have ample opportunities not only in those countries that you have mentioned but at other national seaports.
I want to tell you "a great military secret". 
When we announced plans to dispatch our warships to Venezuela for subsequent joint naval manoeuvres, we were surprised to receive numerous requests from many other countries asking our warships to call at their seaports.
I think I heard this question from a person who is here. I have already said that layoffs will affect only those who complete their service next year, or whose contracts expired, or servicemen who were called up within two years of graduating from military departments, or if vacancies are reduced. No other cuts have been planned. And for sure nobody is planning to send people off without flats and adequate payments.
Rubbish.
We don't because we don't yet have them. By the way, they don't yet exist anywhere. But we are developing such aircraft, and this work is going according to plan. I'm sure that the Russian armed forces will receive such aircraft, and it would be great if they are built on schedule.
I promise to give this note to the Defence Minister, and response will come.
No, this is nonsense. Such an idea didn't even occur to anyone.
This is another difficult question but I consider it important because top managers are compelling people to terminate labour contracts.
I'd like to say right off that businessmen, top managers of this particular plant or any other have no right to do this. Employees should not sign documents terminating their contracts because if they do this, they will lose the right to get a dismissal wage, as well as full unemployment benefits which will be raised to 4,900 roubles starting January 1. If they do this, they won't receive the money.
The bodies supervising the operation of companies, including the prosecution agencies should adequately react to this. By the way, we have already talked with trade union officials and representatives of the United Russia party in the provinces, and I recommended they should pay special attention to these cases.
It goes without saying I will check on this. I can't comment on this particular case now, but this mistake should be corrected. I hope you've left your address here. We will find you.
I think that we are doing all we can for this. We do not raise far-fetched issues like the Holodomor (famine), politicizing these common problems from the past. We are doing everything to promote relations with this truly fraternal republic. Needless to say, we will do all we can. 
Naturally, in the process we will establish fair interstate relations, in the economy as well. By fair relations I mean market-based relations.
I cannot get it. That is, I know that this is really so, but constituent entities are unable to issue orders of their own on such matters. It was a misunderstanding, I think. At any rate, we will look into it. These issues are up to the Health Ministry social medical service. The ministry will be given a relevant instruction today. The only lawful thing to do about it is to give your niece adult disability status when she has come of age. The issue must be settled urgently.
We shall contact you. This is a sacred duty of local and regional authorities alike. If they do not have enough money, I would stress that the matter implies not only money but also morals. We shall help if they cannot afford such things, but I don't think this is a matter where thrift should come in to play.
This is also a matter of regional scope, but we shall help, as the message has reached me. We shall certainly help.
Good boy! It's great that he wants to go into the army. As for the Kremlin Regiment, it has certain qualifications. I will pass your message along to the Federal Guard Service, and I believe its chiefs will do something for you.
You know, the Russian Government has its own website, and I think it has been working smoothly enough. If you think it needs some additions, we will willingly make them.
By the way, the Health Ministry opened a special site for visually impaired people yesterday, on International Day of People with Disabilities.
We will continue to ensure that the public has timely and reliable information about Russian Government work.
This is a serious matter, but the question should be addressed to school principals because, whatever they might say to you, the acting legislation makes no one other than school administrators responsible for school arrangements.
This is a downright crime, and should be treated as such. Those who do this are imprudent; he that mischief hatches, mischief catches.
I hope I have satisfied those who want to see more of me - at least partly - today.
I love it! I like every Russian thing.
Very unexpected! Some people go to great lengths to dodge conscription, while others cannot join the army when they want. This is very peculiar - all the more so since it concerns Dagestan. The Dagestani people have proven many times that they can fight for their native land and for all of Russia. I can't see what the problem is about, but the Defence Ministry will, as in previous instances, look into it. I shall inform the Defence Minister."
Now, as for "prime-ministerial vacations", I have no comments. This is a job that demands hard work. I knew it, so I don't complain.
The measures President Dmitry Medvedev has proposed to streamline the Russian political system do not boil down to longer presidential and parliamentary terms. It is a package that envisages, in particular, an improvement of the formative principles of the upper parliamentary house. There are other initiatives, as well.
On the whole, the President has not proposed cardinal changes that involve the basis of the constitutional system. The President and the Parliament retain their electivity, swearing-in, and later routine. Mr Medvedev's initiatives do not aim to abolish the principle of removability of the top national leadership, as is the case in certain countries that elect their heads of state for an indefinite term. Russia retains such limitations.
As for longer terms, it is largely a matter of taste. I think it is justified in a country as vast as Russia. Six years of presidency is a reasonable term in a country with such a problematic ethnic composition. Take Finland, a small neighbouring country. Six years is the presidential term there.
At home.
A bit.
That's up to God.
Which country do you mean?
I think because their bosses feel perfectly fit. 
But I think you are right, they should consider the matter.
No! We never gloss anything over. The Government is very outspoken in its discussions. Opinions clash on many problems, and I think that's the best way to arrive at the best possible decision.
Many messages have come through the public reception offices of the United Russia party leader. They all concern practical matters and come from people burdened with struggles - unmarried mothers, disabled people, and others. I shall not read them all here because they are, for the most part, not questions but requests. We shall take stock of them and make proper responses.
This is a vital question. Expert opinions on global economic developments and the impact of the crisis on the Russian economy differ in this and other countries. Some expect a global - which means Russian, too - economic rise as early as the end of the second or third quarter of 2009. 
Such optimistic experts are few and far between. 
A majority do not expect a rise earlier than the spring of 2010.
At any rate (I have said so during this discussion, and I stress it again), Russia has seen greater problems, and coped with them. We shall cope with the present crisis, too, if we follow the right course and are purposeful about our complicated economic and social matters. We have every chance to do it, and need to do only one thing - to concentrate on national interests and work together. This was always the case when Russia was facing problems.
Russia.
 Thank you.
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 I would like to remind you that my colleagues and I have always said that the threat was still very big. Unfortunately, countries across the world are fighting terrorism, and terrorists have staged similar attacks in many countries.
This country is no exception; it was one of the victims of international terrorism, especially in the mid-1990s and the early 2000s. We have done much to break the backbone of terrorism, but the threat has not been liquidated.
We can act effectively. What do we need for this? We need for the whole of society, for each of us, to become aware of the threat that has been stalking us for years. We need to do so in order to be vigilant. And of course, we should take comprehensive preventive measures.
However, the question is whether such crimes can be prevented. It is very difficult to do it, especially at infrastructure facilities. Our infrastructure network is sprawling because the country is huge and there are very many infrastructure facilities. But still, we must be effective, and we must take pre-emptive actions.
The law-enforcement agencies know what I mean. To be fair, let us bear in mind that the Federal Security Service and the Interior Ministry often succeed. But the [Nevsky Express] tragedy shows that they must work still harder. We must take harsh action against the criminals who commit such terrorist acts, who try to take the people's lives and to injure people. We are firmly resolved to stop them.
 The last thesis is probably more accurate. It can be said with a fair degree of certainty that the peak of the crisis is past, although turbulence in the world economy and, as a consequence, in the Russian economy is still there. It will take time, effort and considerable resources to get out of the crisis. On the whole, however, positive trends are making themselves felt and are clearly manifested. The question you have asked gives me an opportunity to say a couple of words about the results of our work over the past year. I think this audience and the people in the places where you have your correspondents ¬ - which, by the way, are the regions and enterprises that my colleagues and I visited during the year, some of them more than once, that is, these are problem enterprises and problem spots in the country which had attracted particular attention and called for a quick response to the events that were happening there.
Today we will probably discuss a wide range of problems and concrete enterprises and see what has been done there since the time we visited these enterprises. That will give us a chance to discuss the country's problems as a whole.
Going back to your question about what has stuck in memory and what has been done during this difficult year, I would say, first, that it was one of the most difficult years in the past decade - not only for us, but for the world economy in general. These events have hit us hard. We had predicted (though no official forecasts were made), some experts believed that GDP in Russia would drop by about 10%. It has dropped significantly, but not as much as some experts had thought. It is likely to be 8.5-8.7%. That is a lot.
Industrial output has dropped by more than 10%. At the end of the year it will probably be 13%.
At the same time in the sectors that the Government considers to be its direct sphere of responsibility the situation is more or less acceptable. For instance, industry, as I said, is expected to contract by 13%, but the defence industry will grow by 3.7%. And in some areas, for example in aerospace, they have many problems too and we were recently looking at this industry - but they have a growth of 13%.
I mentioned the slump in industry, but agriculture, which some in the previous years called "the black hole" of the economy and so on, is a growth area today. It will grow by 0.5% this year, and in some areas, for example, in livestock, it will grow by 10%. It should have been still greater, but that is how it looks on paper: Last year we had a record grain crop of 108 million metric tons. This year it will be large too, at 93 million tons, but because it is less than last year, on paper the indicators have gone down. But on the whole, I repeat, agriculture will grow by 0.5%.
We are restoring our gold and currency reserves. Today they are the third largest in the world after the People's Republic of China and Japan and amount to $444 billion. We have a trade surplus, and we will probably have the best indicator in this area.
We have a positive trade balance, probably the best figure. We did well in 2006, and the inflation rate is likely to be lower this year. It will be lower than 10% this year, probably even one-digit figure, around 9%. This means that we have coped with these problems.
You want to know how this has affected the social sphere? As analysts say, the influence was multidirectional.
Unfortunately, we see the average wage falling; it is down 3.6%. Why? Because the fall in the commercial sector was considerable, 5.6%, I think. The influence on the public sector became evident in 2009 because the wage fund in the sector was increased in December 2008, and so wages in that sector increased by 4.1%. We have increased pensions considerably, by 13%-14%.
This will explain the result: people's real disposable incomes have decreased by only 0.4%, which is almost nothing. This is a rough average estimate, but still, we have preserved the average real disposable wage.
I think this situation can be compared to similar events in the economy in 1998, which were really tragic. I have said here that inflation will be small, around 9%, this year, but back then it soared to 84% and people lost nearly all their savings. Banks filed for bankruptcy, all large banks closed and people's savings vanished with them. You remember Oneximbank and Incombank. Where are they now?
 They simply fell apart. But this time, during the current crisis this year, we prevented that tragedy. We have preserved the banking system, which is still effective. It has its problems, and you may have more questions, but we will return to this issue later.
Speaking about the social sphere, I have told you that wages and incomes have remained almost the same as in 2008, which was a very good year. Even though wages in the commercial sector have fallen, wages in the public sector have grown slightly, and real pensions have been raised.
You know, I think demography is a very good indicator. I would like to say it again, that we said we thought we would never cope with demographic problems. In 2008, the onset of the current crisis, the birth rate fell by 5.5% and mortality reached 8%.
But look at what is happening now: the birth rate is growing at a record pace - it has increased by 3.5% - while mortality is falling. These figures speak volumes, in particular about people's mood.
 It means that the so-called planning horizons are expanding. People believe in the positive future of the country. This mood is one of the most important elements in the current situation. It is a pure economic factor, because this mood supports demand. By the way, demand has started growing. This is what I wanted to say about this year's results.
 The economy has been growing in the past five months. The growth is modest, an average of 0.5% a month, and some months even lower, 0.3%. Some months the economy grew by 0.8%, but on average the economy has been growing by 0.5% for the past five months. I very much hope that these positive figures will grow by the middle of next year, although we will still feel the effects of the economic skid in the first and second quarters of 2010.
 I will visit you and any other place in the Russian Federation if the situation so requires, it's my duty. But in my opinion, there is no need for this. Naturally, signing contracts with raw-materials suppliers is the most important task today. It is important that they launch a normal production process.
Moreover, we are constantly monitoring the situation in one-company towns, including Pikalyovo. I have instructed one of my deputies to establish an ad hoc working group on one-company towns. We are monitoring these processes at expert level, at the level of regional administrations and at government level.
Speaking of Pikalyovo, it is important that a long-term contract for the entire 2010 period be signed. You are absolutely right. According to my information, all the parties to the process will sign such a contract in the near future. I think that all company workers will breathe a sigh of relief after this happens. Everybody will then realise that the enterprise is going to work smoothly.
It appears that the state should not be involved in this process at government level all the time. We must look for other more fundamental and common solutions. At any rate, such solutions should be found for this industry.
Can they be found? It is hard to find them because, as I see it, we had been imprudent during the privatisation drive and split the production complex into three parts, which are now having a very hard time cooperating with each other. Nevertheless, a common solution can be found.
What is the essence of this solution? We are now tackling the issue of processing casing-head gas. The same can be done with your enterprise's feedstock. The extent of processing the so-called apatite concentrate produced by your feedstock suppliers is not being regulated in any way. If we introduce a regulation ordering the concerned parties to process 90% or more of this concentrate, then enterprise owners would be unable to just throw it away and would have to find processing enterprises. This also applies to your enterprise. This will harmonise relations. I hope this will happen in the near future.
I also know that there are plans to build other enterprises that could supply feedstock for the Pikalyovo works.
 We must recall the attitude in society at that time. The fears about the economy were very real, especially in one-company towns. Although there is a multitude of challenges today, the problems were extremely acute at that time.
I got the feeling that far from all regional, municipal and government leaders perceived the acute nature of those problems. I thought it correct and appropriate to send a message to society and leaders of all levels and to tell them that they would be held accountable for all local developments. True, the problems had evolved over decades. However, we are now responsible for the situation, for people's lives and their financial security, as well as their mental and emotional state. It would therefore be very imprudent to pretend that we know and understand everything, and that the problem will resolve itself.
I must tell you that, although many of my colleagues tried to dissuade me from going there for precisely the reasons you named, I decided after the trip that this must be done in order to persuade all the parties to the process to take part in effective joint work. On the whole, this approach has proved successful.
 Tatiana Anatolyevna, I have just cited plans to sign a long-term contract for 2010. I also mentioned other policies the government can adopt to ensure stable operation of your company, your town's principle employer, the Pikalyovo cement plant.
Therefore, I think the most burning economic problems, such as unemployment, will be resolved; further on, I believe there is a need to diversify the economy at places like Pikalyovo, and to improve local social services.
As regards the social problems you mentioned, let me repeat that there has been some improvement in the housing situation, which is entirely due to the close attention we are giving to this issue. Housing and utilities are being repaired, and local roads are as well. I don't know if you have noticed. I can tell you what I know from reports, and then you can tell me if this is really so from what you know.
A swimming pool is under construction, and so are other leisure and entertainment facilities. However, there are problems here, too.
Tatiana Anatolyevna, you certainly realise that all problems cannot be resolved from Moscow. However, what you have said will be another reason for me to talk with your governor and ask him to submit regional and municipal governments' plans for Pikalyovo development. I believe living standards will gradually improve.
 About punishment -no criminal charges have been brought against them. The problems in Pikalyovo are purely economic, and many issues have not been resolved. It is hard to blame the problem on a specific individual. If we send everyone to jail, who is going to carry on with the work?
What we need to do is not intimidate or jail someone, but organise a stable business process, so that all of the participants - three in this case - and suppliers, too, can function in harmony and without loss.
This holds true for any company. If we support Pikalyovo too much, we could hurt, for example, the company that mines apatite. That company should also be kept afloat, for the sake of people who work there.
Therefore, our goal was not to arrest and punish. We concentrated on restoring a regular production process and resolving the town's social issues.
About Izhorskiye Zavody - it is our biggest plant with longstanding traditions. Power engineering is an extremely important sector of the economy. We have grand plans for the development of nuclear power generation. Whereas during the Soviet years, a mere 35-38 major nuclear power generating units were built, we plan to build 30-32 over the next decade. This is a colossal project. The Rosatom state corporation has enough funds, and we have provided additional support. The only issue here is whether your products will be competitive.
I am aware of the discussion underway between your company owners and shareholders, and the Rosatom management. It is about the price of your products and other factors which make the products competitive. Our sympathies certainly lie with you.
And it also means something. It means that you will have a job. Although the situation is challenging in the economy in general and at your plant, I am confident that the Izhora plant will overcome the difficulties.
 10% in total and 1% for each year of employment.
 Ms Churikova, you have described the essence of valorisation very well, so I have nothing to add. Valorisation is conversion of pension privileges that people earned in the Soviet time: A 10% increment is paid immediately and 1% is paid for every year of employment. That is all.
 When we made the decision to provide support to families with two or more children, we called the project maternity capital. We proceeded from the assumption that it is necessary to support women who bear the heaviest burden if the second child or several children are born into their family.
Experts believed at that time - and their opinion remains unchanged - that these funds must be employed in addressing the most acute problems of the present day. These problems include housing, bringing up children, education, and, if we speak about supporting women, their future pension rights, hence the outlined directions of using maternity capitals.
This money can be used to improve housing conditions, but it's clear that this sum is not enough to buy a flat in Moscow or St Petersburg. By the way, the maternity capital rate is indexed annually. When introduced, it was 250,000 roubles, and has reached 311,000 or 317,000 roubles now, I don't remember. It will be indexed every year, as we pledged. If a woman wants, she can deposit the whole amount in her funded pension account.
A family or a mother may decide to spend it on education. I guess we'll touch on education today as well. We're setting a critical task for ourselves to change the profile of the economy and to make a transition to high-tech development, which requires educated, skilled personnel.
I know how much care our society gives to children, thinking about their future and education. We came to a conclusion based on calculations that the maternity capital can be spent on education and housing. These funds can become part of the family capital, be saved up or spent on a mortgage. We made this decision early this year resolving that women and their families would be able to use this money earlier than planned, namely before January 1, 2010. We authorised the use of this money in 2009 because of the economic downturn, when many people faced problems, such as redundancy or pay cuts. In this case a family could withdraw the maternity capital to repay the mortgage.
The list of possible options for the use of maternity capital may be extended further. Why haven't we done it yet? Only in order to secure women's interests. It's easy to withdraw this money. 317,000 roubles is a considerable sum for people in the regions. It will simply vanish overnight. It won't be spent on education, housing or to replenish pension account funds. What can I say? There is never enough money.
As for repairs, I am not going to make any negative comments about construction workers but we all know their pricing policies. All that will be left from maternity capital will be dust.
As for the opportunity to spend this money on healthcare and a child's treatment, we could consider this issue. We'll discuss it with MPs, who actively participate in these efforts.
 Possibly, yes.
 When we planned the reform, its authors proceeded from the assumption that the privatisation of some assets would earn the funds needed to expand and modernise our generating capacity. This reform has been given to the new owners. I agree with Alexander, I fully share his concern and his belief that the new shareholders must honour their commitments. They were granted certain privileges during the [privatisation] process, and they made certain commitments. Now is the time to honour them. These promises, these commitments are sealed in documents.
You know that we are living through a crisis. The economy has contracted and for objective reasons, and the demand for energy, including electricity, has decreased accordingly. Some people now say that it will be inexpedient to invest the funds promised by the new owners into the power industry. If we do, they say, we will have an overproduction crisis on our hands.
I do not think these arguments are substantiated, given the speed of recuperation in the Russian economy and the global economy. We must not delay the development of power generation. We must implement our plans in the sector so that the Russian economy has enough electricity when it enters the revival period.
At the same time, we are also discussing the problem with the new shareholders. I assure you that the plans to develop our power facilities, and these are big plans, will be implemented. In the past ten years, we commissioned 13000 MW of capacity, but we plan to commission 10000 MW of capacity within the next two years. These are challenging plans, and they also concern the Boguchany hydroelectric power plant located nearby, in Siberia.
By the way, these plans would have been implemented by now had we acted in the same way we did in previous decades. But we now pay more attention to environmental protection, studying the problem of forests [that could be flooded by new plants], completing archaeological projects, and the like. Anyway, we will fulfil the plans we have for this power plant.
I repeat that this is a challenging goal, but I am confident that we will attain it.
 Yes, this is something we can and must do, and we will work jointly with your department.
As a professional, you certainly know that we conduct inspections at all power facilities, carefully analysing the situation at all hydroelectric power plants and preparing recommendations. But this is not enough. We must also think about controlling compliance with technical regulations and the maintenance of equipment. We should adopt a decision requiring manufacturers to monitor the operation of their equipment throughout its service life, including repairs and technical maintenance. This is first.
Second, the systems operator has a department that compiles data about technical regulations and repairs. We have proposed expanding its functions to include equipment control. Certain proposals to this effect have been made, and we will consider them. I am not prepared today to formulate the proposals, but the technical safety authority, Rostekhnadzor, will also be updated accordingly.
 Please, accept my condolences once again. They, of course, cannot make right everything that went wrong during that tragedy. I am sorry. But now we should think about the future.
You have put all these questions well.
About monthly benefits, payments. Of course they are always lower than the real wages. We might see what can be done to regulate these payments to bring them up, to make these payments more regular, etc., if there are any problems there.
But the key question that worries you, and apparently the other workers at the station as well, is what will happen to their jobs in 2010 and the following years, and after the station has been restored. I can tell you right off that a decision has been taken at government level and at the level of RusHydro, in which the government holds the controlling stake, that all the station workers from the families of those who died or are missing, and in general all the station workers who have been affected will get preferential treatment in terms of jobs for the whole period of its recontrction, as well as after the station has been restored, and you should have no doubts on that score.
Now for assistance to children. We keep these issues under constant review, of course. As far as I know, 11 children from the families of the dead or missing already study free of charge at educational institutions and several more, two or three, I believe, continue their studies at fee-paying institutions, but RusHydro pays their tuition fees.
Assistance has also been given in preparing children for school. There's no need to worry about that: All the wishes concerning the children's education have been taken note of, and more, we are doing everything to fulfil them with a minimum of red tape.
 Oh, and I haven't answered the question about the letter to the Federation Council. Frankly, I don't know about it, but I will talk with the Federation Council leadership and there will be a response.
 Maybe it's a sign of love? But seriously, we have also very affectionate and warm feelings for all the Belarusian people, the whole country and its leadership.
Of course, the Belarusian leadership would like to get more from the relationship with us. But let me remind you that the year before last we granted Belarus a 1.5 billion dollar loan, last year, 1 billion dollars and this year half a billion dollars. In addition, Gazprom has paid 650 million dollars, which adds up to more than a billion dollars from Russia.
If you take the agricultural products market, meat, for example, Belarus exports almost 100% of its meat to the Russian market, and about 80% of its dairy products. They export large quantities of agricultural machinery to this country.
Energy. We sell oil to Belarus at reduced duty rates. Belarus has the lowest domestic price in the world, apart from Russia itself; it has the lowest price in the CIS too.
There are other areas of our cooperation, especially in the social services, which we set great store by.
But, as I said, the Belarusian leadership would like to have more. Perhaps this is possible, but I am convinced that it should be synchronised with the integration processes within the Union State. The deeper the integration, the more opportunities there will be to adopt domestic Russian prices and standards regarding energy.
The Belarusian colleagues have again asked us to preserve this year's prices for next year although the price should be raised a little under the contract signed in advance. The price rise is to be minimal, but it will still be a bit higher.
The same holds for loans. In the opinion of our experts, the amount of our loans is sufficient. Especially if you bear in mind that Belarus gets assistance from the IMF (the International Monetary Fund), to which Russia also contributes and always urges the IMF to make sure that a fair amount of that money is used to support our next-door neighbours and allies.
There are also problems with agricultural machinery. In effect we subsidise the purchase of domestically made machinery by our farmers. There are no restrictions on Belarusian machinery entering our market, but for now, considering the crisis in our own and world economies, we are not prepared to allow Belarusian producers to join our programmes of subsidised purchases of machinery. Otherwise our own factories would come to a standstill.
All these are current problems and they may give rise to some frictions. But on the whole the Belarusian leadership and the President of Belarus are in favour of integration, of closer relations with Russia and we set great store by that. We have recently observed a spectacular manifestation of these sentiments and this policy when Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan signed documents to create a Customs Union. It is an important move towards integration, perhaps one of the most important in the post-Soviet times because it is a truly a path towards real integration. We very much hope that these processes with Kazakhstan and with Belarus will develop rapidly and will yield a tangible result not only for economic agents because the market is being greatly expanded, various administrative barriers are being brought down, but it will make a difference to the actual lives of our people. As I said, we have done much in the social sphere; we have free movement of people. We have very similar standards in the sphere of employment and so on. We appreciate all this. We will continue to move in this direction together with our Belarusian friends.
 Yekaterina Nikolayevna, it is hard and, indeed, practically impossible to survive on such pay. I am sure you are helping your relatives and you solve your financial problems together. It is hard, I agree. The question is, what to do.
I have already mentioned that we passed a decision at the end of last year, in December, to increase the wage fund for the federal public sector workers by 30% at once, but we immediately launched a reform of the budget sector.
I will tell you in a nutshell what these reforms amount to. We have given public sector institutions much greater discretion as to how they spend government money and have enabled them to optimise their spending. In other words, optimisation of expenditure is to a large extent in the hands of the managers of various institutions.
The Russian regions have done the same with regard to their public sector institutions, and preschools and other childcare institutions are under the jurisdiction of the municipalities and partly the regions of the Federation considering the special budget relationships between the regions and the municipalities. Where this has been accomplished, it is obvious - we have objective data - that the remuneration of the employees of these institutions is growing.
If I heard right, you are from Krasnoyarsk. Krasnoyarsk has a young and energetic governor. I will make a point of discussing this problem with him. If this has not been done in Krasnoyarsk yet, it is time to begin.


 I'll tell you what the crux of the problem is. Until several years ago we did not have any free drugs. We expanded that list and we were confronted with the problem you have referred to. There is only one way to solve this problem: to increase the range of free drugs and provide timely funding.
Another problem is the rising prices of drugs. But I understand that this is not what you are talking about. 
What region is it?
 We will take a closer look at what is happening in the Irkutsk Region, in particular in Angarsk. I promise.
 Is your mother a World War II veteran?
 And she is a World War II veteran?
 The decision has been made and it is final: All the World War II veterans are to be given flats regardless of whether or not they joined the waiting list before March 1, 2005. We are financing this out of the budget for 2010.
I have just one question or request for the veterans and the administrative bodies: determine as quickly as possible the number of people who are entitled to new housing under that decision. This needs to be done so that our construction companies could get government financing in time to buy or build the required amount of housing in 2010.
As for the reply you got, it is clearly a proforma letter. I think the regional governor should look into this and respond adequately. Such negligence, and it is nothing but negligence, on the part of officials should be punished.
As for your relative, as a veteran of the Great Patriotic War she is entitled to that flat. Incidentally, the number of people who had failed to join the waiting list before March 1, 2005 jumped after I made my announcement on television. There are 10,000 people on the waiting list already. But we will keep our promise in any case regardless of the number of people who have got the right to housing.
 And, I'm sorry but I would like to add that in many regions they put people on waiting lists in the relevant agencies, housing units and other departments of the municipal administrations.
 Well, if you have such facts, let me know while we are on the air and we will sort out the people who give such answers.
 Lyudmila Viktorovna, you have a kind heart, like that woman. Don't worry, she will be all right. The president of Russian Railways reported to me that he had personally met her and her modest pension - I think it is just 4,500 roubles a month -- will be doubled at the expense of Russian Railways and it will be for life.
Her house will be restored. I had a conversation with the RZD president when he reported to me about that: They will move her closer to her family who live, as he told me, not far from the disaster site, in a small town. Everything will be all right, don't worry. Thank you for drawing our attention to this fact.
 Thank you for your question, Alexander. I feel you take the affairs of your plant to heart, especially when you speak about the quality of your products, which is higher than in imported items.
I must say that I have been to Magnitka repeatedly and have seen how the plant is developing with my own eyes. I have some positive words to say to the management and shareholders. Mr Rashnikov is a good manager and not only because the company is developing and new technologies are being introduced, but also because a lot is being done to care for the people and to look after the environment. You know better than I do what winters used to be like in Magnitogorsk. Everything was black, including snow.
Today, the situation is radically different. Perhaps, not all problems have been solved, but emissions to the atmosphere have changed cardinally and for the better. You are also adopting new technologies and opening new production setups.
You mentioned the related industries and asked us to support them. But that is precisely what we have been doing. Next year we will direct the required resources to the construction industry, support mortgage schemes, and additionally allocate money for mortgage payments and reduction of mortgage rates down to 10% or 11%. As a first step, we will set aside 250 billion roubles for these purposes.
We have preserved nearly all state construction programmes and even have expanded them in relation, say, to military personnel. We promised the military that in 2010 we would decide all issues connected with permanent housing. We will meet this goal no matter what, although, frankly speaking, it is a real challenge. But that also means support for builders.
We promised to the railways that we would give them subsidies to purchase the equipment, rails and carriages they need. We will do this. And ultimately it means orders for you, as you rightly said.
We will also support programmes connected with the motor industry. It is just wonderful that your plant is proving to be the leader and will turn out the best metal sheeting for motor vehicles. Across the world, there is only a couple of plants that guarantee such quality.
I, therefore, have no doubt that you will not only cope with the current problems, but also show good results in the post-crisis period.
 The Jackson-Vanik amendment was adopted back in the Soviet times. It was a U.S. response, a sort of economic sanction against the Soviet Union, which was restricting the emigration of Jews to Israel. As we all now understand, restrictions no longer exist, nor does the Soviet Union exist, but the amendment still survives.
This is a telling anachronism, which different lobbying groups in U.S. Congress are trying to use to solve sufficiently narrow and branch-specific economic problems. They peg it to the need to increase poultry export quotas from the U.S., or they link it to some other issues. It is even opposed by those who suffered from such Soviet policy and served time in jails for anti-Soviet activity. They do not understand. They emigrated to Israel and made their political careers there. They cannot grasp why members of the American political establishment today tie up the Jackson-Vanik amendment with the current economic situation and with the solution of narrow selfish and branch-specific issues of an economic nature. But this is the reality. We have to accept it today.
Now, concerning the WTO. Our entry remains our strategic objective, but our impression is that for some unknown motives certain countries, including the United States, are hindering our accession to the WTO.
For us, our main priority is still integration across the post-Soviet space, and we are very pleased with the processes going on in the Customs Union, which I mentioned before, and which has been formed by Russia, Kazakhstan and Belarus.
But following the organisation of the Customs Union, following its creation, a new quality has come into its own, and we will have to join the WTO through this Customs Union, or individually, but by conducting in-depth nuts and bolts consultations and agreeing all positions with our Customs Union partners. But this process will go on for us, for Kazakhstan, and for Belarus.
 Natasha, we are really doing a great deal for health services, especially in primary care. As you know, several years ago we massively increased the salaries, on the scale of those days, and allocated considerable resources for the improvement and renovation of facilities. We did so at the federal level to maintain primary care, although that is, legally and actually, the concern of the regions and municipalities. And in many parts of the country we see positive processes going on in the renewal of fixed assets in health services.
If the situation in Magnitka is different, I am sorry.
Today a great concern for us is the flu. In Magnitka, and generally in the Chelyabinsk Region, the epidemic is now over 30% above its threshold value, according to information available to me. This means the hospitals and polyclinics are overcrowded. That, unfortunately, is a fact and nothing can be done about it. In many regions, municipal medical institutions are introducing overtime for doctors and increasing their numbers for this period of time. If that has not been done in your case, it is a pity. This must be done, the flu epidemic must be dealt with promptly.
But the question of renewing fixed assets and purchasing new equipment is, of course, a long-term matter which must be addressed promptly. I can only tell you that I will certainly discuss the situation with the governor and then we will see. If some help is needed from the federal government, we need to understand what kind of help is needed, and no doubt the region itself, the Chelyabinsk Region, should take the initiative and be the first to take early steps.
I repeat: I will certainly speak with the governor. Your governor is an experienced and respected person, and generally an effective manager. We will see what we can do for Magnitka.
 The problem is that, unfortunately, the system of medical insurance in Russia is at the embryonic stage of development. To cut a long story short and make it clear to everyone - the key problem is insufficient funding for the system. There are shortfalls in funding from every source, including the federal and regional governments.
We have plans to reform this system. But at the moment we are embarking on a major project to improve the pension system, which will require between 500 and 700 billion roubles in 2010, according to our estimates. Our next effort will be to reform the compulsory medical insurance system gradually.
As for the specific case you are talking about, despite the problems I mentioned, they certainly have no right to refuse to help your mother. If the problem really is that bad, we could discuss it in more detail and find a solution.
 Dmitry, you have raised an extremely important issue, that of the aircraft industry in general and of personnel training programmes.
As far as the aircraft industry is concerned, we have established the sizable United Aircraft Corporation (UAC). You probably know this. Unfortunately, the UAC has inherited all problems from previous years, including massive debt. We have just adopted a decision to provide additional support to the UAC. We will allocate several billion roubles for its authorised capital and will start restructuring its debt worth another 46 billion roubles in the next few years. This will enable the company to clear its balance sheet and will create conditions for normal economic performance and will also help attract the required resources for corporate development and that of the aircraft industry in general.
I have also recently signed documents stipulating additional support for the Sukhoi Corporation itself. As you know, we capitalised the company some time ago, and have made yet another similar decision recently. I am confident that the national aircraft industry, primarily the civilian segment, has a good future despite all problems, and that the industry will be operating to capacity in the next few years.
And now a few words about personnel training programmes. This is, doubtless, a high priority. Although this high-tech sector has a very good tradition, there have been certain problems in personnel training in previous years, and such problems persist. At the same time, I would like to tell you that we have held a tender for 14 higher educational and research schools this September, and that, according to the commission, three specialised schools have submitted quite competitive and interesting programmes. Three of them, namely, the Moscow Aviation Institute, the Kazan Institute and probably the Saratov higher aviation school, have been listed among federal higher research schools. All of them will receive additional funding and resources totalling 1.8 billion roubles over the next five years and will use it to modernise their material-and-technical base and to improve personnel training.
A substantial number of students pay for their training in economics and general specialisations, while not more than 15% of future engineers pay for their courses. On the whole, this shows that the state prioritises the training of top-grade aircraft industry specialists. But the problem persists, and we will follow through on a solution together.
Why should we do this together with you? Because enterprises must take a direct part in training specialists they will need in the future.
 I support Nikita's choice because I have visited that enterprise in Komsomolsk-on-Amur. That enterprise is really interesting and promising in terms of warplane and civilian aircraft production. The Sukhoi SuperJet he mentioned is not just any plane that will be manufactured in Russia. This is the first Russian aircraft designed completely with digital technology. The SJJ programme is also noteworthy for the high cooperation levels with our foreign partners. For instance, our French partners share is 30%.
Russia and Italy have established a joint venture that will market this aircraft in Europe. European carriers have already ordered the first 10 planes. Russia is also cooperating with Boeing on this programme. Overall, this interesting and promising work provides a very good experience.
I support Nikita's choice. If you don't mind, I'll talk to the general director, so that he can help you to get there.
 Ukraine, which is our neighbour and friend, recently disbanded the national traffic police force. But nothing good came of it. Bribes soared and traffic safety declined when their functions were delegated to other divisions unprepared for such work.
Today, a lady took part in our conversation and asked a question about the refusal of doctors to treat her mother. I believe that, unfortunately, this is primarily linked with extortion. Also, law enforcement faces many other problems.
Unfortunately, we are also dealing with those violating the law in this area. Instead of protecting citizens and their property, they inflict irreparable damage on their lives and health. This is, of course, unacceptable. Society as a whole and the Ministry of Interior must actively combat this abuse. Police officers violating the law must be severely punished.
At the same time, I would like to draw your attention to the fact that the Ministry of Interior now employs over a million officers. To the best of my knowledge, their number stands at 1.4 million and exceeds the strength of the Russian Armed Forces. These people are fulfilling an important function. Many of them risk their lives in emergencies and during routine missions, too. Consequently, I don't think it's fair to describe all police officers negatively. But I want to repeat that a sharp, prompt and tough reaction to abuse in law enforcement is essential.
 Mr Astrakhantsev, I'm also happy that the number of my friends, including those in Russia's Far East, is increasing.
I recall our meeting and your involvement in the meeting. At that time, you heard and saw everything for yourself. I think you came to realise that, owing to the former owners, the enterprise had found itself in an extremely difficult financial situation. Basically, the plant was facing bankruptcy.
We are now implementing the relevant debt restructuring measures and are replacing the plant's owner. Its assets are being transferred to the United Shipbuilding Corporation (USC) via Sberbank. 60% will be transferred to the USC. This process is now underway.
Contracts are a key issue. We are monitoring this and maintain contacts with the Russian Defence Ministry. The Defence Ministry will cooperate with the concerned Government department and the United Shipbuilding Corporation and will have to decide what orders it will place at your enterprise, as well as the deadlines.
There were plans to build corvettes at your plant. Instead of merely occupying the stocks, we must allocate 1.5 billion or 1.2 billion roubles, rather than the 300 million as planned, for this project, to avoid the stocks being used by just an empty or idle hull because this won't help pay anyone's salary. The Defence Minister realises this. We have repeatedly discussed this issue with him.
If the Defence Ministry is not prepared to award such contracts, then the hulls must be removed and the Ministry of Industry must have an opportunity to place other orders, including chemical tankers and some other types of vessels, at the plant. Such orders can be placed by our shipping companies with our direct involvement. Although they have become accustomed to ordering ships in South Korea and elsewhere, they have agreed to do this at your enterprise after a friendly conversation. The concerned departments are to reach an agreement in the near future.
And now a few words about funding. To the best of my knowledge, they have started paying wages more actively after the conversation you were invited to. But this is not linked with the billions mentioned by me during my visit to your enterprise. I will now explain my point.
All wages must be paid, no matter what. As far as I know, the delivery team has already been paid. Although the funding is available, other corporate workers are not being paid in full. But this will happen in the next few days.
Nonetheless, there are problems. Mr Astrakhantsev, the enterprise is deeply in debt, and creditors and banks could unconditionally write off funding, wages included, as soon as they are transferred to corporate accounts. The company therefore has to find other ways to pay the workers. This will be done in the next few days, and all wages will be paid through December 1, 2009 inclusive. The second part will be paid somewhere starting around December 20, and all wages will be paid by December 31, 2009.
And now a few words about the other substantial resources you mentioned. This decision has been made, and the Government's executive order on allocating an additional 17 billion roubles to the Amur Shipbuilding Plant in several instalments signed. The first 1.9 billion roubles will be allocated by late December 2009. Another 1.6 billion will be allocated next year. The enterprise will receive 3.2 billion roubles in 2011, 2012 and 2013, respectively, as well as another 3.4 billion roubles in 2014. We hope very much that the funding, as well as current efforts to place orders at the enterprise, will facilitate its recovery and stable performance.
 What can I say? Who is behind these developments? Of course, this is done by incompetent businessmen and people who have no idea of social responsibility. They want to pocket as much money as possible from every project.
Can we do anything? And what can be accomplished in this sphere in order to prevent medication prices from skyrocketing?
Government experts have submitted the following proposals.
The prices for companies making vitally important medications will be registered. This is the first thing.
Second, the Federal Tariff Service will draft procedures for the constituent entities limiting their authority to regulate mark-ups. On the one hand, maker's prices will be fixed, and, on the other, mark-ups will be limited.
These regulations will be effective from January 1, 2010.
I spoke to the Prosecutor-General a while ago. Both he and I believe that it is necessary to step up our efforts to bring those officials who are guilty of violations to account. There are violations today even despite high retail mark-ups. In some cases a number of business people exceed even these high retail mark-ups, sometimes many times over. They are liable to tough administrative penalties. They may be fined doubly the amount of illegally obtained revenues, removed from their position and disqualified for several years. In other words, a ban will be imposed on certain types of activities. It is possible to apply articles of criminal law as well. I hope that a combination of all these measures should stabilise the situation to a certain extent next year.
Maria Sittel: Excellent, all the more so since the prosecutor's office has already called the actions of some businessmen, as well as local and regional authorities, as asocial. Indeed, we must not tolerate such a difference in prices on a simple facemask - one rouble versus 60 roubles closer to the Ural Mountains, or 30 and 40 roubles, as is the case with us here in the middle of the Volga region. This is an enormous difference, and the result of tremendous corruption in the pharmaceutical market. Mr Putin, there are very many reports on this subject.
 It is exactly as you say.
 I also have a job, so we are both doing fine.
 First, I would like to congratulate you on finding a job. So your visit to the employment office produced results. It means people there are not just sitting around wearing the seat of their trousers and receiving salaries. They have achieved something after all.
As for the Cherkizovsky market and small businesses, we have a public association of small business, OPORA. We maintain constant contact with them and have not yet heard a single complaint.
What was happening at the market? It goes without saying and I'd like to start answering your question with this. Government and management bodies should by all means observe the lawful rights of entrepreneurs, including small businesses. If there were some violations there, they should be sorted out.
At the same time, allow me to draw your attention to the regrettable fact that for the most part markets sell fake or smuggled goods, and if this is the case, nothing can or should be done. Such goods must be destroyed. There is no other way of protecting the interests of domestic producers.
I'd like to say a few words about our light industry after the shutdown of the Cherkizovsky market. Small-scale wholesale traders have begun to focus on domestic producers. The production of knitted goods has grown by almost 3%. The production of trousers and suites has increased by 16% and 13%, respectively. This happened because trade in fake or smuggled goods was discontinued.
Indeed, our foreign partners, including our Chinese friends, drew our attention to the on-the-ground problems at the Cherkizovsky market. Why do you think they did this? This does not require an answer. Yelena understands this. But we must protect the interests of our producers, of the men and women employed by our companies, for instance in the Ivanovo Region, where the economic situation is very grave. If fake and smuggled goods gain the upper hand, our producers will never make it.
One Chinese province was fully devoted to the Russian market, producing commodities specifically for the Cherkizovsky market. We must build relations with our partners, including our Chinese partners. We have developed very good relations with them recently. But these relations must be civilised and based on law, including as far as customs. Nevertheless, we should focus our support on domestic producers.
 I don't know what is prospering there. We will look into this issue.
As for the construction of this hotel in Turkey, I don't see this as criminal. The question remains whether all this was done legally. This is the first point.
Now the second point. If there are investment resources, it would be good to use them in Russia. For instance, it is possible to invest into the construction of hotels for the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi. There is no law against that.
All other evidence, if violations of law are suspected, should be proven in court. I don't need to comment on my own opinion on smuggling and corruption. The consistency with which we are putting things in order at the Cherkizovsky market speaks for itself.
I would like to emphasise once again that we will continue fighting corruption. The President has spoken more than once about this, and the Government will do all we can on this issue, although this is a very complicated process. Corruption is a huge problem in this country, but we are not the only ones. Corruption is worst in countries with transitional economies, because they have numerous grey zones which are not regulated by law. However, we will achieve success if all of us, if our entire society works on this issue.
I often hear that our efforts to combat corruption are insufficiently effective. Yes, this is true, but we have achieved results. If we continue to move in this direction, our efforts will be more effective. On the contrary, if we do not do anything about corruption and do not speak about it, it will get worse.
 Oleg, I have just spoken about this. If someone wants to invest, it would be good to do so in Russia, because investment means more taxes and more jobs.
As for people who have become wealthy recently or during the chaotic period, they cannot be put on one and the same footing. Far from all entrepreneurs acquired their money legally. If fact, for the majority, the reverse is true. But there were certainly those who used loopholes in laws, especially during privatisation in the early and middle 1990s.
But your question is on a somewhat different issue. As you said, it is about "decency". We have a word - nouveau rich - that describes people who have quickly and suddenly become rich, do not know how to behave, cannot use their money properly and show off their wealth. Yes, regrettably, we have this problem. Judging by your voice you are a young man, but even in Soviet times some tried to show off their wealth. Some people would put golden caps on their teeth, preferably the front teeth, to show their level of their prosperity. Lamborghinis and other expensive bric-a-brac are the same as golden teeth. People who are showing off their wealth against a background of millions of Russians living modestly do not differ in any way from those who had golden teeth.
 Everybody knows that I was in Paris, but apparently not everyone knows that I have been to AvtoVAZ several times. I want to remind you that before I went to Paris, I still considered it my duty to visit you and talk with the workforce and management. We formed a special commission essentially on AvtoVAZ's problems and Togliatti's problems as a single-industry town. This is a very important point for us - it's a major city and a single-industry town at the same time.
Almost all the people who live in Togliatti are connected with AvtoVAZ in one way or another. The company was founded back in the Soviet era and lost its competitiveness in the conditions of a closed market. Today, the company can still be saved because it can come out with a new line of models that meet global standards. It has the necessary production capacities for this, but the main thing is that it has trained and experienced people who love their work, developed infrastructure and a brand. Lada is still the best-selling car in Russia.
If we don't do anything, Lada will move down in the rankings for economic reasons and AvtoVAZ will leave the market. Then irreversible processes may come into play - people will just not buy the plant's products, and that's it. Everything will stop dead in its tracks. We won't force people to do this. We cannot revert to a closed market, as in the Soviet times, because our consumer wants to use a quality product and will demand - and rightly so - the opportunity for Russian people to drive modern cars.
Lada must meet this challenge and it is capable of doing so.
You asked whether there would be problems when Renault comes. Renault already arrived a long time ago. Renault bought a 25% plus one share stake, in other words a blocking stake on the wider market. It paid a lot of money for it and was "shafted" because of the crisis.
We treated our partners with a lot of care, and when the first tranche of financial aid for AvtoVAZ was issued, we did this through the state corporation Russian Technology, in order for Renault not to lose its stake. But after that, we told our partners: We consider our debt to you to be paid. Now, let's work with you as with shareholders who hold a large stake - 25% plus one share is a large stake - and let's think about development, and then we can contribute in a consolidated manner in accordance with our stake in the company.
During preparations for the visit to France and during our consultations in Paris we came to an agreement and our French partners confirmed their willingness to continue joint operations. For the time being, their stake will not be expanded to a controlling stake. The state, as represented by Russian Technology, remains the principal shareholder. There is also a private stake that is owned by a Russian investment company. I am not sure, I think it's Renaissance Capital.
But we will make a considerably larger investment - I mean the state - 50 billion roubles, and Renault has undertaken to invest the necessary amount of 300 million euros in the form of technology, in the form of equipment, and in the form of its know-how, in order for AvtoVAZ products to reach global standards in the passenger car sector. Indeed, the new platform should be able to launch an absolutely new car under the Lada brand. A considerably larger number of cars will be released under this brand. I am in full agreement with you, we cannot lose this brand, even if the stake of our foreign partners were to change in the general shareholding. That's the first thing.
The second thing is that we will never agree to the "screwdriver". Lada must be an independent company. The level of localisation, in other words the production of all the components for this car, must be high, not less than 60%-70%. Something could, of course, be taken onto a new production line from our foreign partners; that would be only natural. And even now, Lada buys a lot from abroad.
And now let us move on social issues. Renault itself has good experience in reorganising its companies without mass layoffs. Small and mid-sized subsidiaries are set up around these companies that work with the head firm. People that are made redundant because of new technology go to work for these companies. Pouring in money for no particular reason and generating losses is pointless.
Therefore, the shareholders and the management have developed a gradual and orderly plan for restructuring the company that is not tied to any markets during the crisis. It will be a natural progress, which will also involve Renault. A special board of shareholder representatives has been set up and will meet regularly to monitor the restructuring and make additional investments.
Finally, as you know, we have reached an agreement with Renault-Nissan whereby the Japanese division of the company will build a new production facility in Russia's Far East. This might not affect you directly, but this also has to do with the auto industry, and is therefore in our common sphere of interest in a more general sense.
 I believe I have just spoken about the AvtoVAZ issue in sufficient detail. In this case, I am speaking as the company's ardent advocate. I believe AvtoVAZ does have a future, and the future is good. It is worth fighting for.
You must know that General Motors, one of the world's largest automakers, is also facing problems these days. The US Government is making every effort to keep it afloat. We do not even know how much their Government is doing and how much else it is planning to do, or how much money it invested and from what sources. GM employs hundreds of people. Russia's auto industry, including suppliers and other related companies, employs 1.5 million. Are you telling me we should just ignore these people and their families?
Yet, right now, I am not talking about the social aspect of the problem, which should be our top priority. I'd like to draw your attention to the technological aspect. We are trying to encourage innovation-based development. Engineering is the sector of the economy where innovations should be introduced. Our policy should not be to shut down all our companies and import everything from now on. Our policy should be to move our industry to a higher technologic level through evolution and not revolution. I am confident that we will be able to do that.
 I fully agree with you. Absolutely.
As for government support, I have already mentioned the 50 billion. Now let me cite other figures - 4.8 billion roubles will be allocated to create new jobs and 4.5 billion to support anyone who lose their job during the restructuring. This does not include the additional support package that the Government will be ready to provide if restructuring is successful.
In this case we also expect our French partners to support the plant. On the whole, we have come to an agreement with our French partners whereby Renault-Nissan will also contribute financial resources and technologies. Let me repeat that you and I are on the same side, and we will certainly be able to resolve this problem together.
 The wording of this question is tricky. "Pulling children apart" is not good in any case. Let me draw your attention to the fact that these conflicts do not arise exclusively in international families. Unfortunately, similar problems are common in many Russian families as well. These are private issues, and it would be unwise for the government to interfere. I also think it indecent and unwise of these people to air their family problems in public.
As for the essence of the problem, here is a rational approach: instead of trying to solve their own problems using the children, the focus should be on how to protect the children's interests.
 In fact, the "smart and gifted" do choose teaching careers. We have longstanding teaching traditions. President Dmitry Medvedev spoke in his state of the nation address about the New School programme. The government is giving schools and education in general a lot of attention. We have a priority national project in education. We will continue this project, and will make more efforts in this area.
 They are neither good nor bad. They are a necessity. I would like to stress that national leaders agree on this issue, and that we jointly drafted decisions to set such corporations some time ago.
I would like to emphasise a very important point. State-owned corporations were not established to expand the state's involvement in the economy. They were established in order to gather the fragments of those industries and enterprises that were scattered in previous decades, primarily during the privatisation of the 1990s, and that are also vital to the interests of the state. This includes the aircraft industry and some areas of the defence industry. Our task is to consolidate these assets and bring them up to the required conditions and levels. In some cases, these corporations will actually be dissolved, as is the case with the housing and public utilities corporation, which was established to operate for a preset period. Some of them must be converted into public shareholding companies, which was initial goal.
 I fully agree that this sore spot is due to a lack of regulation and the state's inadequate attention to this issue. It is now proposed to merge various formal crime components in this sphere into one single raider-related crime component. Representatives of law enforcement agencies, including the Prosecutor-General's Office and the Investigation Committee, believe this will make work easier and more effective. In my opinion, there must also be tougher punishment for these crimes.
 Punishing criminals who perpetrate such outrages is always on the mind of the public and the state. It is not only important that such criminals be found, but that such criminals be found and brought to justice. This is what we will strive to do.
 Don't hold your breath. But if you want to work, then we will examine your request separately and will offer applicants, you included, a worthy job for realising your potential.
 Smart kid. He is 12 years old now, he'll turn 50 in 2050, he won't yet be eligible for retirement, but he is already thinking about pensions.
 Technically speaking, it's always good when people think about the future and pension support.
As you remember, the Dragonfly from Ivan Krylov's fable danced all summer long and thus had no food in winter. Consequently, we must think about the winter season in summer, so as to avoid problems.
We set before ourselves the goal of achieving such a level of pension support that the average old-age pension would not fall below retirees' cost of living. We will certainly accomplish this objective in 2010. And we have further plans to raise pensions at a specific pace, although naturally this will depend on the overall state of the Russian economy. If everything proceeds as planned, pensions will exceed retirees' cost of living by at least 150% by 2050, which is our planning horizon for pension support.
 I drink neither yogurt nor yogurt, I prefer kefir [a fermented milk drink].
Frankly speaking, it's up to specialists to decide. Society has reacted to the well-known decisions concerning punctuation marks, stresses, etc. Such decisions were not merely made by the Ministry of Education and Science. They were made on the basis of findings of a commission of respected specialists.
I personally think that any language is a living and developing organism. Naturally, we should react appropriately to this and decide what should be formalised. However, we should do this in a very frugal manner. We must also observe fundamental academic rules of the Russian language.
 First of all, I want to say that you have very sensible and effective managers. I can never get your director's last name right. Is it Kogogin or Kogotin? Anyway, he is an effective manager who realistically assesses the situation. True, we are supporting your enterprise and virtually the entire automotive industry. We also provided support by regulating tariffs. In effect, we have raised customs barriers somewhat on imported cars and buses and have thus protected your market. Analysts say the domestic market has increased by about 70,000 Russian-made vehicles.
We have also supported the industry directly, including by allocating funds. We allocated 12.5 billion roubles at first, and then another 3 billion later, to purchase motor vehicles for the federal government, including for the Ministry of Civil Defence, Emergencies and Disaster Relief, the Defence Ministry and the Ministry of the Interior.
We have also allocated another 20 billion roubles and started working with the regions to buy equipment for municipal needs. Unfortunately, this programme took a long time to get underway, due to the co-financing, which we had to guarantee from the regions. Nonetheless, the programme got underway in the second half of 2009. Corporate directors and heads of municipal agencies are saying that it has started working.
We will continue to implement these programmes in 2010. We were tempted to cut spending on the purchase and modernisation of municipal utility vehicles, but the mayors, with whom we meet regularly - the last meeting was held in Kaliningrad - have convinced us that the programme would be affirmed for 2010. We will think about possible sources of the money for it, and we will implement it.
We have one more programme, although you are not directly connected with it. It concerns car manufacturers. We have just discussed the problem with AvtoVAZ. We will allocate 10 billion roubles ($344 million) for buying from people vehicles that are ten and more years old. This programme does not directly bear on you, but it is important for the automobile industry as a whole.
In other words, the government will provide assistance. But this is not the only assistance KAMAZ is getting. You have good modernisation programmes and projects aimed at increasing the innovation component of production.
I have recently visited your plant, as you know. You have just commissioned a new line for the production of engines jointly with your American partners. These are very good, highly promising engines, which will be in demand in this country and abroad. Such engines are successfully marketed in many countries.
You have allocated the necessary funds for this programme within a credit facility granted by Vnesheconombank. And you also have other projects.
For example, I was shown a new cabin - you probably have not seen it yet. It is still a big secret. I was shown it only after I had promised them not to tell anyone what the cabin looks likes, so I am not going to tell you. But I really liked it.
There are other spheres of investment, which we will be prepared to support through Vnesheconombank, when they are ready for implementation.
 I don't even know where I should start because everything you have said is meaningful and important.
First, I would like to once again thank the farmers for their good work in 2009. They have not only supported us and maintained their prestige, but they have also supported the country's economy. Thanks to the good work of the agribusinesses, the results of the Russian economy are better than we expected at the beginning of the year. As I have said, they are impressive in some spheres, for example in livestock breeding, which posted considerable growth. And look at the harvest you gathered in, 90 million metric tons. This is a very good result for Russia.
This result was ensured also - or maybe primarily - thanks to the use of new technology. Look at the situation in livestock breeding - I have already spoken about this - I did not believe this would be possible when we discussed long-term loans, first for five years and then for seven and eight years. But you can see the result in poultry and cattle breeding, and especially in pig breeding. We see them introducing new farming methods, cutting-edge equipment and skilled labour. This is surprising, but this is a fact. The results may be slightly less impressive in cattle breeding, but it has a longer cycle. And if we carry on with these investment programmes - and we intend to - we will certainly get the result. I am confident of this.
We have big support programmes for agriculture, such as tax breaks and subsidies. Last year we issued large subsidies, which covered 60% of spending. Early this year we increased them to 80%, and in livestock breeding to 100%, at the request of farmers and in view of problems due to the economic downturn.
In general, I would like to tell all those present here, including farmers, that in 2009 we have issued 700 billion roubles ($24.1 billion) of loans to agriculture through different channels. This is more than ever before, but then, agriculture has never reported such good results before either. We will continue to implement these programmes.
Of course, this entails spending, and our funds are limited because of the crisis. We must act cautiously, so as not to disrupt the macroeconomic balance.
At the same time, we are working not only in the economy but also in the legal sphere. Agricultural producers and companies that process agricultural raw materials want to settle their relations with retail chains. As you know, a relevant law is being considered in the State Duma. This law covers issues of great importance to farmers.
One of them concerns payment for delivered products. If the lifetime of bread is 72 hours and is even shorter for milk, money for them should be transferred to the producers without delay or else they will have no working capital, no money to produce these products or for their economic operation. But the money was delayed for a month and even longer.
As of now, payment for perishables is to be transferred within ten days, for other products within 30 days, and for spirits within 45 days, but we will reconsider this. We will cancel all bonuses except for those that encourage the chains to develop and to buy products from national producers. There are other clauses in this law which, I think, are designed to improve and harmonise relations in the producer-processor-retailer chain, bearing in mind the interests of both the consumers and producers.
And now I will answer the question you asked first, about the WTO. The automobile industry, and especially steel plants [working for it], have a specific attitude to [the idea of joining the WTO]. Some of our large companies export 60%, and some even 70%, of their output. Planning to export their products, they hired the staff, bought equipment, and made the necessary investments. They were hit very hard when the market slumped. But we cannot change this situation. We cannot buy tens of thousands of tonтуs of metal for the state reserve; we have no storage facilities for this amount. This is an objective process. No one can escape it.
That is why when we consider cooperation with foreign partners, we should take into account the interests of many sectors, for example steelmakers, miners and agricultural producers. Balancing their interests is hard work, but we are always ready for discussion.
By the way, the main issue at the WTO accession talks concerns the amount of [government] support to farmers. We have not yet reached agreement on it. We would like to at least keep such support at the current level, and possibly even increase it.
Of course, we will decide these questions in close cooperation with the unions of agricultural producers.
 The goal of any reform is to update something, be it the economy, society or the military, for contemporary conditions.
Look at what happens in the world if there is a military conflict. We will be celebrating the 65th anniversary of the victory in the Great Patriotic War [World War II] soon. How was war waged at that time? It involved fronts, armies, regiments and battalions. They fought head-on. Recall the Battle of Prokhorovka, where two armies of tanks attacked each other head-on.
The essence of contemporary armed conflicts is different because of the development of high-tech combat machinery. Look at what happened during the so-called Operation Desert Storm and the Iraq war. Powerful, high-precision missiles were launched against communication points, while similar attacks were launched against troops and military hardware. Foot soldiers and armoured vehicles were deployed only after the missile attacks were over and the area had been cleared.
War is now waged in all areas of the enemy's territory, rather than only along a front. New weapons, equipment and military tactics are required to operate in this modern environment. This is the goal of the reform carried out by the General Staff and the Ministry of Defence in the defence agencies and the Russian military in general.
I know that experts are not unanimous on these reforms, for example on reorganising the military into brigades and other issues. Why is this being done? One can debate this point, but it is done to make these units more mobile and ensure they can be manned and provided with combat equipment when necessary.
If we fulfil the goals we have set, we'll be able to ensure our security.
 They're good. I have said more than once that we've known each other for ages. And we have not simply known each other, but have also worked together. We graduated from the same university, attended lectures by the same professors who not only taught us their subjects but also shaped our outlook on life. These common principles allow us to work together effectively today.
 I do not support Yulia Tymoshenko in the Ukrainian presidential campaign. The two of us work together because she is the Ukrainian Prime Minister and I am the head of the Government of the Russian Federation. There are a lot of issues on our bilateral agenda, including a joint action plan we have been implementing. As you know, we have developed special relations with the Party of Regions at the parliamentary level.
 I've just returned from France, where I was asked the same question. This notorious personage is in prison because of a court decision. It is not important when he will be released, it is important to avoid repeating such crimes in this country.
This is a matter of economic crimes. By the way, the Yukos bankruptcy proceedings were initiated by Western creditors and banks. And all these proceedings were carried out in accordance with Russian law.
I have said this on several occasions, and I will make the point again today: The funds derived from auctioning Yukos assets went to the government budget, but not only to the government budget. When we received the funds - and the majority of assets were received in 2006 - I convinced my colleagues that we must not simply add these funds to the budget and dissolve them there, or channel them into reserve funds - although reserves have turned out very helpful these days - but use them to address the most pressing challenges.
The money that was once stolen from the people must be returned to them. And not to a vague group, but to the actual people who have found themselves in trouble as a result of the difficult, I'd even say tragic, economic developments of the early and mid-1990s. These funds should help the least well-off citizens of the Russian Federation. And so the 240 billion roubles earned from auctioning Yukos assets were used to create the Housing and Utilities Reform Fund.
Ten million people have taken advantage of the fund to repair their houses and flats, and 150,000 people will be relocated from slums into new blocks of flats. The fund will continue to work. Its reserves were also spent on landscaping in Russian towns and villages.
As for the other side, the criminal one, we will also operate within the framework of Russian law.
Unfortunately, no one recalls that one of the Yukos security chiefs is in jail too. Do you think he acted on his initiative and at his own risk? He had no actual interest. He was not the company's main shareholder. It's obvious that he acted in the interests and under the directives of his bosses. How he acted is a separate matter. At least five murders have been proven.
They wanted to include a tea shop building into their office in Moscow. The owner of this small business enterprise, a woman, was requested to give them her business. She refused to do that, and they hired a hitman who shot her just near her apartment, before her husband's eyes.
The Mayor of Nefteyugansk demanded that Yukos pay taxes, and what happened to him? He was killed.
The people, a married couple, who were hired by Yukos' security service to organise contract killings, tried to blackmail the company to get a share in the business, and they were also killed.
All of these crimes are proven, we should not forget about that.
But, of course, the life of Russian prisoners should be governed by the current Russian legislation. And the Government will act in accordance with this legislation.
 We haven't met since we both left office. But I have to say that we have developed a very warm personal relationship. As I have said before, it helped us to solve some very difficult problems.
George is a very decent man and a good friend. I will be happy to continue working with him if such opportunity arises.
 Artur Fyodorovich, we talked about it during my visit to Tver. It was a pleasure to talk to your colleagues because you are real professionals with profound understanding of politics and economics, and our discussion was at a very high level.
All of us understand that the order can be only made by a company that needs your production, and this is, primarily, Russian Railways. But apart from your plant, there are probably even bigger enterprises manufacturing this production, for example, Uralvagonzavod. I have visited your plant and I am planning to visit Uralvagonzavod, too. But regardless of my visits, we need to take care of the transport machine-building industry in general, and the plants that work directly with Russian Railways. We need to improve efficiency and boost economic recovery, which demands an increase in shipments. Improving this will lead to economic growth, and Russian Railways' profits will grow as well.
We cannot support all our infrastructure monopolies from the budget, because we also need funds to fulfil our social obligations, including raising pensions. But we will do that to some extent, like we did last year. We have promised to give 25 billion roubles to Russian Railways but we will manage, ultimately, to increase the sum, as a minimum, to 50 billion in 2010, as it was this year.
I am aware of the situation at your plant, and I keep in touch with your shareholders. We have met in the Moscow Region recently. We discussed some other issues, but I talked to Mr Bokarev about your enterprise, too. Also, I had a conversation with the head of Russian Railways and we agreed that the order for the Tver Railway Carriage Plant for 2010 will be the same as in 2009.
 The order will probably be for fewer cars but for more locomotives. In general, I was assured that the total will be nosmaller than in 2009, and can even be larger because of an increase in Russian Railways' profits due to an increased volume of transportation.
 You know, when we talk about this country, about Russia, we start with its economy, efficiency and competitiveness, and all that is very important. But our ultimate goal is people. Russia is its people, and we must make them happy, improve their lives, as well as Russia's healthcare services, security, defence potential and infrastructure. We have a great deal of work ahead of us.
You successfully graduated from university and are doing your postgraduate studies now.. Each person has her or his own goals. I hope that we can achieve all the goals we set.
 Do you play football?
 Do you want Russia to be the host country for the 2018 UEFA Cup?
 I absolutely agree with you.
First, you just said two very important things: "I want it", and "we don't have the infrastructure." We did not have the infrastructure to host the 2014 Olympics. We don't have the infrastructure to host the 2012 Universiade in Kazan. Actually, our infrastructure is obsolete, but we need to develop it. We don't have enough infrastructure to hold an APEC summit in the Far East.
Speaking of the 2014 Olympics, we are finishing the construction of the road around Sochi. There was no normal water supply, no sewage; all waste is dumped into the sea. And this is Russia's largest resort. But we have been working on that.
We have recently launched a new power plant and are going to launch another one. Every winter, Sochi has problems with electricity supply because power lines ice up. Gazprom has been constructing a gas pipe to solve this problem.
Frankly, if we did not have such a goal, we would never turn Sochi into a popular resort. And that is what we intend to do.
This also applies to the UEFA World Cup. We do not have the infrastructure, but if we win the right to host the championships, it will be easier to concentrate administrative and financial resources on the development of infrastructure. We will need to do a lot more than build ten stadiums. The rules stipulate that the Olympic Games take place in one city, while FIFA, as Mr Blatter [Joseph S. Blatter, FIFA President] told me, tries to include as many cities as possible to develop their sports infrastructure. And a lot more than just sports infrastructure.
We will need to build new hotels, renovate roads, provide communications, energy, sewage and water supplies, and renovate or construct airports. And all of this will be for people, regardless of our performance at the 2018 Cup. I hope we will play better than this year, when our team lost the chance to take part in the championship finals in South Africa.
 Let's start with the national TV channel for students. Each national channel has programmes for young people. And there are many entertainment channels for teenagers. But it is pretty difficult to combine entertainment and education, and I agree with you on this issue. The heads of TV channels, including state ones, should work on that.
As regards my participation in the programme Battle for Respect. The truth is that the programme itself was initiated by the Healthcare Ministry and financed from the federal budget as a campaign aimed at combating smoking, drugs and alcohol abuse. We are speaking about young people, of course. It has nothing to do with approval ratings, because, fortunately, we are not having elections now.
But we cannot pretend that there are no young people who are interested in breakdancing and other contemporary movements. We have to work with them, too.
You know, when I was there, I really liked these young people, not only those who gave excellent performances, but also the people who attended the show. They are young and very trusting, so it is very important what it is said and done by their idols. And we should make sure these idols do positive things.
Until recently, the people who were promoting these arts, were promoting drugs, too. Now our rappers are combating drugs, and we must thank them for that.
I believe that the government should work with all age groups, and, in particular, with young people. 17% of Russians die of smoking-related diseases. The number of deaths from drug abuse is slightly lower. And we are all know about deaths caused by alcohol.
That's why we have launched several campaigns promoting healthy lifestyle. I want them to be implemented at both federal and regional levels. And I am counting on the initiatives of youth organisations, because working with teenagers is our top priority.
Farida Kurbangaleyeva: Mr Putin, young people from my sector also want to ask you a question. Would you let them speak, please?
Please, introduce yourself.
 Do you?
 I will think about it. I have enough time for this. In my view, everyone should do what he or she must, and work effectively. We will make decisions on the 2012 election based on the situation in the economy and in the social sphere. But this is 2009. The biggest mistake would be to adjust our current work based on the interests of future election campaigns at the regional, municipal or federal levels. When you start thinking about your ratings or about what you should do in the interests of future election campaigns, you will immediately feel tied to that and unable to make decisions some of which may be unpleasant but important for the economy and ultimately for the people.
This freedom allows me to talk, say, with the workers of the Tver rail car plant not about their potential support for my future election campaign, but about the best ways to resolve current problems at the plant, and to openly discuss their problems and difficulties.
As for your higher educational establishment, I can only envy you. I know that the Mining Institute in St Petersburg is one of the best in the world in terms of equipment and tuition. It is a pity that few people in this country know this. On the other hand, you receive considerable support from the companies that hire your graduates. The energy companies do not scrimp with money, thank God, and have turned the Mining Institute into a superior school. I wish you further success.
 Nikolay Anatolyevich, first I also remember our meeting and would like to thank all the miners who attended it. I want to thank them for their mood at that difficult time. You were right when you said there was much uncertainty with a decline in production and slumping markets. Under those circumstances, I was impressed by your inner confidence, composure and your sense of responsibility and discipline. Miners have always been special people, but your mood during that meeting encouraged and supported me. It is for this moral support that I want to thank you.
Indeed, the market is gradually recovering. It has recovered 90% for energy coal and approximately 85% for coking coal. I am confident that it will recover 100% along with the growth of the global economy and the general Russian economy.
But the point at issue is not the global economic recovery; the point at issue is that we should shift the focus to the domestic market. I have already spoken today about the power industry. We have challenging plans to increase the generating capacity. We commissioned 13,000 megawatts in the previous ten years and should commission 10,000 megawatts over the next two years. This means that the domestic demand for your output will grow.
In addition, coal-fuelled power plants are modernising their equipment, which is becoming more environmentally friendly and efficient. And this offers new vistas for the coal industry.
And lastly, I would like to draw your attention to a highly important point. Gas prices are now lower relative to other primary energy resources, but we think that there should be a balance among the primary energy sources, including coal. Prices and pricing formulas should be gradually balanced out in the economy. In terms of industries, such as the coal industry, this means that the future will be more stable and the stability horizon will be pushed back farther.
Also, I am confident that machine engineering and the auto industry will develop requiring more capacity from the steel and mining sectors.
Some companies, mines and villages have problems with efficiency, and we are aware of it. Working jointly with shareholders and regional authorities, we will gradually, without undue haste, create conditions that will ensure jobs and establish modern, efficient businesses. There is a list of problems, but we can resolve them promptly and effectively.
 Thank you very much, Yevgeny Alexandrovich.
I am very glad that I now have some more friends in Kuzbas. I am glad that we were able to help you resolve your housing problems. Hopefully, together with the regional authorities and the Governor, we will be able to continue these programmes, as there is still a lot of unfit housing that needs to be demolished and many people who need to be rehoused.
The housing and communal services fund, as I have already mentioned, will continue throughout next year, and for the years to come until the problem is resolved.
I hope your mother in law doesn't feel that she lost out in your apartment swap.


 I believe it was Frederick II, the Prussian king, who said "The more I get to know people, the more I like dogs."
Of course, that has nothing to do with how I get on with the ministers, my friends or my colleagues. It is just that I am fond of animals, so I take advantage of my current job to try to resolve the most acute problems in that area. Are you aware that our Red list includes many animals that are on the brink of extinction and extermination?
Among them - the Amur tigers in the Far East of which there are only 500 left. That is a critical number. The Far Eastern leopards are in an even worse situation. Scientists estimate that there are approximately 50 to 60 species of leopards left.
They are being exterminated for no reason, just for the fun of it. They do not cause any significant harm to local residents. And I do not think they have any value as a hunting trophy either.
The tigers are being exterminated because our neighbors in China use every bit of them from their tails to their whiskers. There a tiger is an iconic animal. We have also been taking measures relating to white whales because they, too, are facing problems. Next year, I believe we will extend this programme to include the white bear, as it is also endangered. In general, I would urge everyone to pay more attention to problems in the animal world and the environment.
I have already mentioned the Sochi 2014 Olympics. In conjunction with environmental organizations, we are doing everything possible to make sure that the government resources are used not only to avoid any damage to the environment, but also to improve it. I have already mentioned the construction of treatment facilities, for example. This is certainly a step in the right direction. In addition, you might have noticed that the official emblem of almost every North Caucasus republic has a Caucasian leopard depicted on it. But, there are no leopards currently left in the Caucasus, they were all wiped out in the 1950's.
As part of our Olympics preparations, in conjunction with one of the organizers, Mr Killy from the International Olympic Committee, we are implementing a programme to revive the population of these animals across the Caucasus. We have received several species from Turkmenistan with the kind assistance of the country's president. Unfortunately, I believe due to a technicality, for the moment they have stopped sending us animals. We may need to ask for President's assistance again, and I really hope that he will help, as he has been very supportive on this issue in the past.
There are similar animals in Iran, but it turns out that not all leopards are the same. We used to believe that snow leopards were completely extinct in Tuva, but now the snow leopard population there is being revived.
Once again I would like to urge everyone to engage in this rewarding work actively and voluntarily.
 No, it's not turning out that way. The defence industry does indeed have some decent figures. I already said that while industry is declining on the whole, and considerably, the defence industry is doing the opposite - it's growing. This year, in any case, it grew by 3.7%. On the whole, this a good figure.
But the defence industry has very many problems and now, if you noticed, we are conducting a sector-by-sector analysis of it - including conventional weapons, rocket and space technology, the navy, anti-aircraft defence and so on. And there are lots of problems associated with the need to modernise our leading companies, because we cannot use 1950s-era equipment to produce modern weapons for our defence capacity.
All of these issues are resolvable. We're resolving them and will continue to resolve them.
As for weapons purchases and sales, we are No. 2 in the world in terms of volume of sales to foreign markets, and of course, we don't need to buy weapons from abroad to provide for our defence capacity.
In order to work efficiently on foreign markets, we are already manufacturing many of our items according to NATO standards. This makes these items easier to sell, and therefore, naturally, our defence department is looking at various items on the foreign markets, which in this case means the Mistral. The decision to buy has not been made yet, and before we make such a decision, we, of course, will consider it thoroughly and look at the capabilities of today's defence industry, including military shipbuilding.
But when our defence contractors determine the final prices for products, they also have to understand that they have competition. But we will certainly rely on the domestic defence industry when resolving issues of the defensive sufficiency and defence capacity of the Russian state.
 Officials can and do solve many problems - particularly my colleagues in the Russian government. They work a lot. It needs to be said that these are very competent people, very professional. They have really become experts in their fields - and that is no exaggeration. They work a lot.
I would now like to take the opportunity - at government meetings, it's different; I'm more critical there - to publicly thank them for the work we do together, because they do a lot and have done much in order for the country to get through this difficult period, which is the most difficult period in the past 10 years, with minimal losses.
As for my meetings with workers, they benefit me and the whole government because this is "live" communication with people and their problems. Just as when we were preparing for today's event we stayed up until late in the evening watching the questions coming on the Internet and text messages.
You know, one could get a feel of the general nature of people's interests from the number of questions we had received in the previous few days. But as we were sorting them and looking through them and preparing - because I was preparing and my colleagues were helping me -- some of them said quite rightly: It is so useful to look at all this. This is real feedback from people about the real problems they face. So, there have been trips and there will be more trips, there is no doubt about it.
 Yes, indeed, I have just mentioned text messages that come over the Internet. I have picked out some. But I have seen a forest of raised hands and not everyone has had a chance to ask a question. Let us do it now. Air time is limited, so please be brief.
 Of course you should give people an incentive to go to these villages, there is no other way. Labour, especially skilled labour, moves and concentrates in places where they can best use their skills. It has to do with housing, above all for young teachers, and with higher pay. These are the main attractions.
We have a Federal Programme of Rural Social Development and many regions have programmes to help young families acquire housing. They target young professionals, including teachers. We are going to expand these programmes.
 I cannot comment on that, of course, because I do not know the situation on the ground, but we will look into it.
Let's have a question from a man in a uniform.
 You are right, the size of the family is not taken into account. A flat is allocated for a family. I think these flats have a total area of 56 square metres. The people who wrote the law assumed that it would be the minimum size a person could get from the government. If one wants a higher-class and larger flat, he should think about it in advance.
On the whole, some corrections can be made. This is connected with the huge federal budget outlays.
When I was in St Petersburg recently we discussed the housing problems of servicemen. I had invited to join me in St Petersburg the governors of the regions where we are planning to build housing for servicemen in 2010 for those who are entitled to it now, in 2010. By the way, those who are due to retire in 2011 and 2012 will stay within that system and get housing under that scheme. Everyone who joins the mortgage scheme will get a flat under that military scheme.
I would like you and everyone in the audience here and people throughout the country to note that the mortgage accumulations for servicemen are financed entirely out of the federal budget. While I was in St Petersburg an idea occurred to me how to stimulate the birth rate in the military: Families that have two children or more could be offered a housing bonus, even within the mortgage system. It is not about metres of floorspace, but additional subsidies; we should calculate all this and I think we will go ahead with this idea.
Let's have one last question from the middle of the hall and then...
 Yes, we have such plans and the government is already supporting them. I mentioned the contest in September and the results have been reviewed to choose the top 14 innovative higher education institutions in the country. They will get government funding on account of their innovative programmes in the amount of 1.8 billion roubles for five years to buy additional equipment and develop the innovative educational programmes you have referred to. 
Thank you.
Let us now move on to these questions, otherwise we will be off the air.
 Good.
Let me say from the start for the benefit of Mrs Maslennikova and anyone else it may concern that in 2010 there should be no people in the Russian Federation whose pensions are below the pensioner's subsistence minimum in the region where they live. If the pension is less than the pensioner's cost of living in the region, these people will have additional benefits from the regional or federal budgets. The schemes may differ but a supplement to the pension must be paid.
Now about the military pensioners. It is not such a simple matter. But it is being addressed. There are some servicemen who have served in the Armed Forces for some time and then retired and have earned some seniority in civilian life. If that seniority is no less than 5 years then that person can choose whether to use the rules of the so-called valorisation, i.e. recomputation of his pension earned during the Soviet period, if he feels that is better for him. It is up to him. If he decides against it he may draw his pension as a military pensioner, and that pension of course is higher than the average labour pension across the country.
Here is a question about government ministers: "We would like to see other government ministers act like you, the transport minister take a drive along the roads in the Moscow Region, and Mrs Golikova visit a polyclinic."
They are no strangers to roads, pharmacies and polyclinics. If you think that is not enough we will intensify their movements around the country. The main thing is that it should be useful.
Mr Gustar, the decision was made in April 2007 under a Government Decree. The disabled who have lost a limb or function of a limb do not have to go through a VTEK examination again. If they referred you to VTEK, this was unlawful. I want to remind all the officials concerned that the decisions of the government of the Russian Federation must be complied with.
There is one nuance though: if they sent you not to VTEK, but for a medical check-up to determine what prosthetic work you need, that is another matter. But nobody has the right to send you to VTEK anymore.
Mrs Vinogradova, the experts in this field believe that a monopoly on the sale of alcoholic drinks will not solve the problems of the government and its citizens. Decisions are being developed which would tax alcohol itself, the alcohol plants. We assume that in this way the state will collect all the money due to the state at the initial stage in alcohol production and thus avoid, among other things, the production of fake products that harm people's health.
In general our demographic process is picking up. Apparently it is a trend that applies to bureaucrats as well.
Joking apart, it is a major problem. The bureaucratic apparatus is ballooning in spite of our efforts to cut various positions and overlapping structures at the regional and federal levels. Even so, we will continue the downsising effort.
Mr Stolyarov, let me repeat that the school system is the responsibility primarily of the regional and municipal authorities, although I agree with you that it is not getting its due share of attention. We can issue recommendations and step up the pressure at the federal level. I think that in spite of the objections of our financial agencies, which argue that we should not "earmark" federal subsidies to the regions, it should be done in some areas, including healthcare and education. We shall certainly think about it.
I have left that question in because I am aware how sensitive it is. There is much debate in society, and I see "an ambush" here: If I say "positive" some people will get angry, and if I say "negative" other people will be angry. But because the subject of Stalin and Stalinism is still mooted, I left that question in deliberately.
I don't think it would be right to give a blanket assessment. Obviously, between 1924 and 1953, when Stalin led the country, it changed dramatically: It turned from an agrarian country into an industrialized one. True, there were no peasants left and we all remember well the problems, especially in the final period, with agriculture, the food queues, etc. All that happened in the rural areas had no positive impact. But industrialisation was accomplished.
We won the Great Patriotic War. Whoever and whatever might say, victory had been won. Even if we go back to the question of casualties, you know, nobody can today throw stones at those who organised and led us to victory because if we had lost that war, the consequences to our country would have been far more catastrophic. They are hard to imagine.
All the undeniable positive things, however, had been accomplished at an unacceptable price. Repressions did take place. It is a fact. Millions of our fellow citizens suffered from them. Such a method of running the state, of achieving results is unacceptable. It is impossible. Undoubtedly, during that period we were confronted not only with a personality cult, but with massive crimes against our own people. That is a fact too. We must not forget about it either.
Any historical event should be analysed in its entirety. That is what I would like to say.
One can philosophise on that score endlessly. I would permit myself just two remarks.
In the sphere of mentality, of course, it is the socialised consciousness, the expectation that the state should solve all the problems. That of course restricts individual initiative.
We were just speaking about the Soviet period. You know, at the first stage there was a lot of what was positive, the revolutionary elan. You remember the revolutionary song that went like this: "No one will bestow salvation on us, neither God, nor Tsar nor Hero, we will achieve it... (there were some more words there) with our own hands." That slogan unfortunately was lost. In the Soviet times people were bereft of initiative. This attitude is still embedded in our mentality, I think everyone expects decisions to come from the government. That is important and necessary, but we should also seek to give every person an opportunity to fulfil his or her potential as an individual.
In the economy the main problem is the structure of the economy that had taken shape, the planned economy. Such economic system is like an Egyptian pyramid: It is powerful but clumsy and very inert when it comes to change. It is sometimes easier to build a new enterprise in a new place, in a green field and it will be competitive, effective and modern, than to overhaul what we have inherited from the past. That said, we should do the latter as well.
Dear Dasha, I think the fact that we are alive is happiness bestowed on us by our Lord. We tend to forget that life is finite. But if we remember it, then we will know that every day we have lived is a happy day.
No, they don't. Some of my subordinates are also my friends, and they do sometimes try it, but those who are just subordinates do not.
These people are trying to use loopholes in the legislation but these loopholes are ephemeral. In reality, by law, all places where gambling takes place must be shut down. I think that what cases like this really indicate, is corruption in the local government, administration and law enforcement agencies. We will tackle this separately.
No, there is no risk that they will spark a new war in the Caucasus. The situation is complicated, and has several causes. Illegal armed units and groups of extremists still operate there, sometimes even with a feeling of impunity. This is a fact and we know about it. We will continue to fight them, until they are completely destroyed.
At the same time, we must pay more attention to social and economic issues. We need to: create new jobs that pay well, resolve social problems and counter corruption and the clan system. Sadly, corruption is not less of a problem in the Caucasus than elsewhere in the country, and in some cases it is an even greater problem than it is, on average, elsewhere. Unfortunately, the problem is rooted in tradition, and history is in part to blame. But this should not prevent us from resolving the problem.
So, I think that we will achieve positive results if we work towards it.
That's not true. You cannot say that Ukraine hates us. I, for one, love Ukraine, and I'm sure that millions of Russian citizens feel similarly.
What does Ukraine mean? What does Russia mean? Those words primarily refer to people. A country is made up of its people. A country consists of people rather than merely territories or natural riches. There is so much that has linked us with Ukraine in the past, there is so much today that links us, and so much that will continue to link our two countries in the future.
However, certain individuals who have made their way into the Ukrainian leadership are exploiting our current problems, our past and present difficulties. I would like to emphasise that they are doing this out of their selfish political interests. But they will not succeed in destroying these centuries-long ties between Ukraine and Russia.
Tanya, just like old man Khottabych in the folk tale, I will provide a computer for every student in your school. It is not difficult. Almost every school has been supplied with computers. Maybe, there are a few educational institutions where the computerisation programme has not been completed. Where they only have computer classes, and not every student has a computer.
Since you have managed to get through to me, I consider it my duty to respond to your request.
I don't consider myself as being in the category of "great people", and therefore do not suffer from depression.
You didn't listen. I spoke for a whole hour at the party congress about ways and means of resolving those problems currently facing the country. We have a programme for Russia's development until 2020. Its focuses on modernising the economy, pursuing innovation, developing individual industries and agriculture, and provides for the wholesale restructuring of the economy. It also looks at social development, healthcare, education, and the reform of the pension system. The programme contains has all that. Needless to say, we need to make additional adjustments in response to the changing reality, but we are not abandoning those goals."
The next message is in the spirit of what I have just said. "It will all work out for you and the rest of our citizens."
I will think about it. Thank you very much for the honour. It is really an honour, the people of Dagestan are really unique. I will never forget their actions in the face of international terrorism. They not only defended the interests of their republic, they defended the interests of Russia as a whole.
If this happens, there will be a lot to pay because the United States is the world's biggest power, economic power, and we have extensive links with it. It is one of our most important partners, and the global economy is very closely intertwined with the US economy. Therefore, it would be inappropriate to wish problems on any country. We would all be better off living in a prosperous world, rather than in a world of disasters.
Dear Tatyana! Please accept my most heartfelt congratulations on your 55th birthday! I wish you every success. 
All those present in the studio join my congratulations.
One more question is linked with medical examinations carried out by the Medical Expert Commission (VTEK) on disabled people who have suffered permanent loss of some of their abilities.
I have already said this and will not repeat myself, a Government resolution to this effect has been valid since 2007 and all officials must comply with it. No such people should be referred for examination to the Medical Expert Commission.
I am in complete agreement with this. There is an enormous gap between those people who earn high incomes, and those on the minimum wage. It is one of the key economic and social problems. We must bridge that gap. We have a special programme on combating poverty. The crisis has shaken it a little, but we will definitely implement it fully in the future. That is something we'll work on.
Furthermore: "Pensions should be no less than 50% of the salary." (Apparently, going by the average salary).
In European countries, this ratio is 40%. Experts call it the "pension replacement ratio," that is the relationship between the pension and the average salary. After pensions are increased here by 46% next year, our replacement ratio will be 39.9% nearly 40%. We are approaching that figure.
I have already mentioned this. While preparing for this event, my colleagues and I study a host of incoming requests, demands, and information. Incidentally, this shows that for a lot of people in this country life is still difficult. There is a great deal we need to do in order to reduce the number of problems people face.
That was a text message. We have gathered here to discuss serious problems. Therefore, I would like to ask the person who sent that question in, what category he thinks it falls into?
Mr Dolgov, I'm happy to be a citizen of the Russian Federation. This is quite enough. Thank you very much for your suggestion.
 Thank you.
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[bookmark: top] Good afternoon everybody.
 So the suggestion is that we sum up the results of the outgoing year?
 And we should certainly do it according to tradition. I have the very latest information here. Talking with my colleagues yesterday evening, I mentioned that point, the statistics indicate it's the case and the ministries have confirmed it.
Last year it was rather difficult to talk about results. The main indicator of a country's economic effectiveness is growth or decline in the gross domestic product, which indicates the scale of our entire economy. We have seen solid growth of 5%, 6% or even 7% on average over the past decade. This has been very good, stable growth.
But last year our economy shrank dramatically because of the global financial and economic crisis; it shrank even more than that of some other countries, by 7.9%. This year we saw a positive trend: the economy grew by about 4%, or to be precise, by about 3.8%. This is less than China, but more than Europe or the United States. This is the main, the fundamental indicator, and it is positive.
Second, industrial production decreased considerably last year, by over 9%, by 9.8%. This year it rose by over 8%. This does not make up for last year's fall, but is moving in that direction, with industrial growth in the region of 8.6% or 8.5%.
Agriculture also saw a minor increase last year, by about 1.4%. But this year, as we are all well aware, because of the drought, we will see a fall of 9.9%. Because the harvest failed. We harvested 108 million tons of grain in 2008, 98 million last year and 60.5 million tons this year and this is a considerable decrease. This is all down to the drought.
However, and this is something we'll touch on later, we are working intensively to support agriculture and to preserve this trend of positive development. I am confident that we will succeed.
On the negative side, nothing was invested in fixed assets last year, but this year such investment has been growing.
What effect has all this had on social issues?
Although real wages (minus inflation) fell by 3.5% last year, people's real incomes grew a little, by slightly over 2%. Where did that come from? It resulted from the decision we took regarding public sector wages in December 2008, when we increased the wage fund and also raised pensions by over 24%. People's real incomes increased by a little over 2%. But this year we saw real wage growth. They fell by 3.5% last year but grew by 4.2% this year.
People's real incomes have grown accordingly, also because pensions were raised substantially, by 24% last year, which is considerable growth, and by 44.9% this year. Pensions have grown by nearly 45%, from 5,333 roubles to 7,800 roubles and higher. This may not be anything to write home about, it's no great windfall but still, it's something. We no longer have pensioners living in poverty on incomes are below the poverty line.
A few words about the poverty line. The proportion of Russians living below the poverty line has decreased from 13.1% last year to 12.5% this year. Is that a lot? I would say that this is a positive change.
I'd like to remind you that 29% of people in Russia, or about 45 million, were living below the poverty line in the year 2000. How does this compare to Europe? We have grown used to comparing everything to Europe. It's more than in Europe. But this is very strange approach to statistics, as the average data for Europe is not available even to me, and the data for developed market economies differs from information about East European countries. The situation in Russia is not all that different from that in, say, Romania or Latvia, and it may be even better, given the drastic consequences of the crisis in some East European countries.
Overall, we are finishing this year in a quite satisfactory manner.
 You mean when will the general public feel that the situation is indeed improving? I think a positive trend is underway and that people should be able to feel that.
You see, last year we had 6.2 million unemployed people, but this year we have cut unemployment by 1.2 million people by creating new or restoring old jobs. Believe me, this is a very good indication, rather more than merely satisfactory.
I hope that people have least sensed that changes are underway.
As for the country as a whole, I started with the most important indicator, GDP, gross domestic product growth, as it gives a clear indication of the size of our economy, when the economy surges back to pre-crisis levels, the levels that existed before 2008, then we will be able to talk about people feeling this change in their salaries and in the reviving jobs market.
A variety of experts hold that we are set to regain our pre-crisis GDP level in late 2012, although some believe it will happen by late 2011. I think the truth lies somewhere in-between: we should be back at pre-crisis levels by mid 2012.
 As I see it, we are already at that turning point. Look, our GDP fell by 7.9%, but this year it has grown by 3.4%. So, overall, the trend can be described as a watershed and our task now is to keep it up.
 The wildfires, of course. I felt terribly sorry for people, for all those for whom this really was a major catastrophe. People in those small villages, who lived as they always have, quite modestly. They lost even that little that they owned, and this really was a great trial both for those people and for the country, for all our regional and federal authorities. On the whole, we dealt with these problems.
And of course it goes without saying that the drought was a heavy blow to the economy.
 Actually, we must cut short extremist actions on all sides, no matter where their origins lie. And we must not tar everyone from the North Caucasus or indeed any other nationalities, in fact anyone at all, with the same brush. But we must be ruthless in cracking down on all extremist actions.
The general public, including the liberal section of society, has to understand this, and I think that everyone would agree that we need law and order and that it must be upheld. One of the government's functions is to guarantee the interests of the majority. This is the first point.
Second, we often, justifiably, criticise our law-enforcement agencies. It's no accident that we have major reform plans in this sphere.
But while fighting negative elements in our law-enforcement agencies, including the police, we must not tar everyone with the same brush. We need to understand that these agencies are entrusted with a vital state function and we must not treat them like dirt; otherwise our liberal intelligentsia will have to shave off their beards, don their helmets and go out onto the streets and squares to fight the radicals.
I think this would be the absolute worst-case scenario, because everyone has their role to play, their job to do: for some this is operating TV cameras, for others it's holding the microphone, while others go out onto the streets to fight the radicals. However, the state must certainly fulfil its functions in strict compliance with the laws that are in force.
 I think we should cast away all fears. People from any Russian region, be it the Caucasus, the Far East, Siberia or Central Russia, should feel at home in their country wherever they live. Regional authorities must play a key role here, and public organisations, too.
What's important is that all Russian people, all Russian citizens of any ethnicity or religion identify themselves as part of a single nation.
To make sure people feel at home everywhere in Russia, we must all behave appropriately, so that a person from the Caucasus feels safe walking around Moscow, and Russians of Slavic ethnicity feel safe living in the North Caucasus. People of all ages must have a shared awareness that they have one homeland. One of our main objectives here is to ensure that all people can live and feel safe and comfortable everywhere in the country.
I must reiterate what I have said on multiple occasions: Russia has originated as a multi-ethnic and multi-confessional country.
Our religion is Eastern Christianity, or Orthodox Christianity. Some theorists argue that it is in fact even closer to the principles of Islam than to Catholicism. I would not like to assess how close this statement is to reality, but it is certainly true that these religions have coexisted for centuries. They have developed a communication culture over these centuries  not over the past few decades. We must look back to those centuries.
 We have indeed decided to make changes to the Forest Code and toughen the tenants' responsibility for the areas they lease. But that is not all. This is only part of a bigger problem, which mainly stems from the fact that fire services are very poorly equipped. We must also make amendments to legislation to expand safety areas in forests, especially around villages and strategic facilities. The State Duma is currently debating a bill on volunteer firefighting brigades, which existed in the Soviet era. We are planning to reinstitute them.
As for the fire services, we are planning to retool them: to provide them with aircraft, which currently belongs to the Emergencies Ministry as well as the Defence Ministry and the Interior Ministry, and with other fire-fighting equipment.
The government plans to allocate 43 billion roubles to purchase the equipment over the next few years. New aircraft will be acquired, eight Be-200 jets as far as I know.
All that, taken together, will hopefully enable us to deal more confidently and efficiently with challenges on this scale.
 Ms Kulakova, my understanding is that those communities used to have only low-capacity power-transmission lines. They are now connected to the gas system, benefit from decent power supply, water and sewage systems, as well as TV networks boasting over 100 channels. Virtually every single house has broadband internet access. The upkeep and maintenance of all this infrastructure, of course, requires additional resources.
At the same time, and I think this is something you can confirm, I would like to note that the homes were all built using new technology. They are energy-saving in the direct sense of the word, which helps keep the cost of electricity and heating down. This is the first point.
Second, most importantly, this concerns not only rebuilt communities but the entire country's utilities infrastructure. Naturally, people are not satisfied with what is happening here, and I'm sure we will return to this issue during our discussion today. In 2008, utilities prices rose by about 20%. Despite an uptick in early 2010, we succeeded in restraining the price rise to about 15% nationwide. Next year, we do not expect these prices to rise by anything over 13%. I repeat this is the projected nationwide average.
And if you economise, you can make savings. Of course you now benefit from the added convenience and comfort provided by this new infrastructure, and that has to be paid for.
True, I don't know, it's one thing to use coal and firewood, and natural gas is something else. I'm not convinced that gas is always more expensive. For example it's much cheaper than diesel fuel. People in areas which previously had diesel-fuel boilers will be able to spend less.
 As if we haven't already had some "awkward" questions.
 Let's start with the first part of this question. Of course, we still face a lot of problems related to housing sector development. We have a lot of dilapidated housing and people in numerous barracks need to be resettled. The state has a lot to do in this respect.
As for what we did to help people who lost their homes in the fire, our actions were a prompt and highly targeted response to a massive problem, the disaster that these people experienced. I repeat, this was a highly targeted reaction.
So what am I getting at? The houses that were burnt down, and those being restored housing were and still are considered private property. How are similar issues tackled elsewhere in the world? I would like to stress that, as a rule, virtually all this property is insured, and people are given compensation following accidents, after their homes burn down.
Unfortunately, this concept is not widespread in Russia due to our relatively low income levels and underdeveloped insurance system. Of course we can not abandon people in their time of need. But we are simply unable to rebuild and replace all homes nationwide at federal expense, even if we wanted to. If we were to do that, we would have to mothball all our other projects, including raising the pension, healthcare reform, in addition to cutting defense spending several times over. So that is simply not workable.
So, realistically, what can we do? First, we can continue to roll out our housing programmes for those social strata directly covered by federal commitments, including the resettlement of people from the far north, providing housing for combat veterans, military personnel, Chernobyl clean-up workers and so on. I would like to say that there is a great deal of work for the construction sector to do. Moreover, we supported the housing sector with the help of state contracts in 2009, which was a rather difficult and problem-ridden year. True, the volume of housing commissioned declined, but only slightly. Last year, we commissioned about 45 million-plus square metres of housing. A total of 43 million square metres were commissioned in 2010. Although the sector has experienced a slight slump, overall construction volumes have been conserved.
But these problems require systemic and drastic solutions.
First, we need to raise incomes. This is the most important thing. Second, the cost of buying a house must be brought down. The construction materials industry and the entire construction sector has to expand. Financial services such as for example mortgage costs have to come down. There are also some other aspects.
If we tackle this objective in a systemic way, then we will undoubtedly succeed. Honestly, I don't doubt this because the Russian Housing Development Foundation will continue to rehouse tenants from dilapidated housing. This is the government's direct responsibility.
 That second part actually implies that some people might set their homes alight simply in order to claim this compensation.
 Well, I am not sure if this is fully justified. Let me put it this way. First, the compensation is quite tangible. What have we done? The state built houses for free. In fact, we paid 200,000 roubles per family member in compensation for lost movable property. We helped people to buy furniture at a 30-50% discount. United Russia provided nearly every home of the fire victims with household appliances free of charge. And so on. All this is disaster relief.
 No, let me finish. It is our response to a natural disaster. But if it is a domestic fire, which is usually caused by humans, the person responsible must be identified. First of all, this is not a natural phenomenon, not the result of a natural disaster, and the scale of the consequences is smaller than the consequences of a natural disaster. There will still be compensation, but it will be of a different order.
 Yes, of course. There was a recent incident in Dagestan, that's in the south, it was a clear case of careless handling of fire. Some people set fire to a landfill. That is not a natural phenomenon, not a natural disaster. That's my first point.
Second, if somebody does it deliberately  as the case may be  this is a criminal offense called fraud, and it carries a six-year sentence or, under certain aggravating circumstances, up to ten years. This is also easy to determine. Forensics experts can establish if it was arson. So I hope we will be spared such incidents.
 People are presumed innocent, not presumed guilty, and I don't know if anyone was actually planning to do this.
 This is a common refrain, we talk about it all the time. And of course the cause is systematic, chronic underfunding of the housing and utilities sector. What happens in practice? The local authorities underfinance this sector, do not raise the rates as scheduled because they want to appear all white and furry before their local community, city or village. They fail to do it on time and put themselves out on a limb: eventually they have to raise the rates in one fell swoop, as happened early last year. The supply lines deteriorate, the system is cash-strapped. But that is only one problem.
Another key problem is that this market is monopolised.
It must be acknowledged that many municipalities have pampered local utilities, which charge monopolistic prices for their services without improving the quality of services.
Another major challenge, then, is demonopolising the utilities market. This should be closely watched by local deputies who should press for the adoption of anti-monopoly regulations in the regional and municipal markets. That is a very important issue. Without this we will never turn the situation around.
Of course, before people entrust their houses to homeowners associations, the municipal and regional authorities should to everything to make sure that the housing they are handing over is in proper condition. It is not right to hand over dilapidated buildings in the hope that the people will pay through their noses to get their house repaired. That is inadmissible and wrong. And yet this is what they try pull off in some places.
Who asked the question about the end of discount rates?
 I would like to tell Lyudmila Yevdokimova from Perm and other people who are entitled to discounts (mainly disabled people) that no one has abolished the discount rates. The situation in Perm regarding that issue needs to be looked into. These categories of citizens are entitled to a 50% discount on utility rates, as before. The federal budget allocates considerable sums of money  100 billion roubles  for these purposes every year, including this year, and transfers them to the regions, and then the regions are supposed to pass along the discount.
I am aware that in some regions they have monetised benefits, as it's called. First of all, this increases government spending. You see, if a person pays 50%, and if, for example, he uses firewood to heat his house, he pays modest sums for utility services (50% is not a whole lot of money). But the regional average is much higher. In the event of monetisation, it would seem that a person should be paid more, but if they do adopt this scheme, the authorities should first pay the money, put it in the person's account and then have him pay the utility rates and not the other way around: first make him pay and then pay out the benefits, and not always the full amount. This practice cannot be tolerated. We will look into the situation in Perm.
 The managing company has a manager. So we should see who manages this managing company and how.
 I just addressed this issue. I'm not sure if I can add anything new.
The market should be demonopolised. The deputies should take action on this and regard it as a priority. This is the only way to break the deadlock. We need to deal with the problem.
Mr Znamenov, the curator of Peterhof Palace, told me that Peter I, while he was with the troops during the Northern War, sent a design for his personal toilet, essentially a sewer system. He personally gave thought to such matters, and he was the emperor. The deputies of local and regional assemblies should not think it beneath them to attend to these matters and to pay more attention to them.
I repeat, we will continue to provide subsidies in the necessary amount. It is not a simple problem. Indeed, it is one of the most difficult problems. But with effort it can be solved.
 The point of the reform is not to change the name. It concerns deeper changes, which we want to take place in the structure of interior ministry bodies and in their work following a broad public discussion and consideration of the draft law in the State Duma. Of course, it is too soon to say whether the changes will happen or not. But that is the president's intention and not just to alter the sign.
Incidentally, you mentioned that the reform requires a huge amount of money, but that is not true. No money has been spent yet. But funding will be required, above all, to improve the living standards of police officers.
As regards the terrible events in Kushchevskaya and Gus-Khrustalny, it revealed a problem with all law-enforcement agencies, not just the police. Is the police alone responsible for maintaining law and order there? What about the prosecutors? What about the Federal Security Service? What about the Federal Drug Control Service? And what about the courts that were supposed to pass rulings?
I think the entire law enforcement system has failed. Where were the regional authorities? Didn't they see anything? It is therefore an important signal. It is another signal for society to wake up and for authorities at all levels, including federal, to wake up, too, and see what is going on in the regions.
There was a time when I received a lot of criticism for changing the procedure for electing governors in the Russian regions. I still get criticism but one of the motives for this change was to keep criminal elements out of local governments. Unfortunately, civil society is not yet effective enough in our country, and with so-called "direct elections", nearly every candidate had a criminal looming behind his back, who tried to use his "unaccounted-for" money to influence the election campaign and its outcome and did it with a degree of success.
Now when the president proposes candidates for governors, and local deputies must vote for or against, this somehow hedges society against criminal inroads, at least at this high regional level of administration.
Unfortunately, the situation in municipalities is not the same. We have direct elections of municipal administrators and criminals continue to have a say there.
I have some ideas about ways to address this, without abolishing elections, of course. They should not be abolished at the municipal level. What we need to do is to monitor these processes more closely, both at the federal and regional levels. And we must certainly strengthen the law enforcement system.
Now about Gus-Khrustalny. When I was visiting the Vladimir Region, two women asked to see me  I think they were from Gus-Khrustalny: both of them had lost their sons there. In fact, that started the ball rolling on the investigation of the criminal activities in the town.
On my request, the Prosecutor-General's Office and other law enforcement agencies have now got down to business in earnest and I hope criminals will face trial and be brought to justice.
 Yes, I know.
 As I said, it is society as a whole  the regional authorities, federal and public organisations  that should monitor the situation very closely. And every one of us, every citizen, when going to a polling station, especially when electing local administrators, should give their vote to a candidate for his or her for personal and leadership qualities, and not on the basis of empty pledges. As a rule, people who live in small towns and villages know who backs these candidates.
 Yes, perhaps some of them are afraid to talk. But when they vote for those candidates, they should remember that the ballot is secret. And they should not trust the promises made by such shady characters. Every one of us should be aware of the consequences of what we are doing. But that in no way frees the authorities of responsibility.
 This is an acute problem, it is true. We have been focusing on demographic and healthcare issues for several years now. We also have the Education National Project.
I cannot but agree that the income level of teachers is low. On the average, it is about 25% to 30% below the level in the economy. That is bad.
So what solutions are there? There are three ways to address the problem.
The first and the simplest  and it should be done  is just to raise the incomes of teachers, raise their pay. But that is not enough.
We need to restructure the network. The number of school students has been falling but the network remains large. I know what I am saying. I am sure people will say: "They are going to start closing schools again." There is no programme for school closures, and there will never be one, but the number of schools should correspond to the number of pupils. If this is to be done, it should be done calmly, keeping the teachers, keeping the personnel, helping people to retrain, etc. There are many ways of tackling that problem. There will be no sudden steps and nothing will be done to harm the teachers.
And finally, the next plan is to move to a different format of remuneration. We have discussed this on many occasions. We propose estimating the total sum each school needs (which is easy to calculate based on the previous years' experience) and transferring that amount directly to the school. The school policymakers, including parents and the community, and the headmaster, will then take decisions on optimizing their expenses, such as cutting heating and electricity costs, construction and repairs costs, and non teaching staff costs, to raise teachers' incomes.
This does not mean firing all the caretakers, not carrying out any repairs, not planning any redecorations, or switching off the heating and electricity. What I mean is that everything should be done efficiently. Try not to use more heat and electricity than the building actually needs. There are a lot of ways of making these savings without disrupting the teaching process and ensuring that the environment continues to be comfortable. Some regions are already doing this, and teachers there are on wages that are at or above the local average. These regions are Tyumen and Kaliningrad, and there are ten more. So this practice is already in place.
In conclusion, let me reiterate my initial statement  teachers' salaries simply have to be raised. I know these policies are adopted at regional and municipal levels. The federal government is also providing support for these policies, and will continue to do so  I am referring here to the federal subsidies issued to the regions.
 I have two dogs. I don't know which of them you have in mind.
As for what you said about those grateful elderly women, I just so happen to believe that every single one of us has a duty to the older generation. We have not yet been able to give them all they need and deserve, but we are trying hard and making some headway, however a great deal still remains to be done.
As for Khodorkovsky, I have expressed my opinion on this on many occasions. But if you want me to repeat myself again now, I will. It is my conviction that "a thief should be in jail" [a quotation from a famous Soviet film starring Vladimir Vysotsky]. Khodorkovsky has been convicted, by court, for embezzlement, pretty major embezzlement. We're talking about tax evasion and fraud involving billions of roubles. Then, very importantly, there was also the matter of his personal tax evasion.
But the new embezzlement charges he now faces run to sums of 900 billion roubles in one case and 800 billion roubles in another.
If we look at other countries' legal practices, in the United States Bernard Madoff got 150 years behind bars for a similar fraud scheme involving similar sums of money. Russia by comparison, I believe, seems a lot more liberal. Anyway, we must start from the fact that Khodorkovsky's guilt has been proved in court.
In addition , as you are probably well aware, and now I am not talking about Khodorkovsky directly, but I note that the Yukos security chief is currently serving time for murder. The mayor of Nefteyugansk, Vladimir Petukhov, got in their way and so they killed him. One woman in Moscow refused to hand over her small property, and they killed her, too. And then killed the assassin they hired to carry out those killings. All they found was his brains, splattered all over his garage. Do you think the security chief decided to carry out these crimes all by himself?
So we have the court system, ours is, by the way, one of the most humane in the world, and this is their bread and butter. I start by accepting the court ruling.
 It was truly by chance that I visited the town of Aksyonovo-Zilovskoye during my recent tour of the Russian Far East. My colleagues and I stayed overnight nearby. I remember the first part of our conversation, which was spontaneous. I simply stopped when I saw a group of people; I think it was near the building of the local administration.
The second part of the conversation was particular and clear, but the first part, the spontaneous one, was emotional and intense. The problems you have mentioned here were already brought up during that meeting. This is why I raised them during talks with my colleagues in Moscow and with your governor, trying to help the regional governments to move forward on these issues. I am referring to medical services, the school, and the future of your town, which I believe is the most important thing. I will speak about it at the end of my answer to your question.
Regarding medical services, I have already said that we are ready to help your municipal hospital. If it is true that you have not received any equipment and nothing has been done to this day, I will raise the question again. But if equipment was supplied and is only being stored in the closet because you are afraid of installing it, just like the equipment we sent to your school, we will be unable to do anything to resolve your problems. You must admit that you yourself should organise the process and draw the attention of the local authorities and law enforcement agencies to the problem [of security].
What you have said here sounds strange. You haven't installed the equipment because you fear it could be stolen. In this case, you can say in all sincerity that there is nothing to be done. When I spoke with teachers in your town  and I think the school director was there too  everyone spoke with such pride about your students, which goes for the teachers as well. You said that your boys and girls are admitted to the best Russian universities. This means that you have a high-quality teaching staff and that your school has good traditions.
I'd like to address everyone who is present here and everyone listening to this televised event. I was impressed that the people in that small town were proud of it and spoke with such great respect about it. They live modestly, but they are patriots of their town, which certainly should be supported.
Once again, if necessary, I will give this an additional push and send the necessary signals to the governor. Your governor is an active and experienced person; he has been on the job for a long time and, as far as I know, has reacted promptly to what we told him. But I agree that he must ensure the security of the new equipment at your school; the medical and educational establishments will be unable to work without proper security.
As for medical services, apart from modernising your hospital, which we are also prepared to facilitate at the federal level, Russian Railways should also take the necessary action to provide essential medical services in your town. The rail monopoly is certainly capable of doing so. It has a medical train, I have seen it  it is basically a modern hospital on wheels. I will certainly tell the head of Russian Railways that the train should also be used in such regions, to reach outlying towns and villages, remembering that your town was established to promote the development of the railway system. I hope you will see that train soon.
Now for the town's future. I can assure you that we are restructuring the railway system to redistribute the load, but such towns as yours will still be important in the future because the volume of cargo transport by the Trans-Siberian Railway is growing. It has exceeded the Soviet-era volume, and the existing infrastructure is no longer sufficient for its operation. We will soon address the issue of infrastructure development, which also involves the development of such towns as Aksyonovo-Zilovskoye.
 The issue of long-distance trains stopping at small stations falls within the responsibility of the railways, which try to streamline their economic effectiveness. I am sure that the leadership of Russian Railways is listening to our conversation and has heard your question. This is first.
Second, as far as I know, Russian Railways have taken measures to assure that you can travel to your jobs and to improve living conditions in your town, such as the maintenance of several sports facilities and the improvement of transport services. It is now running a commuter train in the morning and the evening for those who work in a neighbouring town, I think it's called Chernyshevsk.
As for students travelling to visit their relatives from other regions, first of all from the European part of the country, you probably know that we have approved reduced ticket prices for students, for young people up to 23 years old and for pensioners over 60 years old. They can take advantage of this privilege. Moreover, we are expanding these easy-term travel routes to other regions. We'll see what else we can do to resolve this problem.
 Yes, that problem does indeed exist. It is becoming increasingly acute.
Why is this? It is related to the fact that when this commuter railway infrastructure was created no one assessed the economic aspects. These commuter trains can't just be run with two or three carriages; they require a minimum of eight. And if these eight carriages carry just eight people then they are simply not cost-effective. It works out as a really extravagant form of transport.
So what should we do about it? Naturally, we can't leave things the way they are. We must put in place all necessary measures and take all the required steps.
What steps are these? First, the regions are currently tackling this issue. The plan is that every region of the Russian Federation will sign an agreement with Russian Railways and make up the company's revenue shortfalls resulting from this insufficient commuter traffic. The Government in turn is ready to provide the required subsidies from the federal budget.
Of course, this is not a radical or long-term solution. A long-term solution involves infrastructure investment and the procurement of new rolling stock that would make it possible to operate trains made up of two or three, rather than eight, carriages or even single-carriage trains for the required number of passengers. We also need to introduce alternative forms of transport, including buses, where they are in demand and can be economically justified, and where people find it convenient to use them.
We have just heard from people in Aksyonovo-Zilovskoye, we built a road there. Now it's time for local authorities to think about passenger traffic along this new road. We will continue to act along these lines.
Although the problems we face today are indeed acute, we need to make sure these prices are kept in check, no matter how hard this proves for the regions and the federal budget. A small increase is planned for next year, but it will be less than in 2010.
 Mr Sotnikov, first of all, allow me to express my admiration for your sense of duty.
May I put a question to you? You must have realised that there were probably no plans to use that airport. Why did you keep it in working order?
 So, you believed that the runway should be preserved because it will be needed and then used?
 I can tell you that you were right. That is likely to happen.
Obviously, small aviation today faces tremendous problems. This is linked with the air fleet and infrastructure, primarily the airport infrastructure. We have drafted an entire programme detailing the expansion of small aviation. The main elements of this programme are as follows.
First, we have virtually abolished small-aircraft import duties. This does not hurt our producers because, unfortunately, Russian enterprises still don't produce small aircraft. All these small Antonov planes were decommissioned long ago, and new planes are still lacking. I hope they will appear. We have, I repeat, cut import duties on planes seating up to 50 passengers right down to the minimum. We decided to give small airports for which there is demand, and particularly those in the country's far north and the Far East federal status and federal financing, in order to develop local routes. Russian regions will subsidise local airlines. We have agreed that, if need be, we can step in and support local budgets in order to help implement this programme. Such a need is likely to arise. We're talking here about the construction of 50 runways, during the initial stage.
 Which territory is this? Perm?
 The situation in coal mining was very critical eight years ago. During that time, the industry was being restructured, and today it is among the leaders in the Russian economy. Last year, during the crisis, the situation for miners, of course, deteriorated due to falling prices and demand for the product. Company finances deteriorated, company structures declined and wages fell. This year, the coal industry is, in fact, recovering towards the pre-crisis level; it has not yet reached pre-crisis levels, but is close to it, and the trend is positive.
Over the previous years, as I said, much has been done to restructure the industry. However, judging by what Svetlana said  unfortunately I do not know your patronymic name  after all, it turns out, as I now hear, a lot of social issues have not yet been resolved. And this is connected with the miners' settlements, which were, as we see now, left outside of the implemented measures, including the creation of new jobs. And what we hear and see in the relative background  I want to say this very carefully  the well-being of the entire industry  is, of course, in a sad state, which is evidence of the obvious deficiencies of those involved in it.
We had a programme that ended last year  a programme for the infrastructure development of settlements of this kind and resolving other social problems associated with the restructuring of the industry. I think that we will continue this programme  in the near future, we will calculate and allocate additional resources from the federal budget to address problems of this kind.
However, the industry continues to evolve  some mines are just starting, others are closing, and this is natural. Of course, we need to think about the future so that the rather sad events related to these settlements, that Svetlana mentioned, do not occur.
In some industries, energy, say, the nuclear industry, it's just like it is abroad, special so-called liquidation funds have been established, created under the current activities of enterprises, and they accumulate the necessary resources, which are then used in a restructuring and to address social issues when individual companies are closed. I think that such liquidation funds will also need to be established in the near future for the coal industry.
With regard to these two villages, we will now pay special attention to this.
 Yes, in general. Seriously, God helps those who help themselves. You need to work, including and above all, work with people, show respect for them, to prove your worth and do it insistently but tactfully. So far, as you see, it has worked. And I hope it will continue to work in the future.
As for the World Cup, in Sochi, everything is concentrated in two places  the Imereti lowland on the Black Sea and the mountain cluster  which for Sochi, by the way, is very important.
You know, I've talked about this many times, and now I'm convinced more and more. This is really one of the few places where our citizens can go on holiday to a mild subtropical climate almost all year round. The city of Sochi was in an unacceptable state of disrepair. There wasn't even a sewer system. Well, what's a resort without a sewer?
Every winter, the wires break in the mountains, and the entire city is left without power. Well, what can you say? You know, if it weren't for this project, I am uncomfortable to say this, but Russia probably would not do what we are doing now in a 100 years, and perhaps it would never have done it. Roads, gas pipelines, a new power station, eight sub-stations, bypass roads, 84 tunnels in the mountain cluster, a road into the mountains, not to mention sewerage, water treatment, water supply, construction of additional hotel capacity and hotel beds. But this is Sochi.
And when it comes to World Cup football, this entails 13 cities. Yes, there will not be such large-scale infrastructure projects in all these. But, nevertheless, there is a lot of work to be done on the development of the road network, development of airport and of railway infrastructure. And if we can put together a good programme, and there are already proposals, on the development of high-speed rail traffic between all these cities, or at least between some of these cities, this would be a powerful development impetus for the entire infrastructure of the European part of the country, and this is certainly an advantage.
Not to mention the development of sports infrastructure  the stadiums and training venues. All of these will remain for the people and will be functional for decades, and they will encourage a healthy lifestyle, will help ensure that young people engage in sports, where they will be able to do this to contemporary standards. This means that there will be less crime and less drug abuse. Ultimately, this will be a comprehensive and positive, very positive impact on the future of the country, and I am sure we will conduct the games in a very dignified manner.
 This is a polemical question. I want to say that not all Muscovites live on the fat of the land. Muscovites vary in terms of income, and the cost of living here is more expensive than in the regions of the Russian Federation.
 Therefore we cannot look only at income; we also need to look at the costs.
Yes, there is a small, very narrow category of people who live far above the average, but you can't really call them Muscovites  these are people of the world, and who knows exactly where they live  New York, Moscow or Paris, and the ordinary Muscovite is not in clover and lives quite modestly.
But this does not mean that everything is fine in small towns in the country; there are lots of problems and we should pay more attention to the development of small towns and small cities. Of course, this is primarily the task of the regional governments, but it is not limited to them, and the main thrust of the federal government is to ensure investment in the fixed capital of Russia's regions.
Incidentally, some positive trends can also be observed here. Last year saw investment in fixed assets decline, but this year it is back in the black. Last year we were obviously talking minus numbers, I think, below 10%, about minus 16%, but this year it has clearly been back in the black.
What is good is that this investment is flowing into small cities. First, because investing in Moscow is expensive now and there is not enough space there, and second it turns out that people in small cities are educated and trained to similar standards, but business expenses are much lower, and that taken together these factors can yield quite a positive economic result.
Take Kaluga for example. Of course their governor should be given some of the credit since he has really focused on attracting investment, and Volkswagen is one of a number of other major manufacturers that have opened facilities there. I have been in constant contact with them, and they are satisfied. But I would like to stress once again, that this is something the governor has focused on. He has made sure that all the leading companies that have shown an interest in investing in Kaluga have his direct line. Of course, they don't call him every day, but the fact that they know they can pick up a phone and call the governor directly has had a positive influence on the entire team. And this is one of the least bureaucratic places there is, from the point of view of attracting both domestic and foreign investment. So far we have seen noticeable positive results. If we continue along this path, we will see considerable progress.
 With whom?
 I see.
You know, we have been really focused on healthcare recently, and as you can see, we have also been dealing with demographic questions, next year we are to launch a large-scale programme to modernise the healthcare system across the entire country. This is something the government has been doing, something it is currently engaged in, something it has a duty to do and something it will continue to do.
In addition to all that, I believe it is very important to draw the general public's attention to charity, to ensure we have a well-balanced society able to offer support to everyone that needs it.
We held a charity concert in St Petersburg in aid of children who are struggling with serious health problems. The atmosphere of the event was upbeat and friendly, and there were a lot of foreign celebrities in attendance. I would like to express my gratitude once again for the warmth and spirit in which they greeted everything that took place that evening. This sense really helped us show that we too are capable of achieving something here.
 Alexander, you put that very cleverly. I am not sure even I understand what you're getting at.
First, I do remember what I was talking about. I was talking about the collapse of the Soviet Union. I was saying that: "those, who do not regret the collapse of the Soviet Union have no heart, and those who want it to be resurrected in its previous form, have no brain". But we should let that lie. It's in the past.
What did I want to say. First I would like to thank you for inviting me to the event you held in Crimea. I would never have expected that so many tough guys would descend on the place, that you would be so organised, properly disciplined, responsible. Very serious people indeed. I found that a complete surprise.
I was simply blown away by one of the participants, from Serbia, I think. I think he had lost a leg in combat, he had only one leg, but still made his way thousands of kilometres on his two-wheel motorbike, to take part in the event. As an event, it was also fun. After all, they chose Crimea. But it also had a very clearly discernible patriotic element.
I take my hat off to you. For that, I am indeed, very grateful.
Moving on to our relations with Ukraine.
I do not agree with you when you said that we would not have been victorious if we had been separate states. We would have won in any case, because we are a nation of winners.
As for what I said, it is, to an extent, justified. If we look at the Second World War from a statistical point of view, we see that the RSFSR sustained the heaviest casualties at over 70% of all losses. I don't want to offend anyone, but the figures show that the war was won thanks to the human and industrial resources of what is now the Russian Federation. That is an historical fact, it is there in the documents. But this is not to belittle the role former Soviet republics played in winning that victory.
Undoubtedly, when we were all together, we represented a much greater force. That's why the country's level-headed and patriotically minded state officials never even countenanced the dissolution and division of Russia, Belarus and Ukraine.
In Soviet times, the government tended to scold leaders of the White movement. One of them, General Denikin, firmly refused to even think of dividing the united Russian state with his then-allies  the Western countries  even at a time when he desperately needed their help and support in the fight against the Red Army. He vigorously opposed any attempts to discuss dividing Russia and underscored that all these processes had been and remained an internal matter for the Russian people of the united Russian people.
Today the situation is different. Today Ukraine, Belarus and other former Soviet republics are independent. So we need to proceed from reality. Nevertheless, we can, and need to, facilitate economic integration for the sake of our peoples and we are doing this.
It is worth mentioning that these measures are the first actual integration efforts in 15 years. I'm referring to the establishment of the Customs Union between Russia, Kazakhstan and Belarus and the next step which we are approaching  the establishment of a Common Economic Space.
I would like to emphasise that this will mean a deep economic integration which will allow us to be more competitive. We will have a large market  140 million in this country, 15 million in Kazakhstan plus 10 million in Belarus  look, this market can be compared to that of the European Union. If we lift internal customs barriers we will create new opportunities for our companies and only the more competitive companies will stay afloat. This will eventually benefit our economies and our peoples who will be able to receive high quality goods and services at lower prices.
Naturally, our Ukrainian counterparts understand the economic benefits of joining these integration processes and if Ukraine does join them one way or another, this will certainly deliver an important and strong momentum which will help preserve entire industries in Ukraine and will boost the competitiveness of many of our companies. But this is up to the sovereign Ukrainian people and the country's leadership to decide.
 Thank you, Mr Guk.
You mentioned the attention given to coal miners' issues and measures taken in this respect.
You know that  and I have mentioned this  the industry is rebounding and becoming more efficient. At the same time, I would have to say that we don't pay enough attention to coal miners. I believe that we still pay too little attention to them.
Coal mining is a heroic job. It has always been and remains so. It takes so much courage to drop down into a coal mine. I have been in coal mines. You know, it takes a person with a strong character, to say nothing of rescuers who go down in a mine to rescue their colleagues not knowing for sure if they themselves will come up again. And the rules are that they descend with dosimetres knowing nothing about the real situation.
I believe that the media, people of art and the public as well as economic, regional and government institutions could and should pay more attention to coal miners. Hopefully this is the way it will be.
The salaries in the industry may be slightly higher than the national average but they could be higher. I can't call for an immediate salary increase which would drag a company down. But you know that we have managed to increase the fixed part of the salary to 70%. I'm convinced that this is fair.
Naturally, a more final solution to these issues lies in modernisation and labour efficiency improvement. I believe that we will be working on these issues gradually.
Speaking about pensions, raising the retirement age and lifting social benefits, we are not planning to do this. Social benefits are defined in agreements between trade unions and employers in each particular industry.
I would like to point out to workers, trade unions and for you, Mr Guk, as a trade union leader, that certain economic literacy is necessary when comprising labour contracts and ensuring that the requirements set are reasonable and will not result in companies' and coal mines' shutting down and, eventually, in unemployment. At the same time, you have to apply certain pressure on the employers during your talks and not let them reclassify working conditions only because, for example, a filter has been installed which might not have improved the working conditions but makes it possible to change the classification category and subsequently deprive workers of some social benefits. This is what trade unions have to keep their eyes on.
You know that we are introducing a certain procedure for safety improvements at the government level and will keep working on this issue from the legislation point of view.
I would like to emphasise once again that there are no proposals to lift social benefits or raise the retirement age. These things are not even being discussed, so you shouldn't worry about that.
 Thank you, Ms Merzlikina, for your kind words. Your region's governor is an energetic and efficient person, and is well aware of the situation in the mining industry from firsthand experience. Once again, I would like to address him, his deputies and the regional administration and urge them to take a non-bureaucratic approach to resolving issues we have repeatedly spoken about. Not all of them were solved promptly and properly as we agreed in the beginning. I hope that everything has been settled, namely the payment of monetary compensations, children's education, housing and other issues. No one should go by formal restrictions.
I will not go into details concerning the issues we have repeatedly spoken about. For instance, if two people were living together and shared a household together then technically they were a couple, and partners of miners killed in the accident should receive the compensation payable to widows regardless of their marital status. I hope at least this problem has been settled. My last meetings with the widows showed that the work is yet to be completed. Mr Tuleyev, I ask you to make sure everything has been done as we agreed.
As regards the town's future, the Raspadskaya mine is to reopen today. If it hasn't yet, then it will by the evening. Not all consequences of the accident have been eliminated, with fire spots that have yet to be extinguished, water to be pumped out and the remaining bodies to be recovered. This is a matter of the mine owners' honour to finalise these things and bury their dead comrades.
In accordance with the law, all families of the missing miners are entitled to compensations. I expect them to be paid in the nearest future if it hasn't been done yet.
I will say again: the operation of the Raspadskaya mine will be resumed today, where it can be done. Currently, over 3,000 people are employed at the mine. I am aware of the fact that the mine's owners put over 5 billion roubles into emergency works. We should give them due respect as they did not hold back the money required to address social and industrial issues and are making every effort and working very hard in this difficult situation.
Raspadskaya owners have drawn up a plan for the next few years to develop and modernise the mine. This will secure the jobs and the future of the mine and the towns and villages where miners are employed. I hope we will not encounter such large-scale problems and tragedies in the future. With increased work safety measures, we can expect the growth in labour productivity and miners' welfare, as well an increase in their wages.
 Well, of course, it would be easy to blame the modern means of mass communication, including the internet. Law-enforcement agencies have to be aware of the methods used by radical movements to reach their supporters, and they should take this into account, so you are right in this regard. But there is more to it than that. Such a 'virus' of radicalism is always present in society, just like a human body has many viruses. If the immune system is efficient it will prevent viruses from spreading. In society, the principle is the same: as long as it is mature and has a strong immune system then all these viruses of radicalism and nationalism remain harmless, they stay at the 'cellular level' and out of harm's way. As soon as society is weakened and the immune system cannot protect it, the disease begins to spread.
This is a complex issue. Speaking of the tragedy with the FC Spartak fan who was killed, it was not the murder that provoked all these alarming events but the authorities' failure to respond properly. How come people involved in the murder were released? Of course, this does not give anyone the right to break the law, and this has been mentioned lately.
I will say it again: the government should, and will take tough measures to respond to such disturbances.
 I would like to remind you that 15% of buildings in Astrakhan are not fit to live in, but there are many more such houses across the country. We have started working on this problem only recently. Just a few years ago there was no relocation from dilapidated housing at all, the figure was close to zero at that time. In the last years we have allocated considerable funding for this programme via the new housing and utilities fund.
By the end of this year, 14 million people improved their living conditions (some people moved to new flats, and some buildings that had not been renovated for 50 to 60 years underwent major renovation). Imagine  that is 10% of the country's total population. Another 150,000 to 170,000 people will move to new flats from dilapidated houses by the end of the year.
I would like to emphasise that other people will have their blocks of flats renovated.
Of course, the more the better, but our budget is limited. Moreover, we will even have to cut it a bit. It was proposed to close this fund due to the budget deficiency, but we have managed to preserve it and will preserve in the coming years, especially as our budget deficit, which is one of the main macroeconomic indicators, is much better than had been forecast, as I have said.
We planned, or rather forecasted, a budget deficit of about 6.8% this year, but it is 3.53.8%, which is better than in many developed market economies: 11% in Ireland and 13% in the United Kingdom, for example. The budget deficiency of 3.53.8% is good enough to allow us continue such programmes. And we will continue them.
As for Astrakhan, the situation was hard there. When I first came to Astrakhan five years ago, I was very surprised, as the city was, to put it mildly, in a lamentable state. I hope Astrakhan residents have seen some changes for the better, especially the embankment, relocating people from dilapidated buildings, etc. There was no stormwater drainage in the city. No doubt, there are still many things to be done there. We will work on it.
 Rakhmat to you ["thank you very much" in Tatar], for what you said, Rakhmet. It is more than just a question. It is your position. I can only fully agree with it.
I have said it already: Russia is a multiethnic state. That is a source of our strength. And those who undermine the foundation of the state, whatever they may say, are undermining stability in the country.
 Yes, Yekaterina and all other students, it is planned. Students, although they are active, young, energetic and full of emotions, are at the same time intelligent and able to understand reality as it is. Often there is no need to explain anything at all: they are all intelligent people.
Look at what is happening in all other countries, I mean those hit by the crisis. Well, in some European countries, and I don't want to name them now, to throw stones at them, they have cut, not even frozen, but cut salaries, pensions and all social benefits, and they have done so several times this year. We have not made any cuts: we have raised all social benefits, pensions and the maternity capital, which was over 312,000 roubles last year, is 343,000 roubles this year and will be 365,000 roubles next year.
Yes, this year we had to suspend the growth of salaries in the public sector and student scholarships, but next year salaries in the public sector and scholarships will be indexed.
 You know, it's not only in Moscow. A mosque is to be built in Moscow, too, and it will be built. However, if we count how many churches and mosques have been restored and rebuilt in the whole country, it would seem that impossible has been done. There are hundreds, thousands of them, signifying the rebirth of our traditional faiths and religions.
There's one more thing to add. Surely, we are all different. In Russia, however, different confessions have always lived side by side. They have intermingled and have always shown respect for one another.
As for Slavs living in the Caucasus, we believe they must respect local culture, customs and traditions. The same thing is expected of all people living in Moscow, for example. They must respect the Russian people's culture and traditions. Law enforcement agencies must react promptly and effectively to all violations of the law, no matter who is the perpetrator, and crack down on crime, without any cowardice or weakness, and regardless of the [perpetrator's] nationality or religion. We must all be equal before the law.
 I have nothing to add, I agree with you. And I've spoken about this before.
The best example of interaction between different religions and ethnic groups is provided by the hierarchs of the Russian Orthodox Church, the Muslim and Jewish leaders, as well as religions leaders of other traditional confessions in Russia. Look at them: they build truly brotherly relations, support each other and help each other. I've been observing this for years, and I think this is the best example to emulate.
 I do indeed.
 Thank you for the invitation, Vitaly. What's the temperature over there?
 Minus six is a great temperature for skiing, that's for sure.
Thank you for the invitation. I'll try my best to make it out there, especially since the governor has invited me twice. Unfortunately, I couldn't make it due to various circumstances. But I'll try to come. I have not seen that slope, and I would like to try it out. Regarding the construction of ski slopes and other sport facilities across the country, we have a federal programme guiding preparations for the Olympic Games. Training centres will be scattered all over the country, and the necessary funding is being provided. But that still does not cover all the needs.
I would like to note  and being a Master of Sport you surely know this already  that construction is taking place all over Russia, wherever such facilities can be built. In Altai, Siberia, the Urals, the Far East and of course in the Caucasus. This is being done at the regional, local and corporate levels. Our large and even medium-sized companies have built many such slopes.
We will do all we can to promote this process. I hope the process will start to snowball. I think that's an appropriate metaphor. It will be a good snowball by the end, and we will have good places to ski.
 I hope that our performance at the 2012 summer Olympics in London and especially at the Sochi Olympics will not be a cause for "Yaroslavna's lament," but rather for cheers for our national team.
Training is proceeding in several ways. First, we have formed three teams in every sport: the main team, the second-string team and the youth team. The necessary funds have been provided for all these teams. Next year 2.5 billion roubles will be spent on bio-medical support, over ten times more than this year  not ten percent, but ten times more. This year the sum is 140 or 150 million, and next year it will be 2.5 billion. We will pay due attention to preparing coaches and trainers and to bio-medical support.
As I said, a large number of training centres for our national teams is being built all over the country, and we will increase the number of such facilities. All the more so since many of them, especially in Srednegorye, were lost after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Many of these centres are now in Georgia and Armenia. We have next to nothing. But we will make up for it in the near term.
I hope that our team will make a good showing in London and a very good showing in Sochi in 2014.
 Look what beautiful names our young people have: Yaroslavna, and now Miroslav, we our going back to the old Russian tradition. Miroslav, your proposal is worth considering. I think it will go over very well with the people you describe as "oligarchs." Anyway, you have raised a very important issue. Mass sport is the foundation for professional and international sport, there is no doubt about it. More and more people in our country go in for sports, I think there are about 21-23 million people now, but that is not enough. In Europe, Finland is the undisputed leader with 80 % of its adult population engaged in sport. The Finns, our neighbours, are setting a good example for us.
This will, of course, require better infrastructure. It must be acknowledged that sport schools and neighbourhood sport require particular attention today. This is, first and foremost, the responsibility of the municipal and regional authorities, but we at the federal level will continue to build up our efforts. You must have heard about United Russia's programme "1000 Physical Fitness and Health Centres." All this is to take place in the regions. The party has now come up with another programme to build swimming pools. Good projects and new technologies have been found. We will build 500 football pitches all over the country. Construction is already under way. Children will be able to play football all year round. Modern turf. We will have them at schools.
The Leather Ball and Golden Puck championships are being revived. Competitions are being held, and we will promote competitions between schools, which I think is very important. So, it is going to be a multi-pronged effort.
As for harnessing big business to contribute to these efforts as philanthropy, we would not object if someone were to pitch in to help solve these problems, but when I spoke about bringing in big business to build major facilities like football fields I assumed that such projects can and must be good business projects. Granted, they do not bring quick and massive returns like the coal, steel, gas or oil industries, but still these investments can and must be recouped.
Look at the club system in Europe and the United States. These are lucrative enterprises. Of course, given the economic crisis many of them are asking for support now. That is clear. But under normal economic conditions, in a normal economic situation, these are sound business projects. All the T-shirts, souvenirs, tickets and broadcasts make such projects economically feasible and profitable, and of course businesses can and should be interested in investing. Everything related to mass sport is the duty of the municipal, regional and federal authorities. The state should not shirk its duties and pass them on to somebody else.
 I don't know. Perhaps for unsportsmanlike conduct? This question should not be addressed to me.
 I have already explained it. The decision was made over the conflict that arose between the Moscow mayor and the president. Again, in the current power structure, governors answer directly to the president, they are his subordinates. All governors should work to build an appropriate relationship with their superior.
 He is not being tough, he is putting the place in order. "A new broom sweeps like new," as the popular saying goes.
I am not in on the details, and I cannot comment on all the new governor's actions. But I have known Sergey Sobyanin for many years. I picked him to be my chief of staff when I was president, and he worked with me for several years in that position. I was the one who offered him the job. I was not previously acquainted with him. He has no connection to Petersburg, which is my native city  a lot is being made of this fact. And he has no connections to the security establishment, in which I used to work  another popular topic of discussion. He was one of the more able regional leaders, an able governor. When I picked him as my chief of staff I looked at his track record and chose him for objective reasons, on the basis of his qualities as a leader and a person.
He is an experienced man, he has worked on the Federation Council, been the head of a region, an effective head, and he was a good chief of staff. He has experience working both at the regional and national levels. I trust him. He is a decent and competent man  just the man to be the head of the Russian capital.
 It's a tough and complicated question, but a legitimate one. It is true that there are plans to raise the Consolidated Social Tax from 14 to 34%. That is a major step, a big leap, and a serious burden on businesses, a small business in this case.
I'd like to draw your attention to the fact that we had planned to do this in early 2010, but we decided to raise taxes in early 2011. Why did we even plan to do this after all?
We have identified major projects to reform the pension and healthcare systems. I have already mentioned this, and you know about it. Pensions were raised by 44.9% this year. Some major healthcare expenses are planned for next year, the highest in modern Russian history. The healthcare system is to receive 460 billion roubles in the next two years. Naturally, funding doesn't appear out of thin air. We were forced to raise the tax burden on this sector in terms of the social tax.
We haven't raised taxes on the entire business community. We have even singled out small and medium-sized businesses and charged 26% tax, rather than the maximum 34%, tax. This concerns innovative business, all manufacturing businesses and all companies working in social services.
What small businesses are involved? Those small businesses operating in real estate, trade and securities will have to pay much higher taxes.
I'm very sorry about this, but we simply have no choice. We will either continue to raise pensions and modernise the healthcare system or retain minimal tax burdens on businesses engaged in trade. But we have no intention of undermining this type of business, which is also very important. Consequently, we will have to ease this tax burden by eliminating corruption and the still serious administrative barriers. On the whole, analysts estimate that these accounts for about 6% of the entire tax burden in terms of money. This is the first thing.
Second. We will have to create the best possible incentives for enhancing competition, so that it's possible to import new equipment and to introduce it as quickly and efficiently as possible. For this purpose, we will have to scale down import duties on equipment needed for this activity, etc. We will do all this. Surely, we will consider other possible options for supporting all small and medium-sized businesses. I repeat that this is a necessary measure.
 I have already spoken on this issue. I will remind you that when we decided to build high-tech medical centres in Russian regions, an overwhelming majority of Russian medical specialists working in Moscow and St. Petersburg tried to dissuade us from doing this. They said nothing would come of it because Russian regions lacked the necessary human resources and material-technical base and that no one would go there. They said the capacity of operational centres in Moscow and St. Petersburg, as well as those in two other major Russian cities, had to be increased.
Nonetheless, we decided to establish such regional centres. Practical experience shows that this was the right move. It turns out that experienced specialists in Moscow, St. Petersburg and Novosibirsk are ready to relocate to smaller regional centres in order to reach their full professional potential because these are truly high-tech medical centres.
It is hardly surprising that the latest speaker noted that he had previously seen the kind of equipment used at the Cheboksary centre only on TV. Quite possibly, he didn't see some of these systems on TV because even Western clinics in Europe and the United States still lack some of these technological developments. All the most modern equipment is purchased and installed there.
Accordingly, the experienced but still young specialists find it a professional challenge to operate such equipment. An overwhelming majority, or virtually all, of the specialists manage to deal with this challenge after beginning to work at these centres. And I would like to congratulate you all on this.
We plan to build 14 such centres, including a children's cancer and hematology centre in Moscow. But this is a special case because this will become the largest clinic in Europe. It is safe to say that this will be the largest clinic and scientific centre. There will be 14 regional centres, including your centre and the Moscow centre, as well as nearly 20 perinatal centres, which are also essentially high-tech medical centres.
But before we speak about upgrading medical centres we need to build them, which will also require considerable funding. And you should also factor in inflation, even though it is relatively low in Russia. This year it is expected to stand somewhere between 8.5% and 8.8%; last year it was 8.8%. This year it will be 8.5%... This is the lowest inflation rate in the history of modern Russia  it is the historical minimum.
In any case, this will require massive funding. Construction of a medical facility, say, a rehabilitation centre, is quite an expensive project. As you know, the Ministry of Healthcare currently uses the existing network of spas for rehabilitation, but given that new standards will be introduced in the industry though the long-term modernisation programme, the ministry will need to build new rehabilitation centres over the next two or three years. We will certainly fulfil these commitments. And we will certainly continue to provide support for existing centres, building new facilities as planned and expanding the federal order on conducting high-tech operations.
 I can't understand why you are applauding. Because of the cunning of the local authorities or because of the doctor's audacity? Excuse me, you didn't introduce yourself... Well, yes, I was in Ivanovo. Governor Mikhail Men is a very experienced leader, a very good one. I'm surprised to hear what you're saying. I can't see the need for these hasty preparations. We announced our visit beforehand. We didn't really have to go to that particular hospital... Well, as I know, one part of the hospital's building has been renovated, and there is the other part they haven't gotten to yet, but it is on the renovation plan. The governor told me which part was renovated and which would be renovated later.
But if you are saying that some equipment was installed in this renovated part of the building and then it was dismantled and removed, this issue needs to be investigated by the supervising authorities. We will certainly look into this.
This also applies to salaries, in particular the salaries of mid-level medical personnel. As you know, several years ago we began funding the salaries for medical personnel of primary care hospitals, raising nurses' salaries to 10,000 roubles. Maybe this is not a primary care hospital, but in any case if salaries are this high at those hospitals, local authorities should have raised salaries at the region's main hospital to the same level long ago.
Again, if they really did what you've just told us about, I have no idea why. I didn't have to go to this hospital. We could have chosen any other hospital or clinic that the governor named. Anyway, I should say that the federal government allotted some 130 million roubles to this hospital, and we will certainly verify how this money was spent, I promise. Next week a commission of the Ministry of Healthcare will be sent to the Ivanovo Region.
 One centre cannot change it, but if we create 14 such centres and 20 prenatal centres across the country, it will make a difference.
We are speaking about Cheboksary. Previously, to have this operation, one had to go to Moscow, the Turner Institute in St Petersburg or to another country. And now one can have this operation in Cheboksary. This changes the situation. The centre receives patients from 18 regions.
Yes, maybe this is not enough, but I repeat that this is just the first step. We will continue to move this way, expanding the federal order to introduce a rehabilitation system over the next stage of the reform of the healthcare system, which I have mentioned. This will be our next step. We cannot do everything overnight. But we are moving in the right direction.
If you think that you have received high-quality medical treatment, we will do our best to make it even stronger. This is the main mission of the reform of the Russian healthcare system. I have spoken about this. We have really ambitious plans.
I'd like to emphasise that almost all regions are drafting modernisation programmes for local healthcare systems. This will have an impact on the federal healthcare system since all standards will need to be changed. New regulations will set forth salaries for specialists, and doctors are well aware of that. I have mentioned that we have raised salaries at primary care hospitals and clinics. Through this comprehensive reform, we will also raise salaries for specialists, and I expect that it will result in an improvement in the quality of services provided to each patient in Russia.
 First. I am happy to hear that, despite your health problems, you have a strong character that helps you overcome obstacles and deal with challenges. I remember meeting you in Tyumen.
But the problem you just mentioned is certainly sensitive for a lot of people with special needs. I will admit, well, it's no secret that the problems of the disabled have never been a top government priority, even during the Soviet era. To be honest, they were hardly ever addressed. Society preferred to ignore people with disabilities, as if they didn't exist.
I think you'd agree that in the past few years, we have not only begun discussing it openly, but we've also started to take action toward solving these problems. Special centres are being set up which offer jobs to people with disabilities. I visited one of these centres with former Moscow Mayor Yuri Luzhkov, one that effectively employs people with impaired vision. There are more of those, and still more are being established. They solve a very painful problem  they create these special jobs.
We will be taking other measures for this purpose, improving the legislation and providing incentives to businesses that employ people with disabilities. This year we offered businesses compensation of 30,000 roubles for each job like this, and we will raise it to 50,000 roubles next year.
There are other state programmes aimed at creating disability-accessible environments. You must have heard about them. They involve a lot of work toward adjusting the existing urban infrastructure for people with disabilities, such as installing ramps and redesigning public transport. Some things are easier to do, especially if the facility is being newly built, it's quite cheap now with the new construction standards. Other things are more expensive and require additional investment. New transport standards need to be introduced. And this is being done, gradually. We will continue working toward making significant improvements in this area.
We are certainly proud of our athletes, our national teams comprised of people with disabilities  this is no exaggeration. When you watch them perform  the paralympic athletes  you may be astonished. They are able to perform at a level that many people without disabilities can't achieve.
We will continue to make progress on this, and we will try to help people with disabilities feel well-adjusted and successful in life and in sports.
As for medical services, Yevgenia  you just mentioned that people will have to wait years. But there were no such centres before. You will see long lines at the centres in Moscow, St Petersburg, or Novosibirsk. We are building more centres now. I have just said, in response to a question from one of the patients, that we will carry this programme through to the end, and we will take further steps to modernise our healthcare system for the sake of rehabilitation treatment.
I said that we are raising the unified social tax now  you can see the pained reaction from businesses  with the sole purpose of concentrating resources for modernising our healthcare system, including rehabilitation treatment. We will absolutely do that.
The young woman over there has raised her hand many times. Sorry, Ernest  she's right in front of you.
 We should thank them for that.
 You know, the behaviour of a driver betrays his general culture. This is an indisputable fact of life. I'm talking about one's driving style and not just the showdowns you mentioned just now. Even the way a person drives sheds light on his or her cultural standards or lack thereof.
As far as crime is concerned, it has become something sinister. But all I can say here is that security agencies must toughen control over the road situation. We have introduced tougher penalties for driving under the influence (DUI), and with good results.
Since the days of Roman law, it has been known that tougher penalties become ineffective at a certain stage and do not reduce the total number of violations. But, judging by the current road situation, tougher penalties here are still required.
 This issue should be regulated by legislation. The law has not yet been adopted and is currently being examined by the State Duma. But I know that you have drafted it. This was the initiative of your ministry. Consequently, I proceed from the premise that you will choose an optimal method for dealing with the problems you have been assigned and for cooperating with voluntary fire brigades. The job is in high demand, and people will be happy to do it.
Incidentally, the state, public organizations, and the media should, in my opinion, pay due attention to that fact and commend those rank-and-file citizens who want to help in emergency situations and who are ready to risk their lives and health in order to do so.
I would like to take advantage of your question and thank all firefighters who put out blazes this year. You know, I have always treated them with great respect. But I saw how they worked and in what conditions. They faced scorching 40 C heat in all that gear. Everything around them was burning. They could fall through the ground. Trees were falling from above. The boys were reeling with exhaustion but continued to work.
You know, I was most impressed after talking with a young man whose father, also a firer-fighter, had perished in a blaze. I requested a meeting with him. And I asked what I could do for him. Nothing, I have everything, he replied. I asked him about his job, and he said he was a firefighter. It turned out that he was living with his married sister and virtually had a family of his own. He said he had a home. But that home had only two rooms.
I asked whether we could at least improve his housing conditions. No, everything is okay, he replied. I said we could ask local authorities to give him an apartment. That would be a bit over the top on my part, he replied. I was both pleased and surprised by his reply. I want to say that the Emergencies Ministry's personnel deserve the utmost respect. I would like to thank them for their work and to express hope that if, God forbid, we face similar problems again  and I'm not concerned here with the government, which still has its problems  we will take off our hats to these rank-and-file officers and men.
 Indeed, this problem exists, and it was especially bad last year and at the beginning of this year.
As you know, we have made several attempts to curb the rise of drug prices, and early this year we approved decisions regarding the registration of the initial price and restrictions on the retail markup.
I must admit that the problem still looms large in some regions and drugstores, but we have managed to cut the price on imported drugs by over 3% and the price on domestic drugs by 1.5%. The cut was smaller for domestic drugs because they are cheaper as it is.
Strategically, this problem can be resolved through further development of the domestic pharmaceutical industry and the localisation of high-tech pharmaceutical production facilities working in so-called new molecules and primary materials. Of course, the necessary conditions for this already exist, what with the ongoing integration of our plants with global pharmaceutical leaders.
We are currently drafting and soon expect to adopt a targeted federal programme, the first in this field, and with generous financing in the amount of more than 150 billion roubles, it should support the domestic pharmaceutical business and help boost the industry. We will also attract investment within the programme and support foreign-owned companies [in Russia]. They are now coming from Europe, Asia, and North America.
There is only one way to do it  we must clearly indicate that we will gradually close our market to imported medicines, while stimulating investment in the development of the national pharmaceutical industry. I hope this will produce the desired effect.
 Yes, we could and should do so. Moreover, we had been planning to cut the airfare of Kaliningrad residents in January of next year. Young people up to 23 years old and pensioners over 60 years old will be given the same discount as residents of the Far East and several cities in Siberia  in particular, Norilsk.
We will do even more for Kaliningrad residents. Residents of the Russian Far East and some Siberian cities can buy cut-rate tickets only in summer, whereas the discount for Kaliningrad residents will be effective year round. Moreover, after launching the programme and considering our financial options, we may expand it to all Kaliningrad residents irrespective of age in 2012.
 I don't think it was the heads of state who signed such orders, even in the past. This is the field of the security services. Back in the Soviet era and during Stalin's rule  this is an open secret now  there were special groups that also eliminated traitors, apart from fulfilling their duties as combat units. But such groups have long been out of service.
It is a fact that many security services, for example the Israeli security service, employed such methods, and it appears that not all security services have abandoned the practice to this day. But the Russian security services do not number among them.
As for traitors, they will drop dead without any assistance because... Well, take the recent spy scandal, in which a group of our undercover agents was betrayed. They were officers, you understand? And the traitor exposed his friends  his comrades in arms whose lives were dedicated to serving their homeland. Just imagine what it means to speak a foreign language as a native tongue, to give up one's relatives and not even be able to attend their funerals. Think about it! A person spends his life serving the homeland, and then some bastard betrays him. How can he live after that? How can he look into the eyes of his children, the swine?
No matter what gains a traitor receives for his malice, 30 silver pieces or what have you, he will never derive any pleasure from them. Spending the rest of your life in hiding, unable to talk with your near and dear ones  the person who chooses such a fate for himself will regret it a thousand times over.
 Mother, father  what is this all about?
 And what exactly does he [Lukashenko] do? I don't think he is doing anything.
If this message refers to Alexander Lukashenko, I wonder why the author thinks we are offending him. Politics exists on a different plane  the plane of interest. It should be said that we have a great deal of respect for the Belarusian people, and everything Russia did in the past decades to provide economic and social assistance to Belarus was done in the interests of the Belarusian people, and we have gone far towards this end.
Still, I'd like to give emphasis to some of the relevant facts. Some people would question the statistics, but believe me, this is objective information. I will not speak about the past, although it is clear that by supplying energy that is worth billions of dollars at giveaway prices, we actually subsidised the economies of quite a few post-Soviet republics, including Belarus. I am not exaggerating.
What agreement have we recently reached? We have agreed that we will supply 20-21 million tonnes of tax-free crude oil to Belarus next year. The shortfall for the Russian budget will amount to approximately $5.3 billion.
At the same time, we have agreed that the export duties on oil products refined from Russian crude will be paid in full to the Russian budget because Belarusian refineries, which use Russian crude, export nearly all of their output. This will add up to about $3 billion, which cuts our budget shortfall to $2.3 billion. But our natural gas to Belarus is also supplied duty-free, which amounts to another $3 billion shortfall for out budget.
Besides, we have agreed to disregard the 1.7 million tonnes of oil produced by Belarus; we will not demand that they deduct the export duty on that oil. This arrangement may look fair, but only at first sight, because export duties on crude oil are several times larger than export duties on petrochemicals. It is clear that Belarus will export everything it refines and channel the revenues into the national budget, while getting the oil it needs for domestic consumption from Russia. But we do this deliberately to support the Belarusian economy.
Russian agricultural producers  I know this better than anyone else  are very sensitive to imports of, say, sugar, including from Belarus. What did we see over the past few years? Our friends and partners produced sugar from beetroot, exporting everything they produce to Russia while importing cane sugar to their own markets. Belarus sells 90% of its meat and from 70% to 80% of other agricultural products to Russia.
The same goes for nearly all other industries, including mechanical engineering (although Belarus sells only 40% of its engineering products to Russia) and automotive equipment. So, there are no grounds to say that Russia is not acting amicably.
In conclusion, I would like to say the following. Whatever relations we have with the Belarusian leadership  and there are flare-ups from time to time  I have never taken potshots at Belarusian leaders. So, however heated the situation has become, I must say frankly that the Belarusian leadership has set a clear course for economic integration with Russia. And this decision, naturally, deserves support and respect.
 Mr Gas, how do you know that pipe import keeps growing? How do you know that?
 Pipe imports continue to fall. In the past, pipe imports were necessary because the Russian pipe industry  and you know this as well as I do  could not produce the products needed for some, not all, large infrastructure projects. For example, Russian pipes were not fit for a corrosive environment  for the Blue Stream pipeline running along the seabed of the Black Sea and for the Nord Stream project to build a pipeline system across the seabed of the Baltic Sea.
Now we have your plant, which I wouldn't even call a plant, to be honest. When I first came there, it blew my mind, if you'll forgive the expression. I did not understand where I was. This is indeed something special  this white metallurgy. This is a cutting-edge facility, and its products meet all modern standards and satisfy the needs of our energy sector, our oil and natural gas companies using the pipeline network. So, whereas before we had to purchase these pipes from Germany and Japan, now we don't need to import them any longer. The question is price. Your enterprises have to make goods that are globally competitive both in quality and price.
Indeed, your facility and other metallurgical facilities  the Magnitogorsk Iron and Steel Works and Severstal  have started manufacturing products like this: high-quality large diameter pipes with the necessary thickness, materials and coating  exactly what is needed. But the prices also need to be appropriate so that your products can compete on the world market.
I'll let you in on a little secret. When I was trying to exert a bit of pressure on those who were making the decision on the Nord Stream project, in order to advance the interests of Russian manufacturers, their prices turned out to be significantly higher than that of their foreign counterparts.
The issue is the cost of large-scale projects, such as the Nord Stream, the South Stream, and, in the future, the Blue Stream, and our plans to develop the pipeline system in the oil sector. I sincerely hope that Russian products will have competitive prices, too.
As for pipe imports, you main competitor is the Ukrainian pipe and metallurgy industry. First, some of our financial institutions are purchasing assets in Ukrainian metallurgy, so these are no longer foreign.
Second, I will return to where I began  prices. Ukrainian companies offered products of the same quality at lower prices. Unlike in previous years, over 90% of domestic demand for pipes is now met by domestically made products.
If Ukraine full joins the integration process in the post-Soviet space, for example if it joins the Customs Union or enters the Common Economic Space, and if Ukraine continues to modernise properly, including with Russian investment, it will put up tougher competition. But I have no doubt that if you continue to modernise and develop as you are doing now, you will always have the competitive edge.
I want to congratulate you on the results that I saw at your facility. Simply fantastic.
 This is a really important issue. We spent a lot of money to support the real economy in various ways. As for Norilsk Nickel and some other similar enterprises, we passed a special law and spent over 11 billion dollars from our foreign exchange reserves via our state bank, Vnesheconombank, to restructure the debt our large companies owed to foreign lenders.
We tried and did avoid a situation in which, as a result of a margin call (I won't go into details now and explain what it is), they found themselves in a difficult situation in their relations with foreign banks, further aggravated by a decline in capitalisation. As these are strategic assets, we did not want this to happen, and so we gave them money to pay their loans to foreign banks and allowed them to refinance their loans in state domestic banks. We spent 11.5 billion roubles on it, through Vnesheconombank. I would like to stress this. All this money was paid back to Vnesheconombank and returned to the Central Bank of Russia and the country's foreign exchange reserves  all the money. This is the first way we supported businesses.
By the way, Vnesheconombank not only returned money to the Central Bank of Russia, but also earned 400 million dollars from these transactions, from payments from these companies.
The second way we supported the real economy was by spending 175 billion roubles from the National Wealth Fund through Vnesheconombank to support the stock market for Russian companies, whose shares started losing value during the crisis. This could have negatively affected the economy of the entire country.
Vnesheconombank got this money and propped up the value of the shares of Russian companies listed on the stock exchange. It started buying shares and stabilised the situation. This was followed by a short period of stabilisation, after which the value of shares started rising. In order to avoid the destabilisation and collapse of the market, Vnesheconombank started selling these shares on the market (which is not a secret by now). Vnesheconombank earned 100 billion roubles from these operations. This money was distributed in the following way: 50 billion roubles were spent on large state projects, including Olympic construction in Sochi, and another 50 billion roubles were spent to lower mortgage rates. We managed to do this, on the whole: the average rate within the country is 11 percent. This is not all the money we spent on these goals, but these 50 billion roubles were spent on it.
All this money was returned back to the National Wealth Fund ahead of schedule.
 You know that I did not keep track of every such event. Generally speaking, I would rather not interfere with anybody; however, as I already mentioned earlier today regarding recent events in Moscow, everyone should remain within the letter of the law. Under the Constitution, all Russian citizens have the right to demonstrations, meetings, and other public assemblies; however, while exercising this right, no one should encroach on the rights of other individuals. The local authorities may designate venues for such rallies, and those who plan to hold them should obey.
I have always said, and I want to repeat again, that the people who masterminded the demonstrations you mentioned are not trying to hold rallies  what they want is conflict with the authorities. They do not care about the rally per se [DH2] because such demonstrations will not catch the public eye  they want a conflict.
That is why I am not surprised that no sooner had the new mayor authorised such rallies than they (the organisers)came up with more demands, including marching through the streets, increasing the number of demonstrators, removing police barriers, and the right of passage to other areas [of the city]. They need a conflict. This is my view of the situation.
I would like to repeat that the government will not prevent people from voicing their opinions, including critical views of the policy pursued by the authorities; however, this should be done in compliance with the governing laws.
 Of course, the government has always sympathised and will sympathise with those who suffer from drug addiction and from drug dealers  in general, from this type of crime. In order to deal with this problem, several years ago I transformed our tax police into a very large special-purpose service  it is large even compared with those existing in other countries. Back then, I thought that, as far as preventing tax violations was concerned, the Tax Office would suffice, and as for addressing such violations, it should be left to law enforcement officials. Therefore, we have restructured the entire federal service of 30,000 officials to fight drug addiction. I must tell you that they have their success stories, and I think we did the right thing by establishing this special-purpose service.
It is obvious that drug traffic, particularly from Afghanistan, is huge. It is very hard to stop this flow, taking into account poorly protected borders that Afghanistan shares with some of our other neighbours, with whom we have practically no borders at all. Still, we have to step up our efforts, and the special services must increase the effectiveness of their work.
As for the case you mentioned, as far as I know, there was a trial in which the court ruled that the sentence should be conditional and nobody was sent to prison. However, as in the previous case, when I was talking about rallies and demonstrations, I would like to say the following: Drug addiction doubtlessly has to be fought, but this should be done in compliance with the law. No one should be allowed to deprive other people of their freedom by resorting to illegal measures  say, putting handcuffs on them and the like  whatever noble objectives such people pursue.
 Mr Chukanov, you have asked a lot of questions, and I will try to be as brief as possible.
Of course, this field is extremely important: more than 40 million people (including family members) and thus one third of the country's population are involved in agriculture. This, as we say, is not even a field of production  it is a way of life; it's their fate.
Two years ago, we had a record-breaking harvest of 108 million tonnes of grain, and last year, it was 98 million. This year, it has been 60.5 million tonnes, while domestic consumption totals 75-78 million.
I would like to repeat that this amount is sufficient for domestic consumption. As you know, we have a carry-over balance of 21 million tonnes of grain and another 9.5 million tonnes secured by the intervention fund and state and federal savings. So the country was not and will not be left without grain.
As for mineral fertilisers and prices...
Incidentally, two years ago prices were quite high, and although we accumulated 108 million tonnes of grain, the greater part was shipped abroad; then last year, prices dropped. Two years ago, they reached 9,000 roubles a tonne, and last year, the price was 3,500 roubles for fodder grain and up to 4,000 roubles for bread grain. Now, it is approaching 7,000-7,500 roubles a tonne. And this, as you have correctly noted, affects the prices of food.
I signed two government orders late last evening that will be issued today. We will start distributing grain from the intervention fund. We will separately send the necessary amount of fodder grain to those regions where the livestock sector needs to be supported; bread grain will be sent to Moscow, St Petersburg, and the Leningrad and Moscow regions under a separate order. The work will start soon. I repeat that the documents were signed and will be issued today.
Yes, we will distribute about 1.3 million tonnes, while we keep 9.5 million in reserve. That is the first bit of news I would like to report to you and all of your colleagues involved in agriculture.
As for the price of mineral fertilisers, there have been a number of initiatives, including an agreement between agricultural producers and the manufacturers of mineral fertilisers on raising prices next year. Perhaps the price of mineral fertilisers will be slightly increased, by 13%, in the immediate future. The agricultural producers have consented to it. It is connected with inflation and the increasing expense of energy resources  petrol and so forth. But there will be no 50% or even 30%, and this claim requires additional examination.
I will undoubtedly order the execution of the current agreement because the 13% increase, I repeat, has been previously negotiated by agricultural producers and the manufacturers of mineral fertilisers. Anything above that figure falls beyond the terms of the agreement. It is unacceptable.
In terms of imposing restrictions on the export of mineral fertilisers, I would like to remind you, Mr Chukanov, and your colleagues of something that you are already aware of. I will repeat it for those who do not know: we, that is, our country's agricultural producers, consume some 12-15% [of the fertilisers in question], 20% at most. The country's industry exports the rest for sale. If we prohibit export, we will glut the domestic market with these goods and destroy these enterprises, since they sell their goods for higher prices on foreign markets.
And I will most certainly inquire as to the figure of 30-50%. The additional funds provided by Oleg Betin are for transporting the grain we need from the regions that had a good harvest, to your region in particular, and Mr Betin does his job well. He does it at our expense, since we subsidise it from the federal budget; but in general, he has excelled in using the funds so efficiently.
 Incidentally, did you know that we made a decision to allocate additional funds to supporting agricultural producers with cattle livestock? Next year, we will allocate an additional 5 billion [roubles] for this purpose and another 2 billion for fertilisers and other things. In general, the support  I'm afraid I may mistake the figure  will total some 123 billion roubles. That will be the approximate scale.
 No, of course not. But let us first take some questions from the audience, shall we? And then we'll be moving slowly toward the end (of our session). Please go ahead.
 Well, that's an overstatement on your part. I can't really play the piano, but a friend once taught me to hit the keys with two fingers, and I did just that. Every person has a talent, but not everyone gets the chance to reveal it. Self-accomplishment is what I'd like to wish for every one of us. And the state will do what it can to make that happen. 
 And what's that badge you're wearing?
 Negatively. We just cannot let it get through at this point. There are certain medical standards, you know, and if accepted, [the initiative] will permeate the entire system, which is absolutely inadmissible at the moment. 
 Yes, I know.
 I see. You're referring to Law 94, under which we hold tenders for works, services, and supplies. We're considering how we could optimise the situation; we've been reflecting on it for quite a while, actually. But the issue is a tricky one, because we're dealing here with ideologically apt legislation.
We've managed at times to cut the initial price as much as 200-300% by applying this law on state purchases. But, admittedly, it has its flaws. And we should do everything possible to involve student building teams as much as possible.
Regarding university residential facilities, this is, indeed, an acute problem, even more so following the introduction of the Standardised High-School Test. I know there are lots of problems to address and that many people oppose this testing format. But I won't dwell on this issue now.
The number of non-residents enrolling in universities is, obviously, on the rise. Aspiring students can now apply more easily to major schools away from home, and the number of young people who do so has increased sharply. Which means that the problem of dormitories is becoming all the more acute. But I have to admit that we've cut down [on our allocations] in order to reduce budget spending overall.
Some foreign countries run a budget deficit of 11%, 12%, or 13%, you know. But we cannot afford such a budget. We can't expect a sympathetic donor to come and bail us out in case of an emergency. On the other hand, we shouldn't be surprised if people out there try to make our life more difficult. I can easily recall my previous discussions with the IMF. We get along quite well with them now that we've settled our bills, but the situation was different when we were in debt.
They often try to assure us that no political pressure will be brought to bear. But this isn't the case, unfortunately. And we cannot let anyone interfere with our domestic affairs; we cannot have an outsider telling us what to do in our own country. That's why we need to keep all macro-economic indicators under close scrutiny. And that's why we've had to reduce our expenditures. But of course, we will now try to revive spending whenever necessary, [specifically with regard to] the construction of dormitories.
 We need to build a state-of-the-art warning system, as we did in the Far East, that addresses hazards like tornados. We are allocating additional funds to the Ministry of Emergencies for this purpose. Such warning systems will either be upgraded from existing services or be created from scratch.
Unfortunately, it was hard to forecast this disaster. It was a unique natural phenomenon that caused a tornado to lift perhaps thousands of tonnes of water, carry it to the mountains, and then drop it against them.
Regretfully, as you know, in regions including ours and yours, settlements grew up practically on top of dry river beds. Those were their historical sites, but everything should be done now to minimise that fact's unfavourable consequences for the people.
For example, I talked to Alexander Tkachev about the school that we visited and that he was so actively restoring: it simply needs to be relocated, despite the expense. We are ready to provide funds from the federal budget.
Such targeted operations will minimise the negative consequences of further natural disasters. These problems must be solved.
It's probably time to wrap things up, or this will be endless.
 Yes. There was a request to me to select some questions of a general nature that may be interesting to other people and not only to those who asked them.
It seems to me that for you, Galina Dmitrievna, and for all of us, it has always been and always will be worth living and working for the sake of our children, our grandchildren, and our homeland, Russia. What else is there? I think that's how things stand. Whatever we recognise as the national idea, there is nothing dearer to a person than his or her family, kith and kin, and homeland. 
I can tell you that road blocks for special vehicles are provided for only two officials: the president and the prime minister of the Russian Federation. It is based on the need for security and special work conditions. There is no one else for whom the roads shall be blocked, and if it happens, it is a gross violation of applicable regulations.
However, in general, of course, everything associated with traffic restrictions and their inequality should be eliminated consistently and as soon as possible. This is absolutely evident.
Buffy is very well. He makes huge puddles and a mess on the floor all around the house, but despite that, he is a nice chap and I like him very much. 
I must tell you that the number of persons prosecuted for malfeasance  that is, for corruption and bribes is growing for better or worse; and in several recent years, it has been growing steadily. It is not because there are more crimes  it is because more crimes are being exposed. I think that our focus on the extirpation of malfeasance should be preserved.
I and everyone present here heartily congratulate you on this great event! 
Indeed, it is possible to inform on anything, even more so when it is done anonymously. What can be said about it? Law enforcement bodies react to the information they are given, but we cannot and should not revive the atmosphere of the 1930s, when anonymous information served as sufficient ground for immediate imprisonment.
I'd prefer not to answer this one. Let me just say that each and every one of us should work towards solving this truly challenging problem. One cannot help wondering, though, whether there's ever been a time when theft did not exist and whether in today's world, there is any single community immune to it.
It's a matter of scale, of course. Admittedly, the healthier the community, the fewer cases of theft it faces. Even in this country, there are areas out there, in Siberia, where theft is almost unheard-of to this day and where people can leave their houses without bothering to lock the door.
That's a serious one, you know. I won't read out the whole message. It's about high-speed trains. We've recently launched the Sapsan train [between Moscow and St Petersburg, and Moscow and Nizhny Novgorod], but people living in the suburbs now find it harder to commute to work because express trains [like the Sapsan] don't stop at smaller stations, and the number of regular suburban trains has been in decline.
I won't read the whole story to you. The problem is evident. I'll just emphasise once again to the top management at Russian Railways, Inc.: we mustn't try to create better conditions for some at the expense of others.
No, I'm not.
I have to admit that many things could be done in a better and more effective fashion, if only in terms of economic expediency. During the recent global economic downturn, for instance, we should have tried to better protect our economic security by taking a tougher line on the devaluation of the national currency. We shouldn't have waited for international financial institutions to take advantage of the situation by helping themselves to a slice of our gold reserve pie. They knew we would take certain measures, and they preempted us with certain manipulations of the market.
So that's something we should have done out of economic expediency, but it would have come as a shock to the public, similar to what they experienced back in 1998 when they woke up to see all their savings evaporated. And in order to make it possible for people to adjust to their changing circumstances, we did just what we promised and steered clear of shock therapy. Many things could have been done differently, and the effects would not have been the same.
I totally agree with you. And I should apologise to you because I, too, happen to recount anecdotes of that kind.
We rely on many different communication formats because I tour the country extensively. We've now begun to hold regular events within the framework of the United Russia party across federal districts. Also, special centres for addressing public complaints are being set up (across the country). As for phone-ins, I believe once a year is just the right frequency for this kind of format because it gives us a chance to review the results of the outgoing year.
Perhaps, I should have answered this question at the very start of our conversation. But let me say something on that score now that we're drawing to a close.
You know, despite all the formats I mentioned just now, including the centres for public complaints, or my regional tours and meetings with the local public, or phone-ins like the one we're having today, it is unfortunately just unrealistic for every person in need of help and support to get through to the prime minister or the president. But I expect our counterparts in regions and municipalities to try as hard as we do, or maybe harder, (to address public needs).
As a matter of fact, most of the problems people face on a day-to-day level lie within the jurisdiction of local and regional authorities.
Also, when we cast our ballots, we should think twice about whom we are voting for. I'm referring particularly to the municipal level, at which problems related to the housing & utilities sector, healthcare, and education should be addressed.
We should think whom we are electing. Not just some windbag who promises a Garden of Eden, but people who may not be very colourful, but who know their business and thus create a normal system of government that can address people's pressing problems. And of course, one should never give up, not under any circumstances. Zhenya here is the best example. 
I won't read them, but they are important to me and I am glad to receive them.
True, they praise my vocal abilities, obviously exaggerating, but thanks anyway.
"I promise." 
I will try; my word of honour.
A serious question, and obviously the questioner is of the liberal economic persuasion. It is true that in modern economic theory, and practice for that matter, as we see in many European countries, in time of crisis, declining production, falling prices for traditional export products, for example, it is impracticable and even harmful to raise wages, social benefits and all sorts of government payments.
But there you are; we see what is happening in European countries. Far from raising wages and benefits, they are steadily cutting them. Direct cuts in wages and social benefits, including pensions.
The thinking is that by increasing public spending, we spur inflation and create a vicious circle which prevents the economy from coming out of its crisis and then brings stagnation. That is certainly true of traditional market economies. Our economy is a transition economy.
This is what I would like to say to people who advocate such an approach. First, our citizens, unlike those in developed economies, have no private savings.
I had on-the-job practice at a European bank when I worked in St Petersburg. When we went there (it was in Germany) we were shown the accounts of pensioners at a major bank. Each of them had 300,000-400,000-500,000 DM in their account in addition to their pensions. They had something stashed away for a rainy day. Our people do not have such money. The state cannot, in a crisis, leave these people at the mercy of fortune. That is one point.
Secondly, our actions are not destroying the macroeconomic indicators. I have said that this year inflation in this country is at an all-time low, 8.5%. It always used to be at two digits. We consistently set lower and lower inflation targets. We will continue to do so.
However, as you may have noticed, questions were asked here about student grants. Similarly, although this was not articulated, I am aware of the serious issue of the indexation of public-sector wages. We are trying, in a quiet way, to hold things back, but we cannot totally wind up state support for those who need support. I think it would be wrong from the social and even from the economic point of view, because by raising pensions we raise the purchasing power of the population. And pensioners tend to buy domestically made products.
I have repeatedly visited regions without warning and will continue to do so. It has happened many times, and it will happen again.
I have talked about this. I spoke about the barrier-free environment programme, the development of paraplegic sports, etc. Such programmes exist and we will pursue them.
We will try to do our best in the future.
I had the chance to speak about this today. I think we have chosen the optimum way of bringing regional heads to power, the way that best suits our country: the president submits a candidate, and the deputies of the local parliament, who are accountable to the local citizens, can vote for or against the candidate proposed by the president.
By the way, I was once faced with this situation. True, I did not wait for the parliament deputies to vote against my candidate, but I had to back off from offering the candidate who clearly had no chance of winning the vote. On the whole this process, this method of bringing regional leaders to authority is workable. On the one hand, it takes into account the interests of the federal centre and the united Russian state, and on the other hand it is sensitive enough to regional demands while protecting the process from criminal pressure.
Money and power, what else? They had a field day in their time, in the 1990s when, together with the Berezovskys and those who are now in jail and whom we recalled today, stole billions. They were dragged away from the feeding trough, they have spent much of their money and they want to come back and refill their pockets. But I think if we allow them to do so, they will not stop at billions, they will sell all Russia down the river.
No, I am not.
Yes, we are indeed an oil exporting country but in this country like any other market economy, prices for any product depend on world prices for this product.
We have discussed grain prices with representatives from agriculture. Our domestic grain prices have reached between 7,000 and 7,500 roubles a tonne, about $200, while the grain price in the world market is over $300. Our domestic price is inevitably rising to this level even with grain exports suspended. I would like to emphasise that this is happening despite the fact that we have closed this market  we have suspended grain exports. We cannot suspend the export of oil or oil products. This is the main source of revenue for our budget. So, this influence is inevitable. But this is not the only reason.
For example, in the United States, taxes on the oil sector total about 15% while in Russia they total over 50%. This is where budget revenue comes from to fund social programmes, the defence industry and other programmes. So, this situation partially results from the government policy to redistribute funds for the sake of that part of the population that needs protection and in order to carry out social programmes.
We have discussed this issue many times. Our domestic natural gas pricing is more than three times lower (than that in Europe) and we cannot raise this price because our people's purchasing power is not as strong as that in Europe and because our industry has not been modernised yet to purchase natural gas at European prices. Russia's domestic price for natural gas is about $80 per 1,000 cubic metres while the European average price is $330 or even more now. Gazprom is getting along by selling natural gas abroad but also uses this money to expand Russia's gas distribution system. This programme is being carried out at a very healthy pace and we will maintain this pace.
Why congratulate them by phone, we will do this on air  I think their celebrations are already over. Ms Kuzmina, we congratulate you and your daughter on this important event! 
We take turns sleeping. 
Don't worry, everything is under control.
In the nearest future we will overcome the consequences of the global financial and economic crisis and will progress according to the Development Programme until 2020. We are having some plans for 2030 and 2035. I'm convinced that there is nothing in these plans that we cannot achieve if we work together, responsibly and efficiently as we have worked these past few years.
Thank you very much.
 This year has been a difficult one. At the beginning it was hard to predict how the situation would evolve by mid-year or the year's end. Nevertheless, the measures taken helped us get the situation under control.
Issues have already been raised today, for example, related to recovering the funds that we spent on supporting the real sector. But it all began with supporting the banking sector. This move has been much criticised: where is the money? Are we doing the right thing supporting the banking sector? The banking system is the blood system of the entire economy and subsequently of the social sector. We have pumped 2.5 trillion roubles into banking. I would like to emphasise that the recoverability of these funds is 98%. The Central Bank has gained 150 billion roubles from all this and 75% of these funds have been transferred to the federal budget.
Support for the financial and real sectors, targeted social measures aimed at supporting particular social groups, the labour market  all this did take an effort, but the result is evident and clearly positive. Our objective for the next few years  a year and a half or two years  is to uphold this positive trend. I'm convinced that we will embark on the road of accelerated economic and social development.
 Thank you.
 Thank you.
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 Yes, let’s begin. Good afternoon, hello, thank you for coming.
 The fact that people speak out, express their views on the processes underway in the economy and the social and political spheres is all absolutely normal – so long they abide by the law.
I hope that this is how it will be. The people I saw on TV, mainly young people, active, who make their case in a clear and lucid manner. This is good to see.
If this is a result of “Putin’s rule,” then that’s all to the good. I don’t see anything excessive here.
I want to state once more – the main thing is that everyone involved and all political forces stay within the constraints of the law.
 You know this talk of falsification, and the opposition’s dissatisfaction with the election results are nothing new, it has always been like this and always will be. This is what the opposition is for. It fights for power. And it therefore seeks out any available opportunity to approach the powers that be, seeking to squeeze the incumbents out, making accusations about them and pointing out their mistakes. This is also, overall, entirely normal.
If you are asking whether or not these elections were objective and honest, I think – and I have said this publicly – that the election results clearly reflect the lineup of powers in the country. And it is nothing extraordinary that the ruling force – United Russia – has ceded ground to an extent.
Well, we have just weathered a very difficult phase of the crisis. Look at what is happening in other countries. This has clearly had a negative impact on people. Living standards have fallen and many have lost their jobs, making the opposition’s role – recruiting the dissatisfied – much easier. And yet United Russia has retained its leading positions, which is a very good result.
As for whether the elections were honest or not, the opposition will always claim that they were dishonest, always. And this happens everywhere, in all countries. The only difference is in the form this dissatisfaction takes. This is an issue of political culture.
It is clear to me that the attacks on the elections are a secondary matter. The main goal is the upcoming presidential elections. I have a proposal that will help us to preclude problems during these elections, to minimise opportunities for levelling these allegations at us that these or any future elections are dishonest and cutting the ground out from under the feet of those who aim to de-legitimise the authorities in the country.
You know I travelled a great deal around the affected regions during last summer’s forest fires in central Russia, seeking to help people rebuild their homes. We took a number of highly unusual decisions then. No other country in the world has ever implemented such programmes. What we did is quickly rebuild homes, including thanks to the fact that I asked for web cameras to be installed at all construction sites, which worked around the clock, so that I could click a button to see what was going on at any site at any time of day, whether I was at home or in the office.
I suggest and request that the Central Election Commission install web cameras at all 90,000 plus voting stations in Russia. They should be on 24/7, so that the whole nation could watch what’s going on at each particular ballot box. That would preclude any possibility of fabrications on this account.
 I would like to make another point. I believe that the opposition should be able to monitor absolutely everything that happens at voting stations. The web cameras can do this. All political forces that are represented in the parliament should also be represented at the district voting stations in accordance with the law.
I would also like to address those who are ready to vote, including for me as a presidential candidate. Please don’t think that no matter how you vote the authorities will manipulate things the way they want them to be, and you can go about your business instead of going to a voting station. No one will do anything for you. You are the ones to determine who will implement Russia’s foreign policy and represent our country on the international arena, who will guarantee internal and external security, who will address social issues and who will promote the economy. Only you and no one but you.
 First, I have already made my point clear. I said that different kinds of people gathered there, and I was pleased to see fresh, healthy, intelligent and energetic faces of the people who were actively expressing their views. I can say it again that if this is the result of the Putin regime, then I’m truly pleased that we have such people in our country now.
As for the dispute settlement procedure, it is clearly set out in the law. In some cases, before the election results are summed up, election commissions may recount the votes, and they have actually been recounted in St Petersburg at the request of the opposition parties. However, after the bottom line has been drawn, such disputes should be taken to court, and we should certainly expect our courts to act in an objective and decisive manner.
 Give the man a microphone, he won’t run off with it.
 As for agriculture, I’m sure we’ll get back to it today. I’m sure there will be questions connected with agriculture during our conversation.
As far as bringing potatoes from Egypt, I haven’t heard anything about it. This sounds exotic. As you may know, Egypt is a major importer of Russian grain. One couldn’t even think about it a few decades back. We imported all of our grain. We bought grain from Canada, the United States and Australia. Today Russia is the world’s third largest grain exporter. This never happened before. Certainly, this is due to the hard work and dedication of our agricultural workers, but I believe that state support has also played its part. We have restored our export potential this year.
 I have already said what I think about these events in general. I think we should change the subject. I’m sure there are many other interesting questions.
 By all means, if it really is so interesting, I’m ready to discuss it.
As for ribbons and colour revolutions, I think that things are very clear here. This is a proved scheme to destabilise society. I believe that this scheme didn’t come into being all by itself. We know about the orange revolution in Ukraine. Certain members of the Russian opposition went to Ukraine back then and served as official advisors to President Yushchenko. Naturally, they are bringing these practices back here to Russia.
Frankly speaking, when I saw on TV what some of them were wearing on their chests, I'll tell you, though it might be somewhat inappropriate, I thought they were some weird symbols for the fight against AIDS – condoms, if you'll excuse me. It struck me as odd that they would unpack them first, but upon a closer look, I saw that they weren’t condoms after all. But at first, I thought, good, they are promoting a healthy lifestyle, Doctor Roshal would approve. This is a major issue for young people.
 Great. Well done.
Protests are a good thing as long as they are lawful. People have a right to express their discontent with what the government is doing, since the government is not behaving as it should or is not adequately responding to the challenges of the day. People often experience injustice, and it is natural and appropriate that they would react to it. But I do not think it is right or appropriate to let oneself be dragged into any schemes aimed at destabilising society.
Moreover, you just pointed out that a lot of people attended these rallies, the Moscow rally, to express their discontent with how the government is treating them. But look at what we saw on TV. Did you hear what some of the opposition leaders were saying who called upon these people to protest? Do you know what they said to urge the people forward? “Go, you sheep!” What's that all about? Is it right to treat people like cattle? People are discontent with the government. But are these the people that they want in the government instead?
I don’t think that those who joined in the protest shouldn’t have – well I know that the organisers even paid some students (a good idea, giving university students an opportunity to earn a little cash) – they still shouldn’t have let themselves be humiliated by those leaders. It's unacceptable.
 There, do you see how authority reacts? He’s the authority here today, and that was his response to the public opinion.
 This is unacceptable. We need to give people the opportunity to speak.
 I certainly support you.
 I will answer your question in a moment. I glanced over at the crawl line while you were talking. “Will you reintroduce daylight-saving time?” We’ll talk about this later. There was a serious question about single mothers and about raising veterans’ pensions.
Veterans’ pensions are currently higher than the benefits received by other retired people across the country. The average pension will be 8,350 roubles this year, but we will certainly index it further, also for the veterans next year, and we are planning a significant increase for retired military – by an average of 60%. I wanted to mention this briefly.
Now back to your question. This is a very important issue. I would like to cite another idea of Solzhenitsyn’s. He gave a lot of attention to the municipal level of government. When we met, I remember him describing in detail his ideas for strengthening the municipal level of government. I truly believe that he was right. The municipal authorities are the closest to the people, and logically, they should be the most accessible. Therefore, this is the most important level because people’s daily lives directly depend on the efficiency of the work of municipal agencies. This is my first point.
Second. It is important that municipal authorities are effective and independent enough to carry out the functions entrusted to them. Honestly, the level of financing and the sources of funding are not enough for the municipalities to meet their goals. This level is too low, and this significantly reduces the effectiveness of municipal governments.
A working group has been formed for this reason in the federal government, led by Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Kozak, to redistribute authority and funding. This is going to be done.
At the same time, even with sufficient resources and possibilities, we still often come up against a lack of concern. “Thieves and the others should be sent to jail more often,” – I’m reading from the crawler again. This is true, but we shouldn’t turn it into a witch-hunt.
What’s important is that municipal authorities are elected directly. Voters should be careful about whom they elect. They shouldn’t simply sell their votes to some local quasi-oligarch or their proxies; they should elect people who are well known and respected in their village or town, who can make a difference, meet their goals and talk to people directly.
I have already told this story. It’s an old story in fact. [Sergei] Shoigu went to one of the regions (Nikolai is nodding because he's familiar with the story) in winter because there was an emergency – the heating broke down in one of the towns because the pipes burst. So Shoigu urgently flew to the region, met with the local leadership, and asked one of the local officials to accompany him to that town. The official says he won't go. Why not? They’ll beat me there, honestly. Shoigu says, what do you mean you won’t go, the people there are freezing. He still refuses. So Shoigu grabs him and drives to the airfield, where they are to board a plane or a helicopter. They go into a building to wait. The local official says, I’ll be back in a minute, I need to use the bathroom. He never came back. He escaped through the back door. Escaped, how do you like that? A local government official, imagine.
What can I add here? They should certainly be given more opportunities and stricter requirements. But at the same time, voters should take a little more responsibility during local elections. We need a comprehensive approach to strengthening the municipal level of government, which is a very important segment of the country’s administration.
 First of all, thank you for your positive comments on what has been achieved.
We may have a lot of unresolved issues left but there are still things that I believe are hallmark achievements of the previous years. I actually thought we would start with it, and I even made a few notes on this year’s results, so let me tell you about it.
What we managed to do in the previous years in the social sphere is crucial, I believe. In 2000, the share of our population living below the poverty line even under Russian standards – which are far more modest than, say, in European countries – was 29%. Almost one third of the country languished in poverty. Can you imagine the state the society was in?
Over the course of these ten years we have reduced the number of people living below the poverty line by half, and today their share is 12.5%. It is still very high, higher than in European countries. Nevertheless, this is a trend, and an obviously positive one.
In 2000, the average monthly wage in the country was 2,232 roubles. Adjusted to inflation accrued over these years, the average wage today should be 7,400 roubles. This is what we would have come to naturally, if we had developed.
Today, the average monthly wage in the country is not very high, but still it is 23,400 and not 7,400. And this is despite the economic crisis and a certain decline in the population’s incomes, a decline in wages. This is the most important thing. I am now not talking about strengthening our statehood, about strengthening of our positions on the international stage, etc. I believe these are obvious things.
But even if we look back at the crisis, we managed to get over it thanks to our accrued potential – and we have almost doubled the size of the country’s economy over these years; thanks to the fact that the economy had expanded, it became more stable and its financial element became more secure. As I have already said,  the 2009-2010 crisis did not hit Russia as hard as other countries. Even then, the real incomes of our population were growing a little, the real income minus inflation, I’d like to emphasise.
What do we have this year? The economy will grow by 4.2%-4.5%, while in Europe it will be 1%-1.2%. Next year, many leading European economies and the United States expect a zero growth, and some European countries even project a recession. These are official figures. The economy will be down. We are not happy about it. There is nothing to be happy about, because it can affect us, too. But nevertheless, our performance is much better and more stable.
An important target we have been working towards for many years is lowering the inflation rate. Let me recall that in the early 2000s, inflation was 30%, and earlier it had sometimes exceeded 100%. Now we have an all-time low inflation rate. Russia has never had such results in its recent history. This year, it will be just above 6%. We are reaching the level of European countries: Britain has an inflation rate of 5% today. This is a very good result for Russia. Of course, we will have to maintain this trend towards lowering and targeting inflation.
Finally, a very important economic indicator is the unemployment rate. We have brought the unemployment rate to below the pre-crisis level. Under the ILO methodology, we now have 6%. This is a crucial indicator of the economy’s health. How about debt? Do you remember what it was to begin with? We had 120 billion of debt and 12 billion in international reserves. Everything was very unsteady and shaky.
I remember how Mr Primakov made the first step towards the recovery of the system as he became prime minister. We did not simply maintain that trend, but strengthened it manifold. Today, we have the world’s third biggest international reserves. We have practically restored them to the pre-crisis level. We haven’t reached this target completely but we are close. And we have the smallest foreign debt of all developed economies: 10%.
Let me point out that in Italy, for example, the debt is 145% of the country’s GDP; in Greece, it is 162% and in Japan, over 200% of GDP. Our debt is 10%, out of which foreign debt accounts for mere 2.5%; it is almost nothing. We have a healthy economy and we can use this foundation to successfully develop the social sphere; we should tread carefully here, however, in order not to tip the balance. But this year’s results are nevertheless positive.
As I have said, GDP will grow by 4.2%-4.5%, industrial production by 5.1%. Wages in real terms are not growing as fast as we would like them to but still, there will be a real growth of 2.9%.
We have indexed all pensions, even though last year we raised them simultaneously by over 40% - something no one was doing during the crisis, as I have repeatedly said. Others acted very differently: they lowered and froze pensions and raised the retirement age, but we chose a different path. This is what has been done. The challenges that remain are completely different. They are far more difficult than the ones we have been dealing with until now.
[bookmark: strengthen]We need to strengthen our political system, first of all. We need to expand the foundations of democracy in the country so that people begin to feel their direct connection with the authorities at the municipal, regional and federal levels, so that trust in the authorities grows and the political system becomes self-sufficient and resistant to external shocks and to all kinds of impostors that are trying to get in here from the outside and to influence our domestic political processes. This should be stopped completely.
We need, of course, to diversify the economy, to modernise and renew it. We need innovation and modernisation to penetrate the brain of every citizen, for innovation to become part of our general policy. And, of course, we need to improve and develop our social sphere, so that no one feels neglected by the government.
These are the tasks that we will need to address. Of course, if people decide to trust me with this work, I will be glad to continue putting in as much effort as I have done so far.
 The microphone is power here. Seize it.
 I cannot completely agree that the goal of strengthening the country has been fully achieved. Yes, the most essential things have been accomplished. Separatism and terrorism have been suppressed. But look at the way things still are in the Caucasus – at how people there still suffer as a result of these issues. If we let go of it for just a bit, then many people would realise what “today’s difficulties” are all about. They would realise this when, instead of going to a square, they would have to brave gunfire and fight terrorists, when they would have to think about growing unemployment, like that now plaguing the United States or some Western European countries, rather than about how much their pensions, wages, and salaries are going to increase. They would realise this when they would have to debate retirement age increases, rather than pension raises.
Virtually all countries around us have done this, not to mention countries with a longer average life expectancy. It appears that their actions are justified and are motivated by demographic problems and by the fact that the ratio between the economically active population and retirees continues to diminish. Even a country like Ukraine, which has just about the same or even shorter life expectancy, was forced to do this. This was done under the pressure of international financial institutions, which said the country would not receive any funds for pension payments, as well as for wages and salaries of public-sector employees, unless the pension age was raised. So, they were forced to do this.
So I would not say that everything has been resolved, and that everything is so stable. Yes, much has been accomplished. I said that. But much remains to be accomplished in order to strengthen the system. This is the first thing.
[bookmark: stability]Now I would like to say a few words about stability, and the fact that this word is acquiring a sort of negative connotation. Stability does not imply that we are standing idle and marking time. Stability implies sustained development. This is my idea of stability. And this has been our approach. This must also be our approach in the future.
As I said to Ernest, in the near future – in the mid term, as well as with a longer-term strategic view – we must take on entirely new tasks. We must build society in line with different patterns, strengthen the political system, and expand the basis of democratic institutions. Certainly, we must modernise all aspects of our life, including political life, the economy, and the social sphere. In some respects, these must become the profound transformations of Russian society, so that the country can be stable, and so that the laws governing its development are irreversible, and so that it can attain new frontiers. Can we do this or not? Of course, we can. I think this is what we must strive to accomplish. This precisely will be my highest priority, if the people entrust me with this work.  
 As you know, Alexei Kudrin never left my team. He is my long-time compañero, and I would even say that he is my friend.
The developments inside the government were the result of many factors. I don’t want to discuss them now. But he has not gone far. I met with him only the day before yesterday, and we discussed all these issues.
I understand his stance on many issues. Moreover, he has done a lot to stabilise the Russian economy. It is not surprising to me that the international expert community has twice named him the world’s best minister of finance, and I’m proud of the fact that such a person worked in my government.
I repeat, we met the day before yesterday, discussed the economy and the future. Indeed we are divided on many issues; we don’t have the same opinions on some issues, but these issues are not of a principled nature.
They are talking about a time of lost opportunities, including … Where does this come from? I would like to provide you with some insider information on what is being discussed.
 For example, we decided to raise pensions by 42% and 45% during crisis conditions. At that time, the liberal economists told me that this should not be done during the crisis, that we must economise, that if this was to be done then we should simultaneously pursue other essential measures which will inevitably have to be done anyway. They were referring to the very same pension system. What are these measures? For example, quite a few people are eligible for early retirement. Just imagine, how much is that – thirty-four per cent of the total number of pensioners are on early retirement. They told me that this must be done today, and that pension support would be raised drastically. And this step needs to be taken.
The same concerns some other issues. Speaking of healthcare, if we are moving to allocate an additional 460 billion for the healthcare sector, and if we are taking some other steps in education, then we must take other related steps to reduce the number of facilities and to reduce the number of employees, and to make the system more flexible and efficient. Do we need so many hospital cots being used by elderly people only to while away the hard winter months? Hospitals must treat patients and discharge them after a few days, the way they do it at Western clinics. In this respect, we may not need so many cots.
Quite possibly, we don’t need this. But, first, we must establish a modern healthcare system with modern equipment that makes it possible to effectively treat patients within a few days. Second, what should be done about the employees? There is nothing we can do here. We will have to lay off the personnel – who must receive jobs before that.
So, does this amount to a period of lost opportunities or not? As you know, politics is the art of the possible. I have always listened attentively and respectfully to those who advocated such actions, and I have agreed quite often when I thought it was possible. But I have never forgotten, nor will I forget the impact on individuals, the consequences of our actions, and the moods it creates in society. Redundancies are essential, new equipment needs to be purchased in any area, not just the healthcare system, but the people need jobs. Or should we lay off additional personnel in conditions of crisis? And then what would we have to do about this?
So, is this a period of lost opportunities or not? I don’t think so. We need to work carefully. So, returning to your question, I would like to say once again: Yes, we have some disagreements, but, on the whole, and in principle, people like Alexei Kudrin think big and have a strategic foresight of the future. And, of course, the incumbent government and future government need such people.
 There will.
 Is that a thank you to me, or to them? In terms of housing and public amenities, we have already mentioned it today and it is one of the most important, sensitive issues for the people. And, unfortunately, I have to admit that there is so much injustice and cheating in this area.
I will remind you – not because I would like to take the blame off myself and place it on someone else – but there is a law and it must be enacted. There are local and regional officials who are responsible for housing and public amenities. So, when we started to face problems in this area recently I began discussing them with the government.
I admit that I was told that I should not take charge of what is not my responsibility. This problem is tough and outside our authority. You are aware that I work in a completely different manner. I know that people do not care about which authority an issue belongs to. People do not see the difference. As a result, we started working on this at the government level as well.
To increase the level of responsibility, we delegated some issues from the municipalities to the regional officials and empowered the municipal and regional officials with tasks such as setting consumption standards, searching for management companies and setting rates for certain services – but not all of them.
Now the situation is… Yes, and cancelling cross-subsiding and cross-payments. I will explain this briefly.
In terms of consumption standards, I should say that when local officials define the standards they could be lower or higher. Rates depend a great deal on these standards. This is the loophole in tariff regulation.
In regards to management companies, there are providers that are in a “partnership” with local officials. I regret admitting this, but it is true. Our primary goal here is to exclude monopoly in this market.
And now in terms of cross-subsidising. Cross-subsidising implies that some payers pay for other people. What was supposed to be done regularly in previous years in this regard? They were supposed to increase tariffs gradually, according to economic conditions and inflation rates, in order for this rise to be natural.
Last year, we said that the housing and public amenities fund would support only those regions that meet all the requirements, which includes cancelling cross-subsidising. What happened in those municipalities and regions that did not take timely decisions on gradual increases? They inflated prices and tariffs by 70%, 100% and even more to receive federal support. Of course, we had to interfere and stop the increase at last year’s 25%. As far as I know, everything was done based on instructions.
If, however, we overlooked something, please tell us where it happened. I will ask the call operator to tell me later where you are calling from.
This year, we set the increase at 15% and this is the maximum. As of today, the average increase is, I think, 13.5%. It may be true that the rates soared somewhere. Then again, tell us where this happened.
I should say that the number of municipalities where tariffs surged so high was not large even last year. They distorted the statistics, but there were only one thousand of them, I think, in the entire country. This is a small number compared to the total figure.
For next year, we decided to limit the increase to the inflation rate. It will be around six percent. It is a conscious decision. This will not be done for political reasons, and not because of the elections, but rather because if we increase the rates early in the year it will speed up inflation. Thus, we decided to allow any increase from mid-year. This means that the rates will increase from July. I would like to repeat once more that the annual increase will amount to 6-6.5%, but the first increase will be larger because there will be no increase in the first half of the year.
 I can see that the audience supports this idea. Tina is perhaps very talented – I don’t know all of her talents – and she is an interesting and conspicuous woman. But for a ministerial position – especially in such an important ministry – management experience and work experience in the field are certainly required. I doubt that Tina has this experience, but everyone who wants to work and who can work will find their place.
 Frankly speaking, I was not involved in this law enforcement reform from the start, but I think that a positive development was the substantial increase in the allowances and payments of the military from the Ministry of Defence, the law enforcement and the militia, which is now called the police.
I think that this will undoubtedly have an impact because this reform will attract decent people. Wage is a significant aspect when it comes to choosing a job. Again, this is what we have heard and discussed so many times. What do you want from the militia if their wages are just miserable? This was a common problem. Now, we are increasing the payment for police personnel and the Ministry of Defence. Next year, we will increase salaries for all other law enforcement agencies. People know that this cannot be done in the blink of an eye. Generally, though, the heads of these services understand this very well. But this will be done in a year – from January 1, 2013. Of course, there are different people in any organisation, including quasi-military and military institutions. They are part of our society. There are people who are known for honest service and people who are not.
And then there are people who behave improperly or even commit crimes. Naturally, we need to keep an eye on all of this, while acting as openly as possible and taking into account the specifics of this service. Its activity should be open and comprehensible to society, and should be controlled by it.
But our attitude towards people in uniform, including in the Interior Ministry system, also needs to change. If we want them to work efficiently, we need to respect them, not simply increase their salaries.
 I’ve had enough of these elections. All right, go ahead.
 And why not, go ahead and say it. Let the people know.
 I saw that caption, and I found it rather amusing. I was even pleased by it, and here's why. First, this attitude is nothing new to me. In the early 2000s, when we were fighting a war on terror in the North Caucasus, I heard far worse things said about me and saw worse pictures. Our Western partners worked particularly hard on that. I saw a great deal of nasty cartoons. But I have always been confident that I was acting correctly, and likewise, I am sure now that I am doing the right thing.
As for these statements and captions, as far as I can tell, the words were written on a ballot paper in London, where people went to the embassy in order to vote. We know who these people are and why they are not returning to Russia.
And them telling me to go to hell can be explained by their desire to return home, which they cannot do as long as I'm around – I understand this perfectly well. So I am not angry with them, I have no hard feelings. Moreover, I had called upon all Russian citizens to vote, and they did, they heeded my appeal. I thank them for that.
 I was hoping it would not come to this today, but here he is again…
 Please.
 Surely they have enough for kickbacks.
 I will take a note of this so I don't forget.
With regard to loans for small businesses, and loans in general, I'll say just a few words about this. Of course, loan accessibility is a vital element and one of the key instruments for encouraging economic activity and economic growth. The credit level is constantly being monitored, and we should tread lightly in this area. The volume of loans to the economy that are issued in Russia is, generally speaking, the same as in any other country, with the possible exception of China, where it is somewhat larger.
Excessive lending is dangerous too. Why? Because when the economy is indiscriminately injected with money, this leads to economic bubbles. When money is issued without good reason, companies overproduce, and then they cannot find markets for their goods. This is not a simple economic category.
In the United States, loans are issued with a down payment of close to zero, and trust me, all the experts worry about how and when this will end. It is a threat to the global economy, because it encourages inflation and has other negative consequences as well. Sooner or later, US financial authorities will have to cut the amount of support for this cheap or free money in the economy. What effect will this have? Will the economy implode? And what effect will this have on the United States and the global economy as a whole? No one knows. This is one of the threats facing the global economy, alongside excessive growth of debts in the eurozone.
This is why I think our Central Bank has been acting cautiously. We have maintained an acceptable level of lending, without being too excessive. I repeat that on the whole, I think, the Central Bank and the Finance Ministry have been acting carefully and correctly.
As for support to small business, assistance has been provided to them through several channels, including through the regions and directly from the federal budget. I believe these allocations have been approved at 10 billion roubles this year, and later we increased them a little. We are supporting small businesses through relevant agencies in the regions, including by cutting the tax burden on small and medium-sized enterprises, but primarily for small enterprises. We will certainly continue to do this in future, acting carefully so as not to undermine the economy as a whole.
As for direct-pay medicine and lines, this is certainly an important question, one that is of great concern to nearly all citizens of Russia.
Direct-pay or subsidised medicine? You were part of the group that drafted the new law on the guidelines for the medical business in Russia, which clearly specifies the direct-pay and subsidised services. That's the first thing.
Second, about distortions. Mr Roshal, you should know about this. I believe it was in 1993 that a decision was made to transfer all issues relating to healthcare, in the broad sense, to the regions.
We had a reason for doing this. We did it because the federal centre could not finance these services, so they handed them over to the regions with almost no funds. This is a tragedy. The regional and municipal authorities began financing their healthcare services based on their [financial] capabilities, which differ from region to region.
Worse still, this has led to a situation where the funding of healthcare services in some regions is more than 20 times greater than in others!
This is why our task, yours and mine, was to concentrate part of the funds centrally, just as in the publicly funded sphere, to be subsequently redistributed throughout the system of mandatory medical insurance in order to balance the funding system. But we cannot do this directly by withdrawing funds from regions that are better off, thereby lowering the healthcare standards there, in order to transfer them to regions in which the situation is more drastic. No, we need to approach this carefully.
We will go about this in accordance with the new law on mandatory medical insurance, which has been adopted and went into effect on January 1 of this year, if memory serves, and also in accordance with the adoption of the law on the guidelines for the medical business, which you drafted jointly with your colleagues and which will go into effect on January 1 of next year. We will balance the system gradually, in stages. The first stage will last until 2013, I think. And then we will proceed to the next stage.
Now, regarding lines in outpatient clinics: this is an important issue. I have drawn the attention of my colleagues to this issue, and have even sent people out to shoot videos of these lines. They exist because of a shortage of specialists in some regions – again, due to underfunding. But this is precisely why we have approved the next stage: modernisation of the healthcare system.
In 2006 we made a decision and implemented a number of national projects, including in healthcare, in order to determine problematic areas, after which we drafted a new law on mandatory medical insurance and also a new law, which we prepared with your help, on the guidelines for the medical business. We will use these laws to redistribute resources. We have also launched a new healthcare modernisation programme. I have said more than once, and you are well aware, that this implies the use of huge funds, an additional 460 billion roubles, which I hope will be spent, as everyone knows, on the upgrading of healthcare establishments in Russia’s regions. We have launched this programme; it is being implemented, and I hope that people will feel the effects of it.
 No, it will not.
 Everyone knows that Dr Roshal flatly opposes fees for healthcare services. I do not know if we will be able to move away from paid services, but the current laws state what is free and what is to be paid for. I believe that this clarity is very important. Basic things in general have to be free, and public healthcare in Russia must be free. 
 Kickbacks? Oh, the ones paid by businesses.
 You know, this is the very corruption that we are talking about and that we have to fight. This certainly is a huge problem, and this is a problem in any transitional economy where businesses are forced to pay bribes to bureaucrats. This is a real problem and it has to be rooted out, there is nothing more to say.  
 You exaggerate greatly when you say he is my friend.
 Well, he exaggerated, though I do know Mr McCain. I met with him once in Munich at the well-known security conference, as far as I remember. I heard these statements, of course, I read them. Well, what can I say? These statements are not addressed to me but to Russia as a whole. They want to move our country to the side, so that it won’t be in the way and won’t interfere in their global domination.
They are still afraid of Russia’s nuclear capabilities, because Russia is in their line of sight, their attention, and so it is an irritant. Also, we have our own views and we conduct an independent foreign policy, and, I hope will continue conducting it. This surely bothers someone. That’s the first thing.
Second, the West is not homogenous, and we have more friends than enemies. Third, Mr McCain, as is known, fought in Vietnam. I think he has enough blood of peaceful civilians on his hands. I guess he is very fond of it and can’t live without those horrible and repulsive scenes of Gaddafi’s murder, with the footage of his bloody body broadcast all over the world. Is this democracy? Who did this? First, Gaddafi’s convoy was bombed by drone aircraft, including US drones. Then, so-called opposition members and fighters were summoned by radio by special forces, which weren’t supposed to be there, and Gaddafi was summarily executed. No one says he should have stayed – but this should have been left to the people to decide through democratic procedures. Sure, it is difficult and time-consuming, but it cannot be done in any other way.
As we know, Mr McCain was captured in Vietnam. They did just put him in a prison camp but in a pit, where he remained for several years, and this is enough to drive anyone mad. So there’s nothing unusual about his statements.
 Mr Primakov, first, I would like to thank you for your words of support, which, as I have seen, you took the initiative to voice in the media as well. Support from such a respected figure is very important to me. Thank you very much.
Second, as regards mayors and governors and whether United Russia’s result in the State Duma elections can have any effect on their official position or be a criterion for assessing their work.
The government has developed a number of criteria for evaluating the performance of governors and none of them are related to the election. These criteria are primarily linked with the economy and social issues. There is a long list of indicators. We worked on this list for some time and it is pretty well balanced. Again, these criteria are primarily related to the socio-economic performance of the regions.
As for the elections, the failure of governors to achieve strong results in those regions where they were active in the campaign still points to a level of support or rather a lack of support on the part of the local people. If I were one of these governors, I’d think about forwarding my resignation to the president.
I’d like to once again be clear that we have worked out strictly industrial criteria and none deal with the elections or the campaign.
Now I’d like to speak about integration – both Europe’s and ours. I know you have always been an active champion of integration for the post-Soviet space and have done much to allow us to rely in our practical activities on the foundations you laid as both the foreign minister and the prime minister.
By and large, we have travelled a long road. The Customs Union and the Common Economic Space are integration associations of an entirely different level and depth. They amount to real integration with a potential transfer of some functions to supranational bodies, and this is extremely important. This is not a rebirth of the Soviet Union. All member states will fully preserve their political independence. We are and will follow this road to be more competitive in the global economy, promote progress and ensure higher living standards.
This is a complicated process of compromise at the negotiating table. The contributions of Alexander Lukashenko and Nursultan Nazarbayev have been very important. Nazarbayev is the main engine of this integration. I’m not exaggerating – it is Nazarbayev who has enthusiastically supported and promoted this idea. Owing to these leaders and the position of Russia, that is, President Dmitry Medvedev, we are on this road and, I hope, will continue on it.
It goes without saying that we are fully aware of what is happening in Europe. The financial crisis is aggravating there because one indispensable condition has not been observed. There are some macroeconomic indicators, such as the size of foreign and domestic debt or budget shortfalls, that should have been agreed upon in supranational bodies but this was not the case. International bodies simply made Maastricht-style decisions – no more than 3% of the deficit.
In reality many countries have long exceeded these parameters or given inaccurate statistics, thereby creating a predicament for all EU countries. Now France and Germany are trying to correct this mistake and transfer to a supranational level a number of issues to regulate macroeconomic parameters. This is the right way to go. However, this is a prototype for the United States of Europe. We haven’t yet reached this level of integration but we are talking about an opportunity to start forming the Eurasian Union after the launch of our Common Economic Space. I think that as a result of negotiations and compromises we too will reach this level. I hope we will eventually have a common currency and will also be coordinating macroeconomic parameters.
 Good afternoon, Sir!
 A salty truth goes well with beer.
 …and the president as well.
 What ministerial position would you claim?
 This is clear. You talk like we talk. Probably, Mr Roshal has provoked you into talking about the ministers? He also has grievances against some of the ministers. Don’t you, Mr Roshal?
When you said you wanted to tell me the truth I started wondering what you were going to say.
Now about housing for the military: you are bound to know that before we started dealing with this problem nobody had ever dealt with it in earnest. People were simply not given any housing. The waiting list was growing at an astronomical rate and some of those discharged in the 1990s were put on municipal waiting lists and told: “There you go, that’s your lot!” People on municipal waiting lists had been waiting for decades and this was the end of the line – these service people were simply forgotten.
What happened in reality? I said that we will resolve this problem by the end of 2010. I proceeded from the following premise. I was told there were 70,000 discharged service personnel who had to have their housing conditions improved. Proceeding from this figure, the economic and finance ministries were instructed to calculate the budget implications and allocate the funds required for providing 70,000 people with housing in the next few years.
In 2008, 10,000 flats were purchased and given out; the figure for 2009 was 56,000 flats and for 2010 45,000 flats. Put together, there were more than 100,000 flats against the 70,000 on the waiting list. In this sense we not only didn’t cheat anyone but provided more flats than we promised.
So, what went wrong? There were two problems. First, it transpired that the Defence Ministry did a poor accounting job – there were 150,000 service personnel rather than 70,000 that needed better housing. The story with the veterans of the Great Patriotic War was pretty much the same. We promised to provide them with flats and started with 10,000-12,000. Then we said we’ll put everyone on the waiting list, including those who were not registered on it until March 1, 2005. I was told then there would be another 10,000-15,000. But it actually came to more than 100,000! A hundred thousand plus, can you imagine?
This task requires instant use of resources and funds, and, most important, the potential of the construction market. During the first step, even more money was allocated than necessary, but it was simply impossible to buy so many flats from the market. We had to observe certain parameters for the flats to which the military were entitled by law, but the market simply did not have them. It is impossible to build this much housing in one month. This is why the Defence Ministry decided to build new housing. It has launched its construction programme on a large scale. This was the first problem.
The second problem was that in the last few years the Defence Ministry has been carrying out a military reform. These activities are not directly linked with the government. As a result of this reform, the number of discharged service personnel has increased somewhat and the waiting lists have grown accordingly.
All these factors played a role, as well as the crisis that affected the scale of funding although we had allocated all of the budgeted funds despite that. But we will resolve this problem no matter what. I think by 2012 we will resolve all of the problems with permanent housing and somewhere at the end of 2013 we will have resolved the issue of service housing. As the experts put it, we will bring this task to successful completion and provide flats for all service people that are on municipal waiting lists. We did remember after everyone else forgot about them. I said no, this is wrong and unjust. We must go back and fulfil our commitments to these people. We will do this by any means. This is the truth of it. This is how it is.
Now a few words about the ministers: as you know, like many governors, the ministers are always the focus of criticism, and it is very easy to use them as scapegoats. But I too am responsible for what is taking place in these spheres. This is my responsibility as the prime minister. This is the first point.
Now the second point. These are qualified people. The issues they tackle are complex and cannot be solved with black-and-white approaches. We can dispute with them or reproach them for something, but the worst thing we can do is to start shuffling them from position to position. We know how that will turn out from our recent history.
I have some experience with this work, and I know what constant reshuffling means and what it leads to. It is bad enough to replace one top manager with another (without knowing the results) and then watch his or her department stop operating for at least half a year. There will be operational replacements and changes – a nightmare! If people are making the wrong decisions, our task is to organise the work in a way that will avoid these mistakes.
As for rotation, we have discussed this. The time will come for it, no doubt. A new government will require some change, and it will happen.
 Mr Goldobin, let me first of all say a couple of words about the bridge. The project manager here says they made a rapid analysis, but I think this is not enough. An in-depth probe is in order, but it should not, of course, interfere with the project. The condition of the framework and other elements must be examined. It’s an important infrastructural facility that brooks no breakdowns or misconceptions. We must be sure that the technological standards are met. First, I ask you to do that. And I will give the necessary instructions to my colleagues.
Second, let us speak about the authorities, corruption and so on. As far as I understand, it is not just the corruption that is involved. There are many problems generated by the crime rate that, I regret to say, is higher than in any other region of the Russian Federation.
I already spoke about the criteria drawn up by the government: the economic efficiency criteria. But there are other criteria that we should mind. As I said, the results of the latest political events at home are a gauge of popular confidence in this or that regional head. I hope the heads themselves will know as much and take appropriate decisions.
Right now I wouldn’t like to rush things, but I will certainly take into consideration what you have said today.
 People of democratic convictions believe that representatives of our traditional religious denominations should not be allowed to enjoy much air time. I don’t wish to enter into polemics right now, although I have what to say on this score. The situation is what it is because we have a secular state. And we should not forget about that. Personally I want it to be even more secular.
At the same time, we lost certain Soviet values enshrined in the Moral Code of the Builders of Communism. But if we look through this Code, we’ll find excerpts from the Bible. In fact, mankind has invented nothing new.
Our traditional denominations – the Buddhists, the Christians, the Jews and the Moslems – are essentially of the same view as regards these basic moral values. And, certainly, this is what we must jointly promote. We don’t have other value orientations and they are unlikely to appear any time soon.
Where the students and generally the education sphere are concerned, you cannot ignore – you serve at the Moscow State University, don’t you? – that we have an extensive programme in this regard. One might criticise it and there are certainly many elements in it that ought to be criticised, and we must look for ways of improving it. But we do keep an eye on the higher specialised education system, secondary education system, and vocational education system at the level of vocational schools and lyceums. And we will continue to be concerned with how to develop these systems.
Allocations for higher education and science have been increased many times over in recent years. And there are new approaches to this sphere. Two cases in point are the Lomonosov Moscow University and the St Petersburg University that have been consigned to a separate category. Specialised government development programmes involving speedier and heftier funding have been devised for them. We have established a system of federal higher educational establishments and a nationwide network of research universities. And each of them will be in receipt of additional funding.
We have approved a grant allocation programme for talented people, a grant allocation programme for scientists that suggest interesting and promising ideas, strategic ideas. We won’t bankroll educational establishments or scientific centres, we will give grants directly to scientists that have something to propose. And, you know, it promises to be a very interesting programme. So, we will most actively support and develop this sphere. As for what representatives of religious denominations do in the universities, let me reiterate my personal point of view. We must support and retain the secular character of this state. But, of course, the religious denominations’ activities at educational establishments as well as in the army and places of confinement are not banned and will only be welcomed.
 This is an important question. As for this idea that [regions] will be excluded [from social programmes] on the basis of election outcomes, it’s utter nonsense.
Just imagine: “If you don’t vote we will cut off your power and block your sewage pipes.” This is nonsense, of course.  No government of sound mind would ever do that, and our government would never do that. It is not a question of political preference, it is a question of the duty of state officials at the federal or regional level to their citizens. These are absolutely fundamental things. Nobody will reduce anything, no one would dare. This is my first point.
Second, the most important issue – the election or appointment of governors. I will not hide the fact, as I have already said and I’ll say again, that I was the one who designed the current way of bringing governors to power. I designed it personally, without any advice, and I’ll tell you why. Let’s return to the circumstance in which it was established in the early 2000s, when a civil war was raging in the Caucasus, when, I’ll be blunt; when many governors came to power in allegedly direct elections, by secret ballot, but with the support of local quasi-criminal elites; and what was especially dangerous and important at that time, they concentrated extensive economic power in their hands, and in addition they were in the Federation Council and so had immunity as a deputy.
But what was especially alarming and what worried me very much, they would stop at nothing to gain power. Not only did they seek support from quasi-criminal organisations, they also relied on nationalist and separatist groups. And it was very easy to foster this separatism in [various] regions of the Russian Federation, given its complicated territorial division, including ethnic areas. And I want those here in the hall as well as the citizens of this country to know what was behind that decision. I had no desire to concentrate more power in my hands. None at all! It was the desire to preserve this country, to gather everyone together, and to prevent turbulence.   
Of course, we have passed through the period of formation and consolidation of our government structures and the state as a whole. And, of course, I heard a lot of claims from Vladivostok. I am familiar with these claims. And I proceeded from [the concept] that if the president puts forth a nomination to a legislative assembly, then the legislative assembly, elected by all citizens of the region, by direct and secret ballot, makes a certain selection and makes a choice [of a candidate]. By the way, this mechanism works partly. I recall that when we proposed, for instance, a Volgograd [candidate for governor], Volgograd deputies said, “No, with all due respect, we will not support this candidate under any circumstances.” And so we agreed and proposed a different candidate. The same thing happened in Nizhny Novgorod, as I recall.
But now I also see that maybe it is not enough. And it is necessary to take the next step in the development of our political system. I have thought about it and I think it is possible, it is necessary to maintain this filter at the presidential level in order to prevent people with the backing of quasi-criminal or, God forbid, separatist forces from coming to power, including in “ethnic” republics. I want everybody to understand this, it is extremely important for Russia.
We could think of an option whereby all parties elected to a regional legislature by secret-ballot direct election propose to the president their candidates for governor – a regional head. These proposals would pass through the presidential filter, then he submits these candidates not to the legislators but to the whole region’s population to be voted by a secret-ballot direct election. This move would be quite possible and justified, I think. 
And, of course, the president should maintain a form of negative control, that is, the right to sack governors in case they commit certain acts in the course of exercising their official powers. The same, in principle, could be done with the formation of the upper chamber of parliament (it is necessary to think through elements of such a scheme).
 I said including direct election. Also to pass through the presidential filter the candidates of the winning parties in regional elections and to offer up these candidates to local citizens’ judgment and to form the upper chamber of the parliament, the Federation Council, by secret-ballot direct election.
 With the changes that I mentioned. In any case, I think it is possible, it is possible now. We will see later how this mechanism works in general, and so we will pass through this stage. It is also possible to pass directly to a system of self-nomination, but for now candidates should have to pass through the presidential filter, I am sure of this.
 Yes, presidential. I’ll say it again: the parties elected to regional legislatures would submit their candidates for governor to the president. He could then decide against this or that candidate. Then they would submit a different candidate till it comes up with an adequate candidate, who would then be submitted to the citizens for approval in a secret-ballot direct election. I think this is quite acceptable for a country, and that it would protect us from risks considering the very complicated arrangement of our federation while simultaneously strengthening the influence of citizens on the highest level of government in the region.
 Mr Gergiev, thank you for your appreciation, for your support. We have known each other for a long time and we are friends. You just mentioned Prokofiev, his ballet Romeo and Juliet. It is a very good example of how quickly everything changes and how views change. You probably remember that when this music was premiered some very renowned and authoritative figures said: Never was a tale of greater woe than Prokofiev’s music to Romeo.
At lot has changed since then, and the assessments have changed as well. By the same token, a lot has changed in our life. I believe that much of what we have done recently and are doing today will be assessed objectively in the future – at least, this is what I hope for. Our goal is to improve things.
As for St Petersburg, or Leningrad, I love it as much as you do. I was born there. It is my small motherland. I will certainly do everything I can to support it without neglecting the other regions.
You mentioned people prominent in literature and the arts, and somebody here mentioned librarians and regional culture sector workers. This is a very important subject, because it’s an important part of our life. This has to do with people and their work, which is very important. Of course, they need support, since they are almost at the bottom of the list in terms of salaries.
I spoke with the Finance Ministry regarding this yesterday, and instructed them to look into what else can be done in this sphere. I very much expect that these proposals will be prepared. We will certainly keep moving in this direction and will look for additional reserves in regional and federal budgets in order to support this category of workers. The same applies to supporting preschool employees. This is a different area of life, but it’s also very important.
 How is the renovation of the Mariinsky Theatre proceeding?
 Yes, of course.
 Mr Gergiev, please don’t poach leading actors from the Bolshoi Theatre.
 Please don’t poach them.
 I know that you have resumed your tours around Russia.
 I remember when you came to South Ossetia with your orchestra and gave a performance amid ruins. Thank you for doing that.
 I wasn’t called to attend any of these meetings, so I don’t know. Let me tell you frankly that I didn’t notice any confusion. Honestly, I spent the time trying to learn to play ice hockey, and I’m still trying. I am like a cow on ice, still trying to get somewhere. I didn’t pay much attention to what was going on. But I didn’t notice any confusion in the Kremlin. Although I haven’t been there for a while, honestly.
 Let’s start with you then. Well, not with you personally, but in general. I know, and various people have told me that the mainstream media use their monopoly in certain segments to settle economic issues, inter alia. They say: do this or we will broadcast that, report that about you.
In general, this is true at municipal level, at the regional and federal levels, in the State Duma, in the government, in mainstream media, in medicine. Aren’t there a lot of complaints about corruption and graft and all that in medicine and about similar things in education? This is the bane of our entire society. Well, the desire to “catch the wave”, to be liked, to nail someone down, to seize and imprison people at any cost just to show how tough you are – this is the easiest approach for a person in my position to take. But we have over 4,000 criminal proceedings launched on cases of bribery and corruption. Nearly 300 have been taken to court. There have been dozens of convictions.
This is a trendy topic, and one that should not be forgotten: the fight against corruption and crime exists, above all it exists within the authorities. And the authorities themselves have an interest in getting clean. But indiscriminately sentencing people to prison would be unacceptable. We know of cases in which governors were jailed and served the entire sentence, without early release. We have examples even from our recent history of deputy ministers being sent to prison. But there is another issue here: they are sent to prison as part of the criminal investigation. It is not about indiscriminately imprisoning people, it is an issue of how well law enforcement structures work.
All this requires a certain balance, a serious approach and consistent efforts in all directions – consistent, tough and coherent – not something that can be used to showcase one’s achievements for the current political situation; we will not do that. But we will definitely fight, we will fight consistently, persistently and toughly.
I don’t know whether over 4,000 cases is a lot or not. Perhaps it is quite a lot. Quality is what matters. In any case, and you know this, you are a tough person and I sometimes see what is happening on the screen when you work, the most important thing is not being tough, but the punishment’s inevitability, and this is what we should strive to achieve.
 No, of course, I don’t regret it. First of all, it is important to meet and work with these people, to get your message across. If this doesn’t happen at another level, then I sometimes have to do that. Even though I believe that work with fan clubs should be ongoing.
Overall, people’s attitude is positive; of course, there can be different manifestations of this, both here and abroad. Haven’t we seen shops and stadiums being trashed abroad? Do these things not happen there? Are we different from them in this regard? Of course, we are not.
The murder of the fan was a tragedy that both stirred up the country and exposed some problems in our society, but it would be absolutely wrong to claim that anyone was playing the nationalist card. I’ll remind you that I suggested a meeting between representatives of fan clubs from all over Russia, including from the Caucasus, not only from Moscow, I suggested this as a way of commemorating their late friend, and I believe he is their friend irrespective of where these fan clubs were set up or who they support. This is a united community. I suggested that we should all go and take flowers to his grave together.
And everyone, including those who came from other regions of the Caucasus, including from the South, stood up and went with me to the cemetery, to lay flowers by his graveside. I believe this symbolic gesture should serve as an example. And, of course, we should not allow anything like this to happen again. Death is always a tragedy. Thanks God that, under pressure from the public, the law enforcement system completed its work and punished the perpetrators.
As to all those related issues, have a think about it, what kind of chauvinism or Russian nationalism can there be here. There wasn’t a single Russian name among those who called for reprisals, among those who committed murders or were involved in murders. What does it have to do with superpower chauvinism? Look at the names of those convicted. There is not a single Russian name among them. So let’s not provoke the Russian man, or you won’t be able to calm him down again.
 That’s an argument I’ve often heard.
What is the problem? The problem is that more and more people from the Caucasus have been appearing in the country’s bigger cities in recent years. Not all of them fit the cultural environment they find themselves in. It should be noted that people often arrive unprepared; they are neither educated nor vocationally trained. They are simply looking for a better life, as they say. They are looking for jobs.
What is the solution? This often results in legitimate irritation among those who live in those places. What is the solution? The main thing we need to do is to develop production, and create new jobs in the Caucasus. Not so long ago people would say that it was awful that we hadn’t been able to rebuild Grozny for so many years and that it looked like Stalingrad after the war. Should we have left it as it was?
I know there are a lot of complaints about Kadyrov, but he is rebuilding Chechnya, and he has rebuilt Grozny while no one else has so far been able to.
A lot is said about corruption in general and corruption in the Caucasus in particular. But I am positive that corruption in Chechnya is minimal. Minimal. But we need to develop production, the economy and the social sphere in the Caucasus so that people no longer want to leave, so that they are able to realise their potential locally, and to achieve this, if we want to preserve our country’s integrity, we also need to invest money there.
Of course, this should be rational investment. We now have several federal programmes for the development of the country’s southern regions. One is called Russia’s South, another one is for Chechnya and there is a third for Ingushetia. Yes, we need to invest money there.
Let me repeat: we don’t need to pour infinite volumes of money into it, only for it to be stolen. We need to do this consciously and purposefully, and to ensure that this investment is effective, but investment is needed.
 Incidentally, it also has to be done in order to also reduce the number of people who go off and join criminal gangs.
 I agree. It’s about time.  
As regards Moscow.
Let’s look at how regional needs were financed in the Soviet era: there was the State Planning Committee and the regional officials would go to the Committee’s corresponding structures and pitch for money for the development of their regions.
Dr Roshal and I have already discussed what happened in Russia’s recent history. Take healthcare for example: all functions were transferred to the regions, but their budgets are very different. Why this difference? It was not due to how much was obtained from the State Planning Committee or from the centre, but came from their own tax base. And this tax base is different in different regions, different federal districts and different entities of the Federation due to the uneven development of production across the country. It is very different. And people are not to blame for this. This developed over decades.
So we have a goal of evening this out between territories. And one way of doing this would be the fairer distribution of taxes across the country. For example, our infrastructure monopolies, such as Gazprom, power generating companies (grid companies), Transneft and others, work nationwide, but their profit center and taxpaying center is in Moscow. So the level of Moscow’s fiscal capacity is several times higher than that of certain other regions. And this situation should, of course, gradually change. Infrastructure companies find it easier to work this way. This is not because they prefer “feeding” Moscow, but rather because it is more convenient technologically. However, they will need to rearrange their operations taking into account the need to contribute to regional budgets in areas where they are carrying out commercial operations.
 Let me begin with the last issue of counterfeit goods.
This has proved a complicated task. We have heard many complaints – also from our foreign partners. Unfortunately, the problem has spread to some defence sector companies to whom access is limited – even to authorised inspectors, including the Ministry of the Interior. However, we are moving along steadily as part of the WTO – World Trade Organisation – accession process. Today is Dec. 15, so the final decision will be made tomorrow. Our colleagues are now in Brussels – or where-ever they are negotiating – and we will continue working on it.
Yet, I cannot say with certainty that we have entirely succeeded in fighting counterfeit products. Many problems still plague our foreign partners and Russian producers, especially the manufacturers of cultural products, such as video and audio goods, and so on. Mr Gergiyev would agree that this affects writers, composers and producers, film-makers, and other video content producers. They are certainly right to say that we have not eliminated the problem. We will continue working to improve our legal environment and law enforcement practices. This is my first point.
Second, you raised a very important issue when you said that people are driven into separate ethnic “compartments”. This is absolutely inadmissible. However, there is one issue here that we certainly need to address. It has to do with big cities’ infrastructural capacity. This is very important. In the Soviet era, there were strict rules for residence permits, but they were cancelled when the Constitutional Court said that this was illegal. However, there are still problems concerning registration, labour markets in big cities, and the capacity of their healthcare and transport systems.
There is also an issue that must be addressed – as I mentioned while replying to a previous question... We need to ensure the more even distribution and development of productive forces and public services across Russia, so people are able to enjoy the same quality of life in their home region and make plans for the future there.
 Will you participate in more Sambo championships for veterans? Mr Aslakhanov not only participates, but regularly wins combat championships. This is simply amazing. Honestly, I was nothing less than shocked when I saw him fighting. It’s incredible how he does it.
 Yes. I have already talked about officials who are unconcerned about people’s needs. There is not much that I can add. We must deal with these officials and create conditions so people can receive a direct response from the various levels of government.
About a ministry for nationalities – ethnic-related issues are presently handled by the Ministry of Regional Development, but you are probably right. This is not sufficient. The Ministry of Regional Development focuses on social and economic issues, while ethnic problems are pushed to the background. As for the development and coexistence of different ethnic groups, these issues simply get neglected. This situation does not seem to meet today's challenges. I think that you are right. We will certainly think about this. Thank you.
 As a matter of fact, we have already started discussing this issue. Certainly, this is a very acute issue. Many aspects of our future depend on how we handle it.
You surely know that this issue is not limited to Russia alone. This is not a purely Russian problem. Essentially the same thing is happening in Europe. I have repeatedly spoken with my colleagues in European countries about this. You know, my counterpart, a former prime minister from a country I will not name, said there are people there from North Africa who had lived in the country for up to ten years and did not speak the local language. We are all aware of the serious problems linked with people arriving there from Muslim countries, from North Africa.
Moreover, democratically minded people who have been raised on principles such as tolerance have called this policy in Europe a complete disaster.
The difference is that Europe receives the citizens of foreign states, while in Russia we are talking about new arrivals from other regions, including the North Caucasus, who are Russian citizens. We cannot infringe upon their rights.
At the same time, I have just noted in an answer to a question, and I will repeat it now, that we must consider the specifics of every Russian region. Those coming to live, study and work in other Russian territories and living among people with somewhat different cultural and historical roots must respect local customs, the culture and traditions of the local population. Any other behaviour must be met with an adequate response, primarily on the part of local authorities, so as not to irritate the local population and in order to prevent conflicts. We don’t need conflicts. Therefore, everyone must abide by certain norms.
Here is another way to resolve the problem. Yes, the Constitutional Court has told us that residence permits are illegal but that the registration of people at their new place of residence, work or study is legal. Such was the Constitutional Court’s ruling. The question is what we’ve been doing and are doing in connection with violations of this registration procedure.
I repeat that this primarily implies restrictions related to infrastructure and the fact that people arriving in regions in order to live, study and work often face a sufficiently complicated situation because there are not enough jobs in such regions, because there are problems involving employment, the availability of housing, insurance and healthcare because such regions are already at their limit. 
Therefore, in my opinion, it wouldn’t be terrible to stipulate stricter regulations and registration requirements with regard to those violating such regulations. For instance, this implies people who allow 20-30 and even more people to be registered at their place of residence, a ten square metre room, because this is fraud. The same goes for violators, including new arrivals violating such registration regulations.
And we won’t invent anything else here except tougher liability, including criminal liability. The former Soviet Union had stipulated such regulations, and I see nothing reprehensible in this, if we don’t want to trigger conflicts. But we cannot and must not infringe upon those who act in line with the relevant norms and laws and who violate nothing, if we want all our people to feel like full-fledged citizens of the Russian Federation, no matter where they live.
 Mikhail Prokhorov is a citizen of the Russian Federation who meets the age requirement and who has the right to run for president of the Russian Federation.
I know that Mikhail Prokhorov planned and tried to establish a party, a right-wing party in our political lexicon. But some problems arose, as many are aware. However, Mikhail Prokhorov is a consistent person who never backs down. As I understand, he has decided to use a new platform in order to promote the ideas he thinks are right for this country. He acts in line with the law and the Constitution. Just like any other person, he has the right to do this.
I won’t say that I wish him success because I also plan to run for president, but I’m confident that he will be a worthy …  
 Yes, a strong rival.
 You know, judging by what I have recently seen on TV, on the internet, on social networks, and by what I have heard on the radio and read in the numerous media outlets, excerpts from magazines and newspapers already have been quoted here telling your humble servant to go you know where, calling me names, and so on. They are saying that Russia has no opposition at all, and that people are unable to speak their mind. This is an artistic exaggeration.
As far as parties and the registration system are concerned, in the past we proceeded from the premise that the national multi-party system was in the process of formation and that it was necessary to create conditions for a group of people claiming the right to be called a party, that they had to be represented in a certain number of Russian regions and enjoy a certain amount of support from a certain number of Russian citizens. Otherwise this would be a public movement rather than a party. In my opinion, there is nothing terrible here. This is the first thing.
Second, I would like to draw attention to another highly important thing.
With respect to elections, I've already talked about ways of bringing governors into power. Anything can be accomplished. Party registration can be liberalised. The one thing that cannot be done in our country is to create regional parties, including in the ethnic republics, because this would immediately result in some kind of separatism and nationalism from which the people in those regions and the whole country would suffer.
But I repeat, steps can be taken towards liberalisation and some small parties can be registered. But then this should be done in the same manner as in some European countries. Allow me to elaborate. In this country today, all political parties have, under the law, equal access to the media, for example. But in France, as far as I remember – I should look it up, I may be wrong – but it is my understanding that they receive access based on the number of seats they have in the national or regional parliament. That way things are fair. A small party has less access and a big party has more access. We should look into all of this carefully. In general, though, we can and must move towards liberalisation.
Regarding Mikhail Kasyanov himself. He was of course the prime minister of the Russian Federation when I was president. Even then, many liberally-minded members of the Russian government who were highly regarded in liberal circles, for example, German Gref or another recent minister who was mentioned here today, approached me to say that Mikhail Kasyanov should be removed from government. They said, we don’t want to work with that thief, it’s either him or us.
As you know, in his time, before he joined the government, he had the nickname “two percent Misha” because he was allegedly involved in some corrupt affairs. But because there was no proof of that, and because I saw nothing there but personal sympathies and animosities, I allowed him to serve out his term.
Was he a good worker? Well, during the first year or two he tried to accomplish something. In the second two years his level of activity was zero. I believe he was already thinking about becoming president and he was afraid to make any rash moves, because being the head of the government of the Russian Federation comes with constant political exposure. You have to make very many concrete decisions. But anyway, he served out his term.
What can I say? Paraphrasing (the poet) Vladimir Mayakovsky I can say, “I know there will be a city, I know the garden will bloom, as long as such people are in the opposition camp.” We will probably register and we will look into changing the legislation. I repeat, we can liberalise things, and we can move in that direction.
[bookmark: trust] There is a standard answer to this question, and it holds true. If the citizens trust me with the top job in the country, in the post of president, I will certainly work with everyone. In fact, that is just what I have been doing up until now, with representatives of various parties in parliament and political forces without exception. This is especially true since the president in our country is above any parties. So far I have managed to accomplish this quite easily.
Moreover, the people in the Russian government have so far represented very diverse views. And this is, I wouldn’t say balance, but by choosing the most reasonable proposals, this enables us to act decisively and without mistakes, or with minimal mistakes. If we want the kind of positive stability that is associated with development, as I have said, one has to take into account the ideas and proposals about how to develop a country consisting of people who hold diverse political views. I have acted in this manner and of course I will continue to do so.
As for those who, as you put it, reject me in principle, in general one should treat all our citizens with respect. There are of course people who hold a Russian passport but act in the interests of a foreign state and are paid foreign money, and we will try to reach these people as well, though this is often futile or impossible.
What can one say in this respect? At the end of the day, all you can say is, “Come to me, Bandar-logs.” I’ve loved Rudyard Kipling since childhood.
 First of all, I should say that I really have visited Ufa several times. I am aware of the rivalry between Bashkortostan and Tatarstan. Tatarstan has done a lot to develop Kazan, but I must give Bashkortostan its due and say that the former president of Bashkortostan, Murtaza Rakhimov, provided a big impulse for to the development of the republic and of Ufa. The republic, of course, has many problems, but a foundation for economic development has been created and Ufa is burgeoning. In addition, Ufa has always been the centre of Russian Islam. The ban on the holding of these holidays must have been painful. This is what I would like to say to you, and to all our citizens who preach Islam, traditional Islam. In Russia, Islam is constantly developing, and it has always been a pillar of the Russian state. The Russian state will of course support Islam, our traditional Islam.
Here is my message to you and to the other representatives of this religion. You know, especially in other Russian regions, Uraza-bairam is a good holiday. But when performing the sacrificial rites, especially in non-Muslim republics, do not perform them in public, do not shock other citizens who don't understand what it is all about. You should also show tolerance and understanding of the cultural environment in which you live, where you are and where you do it.
As for the ban that you just mentioned and what prompted it, I do not know, I do not work at the Supreme Court. I think it came about from a desire to create common national holidays so that each region of the federation does not establish its own holidays and days off, and so on. But this is not only a legal matter, and you are right in saying that there is also a moral and political aspect to this.
As far as I know, the Supreme Court has suspended its ruling and one can worship and celebrate holidays freely. I very much hope that the Supreme Court, in making its final decision on this issue, will keep this in mind and if necessary, if it perceives some violations of the law, it will ask the government or the president to make some amendments to our legislation so that no representative of any religion on Russian territory should feel that his rights are being infringed upon.
 It seems there are some problems. I will relay your question to other agencies. I hope it will be considered. I know that when this live Q&A session was being prepared, oddly enough, there were a lot of questions about this problem. We have made a note of it.
 Let's leave it at that for now. I’ve heard your question. I will convey it to my colleagues and we will be sure to discuss it.
 You know, Ms Narochnitskaya, that there is no subjunctive mood in politics and I find it difficult to answer your question.
I am aware that there are mixed feelings in our society about Anatoly Sobchak, the former mayor of St Petersburg. He was undoubtedly a man of democratic beliefs. He was a true democrat, a genuine democrat in spirit. I think you may find a lot about his actions that you would not like and for which you would surely criticise him, but even in his time he told me that though he was an adherent of democratic views, when he looked at what was going on in Moscow, he said, what are they doing? Why are they destroying the country?
I remember that Kurkova came to Leningrad bearing a piece of marble from Moscow, and told us that the monument to Dzerzhinsky had been torn down. I was standing nearby and I was struck by Anatoly Sobchak’s reaction at the time. This is something nobody knows, but his reaction surprised me. She said, we have carried out a revolution. He replied, revolution is all well and good, but why smash monuments? You see?
His position was very significant to me, you know, because he was an exceptionally honest and decent man. But after it all happened he shrugged and said: well, perhaps there was no other way, what would I have done?
But of course, economic transformations and reforms in the Soviet Union should have been initiated earlier and they should have been backed up by democratic transformations in the country. We should have fought for the integrity of our state consistently, steadfastly and fearlessly, without sticking one’s head in the sand and leaving one’s rear end exposed.
In the late 1990s and early 2000s first Yevgeny Primakov came and started doing this, and then yours truly. Come to think of it, what were we facing? We faced a situation that was if anything far more drastic than on the eve of the collapse of the Soviet Union. Our economy was in disarray because of the 1998 crisis. Our social programmes were non-existent. The army had ceased to exist. And we faced aggression from international terrorism and separatism; a civil war had begun. What remained of Russia was on the brink of collapse.
So, in answer to your question, I thought I would just recall those times. And you know what we, my colleagues and I, proceeded to do in order to preserve the integrity of the Russian Federation.  
 Really?
 Well, I was not referring to the ribbon. What I meant was something different. I hope you know what I am talking about.
 As I understand, it was not foreigners who kidnapped her children.
 As far as international adoptions are concerned, I want to say from the outset that I am not a proponent of adoptions by foreigners.
But there are quite a few people in our country who believe and claim, and I am going to quote them now, that conditions in our orphanages and other institutions are unfavourable for children and that they will be happier living in a better environment with those foreign parents who want to have children and want to bring them up, and that we should not create obstacles for them. You know, it’s a very tough choice to make. But, I want to reiterate that I am not a proponent of foreign adoptions.     
In recent years, the number of Russian families willing to adopt our children has increased. I am sure you know about this. If I am not mistaken, about 72,000 children were adopted last year. The number has increased significantly compared with previous years. This is a positive trend, which we should strive to maintain.   
What needs to be done, in my opinion? I think we should certainly improve the conditions for children in orphanages. Along with improving the conditions in orphanages and resolving other social issues for children without parents (I am first of all referring to providing them with housing), we should reduce the number of foreign adoptions, gradually ending them at some point in the near future. At the same time we should encourage adoptions by Russian parents. This is, in my opinion, the right strategy for dealing with this issue. 
Olga, do you want to say something?
 That’s clear. You know, since Mr Astakhov has raised this issue and asked to give you an opportunity to speak, and I thank you very much for talking not only about your personal situation but also summarising the issue in general, let’s do the following. Let Mr Astakhov, as someone who deals with this kind of issues professionally… 
In fact, I see how persistent, and I would even say, how tough he is in his advocacy for the interests of our children here in Russia and abroad. He travels frequently to the regions and abroad. I think in some places they are even starting to fear him, which is very good. Please formulate your proposals and we can consider them. This is a rather delicate subject, which certainly requires a broad public discussion, which can then be continued in the State Duma.     
 Olga, I will now clarify my attitude towards the problem you bring up today. Alongside many other issues to be discussed today, taking children from unfit parents is a very sensitive issue for society because it concerns an individual’s personal life. The fate of the people involved largely depends on our ability to find proper solutions to this issue. 
I am aware of such negative, to put it mildly, cases when parents are deprived of their parental rights without good reason. When things like this happen – for example, when someone had thrown a stone through a window and a child was taken away – it could simply be the case that the child was taken away only because his mother did not have enough money to replace the glass in the window.
You are absolutely right, however, when you start looking deeper into the problem, you find out that, apart from the stone and the shattered window, there have been a dozen other reasons.
I am not defending anyone. I just want to state my opinion. I don’t want to defend the ones who are doing this without proper grounds. If the removal of children from their homes by the state is done mindlessly, on pro forma grounds, this should be prohibited. I would rather have these problems brought to the attention of the local authorities in order to prevent a situation when a child is removed from its family, so that the family is helped instead: i.e. to help replace the glass and support a single mother in this situation, as you’ve said. Generally speaking, the public perception of women bringing up children alone should be changed.
Often it isn’t their sole burden to bear, as they can be victims of misfortune, and society needs to be willing to support them and help them raise their child with its real family, even if it is a single-parent family. It is better than sending a child to a foster home, any way you look at it. 
Now, apropos your words that the government prefers to support foster homes rather than place children with foster families – you are wrong. The government is willing to contribute to the process of placing children with families. I have already said that the number of foster and adoptive families is growing in this country, as well as the number of children taken into care and custody. 
How is this policy translated into life? Through the decision to support adoptive families and put them on an equal footing with families which bring up their own children, making them eligible for the same benefits. And the number of foster homes has started to drop. I might be mistaken, as far as concrete figures are concerned, but quite recently there have been over 120,000 foster homes in the country, while now their number slightly exceeds 88,000. We have a downward trend here.
But things of this magnitude are not done overnight. People have to be ready to assume a responsibility for a child’s upbringing. Therefore, we have made some changes in the legislation. We have introduced a mandatory requirement: families adopting children must undergo appropriate training, including psychological training, whereas previously this was optional. This is the right thing to do. Of course, financial support for families adopting children should be increased.
In closing, I want to say that, regretfully, many adopted children are subsequently abandoned. This problem needs to be addressed by people and society, in general. The likely solution does not only depend on the government’s stance on the issue. It depends on the whole of society. We need to put our heads together – all of us – and think hard how to resolve this problem.
Olga wants to add something. Give her the microphone.
 Very well. I shall personally have a look at them.
I want to say that I disagree with Pavel. You’ve said we had a birth rate problem. You are right – the problem still exists.
 Yes. But this year and last year, for the first time, the number of newborns has exceeded the number of deceased children.
 Agreed. Although it’s coming along very slowly, the demographic situation is improving. I believe this is an important, visible and positive factor in our life and a good trend that must be maintained. Having a larger population is a significant asset  to the work of authorities at all levels.
 You said they were inflated with self-conceit. You know, when a balloon is being inflated, it gets bigger and bigger, and then you take a needle and puncture it – and the balloon goes flat. The public always has this needle that it can use. Frankly speaking, I have heard criticisms of this kind before. Of course, at present, infrastructure in Sochi and the seaside infrastructure is undergoing very serious transformations. Incidentally, this must cause an inconvenience to Sochi residents. Therefore, I would ask you to pardon us and I hope that this phase of preparatory work will be completed before long and you will be left with this splendid infrastructure which no other city in this country can claim – it will belong solely to Sochi, and you will have it at your disposal. Sochi will become a year-round resort.
You know the way it was before: the influx of tourists in the summer keeps hotels, restaurants, and other institutions and enterprises in Sochi busy. New jobs are created, keeping the locals employed. The winter is a slow season, but after we launch the Olympic facilities, Sochi will become a year-round resort. People living in Sochi will be provided with a sufficient amount of work and income. I believe this is very important.
Regarding those who need to take care of routine business procedures, if I understand your concern correctly, they should not hide behind the supposed need to resolve problems of a global nature. There are other people whose job this is. I believe that Mr Kozak and the Minister of Regional Development Mr Basargin are still there. He reported to me yesterday and described the facilities he was going to inspect. There are entities that were established specifically to build Olympic facilities.
Of course, local authorities, including the municipal authorities, have their share of responsibility, but they shouldn’t neglect the current concerns of the citizens. We will discuss this with the mayor.
Please note that Sochi is receiving an unprecedented amount of federal funds, not exclusively through the Olympic construction programme. We haven’t cancelled subsidies that have been allocated to Sochi in previous years, before it was announced that Sochi would host the Olympics. These federal funds that go towards supporting Sochi and its residents continue to do so. Certainly, they need to be used wisely and efficiently.
We will look into this more closely in Moscow and Krasnodar.
 Please give it another try and find Vasily.
 I want him to stand up for me.
 Fear is not the best way to address problems facing our country, just as slave labour is not the most effective kind of labour. What we need is not fear. We need effective laws, the ability to follow them and the ability on the part of the authorities to enforce them. What we need is to make laws fair and the government’s demands commensurate with the tasks faced by the people.
Olga gave us an example of a situation in which everything looks to be quite legal and to conform to Article 77 of the Family Code, but what we see in practice is nothing but a perversion. It’s like Lenin said in his time: the form is correct, but the substance is a mockery. This is exactly what we need to avoid. We don’t need fear.
 There’s nothing new about this, Vasily. This line of attack has been in the making since my first day in office, and it doesn’t surprise me. Those who demonstrate the most extremist behaviour represent different wings that are all run by a single centre. It has to do with financing and with the way work with Russia is organised. Some people who are involved in these processes don’t realise that they are being used to accomplish certain things.
Take, for instance, the terrorist groups that you mentioned. Some of the people who are still part of these gangs sincerely believe that they are fighting for a bright future for their people, when in fact they are being used to rock the boat in Russia, which, ultimately, will have an adverse effect on the entire Islamic community, because Russia has always stood up for the interests of Muslim states. They have always, since Soviet times, been our strategic partners.
The same applies to our domestic situation. However, criticism that comes from people who are genuinely interested in improving the situation in our country should be considered differently: we should listen to them and adjust our work accordingly. I have always tried to follow this rule in the past, and I will continue to do so in the future. 
 You know, I went there to see a man fight whom I deeply respect. I even asked our financial authorities to help organise this fight. Fyodor Yemelianenko is a worthy fighter.
When I began talking, there was, indeed, some noise coming from one sector of the stadium. This is true. I didn’t hear any whistles. It wasn’t clear what caused this noise. When I finished my short speech, the audience was applauding. This noise may have been caused by a variety of reasons. One of them is that my face, which people can see enough of on TV, was showing up once again there in the ring. I can readily admit this. There’s nothing unusual about it. And I do not take offence at those who made this noise.
One other possibility is that they weren’t entirely happy with Jeffrey Monson, who was walking past spectators at that particular moment.  
Third, the audience may have been dissatisfied with the fight. Some may have believed that it was an arranged fight, because Fyodor clearly looked fresh and finished the fight in a manner that’s not typical of mixed martial arts. However, I must say that I do not agree with this, because Fyodor used the correct tactics for his fight against Jeffrey Monson, who is an experienced and strong fighter. A week or two before this fight he won a bout with another Russian athlete. Fyodor analysed his ground fighting skills and chose not to engage in it. I'll continue for the specialists – Mr Aslakhanov will understand what I’m talking about – he did so in order to conserve his energy and avoid a situation in which his opponent would have a clear advantage.
So, the tactics he used were absolutely proper, and he emerged with a clear win. Certainly, his opponent deserves as much respect as Fyodor, because he showed a great deal of courage and fighting spirit. This fight may have looked unlike other fights, but we shouldn’t forget that fights in Fyodor’s weight group are very different from those in lighter weight categories, where things happen faster. So, there’s nothing unusual about this fight.
The fact that our opponents, mine in particular, snatched this opportunity and hyped it up is also understandable: that’s their job and they are getting paid for it 
 Good  afternoon, Mr Mikhalkov. I haven’t seen you in a while.
 The author writes that “she regrets returning to Russia”. I have specifically chosen a message by a man who emigrated to Israel – I will not read it, but take me on my word. He says that it is very hard for him to be away from his Motherland and that he will certainly come back to Russia.
There is the saying: “The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence.” I have lived abroad for almost five years, and I know what he is talking about. A person has to know what he wants. You said that five men from the Caucasus harassed a girl, and the young man stood up for her. First of all, I would like to compliment this lady on the way she brought up her son.
Second, trust me, young people from the Caucasus can show the best human qualities as well. As for bullies, they can be everywhere, in the Caucasus, in Moscow and, unfortunately, even in my home city of Leningrad, that is, St Petersburg.
As for Europe, or, Latvia, in this case. Do you think they have fewer problems with street crime there? Do you think that they aren't facing similar problems with people who emigrated from Northern Africa? Crime is rife there, and across the board, for example, in Paris. We are talking primarily about immigrants.
Can we say that everything is fine in Russia? No. Can we say that our country has fully recovered from the drama of the post-Soviet period and is now a strong and healthy nation? No, it’s still sick. They have already mentioned the Russian philosopher Ilyin here. Can you hear the root of the word “motherland”? It’s “mother”, something close to your heart. Yes, our country is still sick, but you do not stray from the sickbed of your mother. 
 I wouldn’t say that oligarchs who buy foreign sports teams or invest money abroad are necessarily evil. There is foreign capital being invested in Russia, and Russian money should be invested in foreign economies as well.
Certainly, investing money in foreign fun projects is disappointing; this money would be better off being invested in the development of Russian sports, I agree. However, saying that any investment of Russian capital in foreign economies is bad is not correct either. Today, the modernisation of our economy is the most important task.
In order for us to be able to modernise effectively, Russia needs to win certain positions in high-tech economic sectors of our partners, refrain from stealing innovative technology, instead relocating production facilities to Russia as part of the normal democratic and civilised market process. Our goal is to create 25 million new high-tech jobs.
This is a complicated task and some people may consider it unrealistic, but one of the ways to resolve this issue is to invest Russian money into high-tech production where it is the world’s best and bring some of it here. This is international cooperation, a positive process.
The second part of your question concerned… oh yes, the Semyonovsky and Preobrazhensky (Transfiguration) regiments.
 Got you. In the very beginning of the 2000s I said that I consider myself a man the people hire to do a certain job during a certain time. Monarchs relied on definite classes from which they made elite units like the Semyonovsky and Preobrazhensky regiments. Probably, this was the right thing to do for that period. But today we cannot take that approach. Today we rely on the Russian people, and if they don’t support you, you can do little in power. I can tell you straight – if I don’t feel this support I won’t stay in office for a single day. And this support is determined not on websites and not even on squares – but in a democratic society it is only determined by the results of voting. If I do not feel this support, I will immediately leave my post.
 What can I say? It would be better if they held this trial in Russia.
 This would be more honest – both for them and our country. The money was made and stolen here – let them divide it here, too.
 I understand that this is a very urgent issue. Here’s my reasoning. Nobody is going to sell us strategic systems that could form the backbone of our national security. This is abundantly clear. Generally our partners don’t even have such arms systems. Only Russia and the United States have them.
As for other systems, conventional arms, the Defence Ministry wants to get some special armaments that do not simply meet world standards but exceed them in fire power, precision and range – only those can allow a country to win an armed conflict.
If the arms are below world standards, it is still possible to win, but only at the expense of a lot of people, like it was in the first years of the Great Patriotic War. To win in an armed conflict today, we must have weapons that would exceed those of a potential enemy in every parameter. The Defence Ministry wants our defence industry to produce these arms for our military. However, in many cases, we simply don’t have domestic competition, and without it, it is difficult to achieve much. Therefore, as a customer, the Defence Ministry says to the defence industry, in what I would describe as a threatening tone of voice: you either do what we need for national defence or we’ll buy it abroad. That said, the fact remains that 90% or even more than 90% of the funds earmarked for defence, will be spent exclusively with Russian defence enterprises. This is my answer.
 Yes, I understand. You are irritated by some statements of our top officials from the Defence Ministry, including the Chief of the General Staff because they call into doubt the quality of our armaments. Incidentally, they are causing damage to our military-technical cooperation with other countries.
Needless to say, they are motivated by the considerations I have just mentioned – they want to receive modern equipment that will be better than its foreign counterparts and at affordable prices, which is also very important. It’s important for all of us, including you as a Russian citizen, that the 20 trillion roubles that we allocated to reequip the army and the navy until 2020 are used effectively. We have to use these funds to objectively improve Russia’s defence capability, not just disburse this money, you know – we spent that much money during this year, and that much during that year.
We need to see actual pieces of equipment for this money: missiles, aircraft, submarines, and ships. We need them to be high quality designs. The fact that they are making such public statements is certainly inadmissible, and we have already discussed this with them. I hope they got our message.
 Please come, but not now, and preferably for other reasons. I believe both the protesters and the law enforcement agencies will remain within the constraints of the law, and we will address other issues, such as your company and the defence industry in general.
Some of the people in the audience who have just spoken expressed certain concerns. I can understand them, and I share them by the way. The Defence Ministry should improve its procurement system, because certain things are unfair – certain requirements from the defence industry are unfair, such as pricing. They refer to the equipment of the 80s and apply the same pricing to modern equipment. There are many things to discuss and to take care of in our day-to-day work. Thank you very much for your support.
 That’s fine. St Petersburg is unlike other Russian cities in this regard. People have different preferences. I am a resident of St Petersburg as well. I can sense people’s attitude. To a great extent, it is determined by things that they encounter in their everyday lives.
The St Petersburg parliament has always been very diverse politically, but this didn’t interfere with its work. No matter what party they belong to, St Petersburg deputies have always been very responsible.
As for our relations with other parties in Russia, we have always strived to maintain a good rapport. I am confident that this will not affect St Petersburg in any way.
 An American political scientist by the name of Zlobin. A man who snuck into America and defends Russia’s interests there, I hope.
 It’s too early to thank me, because you haven’t heard my answer yet. You are going to hear it, and I’m not sure if you will thank me.
You said that Russia doesn’t have allies. I simply disagree with this. Russia has many allies. When I went to Guatemala to discuss Russia’s bid to host the Olympic Games – I can tell you, absolutely honestly – the majority of IOC members approached me and said openly or whispered in my ear that they would vote for Russia only because Russia has an independent stance on the international arena. All of them are our potential allies; there are more of them than the ex-Soviet republics, because people are tired of a single country’s dominant influence.
You mentioned cooperation with the United States. We would like to be allies with the United States. However, what I’m seeing now and what I was talking about in Munich can hardly be called an alliance. At times, I feel that America doesn’t need allies; it needs vassals.
However, we want to and we will continue to build our relations with the United States, because I see that certain changes are taking place inside the United States as well. American society feels much less inclined to act as global policeman. Your colleagues, researchers from American universities, have been writing about this. They say that the United States is conducting an ineffective and costly foreign policy. I know too well what their so-called European allies think about this policy.
Look what happens in real life, Nikolai. I’m sure you know about it. They have made a unilateral decision about Afghanistan. Have they ever thought about asking the advice of their allies about what needs to be done there? Hell, no. They attacked the country first, and then began to pull in other countries, saying that those who weren’t with them were against them. Is that what you call alliance? Not really. Those who aren’t with us are against us – nicely put. The allies fell away immediately: everything was at six and sevens. Remember, what they say about a quartet of musicians in Krylov’s fable? “And you, my friends, no matter what you wish, will never make it as musicians.” Is that right, Mr Gergiev?
However, we will not live surrounded by just enemies. This will never happen. We have discussed this issue, and many of my colleagues have tried to impose the idea of a unipolar world on me. But this world failed to materialise. Today’s world is much more complex than even the bipolar world, where the Soviet Union tried to impose its will on its quasi-allies; that world fell apart as soon as the Soviet Union lost its might.
However, if the United States continues this policy, it will lose its so-called allies, no matter what they says about this issue.
The same thing happened in Iraq. First, they did what they wanted to do and then forced their allies to deploy troops in Iraq. Is that what allies are for? Is that joint decision-making? Real alliances are built on shared discussions and shared decisions, developing a joint agenda on existing threats, and on ways to hold back these threats.
I can see Mr Primakov and Mr Ivanov sitting right in front of me. Both are very important, among the most important people on the international political arena. This goes without saying for Mr Primakov, and Mr Ivanov is also a prominent figure.
Everything I just said is true. But we will not build a policy in a way that everybody feels like we are surrounded by enemies. This is not the case now, and won’t happen in the future.
 We all remember the parable when a man could wish anything and he wished that his neighbour lost an eye.
But generally speaking, this approach is correct. Oddly enough, there haven’t yet been any questions about the individual income tax, which are often raised by our people and are favoured by opposition parties. We have had lengthy discussions on this issue. And we will keep individual income tax at 13%.
By the way, when we had differentiated rates of individual income tax, the sums collected were significantly lower than what we see now. Revenues from individual income tax last year, in 2010 (you know what the situation was), exceeded all federal government revenues in 2000.
On the contrary, when we differentiate the rate, some companies and people move away from legal wages; wages are paid in envelopes, violating employees’ rights for future retirement pensions. Apart from everything else, this impacts the high wages that are earned honestly, including, by the way, in healthcare. After all, we have doctors, surgeons, unique surgeons, who earn 200,000-300,000 roubles a month or more.
Of course, we could cut their wages by hitting them with a 40% tax rate, but we already have a problem of highly qualified professionals in different sectors leaving. So we just won’t have them. So this is not a simple issue, as you can see.
We need social justice, but we need to tread carefully. Otherwise, who will treat us? Who will provide the other services? Even though people in healthcare and other sectors don’t like the word. But of course, the tax on hyper-consumption, the tax on luxury is quite justified, it can and should be introduced, I believe.
As to when this can be done, I didn’t raise it because it sounds good; I was considering the problem in practical terms. To do so, we need a cadastre, first of all, regarding real estate and land. The corresponding services have to prepare this cadastre within the next year, and then in 2013 we will submit a draft law on the tax on hyper-consumption and luxury to the State Duma.
 Merci for your question. Thank you very much.
You know, in our day-to-day work, we often deal with loose ends, so to speak; we let the situation develop to a particular point and then we say that we have understood, that we will correct the mistakes and faults, make adjustments. This is, of course, also possible, and should be done if we are unable to deal with the problem before it escalates.
I would like us to be able to forecast developments in the country, in the economy, in the social sphere, in politics, in the development of our democratic institutions; to respond in a timely fashion to the challenges of the time and make the necessary adjustments. At the same time, a minority should always be treated with respect. It should not be pushed away to the peripheries of political life and then, perhaps, we wouldn’t have to apologise.
 He will show his worth, I am sure.
 He is doing well.
 We were taught that radio Svoboda was “a propaganda unit of America’s CIA”.
When I worked for that organisation, as you all know, that is what was written about it. Among other things, it was involved in Humint operations in the Soviet Union – acquiring information sources, hopefully, for good causes. But a great deal has changed since then.
Why aren’t we together? First of all, there are purely technical reasons. One of our emperors used to say, when tutoring his son, “Everyone is afraid of our hugeness.” This is true. And this is still the case. This is one point.
Second, the leading country of the Western world, the United States, is suspicious about our nuclear missile potential. I believe it is making a grave mistake, believing that first it should remove this nuclear potential and only then consider us a potential ally. This is still Cold war-style thinking. But this is critical, and it doesn’t allow Europe to work with us as with a real potential ally.
You know, when the Soviet Union collapsed, I thought there was no longer anything preventing us from all being on the same side. But these suspicions from the past impede the development of our relations. But I still believe that it is inevitable. Life itself demands integration in Europe; I would even say there is demand for integration through our shared Christian values. And if you consider that the traditional world religions are all based on similar moral values, this provides the foundation for overcoming inter-civilisation difficulties.
I have said this repeatedly, and I would like to say it once again. I was greatly impressed by the stance taken by former German chancellor Helmut Kohl, who talked of the inevitability of closer relations, virtually integration, between Europe and Russia. He said that if we wanted to survive as one civilisation, we should move in this direction. Does Russia have to do anything? Yes, it should scare its neighbours less; it should work to rid itself of this imperial image which prevents even Europe from cooperating with us, especially as it has integrated a lot of young members who continue to bear, since we have already quoted Marx here, the “birthmarks” of the past. Overall, there are a lot of problems, but integration is possible, and it is needed.
By the way, I would like to object to what Nikita Mikhalkov said about Russia – that it can and should act as a bridge between East and West. Russia is not a bridge. It is an independent and self-sustaining force in this world, not just a link. But, of course, it has elements of a Eurasian nature. They are additional factors in our competitiveness, and we are of course going to use them. This is why we are raising the issue of establishing a Eurasian Union.
 This is a very important question. I will tell you why. It really follows on from what Nikolai Zlobin and Alexander Rahr said. But it is of practical importance.
I have already mentioned that our capital should be channelled into foreign economies to enhance the integration of Russia’s economy into the European and global economies. This is extremely important. Yet what happens? You see, our partners invest a great deal more in the Russian economy than we invest in foreign countries, and partially this is because we are not actually allowed in.
Everyone talks about the need to liberalise the Russian economy, to open the doors. But we are already as open as we can be; soon all we’ll be left with is a massive draught. Do you see? But we are not let into those crucial spheres there. We do let foreigners into crucial sectors here, such as power generation. Our European partners have already invested tens of billions of dollars in power generation. This is serious. In Siberia, in the Far East, and all over the country.
But we are not allowed into crucial sectors in the West. Recently, our companies tried to purchase telecommunications assets in one European country. They kept beating about the bush, even though it was obviously beneficial for our partners, too, and it came to naught, we were not allowed to buy into these assets. Or you might recall the well-known case involving the purchase of a car concern in Germany. The discussions ran and ran, I even met the trade unions, everyone was happy, everyone was willing, but when it came down to it, they didn’t allow it.
Or there is another example, when a private businessman bought a high-tech company in Switzerland. They dragged him through the courts, making it impossible for him to work. Fortunately, these problems have been mostly resolved now.
So the activities of such organisations as yours, which build mutual trust, are, of course, both needed and extremely important. But we will also try to organise our practical work so as to improve trust and work together.
 I would like to say that this environment is highly democratic and I think it is impossible to restrict the internet. That would be technologically difficult and politically wrong.
If the authorities or someone in particular don’t like what is happening on the internet there is only one way to confront it – to propose other ways and approaches to resolving the problems that are discussed on the internet, and to do so in a more creative and interesting way, so as to gather more supporters. This is one thing.
Second, it should be said that, unfortunately, the internet is used for criminal purposes. And law enforcement structures should watch carefully what it is being used for without limiting its freedom, they should know this and work accordingly. I am referring to paedophilia and other problems.
And, third, the culture and lack of culture on the internet is somewhat like what we see on our roads. You know, when a driver curses everyone around, while violating the rules. These are manifestations of our broader culture. And I hope very much that, as our broader culture improves, the situation on the internet will change for the better, too.
 No.
 Yes. I just don’t have time for it. I don’t even have time to watch TV. I only watch some recorded programmes on my way to work.
 You know, I believe we have been sitting here long enough already, but there are a lot of interesting questions. That’s a good project, interesting, and very important.
This is an important project. We need to conduct an economic feasibility study. If we do this, then it might expand traffic considerably along the Trans-Siberian Railway and the Baikal-Amur Mainline because we would be able to forward more cargo traffic from Japan. And we could send more direct traffic into Japan, including this tunnel traffic. We are discussing this issue with our Japanese partners. This large and impressive project could substantially expand our transit potential.
As far as the questions are concerned, there are some important aspects concerning the nationalisation of natural resources. The state continues to own natural resources, and private companies only have the right to extract these resources. In their time – I completely understand and share this approach – many present-day Russian oligarchs had amassed massive fortunes as a result of unfair and inequitable privatisation. This is absolutely true, this is a fact. They admit this themselves now.
But if we start confiscating this property, it could lead to even worse consequences than this unfair privatisation. It could disrupt the operations of these major corporations, deprive people of their wages, and jobs, etc. This is a very complicated process.
Consequently, we should approach this differently. In my opinion, we should not talk about nationalising specific assets. On the contrary, we should talk about restraining these people, forcing them to work within the law and to pay taxes. We should solve social problems, depending on those tax proceeds.
Rural roads are a very important issue. We are moving to establish road funds. I know motorists are not very happy because the transport tax has not been abolished. Their representatives are here, and I have seen some drivers in this auditorium. But this was done at the request of the governors who consider this to be an important component of their revenue. There are plans to raise the excise tax by one rouble, but this is because we have plans to shore up the road construction funds, now being established by us. Part of these funds will also be used to build rural roads. This is an extremely important objective, and we have made a decision. At the end of its session, the previous State Duma passed a law ordering the Russian regions to channel part of their road funds into the construction of rural roads.
“Ban pneumatic weapons nationwide.” You know, this also worries me. I know there are some snags concerning this issue, but I share this attitude.
Ms Grachyova, I promise you that we will certainly look into the matter. These problems can possibly be solved under the healthcare modernisation programme.
I hope that we will improve the situation with regional healthcare with the healthcare modernisation programme, provided that we manage to allocate more funds for regional healthcare facilities.
Yes, previously, there was a statement that pensions will be increased to 8,125 roubles. I will also look into this. Tamara Manova writes about this. To the best of my knowledge, the average old-age pension now totals something like 8,200 roubles.
Maybe, this implies social/welfare pensions. I will also assess this issue. Indeed, those pensions are smaller.
Maternity capital should be used for family needs because wages and salaries are low, and  it’s impossible even to  take out a mortgage. We need to look closely into the matter. This is an important question. I think we need to involve the Housing Construction Agency, so that people with low incomes can use maternity capital. The Agency for Housing Mortgage Lending should provide some guarantees so as to facilitate this opportunity and open up additional mortgage opportunities.
-- It means the same to me as it does to many Russians. It is everything, it is my life.
” Our future is secure, as long as we have children who think like this.
-- There are enough of them, just like any other person.
You know, in reality, this is a serious question. I expect Russia’s citizens to come together, to work for the development of our Motherland. And I personally will do everything I can to achieve this goal.
-- I dream that these plans are realised.
First of all, no one is promoted to Marshal in this country.
Second, I remember well when Boris Yeltsin offered me the post of Federal Security Service Director, and I agreed. I went to him, and he invited me in and said: “I have decided to promote you to General.” And it’s common knowledge that I’m a Colonel. I told him: “Mr President, I resigned from military service in my time, and I consider it inappropriate to resume military service now. Although I have served with this organisation, please allow me to become the first civilian director of the Federal Security Service. I remember that he was really surprised, and he replied: “Yes? Well, OK.”
So there is no possibility of this, and I assure you that there won’t be.
No, I assure you. I get sufficiently objective information about the situation in this country and worldwide.
This is a very individual thing. I think for me happiness comes down to love.
I’m absolutely positive. By the way, this is an important issue. It doesn’t just matter that someone hides something in an offshore zone. The thing is that many Russian companies are registered in offshore zones and openly and legally operate in this country as foreign businesses.
Yes, awhile back, many companies withdrew their assets to use them from offshore zones in order to guarantee their interests. Today, this really hinders economic activity, the activity of Russian businesses and foreign investors. Many of them have told me openly that they were willing to cooperate with a company, and that they wanted this to happen, but that they didn’t even know who the end beneficiary was, or who was hiding in an offshore zone. This issue needs to be brought in line with the law.
I don’t know, we need to look into the matter. As far as I know, this place is located not far from Izhevsk. We will examine the Sarapul issue separately.
Me, too. The feeling is mutual.
Yes, he is certainly right. Unfortunately, our philosophy is based on profits derived from commercials, and it’s hard to take this back, but something has to be done.
Yes, I do.
Generally, I like this idea, but I’m afraid that dacha gardeners might criticise this because they need to till their vegetable patches, and  we are forcing them to do something stupid.
 Actually, this is a serious question. Indeed, people start tilling their land, and it would probably be inappropriate to distract them.
I have already said that, in principle, privatisation was neither fair nor equitable, but that it is inappropriate to dismantle things now.
I have already answered that question.
This, too, has been discussed.
Yes, child benefits are paid from two sources nationwide.
To the best of my knowledge, federal child benefits are something like 13,000-plus roubles. They will be indexed and will total 14,000 next year. Parents with two children are eligible for benefits accounting for 100% of their salary. The maximum benefit in this category totals over 30,000 roubles. The second part includes mothers who have not worked before, so-called “housewives.” We recently introduced benefits for this category as well, although it’s true, that these benefits are not very impressive, totaling over 2,000 roubles for the first child and 4,000 roubles for the second child. But these benefits will also be indexed.
Regional benefits are the second source. Of course, these benefits are pitifully small. In this sense, I would advise regional leaders to prioritise their social requirements. They need to pay more to those who really need such benefits.
There are quite a few wishes and very positive statements here, although very many negative statements have also been voiced. I would like to assure you that I also pay attention to the negative comments, no matter what. I won’t read all the many positive statements. I would simply like to thank people very much for their support.
A news ticker message has also congratulated all of us on New Year’s Eve and the upcoming Christmas season. For my part, I would also like to congratulate everyone on the New Year and Christmas.
 You know, I have not said absolutely everything about all the specific goals and tasks being set by us.
In order to accomplish them, we need to boost labour productivity by about three times. Some analysts believe this is simply not feasible. At first glance, we have many extremely difficult tasks. But I think that we can do all this because I believe in Russia.
 You know, I’ll turn into such a big boss, and I’ll become such a bronze monument that I will stop visiting you. Come on, cheer up. We have been meeting with you for ten years. Certainly, we will 
 Thank you.
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 In general, wages are going up – that is an obvious fact.
As for healthcare professionals, their national average salary is slightly higher than, say, teachers’ salaries.
You have identified an issue that really seems to exist. Let me try to think it through aloud so that you and I can work out what has caused it.
This is what I think it is: as you may recall, some time ago I ordered the following additional payments to be made from the federal budget: 10,000 plus 5,000 rubles for general practitioners, plus 5,000 rubles for doctors, and 3,000 plus 6,000 for emergency doctors – 3,000 for paramedics and 6,000 for A&E doctors.
On January 1, the Government transferred this responsibility together with the money to the regional level. The amount of funding involved is about 40 billion rubles. All of the money has been transferred to the mandatory health insurance system, through which it reached the regions of the Russian Federation. I think that the problem here is not financial but has to do with poor management. I often get blamed for the fact that I have always had to micromanage many aspects of government activity. I think that in this case there has been a failure in the control system. There has even been an increase in the mandatory health insurance – 61% because this funding came from the federal budget and was transferred to the insurance system and then on to the regions. Again, in absolute terms, the funding amounted to 40 billion rubles. The regions are responsible for paying this money to healthcare professionals, because these were targeted allocations, transferred for this exact purpose.
We must find out what happened there and why the money was not paid. In my view, at a guess, it is the fault of the Government and the relevant ministry. In this case, the Healthcare Ministry, unfortunately, should have monitored whether the money was spent by the regions on the purposes for which it was transferred and whether it reached the final recipients, that is, professionals like you. Obviously, this was not done. This is the first point.
Second, the regions have received the funding but they have a lot of tasks and problems (I have talked about this to my colleagues in the Government), and instead of paying the money to healthcare workers they may have spent it on other purposes. It is also necessary to check where the money went, and if it is gone, it must be returned and paid to you and all your colleagues. We will look into this separately. Let me assure you that healthcare professionals will receive all the money they are entitled to.
 The funding is not always transferred but in this case I know for a fact that it has been: I have even told you the exact amounts.
 The money was transferred for this specific purpose but it has not been paid to the workers in a significant number of regions. I assume that some regions have paid the people.
 There was neither despair nor hope. It was simply a working meeting of the heads of relevant ministries, agencies, Central Bank chairperson, and expert community representatives. We were not limited to high-level bureaucrats.
We talked about current problems in the global economy, and about how they affect our domestic economy. But of course warning signs of a slowdown in economic growth in Russia were the impetus behind it. There is nothing unusual nor unexpected here. Experts and we ourselves – and we already became experts long ago – all knew that the downturn we are observing in the global economy, especially in the Eurozone, has quite a serious impact on us, because Europe is our main trading partner.
More than 50 percent of our trade is with Europe. But if there is a severe recession there, a slump, every year over several years then this can’t but affect us. In the end, it affected us directly. So we met to assess the situation once again, to listen to each other, to listen to different opinions, to understand our own share of responsibility in this recession. I say “our” with a generalised meaning referring to authorities at all levels: the Cabinet, the regions, and presidential office. So we met to see whether our own policy has had some negative effect on this downturn or not.
I must say at once that there is no secret here: some members of the Government believe that we have significantly contributed to it. Others don’t believe this, and think that the downturn is solely a result of negative developments in the global economy. They believe that we just should watch carefully what is happening there and have instruments available to respond if the crisis spreads. This dispute is not between the Presidential Executive Office and the Government, but rather within the entire community involved in governing our country.
Expert opinions are also at odds. We have no dividing line between the Government and the President, the Executive Office and the Government. The dividing line concerns fundamental issues, particularly the issue of how to relate to current events.
But I'll tell you (and here one does not need to be an expert) what is the essence of the problem, of the dispute, or rather the debate. Several colleagues believe that certain factors have arisen.
First, the continuing global economic crisis, including in the Eurozone, affects us too.
The second factor is man-made: too tight monetary policy within the Russian Federation itself. It is largely justified, because our policy has been focused on inflation targeting, suppressing inflation, that is fighting increases in prices. This is done for the benefit of our people and our economy.
But some say that this has excessively suppressed the money supply, that the Central Bank has allowed the currency exchange rate to fluctuate freely and stopped buying foreign currencies in the domestic market, and therefore the money supply has decreased. They believe that we have adhered to the so-called budget rule and thus begun to prevent petrodollars from being injected into the market. This has ultimately resulted in further decline in money supply.
Then, despite the lowering inflation, our banks continue to lend at high rates – 14 to 15 percent – to individuals and legal entities, all economic actors. Yet inflation has fallen: it is now just over seven percent and is expected to reach 5.9 or 6 percent by the end of the year. So some colleagues say no, we are to make some adjustments to our policies. Strictly speaking, this is the essence of the dispute.
It is probably true that adjustments are necessary but I want to emphasise and draw your attention to the following: the fundamentals of our economic policy will remain unchanged. We will continue to focus primarily on macroeconomic indicators and encourage industries to meet social needs of the people.
 But there have not yet been any special measures.
 What is this person’s name?
 Good for you Pavel Zakharchenko.
It is necessary that authorities at every level – in presidential Executive Office and the Government – feel and understand that ordinary citizens are closely monitoring the results of our work and evaluating them. We must always be guided by citizens’ opinions.
As for some members of the Cabinet or the Government as a whole, I’ve often heard various calls to dismiss one minister or another, or for the entire Government to resign.
Dear friends and colleagues, I share your view that the expectations of all levels of authorities must be high. However, I would draw your attention to the fact that the Government has not yet been working for a year, no year has yet passed. Even since the presidential inauguration, Maria Sittel said that a year has passed, but it has not been a full year yet. The inauguration took place on May 7 and the Government was formed after that. People have not yet worked for a year. Of course no small amount of grievances have accumulated during that time, but the Cabinet should be allowed enough time to produce results or come to understand that some of its members are unable to ensure such results. That is not something that can be seen in a year. The responsibilities and work of the Government are immense.
Again, there may be many complaints [about the Government performance] but I don’t think there should be hasty reshuffling since it will do more harm than good.
 There is something else I would like to point out. Yes, he was in charge of the financial sector but he was also twice recognised to be the world’s best finance minister by the international expert community.
 Mr Kudrin and I have known each other for a long time and we argue a lot, but I have always had great respect for his opinions because he was the Finance Minister in two Cabinets. I have already said that he has been recognised the best finance minister in the world by the international expert community twice. It’s true. I am sure that he was indeed the best Finance Minister, but not the best Social Protection Minister.
We often debate different issues. I certainly agree with the view that labour productivity should grow at a faster rate than wages. This positive trend has been achieved in some industries, such as railway transport. I don’t know the latest figures, but that was the case last year.
Naturally, it is vitally important to shift our economy to innovative development. That is not easy to do even with high energy prices, when in general it is easier to achieve a positive result. It is difficult to attract the financial flows to that sector because what is required is more favourable conditions for the development of processing industries. How can this be done? We must introduce benefits and in effect rebuild the tax system. The Finance Ministry, including under Mr Kudrin, has always exercised extreme caution and thoroughness in this sphere because it can lead to the loss of federal revenues, and our national defence, social obligations, pensions, and so on are all dependent on the budget. This is the first point.
Second, the decentralisation of finances and transferring the sources of these revenues to the regions. The Finance Ministry has always been very conservative in this respect but in general that is the right trend. That is the road we must follow. I hope that Mr Kudrin’s successors will gradually move in this direction, with his professional support. I absolutely agree with this.
As for the fact that we have exhausted the extensive growth opportunities created by high energy prices – that is also true. Mr Kudrin hasn’t mentioned this just now but he often tells me about it when we meet privately. I agree with that too. There is just one thing I want to draw your attention to. It is not just the high oil prices. Favourable or unfavourable external conditions also depend on the state of our partners’ economies. For example, oil prices can be high, but metals have fallen because there is reduced demand for metals on the global market. That is a very important factor that triggers a chain reaction. The demand for coal falls as well as a result, and so on. Goods are transported less, transportation companies begin to suffer – there is a whole chain. Therefore, external economic factors may remain favourable, but we cannot say they are optimal. But in general, I keep in touch with Mr Kudrin and his colleagues, his teams. He has been teaching, and very successfully as far as I know. I hope that you will continue to give your expert support to the Ministry to which you gave many years of your life. I know that you feel deeply for it and are in contact with the colleagues at the Ministry.
As for the public trust, that is also true because our overall efficiency and competitiveness depend on how far society trusts the authorities.
 He does not want to come back.
 That’s right.
 Yes, he did.
 He’s a slacker, he just does not want to do any work. He got away as soon as the going got tough.
 I don’t know whether this discussion has any interest for the public but it is very important. It is not just bickering between me and Mr Kudrin, whom I highly value.
It was with good reason that I said he was recognised as the best Finance Minister, but not the best Minister of Social Protection. It’s an important point. Is he right in saying that it is harmful for the wages to grow faster than labour productivity? He is right. But how could we have slowed the growth of wages when you know how expensive everything is? You see, military pensions at some point were at a lower level than civilian pensions. We had to raise them, as well as the wages for servicemen. I know Mr Kudrin’s position, it is very well though through.
Some time ago, Mr Kudrin and other officials, who are now sitting on huge money in banks, were the initiators of introducing cash payments instead of benefits. We debated it for a long time, and I told him, “Mr Kudrin, you will not be able to do it right, it won’t work.” He said, “Yes, we will.” We all know what happened in the end. We had to pour money to cover up the problems at a great social and political cost.
Frankly, I thought that was how it would end up from the start. But it is true that if we had done nothing, public transport would have probably come to a standstill because the number of people who had subsidised fares was much greater than the number of passengers who bought tickets at full price. As a result, the public transport system started to fall apart.
Why am I telling you this? Because tough economic measures without regard for the consequences in the social sphere are not always justified, especially in our country where incomes are still very modest.
 You shouldn’t be a journalist; you should be working in court as a defence lawyer.
 Mr Baranets, I very much value your support as my trusted subject, and I know you as someone who is anxious about our country and its army.
You talked about how the facts demonstrate the guilt of the parties you listed. In fact, only a court can determine whether these facts prove a person’s guilt or not. With all due respect, neither a newspaper, nor individual media representatives, nor individual citizens can declare a person guilty before trial. In accordance with our Constitution, that you just recalled, this can only be done by a court.
About whose hand it is: I do not know about hands, arms, legs or other body parts involved. But I would draw your attention to the fact that it was not long after I returned to the post of Commander-in-Chief that these criminal cases were instigated. I think that it is abundantly clear that no one tried to stop them being initiated, to say the least, and that law enforcement agencies were instructed to look into the problem. This investigation is proceeding objectively and will continue until its end. And a fair ruling will be reached about who is guilty and who is innocent, if guilt is indeed at stake. And the corresponding punishment provided for by law will be imposed.
Now, about the fairness of having someone writing poetry while someone else serves a prison term in Siberia. Recently, particularly in recent years, we have talked a lot about the humanisation of our criminal legislation. This is not always justified. If people have committed serious crimes, they must receive their due. In economic crimes often pre-trial detention is considered superfluous, because there is no need to determine in advance that people should be taken into custody and charged, people who are not interfering with the investigation.
“Someone is in prison, and Vasilyeva is walking around her posh apartment” and so on. You know, just because some are in prison, especially if they were imprisoned wrongfully, does not mean that Ms Vasilyeva and others like her should be imprisoned too. We mustn’t look at whether or not she is in prison, but whether other people have been rightly convicted. Whether there have been any abuses of power by the authorities and law enforcement bodies. That’s what you should pay attention to.
If the investigation finds that wherever she is, she is in the right place and not interfering with the investigation, well so be it. At the end of the day it’s the investigator’s decision. If it does not disturb him she can be at home in her apartment, and the investigator calls her in for questioning, questions her and her former colleagues and so on, then so be it. But where you’re completely right, and I have absolutely no doubt about this, is that we will see the case through to its proper end. This does not mean that we have political reasons for doing so, want to look good in front of outraged citizens, and will plant them in jail at any cost. We do not need to go back to the dark period of 1937. If they are guilty they will be punished. And if some parties are innocent then this will need to be communicated clearly and understandably. We will have to explain this to people and show it. The fact that there are currently many such cases that resonate within society, as they say, is, I think, no bad thing. People are to know what’s going on. Then perhaps officials at different levels of government will also realise that in the end no one can breach the law with impunity.
As for the judicial system itself, there are many grievances in its regard, but I would draw your attention to the following. Out of all cases only 15 percent of participants appealed to a higher instance for judicial review. All the others were satisfied with the quality of the courts’ performasnce and the results of court proceedings. The courts are sharply criticised but the numbers speak for themselves: only 15 percent complain. In general this is a standard figure compared with other countries. We will see this case through to its conclusion. Finally, the remark that the “army is observing in astonishment…” is, I think, an exaggeration. Our army is engaged in combat training and developing new weapons and equipment.
 I have already said that I became Commander-in-Chief on May 7, 2012. Look at when this case was opened. As soon as I started to get acquainted with things, as soon as I was shown certain figures, including the results of audits by the Accounts Chamber, it became clear that it was not possible to resolve this with that agency alone. The Chamber alone was not enough and we needed to involve the law enforcement agencies. Then the case materials were immediately submitted to the General Prosecutor’s Office and the Investigative Committee.
 Previously there were no audit results from the Accounts Chamber. As those figures appeared I became President and Commander-in-Chief. I was briefed on the issue and I immediately ordered that the affair be transferred to the Investigative Committee.
 You know, I think that in general corruption, and in our country in particular, exists everywhere – everywhere, and I can assure you of this. The question is its degree. I will not deny that in Russia everyday corruption is exorbitant and actually represents a threat to society as a whole. Therefore we will fight it no less insistently than inflation, and kill it off as much as possible.
 We were just talking with Mr Baranets. He believes that our efforts are insufficient, that we should take all of them into custody and prohibit everything. I believe that overzealousness is not present here.
As to whether our efforts are insufficient, let’s look at the results of the fight against corruption that is currently underway. By the way, over the course of 2012 criminal proceedings were opened against more than 800 people who have a special legal status. Namely representatives of law enforcement agencies, deputies from different levels of government, the highest-ranking officials: more than 800 people in total. These are not jut few cases that have caused such a large public outcry, there are many throughout Russia. As I have said before, these efforts will continue.
Are we being excessive? You heard my position on, for example, the Oboronservis case: only a court can determine if a person is guilty or not. For that reason I hope that there will not be any overzealous conclusions. Obviously there are abuses within the law enforcement system itself. This always has been the case and unfortunately still is. And what Mr Baranets said about how some people behind bars were wrongfully accused must also be dealt with case-by-case.
Recently, about a month or a month and a half ago, I was at a meeting of the Prosecutor General’s Office Board and spoke with my colleagues in a lot of detail. My position is well-known: there should be no abuses in the law enforcement system and when they do occur we must identify, detect and respond to them.
 Maria, with regards to the question you asked, about our move in favour of declaring incomes and expenditures, and ban on holding foreign accounts, some of our liberal economists believe that the ban is bad and amounts to a restriction for some Russian citizens.
I want to emphasise that we allow all citizens of the Russian Federation to place their money where they see fit, including in foreign financial institutions. At the time I not only agreed with this, I supported it. Why? Because all too often our citizens have been faced with problems when they were simply cheated in what I would call a hard and cruel fashion. In the early 1990s they were cheated when their savings were burned up [by inflation], then in 1998 they lost everything again. We have to give people the freedom of choice. But there is a special category of people who consciously choose public service for themselves, and we must let them decide for themselves what is more important: saving money abroad or serving the citizens of the Russian Federation in the high-ranking positions they have achieved through their service.
And there’s another thing that, in my opinion, is extremely important. If a person places a lot of money abroad, he or she is always dependent on the state where the money is held. We are to set people free from this dependence. Every person must choose for himself or herself: if they want to work for the government let the money return here, no one will take it. This is especially true for people who work in economic spheres, in government and for members of both houses of parliament; in the end the state’s economic well-being depends on them. If they do not trust their own economic system, what they are doing here? Let them drag their money back here, and there will be more chances that we will work persistently at strengthening our financial and economic system.
 You know, I don’t really want to talk about but it seems rude to dodge the subject.
I received the first letter from him early this year, sometime in February, I think, and the second letter arrived recently, after his death. The text was the same. So it was not one but two letters.
 The first letter was completely handwritten, and the second had a handwritten header, the main body was typed, and then a handwritten part at the end. One of his former business partners, a Russian citizen, brought me the first letter, and the second was delivered recently also by a business partner, but one who was a foreign national.
 Actually, some details have already appeared in the media. Well, he wrote that he had made a lot of mistakes and caused great damage, and asked for forgiveness and the opportunity to return to his homeland.
 You see, these letters were quite personal, although I have never had a close relationship with him. We knew each other, of course, but there wasn’t a close relationship. Still, he turned to me with a request. Some of my colleagues wanted me make the letter public immediately. I am very grateful to the Lord for keeping me from doing that.
 No, I didn’t. You see, he asked me to let him return to Russia. Of course, the Head of State has the right to grant a pardon or do some other things, but it would have required a legal analysis (apart from the moral aspect of the case). Perhaps, it would have been necessary to consult the Supreme Court, the Prosecutor General’s Office. I needed to understand the legal aspect of the case.
 Look, let’s… Of course. Is there a need for me to grant special permission? This is a family matter.
 I wouldn’t put it past them. I don’t know. Anything is possible, but we have no such information.
 The death penalty issue has long been debated in society. You know, sometimes when you hear about such cases, it seems logical to reach for a pen and sign some documents aimed at the return of the death penalty, or to ask State Duma deputies to do it. But you have to talk with criminology experts. They believe that the toughening of punishment in itself does not lead to a decrease in crime.
I have cited an example once – I think it was on Direct Line some years back. In the Roman Empire, the punishment for pickpocketing was death, and the pickpockets were at their most active during these executions because they gathered the biggest crowds. This is a textbook example.
I understand people’s outrage and their desire to see criminals punished. The question is what is the most effective measure. Why do you say that such criminals as this will go free eventually? One type of punishment available to us is life imprisonment. I assure you, prisons are no resorts.
 That is practically always the case, but it is something to think about and discuss. To be honest, I have thought about it.
 I think that ordinary Americans have absolutely nothing to do with it, they do not understand what is happening. I want to appeal to Russian and American citizens, and to all the people who follow these international events, and to say: Russia is itself a victim of international terrorism, one of the earliest victims.
I have always felt outraged when our Western partners, as well as your colleagues from the Western media, referred to our terrorists who committed brutal, bloody, appalling crimes on the territory of our country, as “insurgents”. They were hardly ever referred to as terrorists. They provided assistance to them, information support, financial and political support – sometimes directly and sometimes indirectly, but it always accompanied their activities on the territory of the Russian Federation. While we always said that they shouldn’t make empty declarations that terrorism is a common threat, but make real efforts and cooperate with each other more closely. But now these two criminals have provided the best possible proof that we were right.
One can endlessly speculate on the tragedy of the Chechen people during their deportation from Chechnya by the Stalin’s regime. But were Chechens the only victims of repression? The first and the biggest victim was the Russian nation, which suffered the most as a result of repression. This is our common history. You can speculate all you want but does it have to do with the United States? What did they do to deserve this? It's not about nationality or religion, as we have told them a thousand times – what is at issue here is extremism.
They moved to the United States and they were granted the American citizenship. The younger brother was an American citizen. Some people there are saying now (not the US Administration but they are politicians) that the surviving terrorist suspect should be declared a prisoner of war. They have completely lost their marbles. A prisoner of which war? Has the civil war between the North and the South started again? What complete nonsense. They are talking gibberish.
I am not saying this to accuse anyone of anything. I just want to ensure that this tragedy has prompted us to boost cooperation in addressing common threats, one of which – the most important and dangerous one – is terrorism. If we really join efforts we will not have any more such attacks and we will not bear such losses.
 Ms Rapatsevich, with whom were you unable to get an appointment?
 Shame on him. 
 Ms Rapatsevich, there was a very famous figure in world history, a German politician Otto von Bismarck. When he became involved in European politics, unifying Germany, there was a rumour going around that he was a very dangerous person because he would say what was on his mind. Apparently, judging by this story, you are also a very dangerous person. 
Now to the prosecutor’s office, Prosecutor General Yury Chaika is waiting to see you. I am sure he is watching this programme now. And he is rubbing his hands, thinking about what he can do.
This is Omsk Region, right?
 Ok.
 Ok.
 I see.
They say that she has already been made a lieutenant, but let’s not be too quick.  Let’s not be too quick, let Mr Chaika look into this. But I think the Governor of Omsk Region will also find a common language with the mayor. I promise you that the things will move as fast as you would like them to.
As for the core of your question. This is certainly a very important issue. Why? Because we need such interested and involved people in this sector. You can tell that the old guard is in demand. In Italy, Napolitano, who is 87 years old, has been elected President again. The old guard is needed not only in our nation, but throughout the world overall.
The issue you are dealing with is extremely important and can be fixed only – well, not only, but largely – with active engagement by civil society.
At one of the meetings with my authorised representatives, a suggestion was made by some of my colleagues on organising corresponding public structures to oversee the situation in the housing and utilities sector. And what Ms Rapatsevich is doing is exceedingly important and right. After all, we know what is happening there. I also spoke about this publicly many times.
After making corresponding decisions – overall, they are aimed in the right direction with regard to these management companies, but unfortunately, these management companies are often affiliated with local municipal governments and there are not enough of them on the market. They are micro-quasi-monopolies on the market, and they include in the tariff – the payment, actually – almost everything they can, even if it has nothing to do with what it is being charged for. For example, heated buildings include unheated attics and other similar sections. They make enormous money off of this, sums that are absolutely unmanageable for the public.
Ms Rapatsevich, do not leave Moscow too quickly. In addition to speaking with Mr Chaika, you also mentioned the law going through the Duma, specifying the functions of management companies – I promise you, my colleagues in the State Duma will also be happy to meet with you and discuss all the details. The Cabinet will also give this matter its attention.
 All right! I will look into it carefully myself, to see what is being revised or updated in this law, and speed up this work as much as possible. My colleagues from the State Duma will certainly meet with you.
 And you say it was 3,000 rubles before?
 This is appalling! I already talked about this issue. What’s more, after receiving a bill like this, also from St Petersburg incidentally, I raised the problem with the Government and the regional authorities and said that these kinds of increases are unacceptable. Of course there are a lot of problems in the housing and utilities sector. We know that more than 60 percent of the infrastructure is in unsatisfactory condition and the sector as a whole needs modernisation and investment. But this is no excuse to resort to such barbaric means and place the whole burden on ordinary people. Local authorities did not take timely steps earlier to gradually raise costs and ended up creating a huge gap between needed revenue and the costs people were actually paying, and now they heap all the consequences of this situation overnight on people’s shoulders. This is not right and we cannot let this happen. 
Furthermore, the Government issued a regulation making it possible to raise the prices during the heating season and then bring them down again when the heating season is over. But this has led to a situation where we see unprecedented jumps in costs during the heating season. I am not saying that the Government should immediately cancel this decision, but we need to regulate the situation. What do ordinary people know or care about this government regulation? They are not aware that their bills are about to go up suddenly during the heating season, have not put money aside for it, haven’t thought about it. And then they suddenly get these bills and there’s no money to pay them. Any increases in cost need to be lower and better spread over the year.
Regarding the situation in St Petersburg, I spoke about this with Governor Poltavchenko just recently and he said that they have already taken just such a decision and will get everything sorted out. Let’s hope they do get it all sorted out and organised as soon as possible. The same goes for the other regions too.
Even more importantly, we agreed, and the Government promised, that tariffs would rise by no more than six percent on average a year. I stress this point, but I note too, that this is the average, and in some places, in former military garrisons for example, or other closed systems where nothing was indexed for years, the increase might be slightly higher. Mr Poltavchenko said that in St Petersburg, for example, they won’t manage to reach the target of six percent and are looking at an increase of slightly over seven percent. This is within acceptable limits. There are quite a few regions where the increase is slightly below six percent, and in others it is higher, but overall it should be six percent. There shouldn’t be any big jumps. I hope the Government will meet this objective.
Finally, in cases where people have been overcharged, they either need to get their money back or have this money be counted towards future payments. We used just such a scheme a few years ago when I was Prime Minister. There is nothing to stop us from doing this again now. 
 Yes, roads have long been known as one of Russia’s traditional problems. This is due to the country’s sheer size, and also because so many of the problems in this area have yet to be properly tackled and resolved.
At the same time however, let me note that we decided a couple of years ago to establish regional road funds. This was an idea that met with active resistance from some of our colleagues. These funds used to exist and then were abolished, but we decided in the end to revive them. The funds are financed by revenue from excise duties and the transport tax. 
The interesting thing is that these funds, which are used to finance road construction, are growing steadily. The situation has been a little nuanced this year it is true. The amount of money coming into the federal road funds has increased, but not by much. The federal road funds have grown though and now come to more than 400 billion rubles. The regional road funds have decreased a little, dropping from 543 billion rubles to 445 billion, as far as I know. This is due to a drop in revenue from excise duties on petrol. 
I won’t go into all the details of this situation, but to summarise, the oil people used to say that they hadn’t the capabilities for moving over to high-octane petrol such as Euro-4 and Euro-5, but as soon as an incentive was introduced to encourage this move, they suddenly all found the needed capability and have for the most part moved over to high-octane petrol, and the revenue coming in from excise duties has thus gone down. But this does not mean that we are short of funds. 
I know this because plenty of regional heads used to come to me, and they come to the new Government now too, asking permission to reallocate the money earmarked for road construction for other uses. Their argument is that although there is plenty of money in the funds they don’t have the needed capabilities right now to actually carry out the road construction. The problem is therefore not financial but organisational and technical. I hope very much that the Government will not go ahead with these requests to reallocate the road funds’ money. 
Another aspect of this issue is quality control, which is something our viewers and listeners also mentioned just now. Here, as in the housing and utilities sector, any improvement will be impossible without stringent public oversight.
We know that Pskov, for example, has an excellent public group, The Roads of Pskov, I think it’s called. It started off in the internet and then became real and not just a virtual presence. It’s a youth organisation, and they are quite effective and consistent in monitoring the quality of road construction.
I call on people to develop this kind of work throughout every region in the country.
 Yes, if the governors say that they are not even managing to spend all of what they have, it means that there are sufficient funds out there. 
 We have a vast territory but only a small road network. You know that it was only not so long ago that we built the road connecting Chita and Khabarovsk. We didn’t even have a road connecting the eastern and European parts of the country. 
 Yes, we need to keep developing the road sector, keep on with its expansion, and ensure quality control too.
 The Transport Ministry.
 That’s a problem not only with the work done for the APEC summit. There are similar problems elsewhere too. I need to take another look at that same Chita-Khabarovsk road that we spoke of just now. People have been writing to say that there are quality problems there too. I doubt I will be able to travel that road again, given the time that takes, but I could use another means of transport, a helicopter or something, to take a look at what is going on there. Of course, I cannot go and inspect all the roads in the country. This is something that the Government and the regional authorities need to organise at their level.
 This is an age-old problem in Russia. We just need to organise regular on-going work. 
 Other countries have tackled it in various different ways, including during crisis periods. In Germany in the 1930s, for example, they built roads there as a way of fighting unemployment. They took extraordinary road construction measures. We have also examined various possibilities for using road construction as an anti-crisis measure and a measure to get people in employment and pump up the economy.
 Maria, you probably know that the maternity capital was one of the programmes I initiated. We started discussing the idea in 2006, and introduced it in 2007 for the period running through to 2016 inclusive. In other words, families, mothers who had a second child during this period through to 2016 would be entitled to take part in the Maternity Capital programme.
We made a conscious and deliberate decision to set this time period because we had to be absolutely certain that the federal budget would be able to meet the maternity capital payment commitments. The payments have been adjusted regularly, as we promised. This year, as far as I know, the maternity capital entitlement comes to 407,000 or 408,000 rubles. I might be slightly wrong in the figures, but it is more than 400,000 rubles, anyway. Overall, this is a solid sum of money that is a substantial support for big families. 
We did not know then and still do not know exactly how the demographic situation would develop. We cannot predict exactly how many children will be born but can only make estimates. We know the general trend, but do not know the exact figures, and it is therefore impossible to say exactly how much federal budget money will be needed for meeting our commitments in this area after 2016. 
As for what will happen after 2016, I think that we should continue programmes in one form or another to support birth in Russia, but they should be more targeted in nature. I do not yet know exactly what forms these programmes should take, but people who are planning their families and would like to have a second or third child should feel reassured in any case that until 2016 inclusively, the maternity capital programme will continue to function and people who have a second or subsequent child will receive this money, just like Maria Sittel. Maria, how many children do you have? 
 Three, that’s great, Maria.
 You will.
 Ok. Yelena, when did you move into this house and under what circumstances? 
 So you used the certificate?
 I see. That’s a start at least. Something is actually getting done.
Regarding child benefits, they were a real pittance before, only 1,200 rubles, and the Presidential Executive Order issued late last year raised them to 5,500 rubles. Regrettably, it’s true, the Government has not yet issued the accompanying regulations setting out the procedures for these benefit payments.
The payments actually started just a few days ago. I draw my Government colleagues’ attention to the fact that a government regulation is required here. This needs to be done. The benefits will be increased in the same way that benefits for children with disabilities are being increased. I also note in passing that the social pension for disabled persons of group I is going up to just over 8,800 rubles.
Furthermore, the State Duma is currently examining a draft law that introduces a new one-off payment of 100,000 rubles for adopting a child. I hope this draft law will be passed as soon as possible.
Finally, the most important that Yelena spoke about is the issue of making foster families equal in entitlements to big families in which the children are birth children. I think this would be fair in every way and I will give the Government this instruction.  What difference does it make if the children are birth children or adopted? Everyone says that such children become like their own. People like Yelena and Sergei are doing a very important moral and civic job here, and they should get our support.
Yelena, I promise that I will give the Government this instruction, and I hope they will work out the details with the State Duma deputies.
 And you will get this too, of course.
The anchors will be taking note and following up everything in this respect.
I promise you that you will get your children’s playground. We will sort out this matter. This is not a problem.
 This is both a legal and moral problem. For example, why have Americans been and are still so keen to adopt Russian children specifically? One of the reasons – not the only reason, but one of them – is that, as far as I understood from looking at American laws, it is prohibited to provide any information about a person’s birth parents. No, pardon me, just the opposite, you can access this information. And there were cases in legal practice when adoptive parents had their children reclaimed by their birth parents. But when a child is adopted from abroad to the United States, including from Russia, it is impossible to obtain any data about their birth parents. And this safeguards adoptive families from having any conflicts in the future.
So I repeat, this is not just a legal issue but a moral and ethical one as well. And I think that if we are to resolve it, if we follow the path that you brought up, then we first need to consult with society, with the people, to hold an open, direct discussion on this topic.
 No, we need general rules that could be applied individually, but there needs to be some kind of common approach.
 I already said that this issue falls under the authority of the Government of the Russian Federation. I do not want you to think that I am avoiding a decision on this matter, but earlier, Mr Medvedev had made this decision, the Government implemented it, and it is now under the authority of the Government, which must make this decision. I do not feel this is a case where the Government requires Presidential intervention (although, of course, this can formally be done). I think we need to look into what is happening. Mr Lavrinenko, you are a state farm director?
 How are the cows milked? According to a schedule?
 The old time? Seriously?
In other words, you have not even made the change to the new time?
 Does the collective farm know that Lenin has died already? 
 I see. You know, let’s address these issues to the Government. I understand those who want to wake up when it’s already nice and bright outside and go to bed when it’s dark. There is a problem for the business community, especially for those who work with Europe, and a problem for sports fans.
Yes. But the IOC will adapt to our situation. Let’s look into it.
 You know, if I say now that I am comfortable or uncomfortable, I immediately define my position. I repeat, I do not want to impose on the Government’s authority. Let the Government of the Russian Federation settle this matter.
 The inefficiency.
 Mr Chubais remains someone whom we very much need; public opinion is constantly deflected toward him when people don’t like something. I believe both he and many other people who worked with him at the time certainly made many mistakes, and this led to a certain image of them.
But somebody had to do what they were doing. They changed the entire structure of the Russian economy and essentially changed our trend of development. Let me repeat, in my view, this could have been done in a different way, with smaller social losses and expenditures, not as harshly. But it is always easy to judge these situations in hindsight. But when people lead the way, and it is unclear what the next step should be, whether it will be the right step or a mistake, it’s important to have the courage to make those steps. Many mistakes were made, but it is clear that these people were brave. They had courage to make transformations.
Many curious and funny things happened back then. For example, we learned today that officers of the United States’ CIA operated as consultants to Anatoly Chubais. But it is even funnier that upon returning to the US, they were prosecuted for violating their country’s laws and illegally enriching themselves in the course of privatisation in the Russian Federation. They did not have the right to do this as active CIA officers. In accordance with US law, they were not allowed to engage in any kind of commercial activity, but they couldn’t resist – it’s corruption, you see.
But we should give credit to the American legal system: despite everything, they went to admit that CIA officers worked as consultants in Chubais’ entourage. You asked how long he will be in power, but he is not in power;yes, he is heading a state corporation, but it is nevertheless a commercial organisation and he is not present in the government agencies.
Now, with regard to responsibility. After all, they said themselves that they had allocated the funding inefficiently. Naturally, I am monitoring what is happening there; today they are reporting losses of 2.5 billion rubles. This is, of course, a large sum of money. Is it possible not to make mistakes in this area…
 No, no, 2.5 billion. 22 billion was the initial figure for ineffective investments; today, they are stating losses of 2.5 billion. Is it possible to avoid making any mistakes in a sector like nanotechnologies, doing everything absolutely profitably? It’s hard for me to say, but I suppose it’s possible. After all, what is their problem? They are using non-traditional energy, silicon. But should they have invested in silicon, particularly in our nation, which is rich in hydrocarbons, where some still don’t do time changes and it’s dark when you rise and dark when you go to bed? When do these batteries suppose to work? I do not know and do not want to give any assessments now, this is a difficult area.
I won’t argue that back in the day, this was one of my initiatives, to create this company, because nanotechnologies are one of the main paths in scientific and technical development. And overall, a fair amount of useful work has been done there. I was there a couple of times and seen the materials related to their work. There were blunders and failures. But no shady activity, nothing law-breaking. You see? These are two absolutely different things. Even when we have our regions invest money for other purposes, not as intended, it does not mean the money was stolen. In this case, the money was invested inefficiently. But that is not theft.
I am not going to defend Mr Chubais. Moreover, he is my opponent on many issues (although he has told me many times that he does not get involved in politics, I can see that this is not the case). But it’s unfair to randomly take a person and declare that he is a criminal, that he stole something; it’s unjust. And we are not going to do that.
 Mr Yekhilevsky, dear veterans, first of all congratulations to all of you – those who are in Prokhorovka field today, those who live in other regions of the Russian Federation – congratulations on the approaching Victory Day. I want to tell you that today I signed an executive order about celebrating the 70th anniversary of Victory in the Great Patriotic War. This will take place in two years time, but we need to start preparing now in order to decently celebrate this anniversary.
Just recently we celebrated the 70th anniversary of the Battle of Stalingrad, after which the Soviet Army took all the strategic initiative. And soon we will celebrate the anniversary of the Battle of Prokhorovka, and that of Kursk. I will be sure to come. Thank you very much for the invitation.
With regard to the acts of vandalism and misbehaviour of some of our citizens, of course first and foremost our young people, what can I say? First, not all young people think and behave this way. The vast majority of young Russians understand the feat you accomplished in the name of humanity and our Motherland. I can assure you that this really is the case. And this is best proved, for example by the feat of the famous Pskov paratroopers during the bloody events in the Caucasus [in 2000], when out of 90 people – and I want to specifically point out the figure – only 4 remained alive. They have fulfilled their sacred duty to the Motherland in full. And this is the best proof that there is absolute continuity of generations.
But unfortunately we are also faced with the problems you just talked about. And I think that in this respect, naturally the blame lies with the concrete perpetrators of these barbaric acts, but it is also our shared blame. Our fault lies in the fact that we do not pay enough attention to young people, we do not pay enough attention to the study of our own history. It is society’s entire fault, but it is also that of the authorities. You must forgive us for that. We will do our best to change the situation.
And not just out of respect for our veterans, although that is an extremely important thing. It is in the interests of our country’s future. Undoubtedly we will count on your support in this work. Despite their respectable age, the vast majority of veterans remain in service and influence the patriotic education of society in general and young people in particular in the most beneficial way.
Once again, thank you very much for the invitation. 
 I can only repeat what I have said earlier. I think that there should be a unified concept of this textbook, a set of textbooks that would show us the chronology of events and their formal assessment. Without a formal assessment, students will lack a fundamental understanding of the events that took place in our country over the past centuries and decades.
The differences in the perception of the key aspects of our history lead to such negative consequences as were mentioned earlier by Mr Yekhilevsky, a veteran, when young people do not understand the country they live in and do not feel a connection to previous generations. They do not realise that the achievements, for example, of the Great Patriotic War veterans is something for them personally to be proud of. They do not understand this connection with the heroes of the past.
Last year, if I’m not mistaken, we had 41 history textbook versions for Grade 10, and this year, there are 65 recommended history textbook options for Grade 10. Is this normal? I remember, even people of very liberal views, who now seem happy to criticise and even disparage, some of them came to me a few years ago and showed me, look what they’re writing, they’re completely off their rocker. Sometimes it’s not even clear who won World War II: Rommel's Afrika Korps fought against the British, and millions of Nazi Germans fought on the Eastern Front. Who broke the backbone of Nazism? Who routed those divisions fighting on the Eastern Front? Who knows that the Battle of Stalingrad was the only battle in the history of World War II when the enemy suffered greater losses (1.5 million people) than the Soviet forces. The Red Army also suffered heavy losses, 1.2 million people, but the enemy suffered even more – 1.5 million. Who knows that today? Only the experts. But without knowing this, it is impossible to understand the value of the monuments that these people desecrate today.
This does not mean that we should return to totalitarian thinking. If there is a general line, an official point of view, the textbook can present more than one position, and it is the teacher’s job (and our teachers are talented people) to draw the students’ attention to the fact that there are different assessments of the same events and to teach young people to think and reason for themselves. In fact, this is the essence of the modern education system not only when it comes to history, but also in other subjects. I think it is quite possible and achievable.
 Ms Korolkova, of course the WTO accession and the situation in such a critical sector as agriculture are very closely related. But WTO accession does not mean that agriculture will stop developing. I’m going to say a few words about this.
Indeed, what danger does WTO accession represent for agriculture? It reduces potential government support, reduces subsidies. This is the first thing. And the second thing is that it lets cheap, but quite good quality goods access our markets.
With regards to allowing low-cost, high-quality goods into our markets, in general the idea is to encourage our producers – and not only in agriculture, but in other industries too – to produce goods at acceptable prices for our citizens with a quality that meets the world’s best. I very much hope that this will also transpire in agriculture.
But of course there are threats too. In order to combat these threats, for agriculture in particular, we have developed a whole system of protection measures. What is their primary form? Further subsidies. As you know, this year we started to subsidise per hectare too. Moreover, compared with past years the amount of support for agriculture in 2013 (it was significant in the past too, but this year it has increased) will amount to 180 billion rubles allocated from the federal budget alone. More recently, the Government announced that it has taken the decision to provide additional direct support to our farmers in the amount of 42 billion rubles. And I want to stress that together with regional support, this year the total will be about 260 billion rubles.
Let me draw your attention to the fact that 260 billion rubles is somewhere around $8 billion. And in WTO negotiations we received the right to subsidise our agriculture this and next year not for $8 billion but for $9.5 billion — $9.4 billion. So we have not used up the quotas provided for in our WTO accession agreements. There are simply budgetary constraints, although significant growth continues. But that’s not all.
We have kept previous support measures for agriculture in place. For example, for some types of livestock farming, such as livestock breeding, we will keep the low VAT rate of 10 percent until 2017. You know that agricultural producers are entitled to use a simplified tax system. And for one of the options under such system, which many agricultural producers use quite actively, we have completely removed the tax on profits.
There are other forms of support too, and we will keep them all. One very interesting aspect is that under WTO rules regions where agricultural production is considered risky can be excluded from the remit of WTO requirements. So we have a great deal of instruments to protect our producers. We have kept quotas for poultry, pork and beef. I do not know what kind of meat you produce, but I would draw your attention to the fact that we have significantly reduced the volume of imports of poultry, for example. Five years ago our imports stood at 1.4–1.6 million tonnes; two years ago the volume was reduced to 200,000 tonnes and eventually down to 100,000 tonnes last year. But I know that our poultry farms can cover these volumes themselves. However, the quotas remain. 
Still, I understand your concerns. I myself, both as Prime Minister and now as President of Russia, draw the attention of the Agriculture Ministry and the Government’s economic bloc to the fact that with regards to, say, pork, there are certain problems that require careful consideration. Now I simply do not want to speak publicly about them, so as not to aggravate ongoing negotiations with our partners, especially from European countries. And perhaps pork requires separate support measures.
I hope that the Ministry of Agriculture will not only address these questions, but also provide adequate and timely solutions.
 Thank you.
First of all, with regard to immigrants. I also think that we need to civilise and tighten procedures for the entry of foreign nationals into the Russian Federation. Primarily this applies to the citizens of the Central Asian republics.
Why from 2015? Many immigrants are already resident here. To make sure this process is civilised, we must give our partners time to issue the passports and the relevant forms. This volume of work can be done in about eighteen months. We could try to speed up this process, but in that case it would be more difficult for us to set demands for our partners. To make sure this process is civilised, we would simply have to provide financial assistance from the federal budget for the production of these documents. I suppose we could consider it, although it would entail additional expenses for us while it would be better to use the money on increasing the salaries of public sector employees.
Incidentally, with regard to public sector salaries, we have already talked about the fact that wages are growing faster than labour productivity. This applies primarily to the manufacturing sector but everything in the economy is interconnected. As soon as wages go up in the public sector, the manufacturing industry responds to it in one way or another. For example, higher pay in the military sector is inevitably reflected in other sectors and, one way or another, affects the growth of wages.
Unfortunately, this level remains quite modest in the public sector. That is why the executive orders of May 7, 2012 devote considerable attention to social issues and raising wages in the public sector.
I draw your attention to the fact that, for example, teachers in 15 regions already receive the average wage for their region’s economy, and this level is 90% in 34 other Russian regions. I very much hope that this year all the regions will bring the level of teachers’ salaries to the average for the economy. This is a very difficult task, which stretches the regional budgets almost to the limit, so that the federal Government has to provide assistance to many of them. The same goes for university faculty members and professionals in other fields.
With regard to preschool education, for example, the objective there is to bring the level of wages to the average for the sector. That includes raising salaries for university faculty members by 200% by 2018, and so on. Therefore, a significant part of our objectives in the social sphere has to do with increasing wages in the public sector, for which we have come under harsh criticism from our liberal colleagues.
We will act carefully, but this is the policy we will continue to pursue.
 There is nothing good about it. There are certain national traditions in some of the republics but what you are talking about has nothing to do with tradition: it is a demonstration of a certain attitude to religion.
Even the Muslim regions of our country have never had this tradition. By the way, some Muslim countries have laws prohibiting hijabs.
You mentioned France, which has adopted such a law. I believe that in our country (and I've already talked about this), we could and should bring back the school uniform. Work on this is already underway. I hope the regions will not disregard or abandon these efforts, but will work on introducing the school uniform.
 That’s possible.
 Why is that?
 You are absolutely right. No one should shirk responsibility. I never have. I believe that it is a useful format that is very valuable to me and the country.
As for the governors, many of them work very actively with the public, although not necessarily in this format. But I agree with you that we must always look for new formats and try to be closer to the people. Only then can we understand what needs to be done to address their problems.
 Mr Kharchevsky, first of all let me welcome you. It is a pleasure to see you in good health, in the ranks, in service. I perfectly remember our flight to Chechnya. I am grateful to you for teaching me to roll a plane. I remember that during our landing on our return, you showed me how a master does it, with all the g-forces. That was a good lesson for me. Let me repeat once again how nice it is to see you in the ranks.
As for the shortage of flight crews. You did not actually say it, but I understand that the implicit question concerns the fact that we recently optimised military academies and many of them were not exactly closed, but rather enlarged and merged with one another. Now I do not want to make any assessments of the things done in previous years, but in general the amount of officer training must correspond to the Armed Forces’ personnel requirements. And that amount should not and must not be determined in reference to the distended army of the Soviet period.
At the same time, we must train as many specialists as the Russian Armed Forces needs, and no less.
Over all these years total enrolment has not diminished, even though I know that in some specific fields it really did go down. You see this as you are working at the Combat Application Centre. If you feel that there is a problem with pilot training, then perhaps it is necessary to pay attention to this issue and I will do so. You can be sure of this. But in general, the staffing level for serving officers of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation is 98 percent. I think we would be hard pressed to find any other agency in which staffing levels are so high. 
As for pilots, we will analyse this issue separately. I can promise you this.
And I want to wish you and all your colleagues, all officers, success in their service. Thank you very much. 
 I am sure that you, as a highly qualified specialist, can make an adequate assessment of the equipment currently available in the army. There was a time when we were very anxious about aviation. Today the situation is changing, and changing for the better. I think you notice it too. And not just with respect to military pays, I am also referring to modernisation of the Armed Forces, including combat aircraft. “4 plus” and “4 plus-plus” fighter jets meet modern requirements. But of course we have to think about the future. And the famous machine that experts call the [Sukhoi] PAK FA is a promising tactical aircraft already in operation. Four machines are currently undergoing tests. One of them was recently flown here, to Russia’s European part, from Komsomolsk-on-Amur and is currently undergoing trials.
Ask your colleagues and test engineers their opinion of this machine; experts also call it T-50. I think that judging by many parameters – the manoeuvre capability, other indicators – it will outperform its main rival, the American F-34. I could be wrong but I think it’s the F-34 or F-35. Judging by many parameters indeed. However, some issues still need work. They include the propulsion system and weapons, so that the engine enables us to accomplish the tasks we set for this machine, and to ensure that its weapons are powerful and precise. Do we have such opportunities? Yes, we do.
Serial production of the T-50 fifth-generation fighter jet should begin soon and it should go into the field in 2016.
 The project concerns civil aviation?
 Civil aviation pilots?
First, let’s talk about what is happening with the Aviation and Space Salon, with MAKS. This is the first time I’ve heard about its financial problems. But if some land, 242 hectares of land, has been transferred into your ownership and you have problems paying for it, you should just submit to me the details of this case. We need to look into this. I can talk to Mr Chemezov about it and to the Government too. And if MAKS needs support, we will find a way to provide it because I am very grateful to you and all your colleagues involved in the organisation of the salon, which is one of the major international venues of this kind and is highly respected around the world. It is a venue where we can present our aviation and space achievements. We will certainly provide you with every support. We just need to understand what kind of support you need.
Now, regarding the pilot training. Yes, indeed, such a decision is being drafted by the Government of the Russian Federation. Why is that? It is due to the fact that our fleet of civil aircraft is growing. I regret to say that so does the share of foreign technology. Why do I regret it? Because Russian manufacturers have so far been unable to produce the right quality aviation technology and in the right amount, especially, as I am sure you know, when it comes to wide-bodied aircraft.
We now have plans to develop a medium-range M-21aircraft; in addition, you know about the Superjet 100, and so on. But we do not make wide-bodied aircraft yet, so we have to buy it. That is always very dangerous from the economic point of view because as soon as you start buying something, it means you close down your own production or create problems for sales in this market. But we have to do it. And unfortunately, the shortage of pilots is growing. We are increasing the number of trained pilots. They are trained in six schools but that is not enough.
Some eighteen months ago, we reached the level of 600 graduates a year. Last year, it was almost 800, if I’m not mistaken. This year 940 new pilots will graduate. But we need 1,200 pilots a year!
Almost all market economies allow the access of foreign pilots to the labour market, except for the Russian Federation, where it is forbidden by the Air Code. Keeping in mind, first, the deficit and, second, the large share of foreign aircraft, and that we have to attract pilots who know how to fly these aircraft and use the technology, the Government has decided to introduce a quota of 200 pilots, and I want to emphasise this – 200 pilots a year for five years, but only crewmembers and not pilots in command of the aircraft.
 No, it is for crewmembers.
But they could also be commanders. Crewmembers could also be pilots in command. Therefore, it is still being discussed, but we must act in line with the industry’s interests, but also bearing in mind the interests of the people who work in this industry, especially pilots. There must be a balance, between the quality of service and security, that is, the use of people who know how to effectively use the foreign technology. I hope that the balance will be found.
 Mr Ulanov, the issues of price setting, the economic justification of these prices and social justice are always on our agenda. In general you’re right, and we must monitor this.
As far as I know, the average price of 95 octane petrol in European Russia is approximately 31.40 rubles per litre, and diesel fuel – I may be wrong, but I think it’s about 32 rubles per litre.
The prices in the Far East have traditionally been a little higher. Here in the European part the price is 31.5 rubles, and you have 34. The difference is 2.5 rubles. It is also money, of course. The same goes for diesel fuel. This is due to several reasons, but primarily it is due to the fact that one of our companies, Rosneft, has a monopoly of the market. It supplies petroleum products to the Far East. The company explains the price difference by the remoteness, long distances, the complexity and cost of delivery to the consumer, and so on. We must always keep on top of this issue. I have raised it with the company’s management more than once, as well as the Federal Antimonopoly Service. I will raise it again, so that they kept these issues under control.
As for the fact that in some oil and gas-producing states hydrocarbon resources are sold very cheaply or at bargain prices, we can certainly discuss this.
By the way, I draw your attention to the fact that petrol prices in the United States are a little higher than ours. However, incomes are also higher there, so on the whole petrol is cheaper for the consumer if we take its price against the consumer basket. But the United States has a very low tax on petroleum products. The state receives tax revenues in other areas, for example they have a very high vehicle tax and other contributions.
If we look at European countries, petrol in Germany is twice as more expensive as ours, and in general prices are comparable. As for oil and gas producing countries, then yes, in some of these countries, petrol, petroleum products and gas are sold at extremely low prices. Unfortunately, this usually leads to major problems in the oil and gas industries. They do not have enough resources for development, for exploration and launching of production at new fields. Therefore, these countries are often forced to raise prices sharply, and I want to stress this, the prices for gas, oil and petroleum products.
I do not think we should follow this non-market policy. We must follow a different way by introducing price controls and proper pricing, and here you are absolutely right.
 Mr Ishayev is probably getting ready for the gubernatorial election in one of the Far Eastern regions. He used to be a governor and a successful one, but I would advise him to check his facts more thoroughly. How much did you say?
 First of all, the consumers you are talking about are the so-called end-users. That is, the generating company first sells electricity in bulk, and then wholesale companies incur various expenses and sell electricity to consumers at their own prices. The price increases a little at each stage.
As for the prices for China, I'm not sure of the exact figures, I must check them more closely. But this is a wholesale price, and we don’t know how much these Chinese companies charge their customers. I doubt their prices are lower than in the Russian Federation.
 I have a feeling this is going to be about blood alcohol content, right?
 I knew it. As soon as you took the microphone…
 What is your question? Do you have a question?
 The request is to change the rules and introduce the blood alcohol content measurement?
 The current rule is zero blood alcohol content, isn’t it?
 I see. Before we move on to this subject, I want to finish my answer to the previous question. This is very important. The cost of electricity in the Far East and the price in China. I hope I have already explained the difference. However, this does not mean that the electricity prices in the Far East are optimal. I think they are still too high for the Russian Far East.
A possible solution would be for them to build up their own energy capacities. It is essential to build new power plants, new refineries and so on. That is part of the programme for development of the Far East.
Now let’s move on to blood alcohol content. You have told me about it before, I think it was in Rostov-on-Don. I understand and I want to emphasise once again my own position. I am in complete agreement with you: you cannot drink and drive.
We must make sure that no one gets behind the wheel while under the influence of alcohol.
There are probably some people who will not agree with this, but I am sure that the vast majority of people will because a driver under the influence of alcohol cannot control his reflexes and his reaction. And if we make it legal to drink one or two glasses of alcohol, you know, glasses come in different sizes. Therefore, you must not drink and drive.
You're right, after our meeting in Rostov-on-Don, I thought about this issue and read about it. It is true that the blood alcohol measuring devices have a margin of error and manufacturers state this margin of error in product materials.
So let's proceed as follows: let’s ask Rosstandart to conduct a study of this technology. It is one thing they write in their equipment documentation, and quite another what happens in practice. Rosstandart should research this and depending on their conclusion we will make a decision about the legal limit of blood alcohol content.
 The Government and I should have it as well.
 He was offered to become my authorised representative?
 Did I offer you to become my authorised representative?
 Ok.
 You and I have repeatedly discussed all these issues. I do not see any elements of Stalinism here. Stalinism is associated with a personality cult and mass violations of the law, with repression and camps. There is nothing like this in Russia and, I hope, never will be again. Society is different now and simply would never allow it. But this does not mean that we should not have order and discipline. It means that all citizens of the Russian Federation, regardless of their official position must be equal before the law. And these girls from Pussy Riot, these youngsters who desecrate the graves of our soldiers must all be equal before the law and responsible for their actions. Nobody puts anybody in jail for political reasons or because of their political views. People are punished for their actions in court when they violate the law. Everyone must abide by this.
I have already spoken more than once about mass gatherings. Can they be held? Yes, they can, and they should. But they must be legal and not interfere with people’s everyday life. After all, today’s media, and your radio too, can cover any event and transmit the position of opposition members to millions of our citizens. Why then go asking for trouble and pick fights with representatives of law enforcement agencies? Why is this done? Only to draw attention to oneself, but in an improper manner. And everyone who breaks the law must take the consequences.
As for NGOs, I have already spoken many times on this account. We welcome the work of NGOs. Moreover, we even welcome our oppositional colleagues. Why? I am personally very interested in this, because both here in Moscow and in the regions there are many instances of shameless treatment of our people, many violations of the law by bureaucrats and authorities, and the authorities themselves either respond poorly or do not respond at all. And so naturally for me, as the guarantor of our Constitution, as a person who was elected by an overwhelming majority of our citizens, it is essential to know what is happening at the local level and be able to respond to it in a timely manner.
But if these activities are not aimed at improving society, but only at boosting one’s own PR to the detriment of society, then that is a bad thing. If an activity that purports to be a part of domestic political procedures is financed from abroad, it’s not necessarily bad, but we have to know about it. Let them tell us about it – what is wrong with this? After all, these activities are not prohibited. Who is prohibiting organisations engaged in domestic political affairs that receive money from abroad? No one, and the law does not. But let them tell us where their financing comes from, how much they receive, what they spend it on and where. What is wrong with that?
In the US such a law has been in operation since 1938, and not simply because it was adopted during the fight against the Nazi threat. Today such a threat no longer exists yet the law continues to apply, and is applied to our organisations, among others, who are trying to conduct some kind of work in the United States. We had such examples just last month. Why can’t we do the same thing? What is undemocratic here?
For example, you talked about restricting freedom of speech on the Internet. Listen, Alexei, people in this studio, those currently watching us on TV: what restrictions to freedom of speech are there on the Internet? In reality the Internet is a space of ​​freedom, and nothing can be restricted or banned there.
But society can and should bar itself from certain things. From paedophilia, child pornography, the distribution of drugs, and teaching suicide methods. But after we enumerated these three or four items to which we have paid attention and included in the law, what happens, is everything else banned? No. How is the law constructed? If there are items related to child pornography, paedophilia or suicide methods, for example, the provider should notice that itself and block the offending site. Such things should be brought to its notice, and the provider should block them. Since we passed the law nothing has occurred to restrict activity on the Internet. Such laws have long been adopted in all developed countries. Adopted long ago!
Let me also say that I am convinced that the opponents of such restrictions are not acting to defend Internet freedom, but acting primarily for commercial reasons related to making money from advertising. The volume of advertising on the Internet has caught up with that on major federal TV channels. There is a struggle going on there, and it’s about money too. Money is a good thing and we must fight for it, but society must and should protect itself from things like paedophilia, child pornography and teaching suicide methods. We have to do this for our country’s future. 
 You know, there are people out there fighting corruption, we all should fight corruption. We have this woman here from Omsk taking part in the discussion today, and she’s fighting corruption in her own way. Different people are taking their stand in their own way. But if you fight corruption, you have to be squeaky clean yourself, otherwise it can all turn into just self-promotion and political advertising. Everyone has to be equal before the law – this is the point I want to stress. No one should be under any illusion that just because they spend their time shouting “stop thief!” they can get away with theft themselves. But at the same time, this does not mean that if someone’s views differ from the authorities’ views, we should start looking for pretexts under which to put people on trial or send them to prison.
I am confident that the court proceedings on this and other matters will be as objective as possible, and I have made clear to the Prosecutor General’s Office and the other law enforcement agencies that we need maximum objectivity.
 I’m not simply ready to talk with the opposition; I talk with them already, all the time.
As for what has come to be called the ‘non-systemic’ opposition, we offer them dialogue too. Some members of the opposition simply reject all offers of dialogue. It seems to me in any case that this concept of ‘non-systemic’ opposition is gradually losing its relevance. People have the right now to establish political parties with only the minimum of bureaucratic formalities involved. You need 500 people minimum, I think, to do this now, and so if you want, you can establish a fully legal political party and fight for the voters’ confidence. It’s one thing to cry disaster after all, and quite another thing to offer the voters a positive agenda. You can do this only through the proper legal procedures, using the possibilities the law gives us. This is all perfectly possible. Please, go ahead, take action, join the fight, enter the parliament, and prove that you’re right. It’s when talk turns to the actual specifics, the concrete steps, that the problems immediately start coming.
Today’s discussion started with a catalogue of how bad everything is here, a list of all the woes. Yes, there are a lot of problems, and what should we do about them? Some say that we shouldn’t try to raise wages too fast. Fine, but then this is something you have to explain to the public. Or they say that we are to raise the retirement age. Again, you must explain this to the public. Yes, maintaining a balanced pension system is a difficult task and a very complex economic and social problem. But make proposals then on what you want to see done. It’s easy to sit wagging your tongue, but what do you propose actually doing?
We are not just ready for discussion but want it, seek it, only we want it to be civilised and professional, open and clear. A lot of things would fall into place and become clearer then. Moreover, I think the authorities have an interest in engaging in discussion. Maybe this would help make some of the things the opposition leaders talk about clearer to the public in general. Maybe some of these things really are necessary and this kind of discussion could give the authorities the nudge they need to start taking unpopular but essential measures in the economy. This is all useful, but it has to take a healthy and civilised form.
I therefore hope that the dialogue will continue.
 When it comes to being the pensioners’ and workers president, well, I’m from a working class family myself and I have immense respect for workers. They are the main ones holding up the whole country on their shoulders.
As for pensioners, you saw the veterans taking part in the discussion just before, and my parents too, they lived through the siege of Leningrad, my father fought in the Great Patriotic War, was a war invalid, and so I feel in my marrow just what sort of people these are. What’s wrong with being their president? I would just like to thank them for all the support they give me.
If we’re looking at today’s workers though, being a worker today is certainly not just about using your muscles. Workers’ jobs today are becoming more and more skilled and demand ever more intellectual input. Some of the public discussions today show that members of the modern working class, the working class’ elite, are in every measure equal to other social groups. When you look at it, after all, who are scientists, doctors, teachers – they’re all workers, all people just hard at work in their jobs, and I rely on their support too.
 Yes, young people are very active, they’re just starting out in life, and I’m sure that our young people are able to see for themselves what we have achieved, what we are doing now, and what we can do in the future. Of course a lot will depend on the attitude they take.
 Thank you very much!
 Excellent! Incidentally, in Primorye Territory we have a very interesting person, well prepared for the job I hope, who we appointed to his current post from his previous job as rector of the Far East Federal University. Before that, he’d worked practically his whole life in universities. I hope that this intellectual component will help him in his work. The region is very rich, very interesting, but at the same time also very difficult.
Kirill Kleymenov: Let’s give the floor again to our guests here in the studio.
 How do you tell the oligarchs’ wives from their lovers, by their fragrance?
 Oh, by their age.
You probably know my own view on this matter as I’ve stated it many times, including in my Address [to the Federal Assembly]. I am in favour of a luxury tax. The issue of social justice and the huge income gap is a very serious one, not just for Russia. In some countries with developed economies, the USA too, this is becoming an ever more serious issue. Europe in this respect deserves credit for having made more effort to give a social dimension to its economy, and so the divides are not as great there. I think therefore that we would do well to study Europe’s best practice and traditions in this area and see what we can try out here at home.
Coming back to the luxury tax, as I said, I personally support its introduction. There are proposals regarding cars for example, specifically, a proposal to double the basic tax rate for luxury cars worth more than 5 million rubles [$160,000], and triple the basic rate for cars worth more than 10 million rubles. There are not so many people with cars of this kind, and I think the tax would be even not so much an economic measure as simply have a moral connotation.
As for real estate, I believe there should be an additional tax here too. True, this idea has run up against problems in the Government. I’ve spoken with the Cabinet members many times on this issue, but they still have not come up with the proper required mechanism for applying such a tax to real estate. The problem here is that we still do not have an official land valuation system in place. We need to get this work completed as soon as possible so as to be able to tax big and expensive real estate. You are right on this count and I fully agree with you.
 Mr Eifman, we have discussed this issue in the past, several times at least, but before I say a few words on the problem itself, let me thank you for your creative work and helping Russia not just to continue its classical ballet traditions but to develop new forms too. You deserve a lot of credit for what has been accomplished here and we are very grateful to you.
Regarding the theatre itself, I can guess at what has prompted your question and your concerns. This is related to the fact that the site where VTB Bank had planned to carry out a developer project involving elite housing construction is now to be used instead for the Higher Arbitration Court and the Supreme Court’s new buildings.
I think that this [the courts’ move to St Petersburg] is a very good thing for the city, because we call it the northern capital, but with the Constitutional Court having moved there it really does take on some of the functions of capital and really does become our northern capital.
I can guess though, that you are worried that the piece of land on the site that was to be used for building your theatre might disappear from the overall project. This won’t be the case. I met recently with the St Petersburg Governor and our colleagues from the Government and the banks, and we reached a final decision. The city’s share and the federal share in the project have not been completely finalised yet, but the general agreement has been reached and your theatre will be built.
 Are you talking about the Guggenheim Museum in New York?
 Fortunately, we are not talking about returning works from abroad or handing works over to other countries. The issues here are all domestic. As far as I know, these works are all on display at the Hermitage and are not hidden away from the public. Of course I would support any decision to rebuild the museum, but the decision would have to be the result of consultations between the specialists first and discussions within the museum community itself.
 Mr Piotrovsky is going to say that he “will never give anything away, it will never happen.” Mr Piotrovsky, you are ready to return part of the collection to Moscow and help revive the Museum of Modern Art?
I am not sure but I think these works are exhibited. Matisse, Picasso’s Girl on a Ball, Monet. There are some very interesting and very valuable paintings, like Paris after the Rain. There are a lot of different things, it’s a huge collection, and I think all the artworks are exhibited.
 I knew it.
 I want to answer in any case. I’ve been asked to indicate my position and I don’t mind. But this issue must be discussed in detail by the Ministry of Culture, with the involvement of experts and museum professionals.
 Reviving a museum.
 That’s what Mr Piotrovski said. You see, I don’t know anything about this. It turns out that part of the Hermitage collections was removed to Moscow. We must look at this situation closely and analyse it at the level of experts.
As for the moral side of things, I don’t think there is anything special here. It’s not very good when people start demanding that someone is thrown in jail but I am sure we can resolve everything calmly by discussing it. This is a routine issue, although one that is interesting and deserves to be analysed.
 Good. All right. We will not forget about it.
 First of all, I want to say that a certain cooling in our relations began with the events in Iraq. That did not happen yesterday, last year or the year before that. It started with the events in Iraq, when our colleagues, especially our American colleagues, called on us to take an active part in those events. At the time we said that we believed this step to be a mistake and we would not participate.
By the way, a number of other countries supported us, including NATO members such as Germany and France. Nevertheless, this gave rise to a certain cooling off despite the fact that our position was open and honest. My counterpart at the time told me on several occasions: “We do not resent your position, we had an honest dialogue.” But still there was some cooling off.
That was followed by the events in Libya and in other parts of the world. I have repeatedly stated my position on this matter. We are seeing this chaos everywhere and we do not believe that our partners’ position is absolutely right. Why should we support what we consider wrong? However, that does not mean that we do not need a set of measures aimed at building up our relations.
You are right, a great deal of time during my last visit was devoted to the rights of sexual minorities and other matters of this kind. But, you see, they have their own standards, I spoke out when I was there and I can repeat here: if the Dutch court allowed an organisation that is engaged in promoting paedophilia, why does it mean that we have to adopt similar standards?
If they want their population to increase by letting in more immigrants, let them do that. We are not trying to tell them how to run their country. Why should we follow their lead? We have a different society. Try to allow an organisation like that here. I said when I was there, just try to allow anything like that in Russia. We have such a diverse country – there is the North Caucasus, the Far East, the North and the central part of the country. It would be impossible to introduce everything they have over there. Impossible. And how can they demand that we introduce their standards? Or, maybe we should demand that they instil our standards in their country? Let's not demand anything from each other. Let's treat each other with respect. Naturally, this does not mean that we shouldn’t look for a rapprochement, for a way to understand each other better.
By the way, the countries I visited are our leading trade and economic partners. Despite the fact that we disagree on some issues, which I have just mentioned and which you referred to, nevertheless our trade with Germany amounts to $74 billion and it is even more with the Netherlands – $82 billion, although German experts believe that part of the $82 billion actually belongs to their companies, because our import and export only passes through the Netherlands. That may be so but it doesn’t matter. In any case, these two countries are our leading partners. These misunderstandings in the humanitarian field have no impact on our cooperation. But I agree with you that we must work on improving our relations. We are ready for this.
I also want to tell you that we have not done anything to provoke this deterioration. Did we enact this Magnitsky List? Why on earth did they need to do this? Can you just explain this to me? No one can explain it, you know! Nobody knows the purpose. There used to be the Jackson-Vanik Amendment, which discriminated against the Soviet Union, limiting its trade with the United States. It was introduced decades ago because Soviet Jews were not always able to move to Israel. What is the situation now? Russia is being accepted into the World Trade Organisation with the help of the United States, for which we are grateful to the Obama Administration. The accession process has begun. But the trick is that if they had kept the Jackson-Vanik Amendment, the United States would have begun to lose money following Russia's accession to the WTO. They were forced to abolish it. It was an excellent opportunity to leave the Cold War behind and move on. But no, they had to think up another anti-Russian law, the Magnitsky Act. The investigation of those events has not even been completed. Why was this done? Just to show off who is the toughest here. What for? It is an imperialist approach to foreign policy. Who would be happy about it? We warned them that we would respond in kind. But apparently they didn’t expect a strong answer. I don’t know if our response is good or bad; it may have been somewhat excessive. Our deputies gave vent to certain emotions. It is a mistake to assume parliament in other countries and the Congress in the United States is so independent while ours is completely domesticated. No, that does not reflect the reality of our political life. We have a ruling party which has the majority, but its members have different views, and it takes a lot of effort to convince them to act in one way or another.
But you are right that both sides should treat each other with respect and seek ways to improve mutual 
 I think this kind of criticism was only to be expected and overall we shouldn’t let it offend us. First of all, the accusations aren’t being levelled at the builders themselves but at the project organisers, and they target financial institutions and financial flows that have nothing to do with the builders. 
But you are right in saying that the work is on schedule and that overall, all of the sites will be completed on time and will go through all of the planned trial competitions. I am absolutely certain that all of the Olympic preparations will be completed on time and will be of the proper quality. 
But as the International Olympic Committee members said to us, we can’t start to drop our guard as we reach this final stage of preparations. On the contrary, we have to be more alert than ever and pull together all of our administrative, financial and organisation efforts to ensure that we are fully ready for the Olympics. I am sure we have the capabilities we need to do this. I am sure that we will succeed.
 It’s not a cheap undertaking. The figures have already been quoted, I can repeat them now.
 Yes, there have been various figures given because people use different calculation methods and include different things in the cost. Talking about the cost of the Olympics themselves, we’ve got 99 billion rubles from the federal budget and around 144 billion from investment raised from other sources.
 These figures include the cost of the two media villages, one in the Imereti Valley and the other in the mountains, 14 sports facilities, and 22 auxiliary facilities.
 Let me return your compliment and say what an excellent specialist and organiser you are. You have put together a wonderful team, and that’s not to mention your own past achievements. Of course people like you and your colleagues should get support. 
There is just one point I want to make though, and that is that with really big projects like the Olympics we cannot disperse our efforts, not when it comes to the federal budget funds in any case. We cannot spend extra money on additional projects, even if they are very attractive. We cannot start trying to carry out new projects until we have completed all the spending needed to prepare for the Olympics themselves. We need to concentrate our efforts on this big project first.
What are my hopes from the Games? I hope first of all not even so much for the chance to advertise our country abroad, though this really is very important of course, but what I really want is for the Olympics to spark an upsurge in interest in sports, in mass sports. I hope that millions of people of all ages in Russia, especially young people of course, will take up sport and make it an integral part of their lives. I hope that this will help to improve our people’s health and ultimately have benefits for the demographic situation and so on.
Of course, when I look at all of the sites you referred to just now, I too feel pride in our country, our engineers and our builders. I want to say a huge thanks to them for working to such high standards and in such good time. These are really impressive facilities. It is far from every country that would be able to produce something like this. But Russia can, and Russia is doing this.
Of course we hope too for a successful performance by our athletes. Naturally, you need to put your all into the competition, not just be there to work up a sweat, but be there to win. Sport is sport of course, but I hope that our sportspeople will give their very best, knowing that they have our whole huge country and their millions of fans behind them.
 Those are not taxes – those are contributions to so-called social funds. These include, first and foremost, pension fund contributions, as our colleague said. Clearly, these decisions were made in order to balance the pension system. But I agree that these contributions have turned out to be very difficult – and not even so much for medium-sized businesses, and certainly not for large ones, as much as for self-employed individuals, especially in rural areas.
You did not introduce yourself, so I don’t know what your name is, but I fully agree with you. Just recently, we were discussing this problem at a meeting in Rostov-on-Don with the Russian Popular Front. And there, too, your colleagues, self-employed business representatives, very modest people working very hard, said that these social fund contributions have become too much of a burden, so there are two ways out: either to work under the table, to hide from these contributions, or to stop working altogether. And both are very bad options, especially the latter. The first is bad, of course, but the second is just terrible, because we need to keep these people. Rather than having them line up at an employment office or receive social allowances and benefits, it’s better to create the conditions for them to be able to work and provide jobs for themselves, their families, and maybe even their acquaintances, friends, or simply people who are looking for the opportunity to work.
We are currently looking into several options for resolving this problem. One option, which I think is the main one, is to return to a system when these contributions to social funds amounted to one full minimum monthly wage for self-employed individuals and entrepreneurs with revenues under 300,000 rubles a year. For those who make more than 300,000, a gradual scale would apply, such as one minimum monthly wage plus one percent of the amount exceeding 300,000. It is not complicated, but this problem is still causing arguments within the Government.
The Government’s social bloc believes that people deducting only one minimum monthly wage from 300,000 will not be able to provide for their pension rights, and this is unjust because all the other contributors to these funds will have to subsidise their pension rights.
The Finance Ministry believes that reducing current contribution levels this way will lead to a shortfall in budget revenue.
Both concerns are justified. But ultimately, it is more important to preserve this sector of our economy and support people like you.
Thus, I will ask my colleagues in the Cabinet to accelerate this decision using the formula I just explained.
 Thank you, Mikhail, for giving Kudrin and Miller a hard time; we have already criticised Chubais. Incidentally, I feel we must always differentiate such things: it’s one thing to talk about, say, Anatoly Chubais and administrative responsibility, talk about his efficiency as a manager, and another to talk about the criminal aspect of the matter, whether or not one exists.
With regard to a company like Gazprom, earlier I brought up Rusnano, but Gazprom is our leading company alongside Rosneft, which certainly became one of the largest global players in oil and gas production. So it’s hard to say whether Gazprom missed the ‘shale-gas revolution’ or not – we do not have an answer yet. Why? Because shale gas production cost is much higher, may times higher, than that of gas extracted in a traditional way.
Moreover, we have enough so-called natural gas bubbles to extract gas the traditional way. For the time being, we have enough. Currently, we cannot even develop everything we have.
Furthermore, extracting shale gas and shale oil, which is also possible, is tied to enormous – I want to stress this – enormous environmental costs. Many people living in regions where shale gas is produced have black slush pouring from their taps instead of water. At the very least, these technologies require serious development.
And finally, this does not mean we have refused entirely to work with shale gas. Even international experts who are studying this problem say that Russia has very serious prospects for shale gas production. We have enormous undeveloped territories and enough minerals to work there in terms of hydrocarbons production.
I do not think we have missed anything, but we should monitor this situation very carefully, and you are absolutely right here.
 Well, that depends on Ukraine, not on us.
Ukrainian experts themselves have spoken in favour of the idea. Experts from the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences, one of its institutes actually, I think it’s called the Institute for Economics and Forecasting, have said that Ukraine’s GDP would grow substantially if Ukraine joins the Customs Union and the Common Economic Space. They are not talking about just a small increase in GDP, but about real percentage-point growth. We estimate the increase would be worth around $9–10 billion a year.
Ukraine itself, its people and government, has to decide if they need this or not. The Ukrainian economy has huge, wide-ranging ties with the economies of Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan, and abandoning this cooperation would be an irreplaceable loss for everyone involved. And while Russia would still be able to compensate in some way for these losses, Ukraine would find this very difficult indeed. I am afraid that this could lead to deindustrialisation in some production sectors. Ultimately though, the choice is up to Ukraine. We will respect whatever choice they make. The ball is in our partners’ court. 
 Yes, this is currently the rule. As for Mr Depardieu, he was granted citizenship through a special procedure in accordance with our Constitution, on the grounds of his services to Russian culture. He is very well-known here in Russia, not just because he knows how to put on a show, but because he’s an outstanding actor who has made a name for himself all around the world. He recently acted in a soon to be released film, Rasputin, I think it’s called, and plays one of the main parts. This film is directly related to Russia’s own film industry and to Russian culture in general. So, I think the decision was justified. 
Actually, this is not just a one-of-its-kind case. I will not give the details of who has discussed this matter with me. People do not want this news to take on any kind of sensational overtones. As for Mr Depardieu, he’s an impulsive man, and as I said earlier, he expressed this desire to become a Russian citizen without any prior discussions or consultations. This is not some kind of a Kremlin project. What could we do when he announced his wishes publicly to the whole world? Were we to say “no, we’re not going to grant your wish”? And on what grounds? It would have been laughable, absurd, you understand? And so of course we were happy to present him with a passport, and even thanked him for his choice. 
As for our compatriots, I think that they should be able to obtain citizenship under a simplified procedure, as should all people from the post-Soviet area who are healthy, educated, of an age when they can have children, and adapt easily to our cultural environment. Russia needs such people.
Many countries, Canada for example, search all around the world for just such people. The Foreign Ministry there has a quota and a set task to attract these people to Canada. Why should Russia not do the same thing? But this should be in the interests of Russia itself, benefit our people and not unsettle the labour market in any way. There are all these tried and tested schemes, and we can and should use them here too. 
As for the group into which you yourself fall, I think that people like you, people whose forebears, parents, grandparents, ended up abroad and became foreign citizens not through their own free will, should benefit from a special procedure for getting citizenship.
I just recently updated my instruction to the Government and the Federal Migration Service. I hope that these procedures will be drafted and applied.
 Mr Bukhtiyarov, this is a very important question and a major one. I recognise the walls that surround you today; I visited your facilities once. We even had a meeting. And incidentally, the Siberian branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences demonstrates good performance indicators in this respect. The people managing the Siberian branch are results-oriented.
As for comparing the Soviet period and today, we always compare; people have always compared and will continue to compare everything we had before and everything happening now.
You talked about the need to identify priorities. At the same time, you recalled the golden age, as you called it, of Soviet science and its nuclear and missile projects. But I think we can agree that the scientists were not the ones who identified those priorities. The priorities were set as was needed to resolve national security issues. That is precisely why such enormous, truly colossal resources were channelled toward these goals, including intellectual, financial and other special resources. And the problems were resolved – resolved in a brilliant and timely manner.
Today, the situation is different. But to make this comparison objective, let me remind you of other aspects that characterised science in the Soviet Union. Let’s recall genetics, cybernetics and other fields that were ostracised, and the fact that scientists who defended the most cutting-edge ideas and theories were persecuted. There was such period in Soviet science. There was the good and the bad. Fortunately, nothing of this kind exists today in Russian science.
As far as infrastructure is concerned, it is developing – developing successfully. Perhaps things are not going as fast as we would like them to, because unfortunately, in the 1990s, Russian science had to cope with a different kind of problem – it needed to survive. Right now, we are talking more and more about the need to develop infrastructure for scientific research (indeed, we are also doing a fair amount of work along these lines). And recognising the development level of Russian science, as expressed by our participation in nearly all the major international research projects, such as CERN and others, is evidence that we are on the right path. We are present everywhere, physically and intellectually. And you know this better than anybody else.
As you know, we are developing funds, providing fund and grant support. You mentioned this, even though you didn’t seem to want to discuss it, but it’s true and we shouldn’t forget it.
As for applied science, you just spoke about this very subject – particularly a specific project related to deep conversion of raw materials, which is extremely important for our nation, exceedingly important. Thus, I would like to draw your attention to the following. Naturally, state infrastructure support is needed. We need to create engineering centres that will promote these developments. But you should also take on some of the responsibility for promoting the products that you want to offer on the market, the market of intellectual services and intellectual products. We do have it here. We have leading global companies working here, in our nation. Other global companies with which we are in contact – American, European, Asian – all of them are also present in Russia. If you prove to them that your developments are the best and that they can yield profit, they will come running to you themselves, if that’s really the case. But, of course, promoting goods and services on the market is a special kind of work. You are right; I suppose it is difficult to solve this problem without state support.
Our nation is creating research parks – indeed, you are currently inside one of them (looks like you are working); we are creating other facilities designed to solve this problem. I guess so far, it is not enough. We will need to take the example from our European partners, including our northwest neighbours in Finland, where this system is very well developed. We will work hard and give this matter even more attention.
 I do. After all, how did it all begin? At a certain point, I initiated two projects: one in Moscow and another in St Petersburg. The project in Moscow was Skolkovo and the second was launched in a place not far from central St Petersburg, on the shore of the Gulf of Finland. This platform was handed over to St Petersburg State University (the project is patronised by Sergei Ivanov), while Dmitry Medvedev was in charge of Skolkovo project from its very start.
We decided to focus our attention on Skolkovo as far as private investments are concerned. The platform in St Petersburg was given to the university, so the government sponsors it and things are developing real slow there. We hope that it, too, will come to fruition.
Initially, both projects were planned as business schools. Later, three or four years ago, the Moscow project began to transform into an innovation centre. I think this is a good idea; we just need to ensure that other participants in this innovation process, including our recognised science towns like Dubna and others, do not find themselves treated like poor relations, and we cannot create exclusive conditions for just one participant in this project. I think the project itself deserves support, but that does not mean that someone can act outside of current laws, like the Olympics project. It does not mean that laws can be violated; it means that everything will be strictly monitored, including here. And if somebody received money for unclear reasons – I don’t know whether this individual even had a higher education at the moment when he received that money, but even if he did, he did not deliver any lectures, as the law enforcement agencies say, and instead, all his work involved compiling cheap texts from the Internet that are not even worth three pennies – then this needs to be dealt with. Incidentally, I cannot confirm this, we simply need the relevant authorities to provide a legal evaluation of this case: if this is true, then something needs to be done. But what if it’s not true? I don’t know yet. If that’s the case, then great, let him continue with the lectures. Are they worth $650,000? That I do not know.
 You surely know that this project does not fall under my direct control, but I assume it will follow the same rules as other similar projects, as I just said. And we will carefully monitor how the money is spent, where it is directed, toward what goals. I am confident that there will not be any theft allowed there.
What was the first part of the question?
 As for specific objectives, this question should primarily be addressed to the Education and Science Ministry. As far as I understand, the project is not being managed by setting specific goals to reach certain results. Instead, conditions are created in order for people with various projects to go there, to use the conditions created there to present the results of their work. That is more or less what Mr Bukhtiyarov was saying about the need to develop science infrastructure – this is one of our attempts to create elements of such infrastructure. It’s another question whether this is working or not.
 This is an extremely important question and one whose impacts are keenly felt. We originally intended that healthcare reform would be accompanied by introduction of new standards for treatment, which would lead to… Let me make it simple, for people who are not immersed in this topic. Injections used to cost the government around 100 rubles [$3.20], and once we raise the standards, they will be not 100, but around 150 rubles [$4.80]. This is covered by the government through the CHI system. Among other things direct government funding should also result in wage increase for health workers. This is the first aspect of the new system.
The second thing is that hospital stock available in Russia is now comparable with, and in some cases even supersedes, bed capacity in the most developed countries in the world. And as the technology level of medical services increase, the number of patient days must be reduced. Because hospital beds are not social beds where people can simply relax and recuperate, but rather a place where specific type of treatment is provided aimed at achieving positive result, based on modern methods, new materials, and new medical technology. And in general this process is correct. But what happened? We have not developed the basic amount of these medical standards. This is the first main point.
The second general point is that because these standards are not available, what do the local authorities do? Standards have not been developed though they should have been, so local authorities start deciding for themselves what is free and what isn’t. So in general we are seeing quite a disturbing tendency associated with arbitrariness in this area, which has rightly captured citizens’ attention. And the Government must respond to this very quickly. We need to finalize these standards, so that everyone understands precisely and clearly what is compulsory and free, and what medical providers can charge for certain services. But these standards are designed to keep our nation healthy, and eventually they need to be elaborated.
As for the number of beds, what is happening in that respect? People have started cutting their number not where it is needed, but where it is easier. And the number of patient days is not diminishing because of more high-tech services, but simply by the numbers. In some remote settlements or villages health workers are simply defenceless, and it is easier to make cuts. Go and try to make cuts in any major hospital – the resulting noise and din, and proximity to the authorities will slow the whole process down very quickly.
And in places where people have nowhere to turn to and must rely on paramedic services, they start making cuts instead of developing this system. I’ve also drawn attention to this, including during preparations for today’s event. One of our goals in reforming the healthcare sector in recent years has been to develop rural medical assistance centres. And yet they began to cut them. I would draw the attention of the Government and the regional authorities to this. 
 I think that in an hour we will all need a doctor. Let’s slowly bring this to a close.
 You know, I'll tell you now what’s happening on average, though to use an expression from the healthcare field we were just discussing, no one is interested in “the average temperature for the hospital”. But nonetheless, price increases reflect primarily such thing as inflation. And in general inflation in Russia is at its historical low. The year before last it was at an all time low: I think it was 6.2 or 6.3 percent. According to forecasts, by the end of this year it should be about 6 or 5.9 percent, as the Economic Development Minister [Andrei Belousov] told me yesterday. At least, that is what we forecast. Now, today, it’s at 7 something percent.
In general, I would repeat that the country has seen only modest price increases. For some items – gas, water, electricity – this is not due to increases in tariffs but, as a rule, increases in standard rates. And we have the same unsatisfactory situation in the housing and utilities sector we talked about at the beginning of our Direct Line. What’s going on? I have already mentioned this, and I want to say it once again. After all, at the beginning of the year we froze the tariffs for the services of so-called natural or infrastructure monopolies: gas, transportation and electricity. But when people receive bills they do not feel this, but rather see the opposite: prices have risen, and risen steeply. This is due to the fact that often regions revise the rates themselves. If a rate used to be X, then now it becomes X plus Y, and this increases the cost of the service itself. And that is unacceptable. I hope that the Government and the regional authorities will react accordingly.
But as for increases in tariffs, they are planned. They are still being planned. And this causes inflation expectations as well. At the meeting in Sochi [with members of the Government] that we just mentioned, at the meeting I talked about, there were proposals to keep the rise in tariffs on natural monopolies lower than expected. This is a double-edged sword, bearing in mind these monopolies’ investment plans. However, probably here too we will have to back down. The Government will prepare a decision on this issue.
As for housing, I have already stated my position. We will work in this direction in order to protect people from unreasonable charges.
 The President and the Prime Minister are saying the same thing. Perhaps you can find different details in what we say but there are no discrepancies. Has the Government prepared the necessary measures? No, not yet. I had issued the instructions to prepare the so-called retirement formula by March 2013 but it is not ready yet. The aim of the pension reform is to ensure a decent standard of pensions for Russian citizens in the short, medium and long term. The pension reform’s objective is to balance the pension system.
As you know, a law has been passed on changing the scale of contributions to pension funds. This law should come into effect from January 1, 2014. I will not go into detail now, I don’t want to bore everyone with this, especially the people watching TV at home, but in order for this law to come into force on January 1, 2014, the Government must prepare proposals to change the procedure for calculating pensions, or the so-called pension formula, because it would be extremely dangerous, if not impossible, to transfer the pension system and retirement funds’ income from public to private ownership or vice versa without a clear understanding of how the pension is calculated. The Government had to do this by March 2013. Unfortunately, we don’t have any definite proposals yet.
 We will continue these discussions. I think that the work should be completed in the near future. If they do not do it, they will have to admit that they had not executed the instructions, and in that case it is unlikely that we will be able to introduce any changes to the current pension system from January 1, 2014.
 I'm sorry, Kirill, but I want to finish with the previous question. This is a vitally important and highly sensitive issue, and we will not take any action until we are satisfied that every step has been analysed and considered thoroughly and can be implemented for the benefit of Russian citizens.
 We have had a change of Government and almost 60% of the ministers are new people. They have come from all over the country and are young and energetic. At the beginning of our meeting today there was a proposal to change everything and to send them packing. I have my own position on this matter, which I have already stated. So the statement that these people have been working there for ten years is false, although naturally there must be continuity in such a key body of executive power as the Government. If there were no continuity, we would see some serious negative consequences on running the country.
How will we create 25 million new jobs? This is a difficult task. By the way, it was not my initiative but I actively supported it. This initiative came from the business community, from the OPORA Russia business association, and I gave it my full support. This is an extremely ambitious goal but I want to say again: if we set only easy tasks for ourselves, we will not make any progress in our development.
How will we tackle these challenges? Of course, we cannot create 25 million completely new jobs: that is a huge amount. But we can create 25 million new jobs by converting what we already have into new high-tech jobs through the modernisation of enterprises and production, as well as by creating new ones. This is what Mr Kudrin talked about earlier – we must convert our economy onto an innovative development track. This is a key objective of our economic policy. And I assume that we will create, if not 25 million, then at least 24 and a half million new jobs. We're working in a very competitive environment, and yet entire industries in our country are created from scratch.
Think back to the Soviet times. We had our own pharmaceutical products but there weren’t many of them and we imported a lot of medicines from Eastern Europe: we had drugs from Yugoslavia, Poland…
 There are still quite a lot of Indian generics on the market. So we had our own products, but not enough of them. Then, in the 1990s, the industry collapsed completely, so that now we are in essence building a whole new branch of the pharmaceutical industry, and it is a cutting edge industry, with the participation of leading global companies and industry leaders. New companies are springing up across the country, in many regions of the Russian Federation.
We have new businesses in the electric power industry, including in the nuclear energy sector. Our objective is to launch almost the same number of power stations as had been built in the entire period of Soviet nuclear power industry. They had put up 28 large power stations, and our target is around 25. Of course, we are building on what was achieved in the Soviet era. But there are new companies in hydropower generation, aircraft building and defence. For example, we have just started the construction of two new factories for the production of our new S-400 air defence systems, for which there is enormous demand around the world. All over the world! We cannot even satisfy that demand.
Therefore, there is every chance that we will create 25 million jobs. We must work hard on implementing this task.

 Let’s.
 You can start celebrating. I’ll sign it.
 You know, if we respect someone, we have to admit that they are better than us in some ways, and Ukraine can be something better than us too, why not? I love Ukrainian culture and people, I think it's part of our soul. So why is it so surprising if they are ahead of us in some field?
Dima, do you think there have been any changes in the support of Paralympic sport in recent years?
 A swimming pool.
 I understand.
 Have you trained there?
 Yes, I do. Dima, first of all, I want to thank you for your results and to say once again that we have great respect for our Paralympic heroes. That’s exactly who you are, real heroes, you deserve this title.
You have just mentioned the facility at Lake Krugloye. That really is a world-class base. Sochi also has facility where Paralympic athletes can train. There are other projects, some of them have already been implemented, and others are in progress. I'll tell you frankly, I don’t know anything about the agreement between the Sports Ministry and the Nizhny Novgorod Region, but I promise…
 I will certainly look into this. I just can’t give you a definite answer now, but I'll try to make sure that the project is implemented. We’ll give it a push. All right?
I want to wish you good luck. 
 Go ahead.
 It’s true, Paralympians are good at counting. They also know how to perform well and to win, and they also know how to count. 
 The people of the Russian Federation will choose my successor.
 I visit places like that all the time, and it’s true, I am sometimes shocked. Most recently, by the way, as you may have seen, when I was in Buryatia, I visited small timber processing companies. Some things really are surprising, to put it mildly. It is very useful to visit such places. I will continue this practice myself and would highly recommend the members of the Government and regional authorities to travel to such places more often.
Do you know why I picked this question? Each period of the country’s development has its own challenges. Ten years ago, we faced a very difficult situation: Russia’s statehood was under threat. But that does not mean that today issues are less complicated or less important. People’s needs and expectations are growing. Our expectations are not based on the situation we had ten years ago but on what has been achieved today. And rightly so. There is a certain logic and social justice in this. So there were certain difficulties back then and there are some today. If we work together, we will achieve a result.
 Derbent is one of the oldest cities in the Russian Federation and one of the most ancient cities in the world. We will certainly turn attention to it. Could you make a note for me, please? The Culture Ministry will be sure to get involved.
 Kirill, could you set that message aside for me, please?
What can I say? I have visited mining regions on several occasions, unfortunately following tragedies that occur there. Not only after tragedies, I have also been there on regular working trips. I must say that miners are very special people. You know, people who haven’t visited those regions will never be able to appreciate it. You go down into the shaft always knowing that methane can accumulate somewhere there and blow up at any moment ­– that takes a special character. This is the elite of the working class, and they deserve our respect and careful attention.
But Anita Tsoi and Maxim Galkin are also hard-working people. I am sure they deserve their awards.
As for the workers, one of our colleagues from the Russian Popular Front, a worker himself – this is the time we go back to Rostov-on-Don – proposed just recently that we revive the Hero of Labour order. We have done so, it's been revived, and we will present it on May 1 each year. .
Let me have this note as well.
Actually, this is a very reasonable question because people who work in various areas of agriculture constantly tell us that the regulatory framework is not effective enough.
The Governor of Krasnodar Territory has sent me a draft law on wine several times – it’s been three times already, I think. There are people who have special concerns about livestock farming, and we heard about one problem in that area today. It was a fair remark connected with Russia’s accession to the WTO. Agricultural producers are very conscious of this sphere. 
Perhaps we should also pay attention to beekeeping, or include it in more general legal regulations, bearing in mind that the problem exists.
 I have already talked about this. I believe that commercial banks in Russia got too carried away with their own profit margins and are exaggerating the risks in the Russian economy. We will certainly discuss and analyse this situation in the market further without any administrative pressure. The question we have just heard concerns different sectors. Within a country, loans to individuals are issued by commercial financial organisations, whereas inter-state loans are issued to governments, not to individuals, against state guarantees. Accordingly, there are completely different interest rates. You can even say that it amounts to diversifying our reserves, to a certain extent. Although the Cyprus case shows that it is not always a reliable investment. This is the first point.
Second, there is another consideration, which is that when we issue state bonds, for example, we do that at 1.5–2% interest while we charge 4% for loans, and that is profitable.
 It is necessary to improve the judicial system and to increase people’s confidence in it. But there are people who hold a wide variety of views on the Internet, which is a special communication venue. Some people there are highly professional, while others often act and speak under the influence of emotions. There are many complaints about the judicial system, and they are often justified. But you can’t say that it is completely under state control – there are facts that prove this is not the case. I have already cited these figures but I want to repeat them: only 15% of all participants in litigation appeal to a higher court to challenge the decisions taken.
 Not at all. If a person does not trust the system or if he does not trust the court, which made a ruling in his case, he appeals to a higher court.
In addition, the Russian judicial system is developing. We introduced the system of appellate courts for criminal cases last year, and this year we have introduced appellate courts for civil cases. So, the whole system is developing but we must pay close attention to this process.
In particular, I hope that the relocation of the Supreme Court and the Higher Arbitration Court from Moscow, which is the centre of business interests, even though it is just a geographical change but it will promote the development of the judicial system. Although we realise that it is not difficult to get on a plane and fly to St Petersburg, but it is a relevant change.
I just wanted to say on the air that I will never forget that I graduated from that school and remain infinitely grateful to the teachers, who gave me so much and supported me at a very important stage in my life. If it is possible, I will visit the school with pleasure.
 You know, this is not an idle inquiry. At some universities students who fail PE cannot get a scholarship and in some cases are even expelled.
My position is that everyone should do sports, and no one should hide behind a health certificate to avoid PE. And the students who do have health restrictions need individual training programmes. There must be special techniques that can help improve physical fitness without causing any harm. In my opinion, it would be enough to have a pass/fail mark. But this is a matter for professionals, although there shouldn’t be any excesses in any field.
 There has been yet another tragedy there. This time someone shot five people.
 Another tragedy, although this doesn’t look like a terrorist attack. It’s just a criminal offence.
As for our heroes, I agree with the author of this message.
 I would ask the media to pay more attention to these people, they deserve it. They often risk their lives to protect the interests of our citizens.
Take that police officer who detained the famous shooter, the perpetrator of that terrible crime in Belgorod…
 He was wounded. I told the Interior Minister yesterday to present state awards to him and his colleagues.
 That is a philosophical question. I am eternally grateful to Russian citizens for their trust in making me the head of the Russian state. This is my life’s work. I do not know if it’s enough to be happy – that is a separate matter.
 This is a view that is being imposed on the international public opinion. I am sure that it is not true. Some people would like to think so and impose their beliefs on others. I do not think that we are not liked or are considered ignorant. The achievements of Russian culture are recognised throughout the world. You cannot imagine either the European or world culture without Russian culture: without Russian music or our literature. People who don’t know it should feel ashamed.
As for people’s attitudes… I've heard many times in different situations and from different people, and it was especially evident when we were competing for the right to host the Olympic Games, when completely different people, independently of each other, told me, “We will support you because we need a free, independent and self-sufficient Russia.” We will certainly promote these qualities.
 Well, that’s good, you see! I'm very pleased. Thank you. 
This is probably a reaction to the film that was just released, Legenda No.17. It is about [Valery] Kharlamov and also about the outstanding coaches that have shaped our team and created such a player as Kharlamov. But, of course, Lev Yashin is also one of our legends, and such a film would be very popular. We'll think about it.
 I don’t agree. A lot of tough issues were raised today, and it was not easy to respond to them. I can’t agree with this statement. 
 This is like asking what team I support. I don’t think it would be right for me to answer it. I have many favourite singers, some of them are here in this hall, some of them have been my personal friends for many years and I am very happy about it. We have many outstanding talents on the pop stage, as well as in the political arena and in the theatres. Yury Yakovlev, who is loved by millions of our viewers, is 85 years old today, and I want to offer my congratulations. 
We also have many brilliant people in the political arena: today is also Vladimir Zhirinovsky's birthday so let's congratulate him, too. 
We have the federal standards for food.
 No, it won’t. Industrial hemp, which is a derivative of cannabis, can be used in agriculture and to make fabrics, but I am strictly opposed to legalising the drug. In some countries – my trip to the Netherlands was mentioned earlier – soft drugs have been legalised for a long time, and the point of this was to create a legal alternative to hard drugs. Practice shows that this is not effective: it becomes the first step to hard drugs and severe addiction, and we do not need that.
 Do you mean they should have been allowed to steal on a small can? There must be no major or minor theft. It is true that I worked for the KGB [State Security Committee] for a considerable number of years, but mostly my work had to do with foreign intelligence. But I must tell you that we do not allow anyone to steal. If we get information that there is reason to suspect a state official, even of the highest rank, in breaking the law, it is instantly forwarded to law enforcement agencies for investigation.
I said, it has been less than a year since May 7, 2012, when I returned to the office of President. But after I read some materials, they were immediately forwarded to the Investigation Committee.
I chose this question especially. I would say that the state bears a significant share of responsibility for the education of young people, but we must not forget about the parents’ responsibility either. It is possible to give advice in every case but you have to know the situation, the family, the child and his living conditions. I really wish Nadezhda and her family to find a solution to their problem. I am sure that this is possible and I wish her every success.
 When will everything be all right??
 People who are fond of drink say that you can’t drink all the vodka but that is the goal you must aspire to.
Everything will probably never be all right. But we will aspire to it. 
 Thank you for choosing this question, or request. I am sure that the vast majority of our citizens share this person’s attitude to our country: they want to serve it, to serve their people. And we must certainly support such ambitions.
The President cannot look at every case and each person has to determine for herself where she can be most useful to her country and what kind of work she should train for. You succeed in the area where you feel successful, where you feel that you can apply your talents and your skills. This is a large part of realising your potential. It is a very good sign that people are talking about it.
Let me have this note please, and I’ll get in touch with its author. 
 I have one last question too: How can one become President? You can establish your own party, you must prove that you want and can serve your country effectively and you must have the courage to move towards you goal. 
Thank you!
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President of Russia  Before I answer your question, I’d like to go back a little to review recent events in Ukraine. As you know, President Yanukovych refused to sign the Association Agreement with the EU. No, he did not refuse to sign it, but said that he could not sign it on the EU conditions, because it would dramatically worsen the socioeconomic situation in Ukraine and affect Ukrainians. Yanukovych said that he needed more time to analyse the document and to discuss it together with Europeans. This provoked public unrest that eventually culminated in an unconstitutional coup, an armed seizure of power. Some liked it, and some did not. People in eastern and southeastern regions of Ukraine were worried about their future and the future of their children, because they saw a rapid growth of nationalist sentiments, heard threats and saw that [the new authorities] wanted to invalidate some of the ethnic minorities’ rights, including the rights of the Russian minority. On the other hand, this description is relative, because Russians are native persons in Ukraine. But an attempt was made to invalidate all decisions regarding the use of the native language. This alarmed people, of course. What happened next?
Instead of starting a dialogue with these people, Kiev appointed new governors – oligarchs and billionaires – to these regions. People are suspicious of oligarchs as it is. They believe that they earned their riches by exploiting people and embezzling public property, and these oligarchs have been appointed to head their regions. This only added to the public discontent. People chose their own leaders, but what did the new government do to them? They were thrown into prison. Meanwhile, nationalist groups did not surrender their weapons, but threatened to use force in the eastern regions. In response, people in the east started arming themselves. Refusing to see that something was badly wrong in the Ukrainian state and to start a dialogue, the government threatened to use military force and even sent tanks and aircraft against civilians. It was one more serious crime committed by the current Kiev rulers.
I hope that they will see that they are moving into a deep hole, and that they are pulling their country along. In this sense, the talks that will start today in Geneva are very important, because I believe that we should get together to think about ways out of this crisis and to offer people a real, not sham, dialogue. The current Kiev authorities have travelled to the eastern regions, but who do they talk to there? They talk to their appointees. There’s no need to go to Donbass for this, because they can summon them to Kiev for a meeting. They should talk with people and with their real representatives, with those whom people trust. They should release the arrested [opponents], help people to express their opinion in an organised manner, suggest new leaders and start a dialogue.
People in the eastern regions are talking about federalisation, and Kiev has at long last started talking about de-centralisation. But what do they mean? To be able to understand what they mean, they should sit down at the negotiating table and search for an acceptable solution. Order in the country can only be restored through dialogue and democratic procedures, rather than with the use of armed force, tanks and aircraft.
 I just did exactly that. We feel strongly that this should not be a sham dialogue between representatives of the authorities, but a dialogue with the people to find the compromise I was talking about.
 Nonsense. There are no Russian units in eastern Ukraine – no special services, no tactical advisors. All this is being done by the local residents, and the proof of that is the fact that those people have literally removed their masks. So I told my Western partners, “They have nowhere to go, and they won’t leave. This is their land and you need to negotiate with them.”
 The most obvious risk was that the Russian speaking population was threatened and that the threats were absolutely specific and tangible. This is what made Crimean residents, the people who live there, think about their future and ask Russia for help. This is what guided our decision.
I said in my recent speech in the Kremlin that Russia had never intended to annex any territories, or planned any military operations there, never. Quite to the contrary, we were going to build our relations with Ukraine based on current geopolitical realities. But we also thought, and have always hoped, that all native Russians, the Russian-speaking people living in Ukraine, would live in a comfortable political environment, that they would not be threatened or oppressed.
But when this situation changed, and Russians in Crimea were facing exactly that, when they began raising the issue of self-determination – that’s when we sat down to decide what to do. It was at this exact moment that we decided to support Crimeans, and not 5, 10 or 20 years ago.
I discussed this problem with the Security Council members, and no one objected. In fact all of them supported my position. And I’m more than happy now that all the steps in the action plan were taken in a very precise manner, quickly, professionally and resolutely.
 No. This had not been pre-planned or prepared. It was done on the spot, and we had to play it by ear based on the situation and the demands at hand. But it was all performed promptly and professionally, I have to give you that.
Our task was not to conduct a full-fledged military operation there, but it was to ensure people’s safety and security and a comfortable environment to express their will. We did that. But it would not have been possible without the Crimeans’ own strong resolution.
Also, I must say that I didn’t add the concluding line to my Kremlin speech – about initiating a draft law on the inclusion of Crimea in the Russian Federation – until the very last day, last moment, because I was waiting for the referendum results. Polls and surveys are one thing, along with certain groups’ sentiments, but a referendum is the expression of the will of all the residents of an area. It was very important for me to know what their will was.
So when the voter turnout reached 83 percent and more than 96 percent supported Crimea’s inclusion in the Russian Federation, it became obvious that this decision was made by the majority, if not unanimously. In this situation, we couldn’t have done otherwise.
 You probably know better than anyone else in Russia that we had certain agreements with Ukraine on upgrading the fleet. Unfortunately, those agreements were not diligently fulfilled, if at all. We had many problems with upgrading the fleet. I hope there will be no such problems anymore and that the major part of modern vessels and support ships will be transferred from Novorossiysk to Sevastopol. This will give us an opportunity to even save some money. This is the first point.
Secondly, Crimea has good shipbuilding and ship-repairing potential. Therefore, a substantial amount of this work will be carried out in Crimean shipyards. The Russian Defence Ministry has already placed an order worth 5 billion rubles with one of the shipyards. We undoubtedly will be increasing this potential of Crimea because currently it is not in high demand, it is idle. This will take time, but we will, of course, move in this direction.
Certainly, Sevastopol is a city of Russian naval glory, which every Russian citizen knows. We will be guided by this understanding.
 Make no mistake, this issue is highly relevant, and all of us are now guided by certain emotions. However, if we love and respect each other, we should find ways and means to understand each other. I think that it should be easier for a family than for a nation. But even if we are talking about relations between countries, I’m confident that we’ll find common ground with Ukraine and we’ll be there for one another. I hope that people in Ukraine will also understand that Russia could not do otherwise regarding Crimea.
There’s another issue I wanted to raise. I think it’ll be a recurrent one during today’s conversation. What I wanted to say is that if we respect each other, we should acknowledge that each of us has the right to make our own choices. People living in Ukraine should respect the choice made by Crimean residents. This is the first thing.
Second, Russia has always been close to Ukraine and will always remain closely related to it. I’m not talking about the assistance that Russia has been providing to Ukraine for many long years, and I’m sure that we’ll get back to that issue. This assistance adds up to hundreds of billions of dollars. But this is not the point. The point is that we have extensive common interests. If we want to succeed, we must cooperate and join efforts. I’m confident that we will understand this despite all the emotional complications we’re seeing today.
 This is currently one of the most urgent issues that has yet to be addressed. There are other issues as well, as you know, such as power and water supply. However, the problems with banking have not been fully resolved. We will seek to reach common ground with our Ukrainian partners. These efforts have so far been unsuccessful. Oschadbank and Privatbank with its owner Mr Kolomoisky and the head of the Crimean branch Mr Finkelstein are not willing to meet us halfway. Hryvna circulation is limited, so we have no other choice but to accelerate the transition to the ruble. The solution is to open accounts for individuals and legal entities and establish a new banking network. Doing this the right way takes time. I think that it will take us about one month to open the required number of accounts, roll out the network and equip it with modern technology.
You have also mentioned pensioners and public sector employees. I’m also aware of certain economic setbacks, but it will all pass. We’ll overcome all challenges.
As you know, pensioners and public sector employees will have equal incomes with Russian pensioners and public sector employees, and the Russian Government has already adopted a resolution to this effect. In order to prevent any sharp increases in the inflation rate and prices, which is happening in Crimea anyway, we decided to enforce this on a step-by-step basis in four stages: incomes of Crimean pensioners and public sector employees are to rise by 25% from April 1, by another 25% from May 1, and then another 25% on June 1 and 25% more on July 1. During this period incomes of pensioners and public sector employees will surge. For pensioners, income will soar 100%, which means that the gap between pensions in Russian and Crimea… In Russia, pensioners receive twice as much as in Crimea. The average pension in Russia will be 11,600 rubles this year, while in Crimea it is about 5,500 rubles. The same goes for public sector employees, who earn twice or even two and a half times more in Russia. Russian military personnel – and it should be mentioned that a lot of local residents will be serving in Crimea – earn four times as much as in Crimea.
All in all, I’m confident, I hope and believe that people in Crimea will feel the economic benefits of joining Russia, not to mention Crimea’s economy, infrastructure development in the tourism and travel industries. We’ll get back to those issues.
 Of course. We believe that all benefits and preferences that were available to Crimean residents in Ukraine should remain in place. If some programmes do not exist or didn’t exist in Russia, we will keep those preferences in place by providing additional subsidies to the regional budget. Furthermore, residents of Crimea and Sevastopol will be able to benefit from all social norms and allocations that exist in Russia in accordance with applicable laws.
 You are absolutely right that Crimea is associated with vacationing and tourism. But this isn’t the whole story. Crimea has very good industrial and agricultural potential and we’ll develop it. What does this consist of? There are viable businesses that require modernisation and additional investment, and we’ll certainly take care of that. I’ve mentioned shipbuilding and ship maintenance, but there are also other industrial centres and promising businesses. The infrastructure has fairly good development potential, including the port; there is an agricultural sector, and so on. Regrettably, agricultural output declined by 60 percent in 2013 in comparison to 1990. In 2013, Crimean agricultural enterprises produced only 40% of what had been their output in 1990. The agricultural sector also needs additional investment. There are many issues to be addressed. Rice farms, for example, use a lot of water, and water is currently a problem. This takes time and investment. We’ll take care of this as well. Regarding services, we shouldn’t forget that Crimea was always famous not only as a base for the Russian Black Sea Fleet but also as Russia’s and the USSR’s top health resort. We’ll develop this area as well. Regrettably, the holiday infrastructure, hotels and resorts have been decaying. Our specialists have inspected these businesses, recreation facilities, resorts and hotels, and have come to the conclusion that some of these, if not all, can’t be used under Russian sanitary and epidemiological standards.
When they asked how former vacationers could have put up with this sort of quality, they heard this odd – and shameful – answer: “It’s OK, we mostly had miners as guests here; it made no difference to them; they’d down half a glass of vodka and go to the beach.” But we can’t take this approach with Russian vacationers. This area will require additional investment as well. The free economic zone you mentioned is something that can provide Russian investors with certain privileges in order to encourage them to come to Crimea and Sevastopol and accelerate development.
Many local people have proposals of their own. I talked to Mr Alexei Chaly not too long ago and he suggested that we establish a development agency. We’ll certainly support this idea. I’m confident we’re on the right track and sure to achieve some positive and visible results.
 There are enough castles and high fences there now. We’ve come face to face with this problem – regrettably. These palaces with fences mushroomed all over the place against the background of an astounding disregard for average holidaymakers. And the owners were the oligarchs or CEOs I mentioned earlier. All of this involved major violations of environmental legislation. I talked to Crimean leaders and the heads of Russia’s federal agencies today: we must do our best to approve timely decisions that end these development practices.
 What young men?
 I have already spoken about this publicly on several occasions, perhaps not loud enough. However, in my conversations with my foreign colleagues I did not hide the fact that our goal was to ensure proper conditions for the people of Crimea to be able to freely express their will. And so we had to take the necessary measures in order to prevent the situation in Crimea unfolding the way it is now unfolding in southeastern Ukraine. We didn’t want any tanks, any nationalist combat units or people with extreme views armed with automatic weapons. Of course, the Russian servicemen did back the Crimean self-defence forces. They acted in a civil but a decisive and professional manner, as I’ve already said.
It was impossible to hold an open, honest, and dignified referendum and help people express their opinion in any other way. Still, bear in mind that there were more than 20,000 well-armed soldiers stationed in Crimea. In addition, there were 38 S-300 missile launchers, weapons depots and rounds of ammunition. It was imperative to prevent even the possibility of someone using these weapons against civilians.
 First, there will be a programme for the development of the Sevastopol Naval Base and the Black Sea Fleet in general. Of course, all social programmes that are implemented in the Russian Armed Forces, including permanent and service housing, will apply to the City of Sevastopol and the Black Sea Fleet.
 First, I don’t agree that Yanukovych fled. He had to leave, but he did not flee from Kiev; he was on a regional trip while the presidential administration and government buildings were taken over in Kiev in breach of a signed agreement.
When Yanukovych signed the agreement on February 21, which was guaranteed by three European foreign ministers from Poland, France and Germany, he believed that this agreement would be honoured. Under it, Yanukovych pledged not to use the army or other armed force against protesters and to pull the Interior Ministry units, including the Berkut, out of Kiev, while the opposition was to withdraw from the occupied administrative buildings, dismantle the barricades and disarm its fighters. Yanukovych agreed to hold early parliamentary elections, to return to the 2004 constitution and to hold presidential elections in December 2014. Had they wanted it, he would have agreed to hold presidential elections in a month or a month and a half, because he was ready to agree to anything. But as soon as he left Kiev and pulled the Interior Ministry units out of the city, the opposition renewed its attacks, seizing the presidential administration building, among other government buildings and accomplishing a coup d’état in the full and classical meaning of the word. No one can say why they did it, why they acted so unprofessionally and unwisely, and why they pushed the country towards the current situation. There is no answer.
As for me, you know that the decisions we take in a critical situation depend on our experience and values. You know that I worked for the Soviet Union’s KGB, or, more precisely, foreign intelligence, where we were trained in a specific manner that boils down to absolute loyalty to people and the country.
 First of all, thank you for you stance on Crimea and your support.
Speaking of our relations with China, they are progressing very successfully in terms of trust and collaboration, which are unprecedented. This includes political cooperation and our shared views on international affairs and global security, which is the basis for these inter-governmental relations. We are neighbours and allies as well, in a sense. We have not raised the question of a military and political union.
Generally, I think that the bloc mentality is a thing of the past. NATO was established as a counterbalance to the Soviet Union and to the Soviet Union’s policy in Eastern Europe. The Warsaw Pact was signed in response. The Soviet Union ceased to exist, but NATO remains. We are told it is changing and becoming more of a political organisation. But Article 5 is still in effect, which is an article on mutual military support. Who does NATO act against? Why is it expanding towards our borders?
Are there plans to establish new blocs? I don’t know; we haven’t thought about this. But it is absolutely clear that we will be expanding collaboration with China. Our trade with the United States is 27.5 [billion], but trade with China is 87 billion, and it is growing. And experts will agree that China is gradually becoming the number one economic power. The question is when it will happen: in 15, 20 or 25 years. But everybody understands that it is inevitable.
With China’s population of almost 1.5 billion and its modernised economy, this is basically an accomplished fact. Therefore, we will certainly continue to develop relations with China. We have never had such trust-based relations in the military industry. We began holding joint drills at sea and on land, in both China and the Russian Federation. This gives us reason to assume that Russian-Chinese relations will be a significant factor in global policy and will substantially influence modern international relations.
 Let me repeat how much I appreciate everyone’s support for my policies on Crimea as well as on other issues. As for making public statements, I think this should be up to them. Take, for instance, Mr [Karen] Shakhnazarov – I have known him for years, but frankly had no idea about his political views. So it came as a big surprise to me when he spelled out our common stance on some issues so clearly, definitively and eloquently, and much more vividly than I ever do.
About collective letters – well I think they do no harm, but I would rather they not be orchestrated. I mean these things should speak from the heart and be spontaneous, rather than coolly organised by someone. This is something I do not support and never will.
 Firstly, about your statement that it is not trendy to love our motherland – you must be talking about some specific group of young people you deal with.
 Look at how the events in Crimea and Sevastopol shook society. It turned out that patriotism is still out there, somewhere, only we are not always aware of it. Yet, it is an integral part of our people, part of our identity. On the other hand, it speaks well that you, a journalist, are alarmed to see this lack of love for the motherland or patriotism as an old-fashioned value. If this troubles you, it means you have this deep inside, and that’s why you have sent your son to a cadet school.
Do we need to adopt a special law on this? We’ll have to look at the legal framework for education that we have. I agree with you that this is a step in the right direction, but we’ll have to think if we need to add a new law. I am not ready to say anything right now. But I promise that we’ll give it a look and it is definitely a good idea to further develop this form of education. You are right. Your family is well-off, and you sent your son to that school. But it is even more important for families who have problems, such as loss of breadwinner – especially if the father was a military serviceman – to raise their children and teach them the right attitudes. We’ll certainly look at this again, also from the financial perspective. By the way we are planning to establish more schools in Crimea, including cadet schools. Thank you.
 Bloody? Is that so?
 That’s true.
 Ira, are you really against our position on Crimea? Why has this label been pinned on you?
 Is there a possibility of Russia reaching a compromise with the US on Ukraine? A compromise should be reached by the various political forces in Ukraine, not third parties. This is actually the key issue here. We can only support and accompany this process.
Regarding the question of what should come first: a constitutional referendum followed by elections, or elections first to stabilise the situation and then a referendum. The essential issue is how to ensure the legitimate rights and interests of ethnic Russians and Russian speakers in the southeast of Ukraine. I would like to remind you that what was called Novorossiya (New Russia) back in the tsarist days – Kharkov, Lugansk, Donetsk, Kherson, Nikolayev and Odessa – were not part of Ukraine back then. These territories were given to Ukraine in the 1920s by the Soviet government. Why? Who knows. They were won by Potyomkin and Catherine the Great in a series of well-known wars. The centre of that territory was Novorossiysk, so the region is called Novorossiya. Russia lost these territories for various reasons, but the people remained.
Today, they live in Ukraine, and they should be full citizens of their country. That’s what this is all about. The issue is not whether the referendum on decentralisation or federalisation is followed by elections or the elections come before the architecture of the state is changed. The key issue is providing guarantees to these people. Our role is to facilitate a solution in Ukraine, to ensure that there are guarantees. People from southeast Ukraine will ask you, will ask us and the current authorities in Kiev: “Fine, the elections will be held on May 25, but do you want us to recognise their outcome? You’ll forget your promises the very next day and send new oligarchs to Donetsk, Kharkov, Lugansk, and so on. What about guarantees? We need answers.” I hope that an answer will be found.
 Thank you for your question.
Frankly, I do not see any particular changes with this situation. Nothing that would stand out even in connection with the events in Crimea and Sevastopol. Admittedly, there is a conflict of motives and viewpoints, but no one is preventing anyone to state them. No one is being arrested, put behind bars or sent to labour camps as in 1937. People who express their opinions are, thank God, alive, in good health and engage in their professional activities. However, some members of the Russian intelligentsia are unaccustomed to the fact that they might meet resistance or have someone else express a different position and disagree with their position. Some people believe that whatever they say is the ultimate truth, and there’s no way that things can be any different, so when they get something in response, it causes a strong emotional reaction.
With regard to the situation in Crimea in recent months, I heard and read that some want their country to lose and think that this is a good thing. Here, too, there is certain continuity. As is known, during the First World War the Bolsheviks also wanted the Russian government and Russia in general to lose and the situation quickly got out of hand, which led to the revolution. There is some sort of historical continuity here, not the best, though. However, I agree that in any case we should not slip into some extreme forms of dealing with each other’s views or cast aspersions on people for their opinions. I will do my best to prevent this from happening.
 You know, despite the events in Crimea, we should not lose our heads, but should proceed from realities. What are these realities today? First, we must admit that the ethnic composition of Crimea differs from that of southeastern Ukraine. These territories, as I just said, were transferred to Ukraine in the mid-1920s, and in 1954, Crimea was annexed to Ukraine for some reason as well.
The ethnic composition of the population there is approximately 50–50. I have already mentioned that the final decision to return Crimea to the Russian Federation was only based on the results of the referendum. When I saw these results, and saw for myself that almost all residents voted for joining Russia, I repeat, we had no other choice and there could have been no other decision.
As for what is happening in southeastern Ukraine, we don’t know for sure. But we believe that we ought to do everything we can to help these people defend their rights and determine their fate on their own. This is what we will fight for. Let me remind you that the Federation Council of Russia gave the President the right to use the Armed Forces in Ukraine. I very much hope that I will not have to exercise this right and that, through political and diplomatic means, we will be able to resolve all the pressing, if not to say burning, issues in Ukraine.
 This is one of the most complex problems that we inherited after the collapse of the Soviet Union. First of all, the population of the republic is over 500,000 people, if I’m not mistaken. People there express pro-Russian sentiments and a large number of Russian citizens live in Transnistria. They have their own views on how to build their future and their fate. It would be nothing more than a display of democracy if we were to allow those people do as they wish. Of course, we need to maintain dialogue with both Moldova and Ukraine, to boost talks within the 5+2 format, which includes Moldova, Transnistria and five other states that are taking part in the settlement process. I think that the blockade should be lifted without delay; the residents of the republic are feeling its negative consequences both on the part of Moldova and Ukraine. Nationalist armed groups have already gathered on the border between Transnistria and Ukraine; such developments must be stopped without delay. In the long run, people should be allowed to decide their own destiny. This is what we and our partners are going to work on, taking into account the interests of the residents of Transnistria, of course.
 Russia did not annex Crimea by force. Russia created conditions – with the help of special armed groups and the Armed Forces, I will say it straight – but only for the free expression of the will of the people living in Crimea and Sevastopol. It was the people themselves who made this decision. Russia answered their call and welcomed the decision of Crimea and Sevastopol. This was natural, and it could not have been any other way.
As for the power factor in international relations, it has always existed and will always exist. That’s a different issue, and the thing is that countries, taking into account that power plays a significant role in international affairs, should develop and strengthen, based on their common sense, such rules of conduct which would be stable and would allow for negotiating, compromising and balancing the interests of a state and its people on the international arena without using this power.
The events in Crimea themselves have nothing to do with this. Let’s recall what happened in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya and other regions. In my opinion, when the world becomes unipolar, or when someone tries to make it so, then this one pole has the illusion that all issues can be settled through power. And only when there is a balance of power does the desire to negotiate appears. I hope that we will be moving along the path to strengthen international law.
 The intention to split Russia and Ukraine, to separate what is essentially a single nation in many ways, has been an issue of international politics for centuries. If you recall the statements uttered by the White movement leaders, you’ll see that regardless their political disagreements with the Bolsheviks, they never had even the slightest thought about a possible division between Ukraine and Russia, as they always perceived them as part of a common, united space and a single nation. And they were absolutely right.
But today we’re are living in separate countries. And, unfortunately, this policy of division, of pulling apart and weakening both parts of a single nation continues. There are enough forces in the world that are afraid of our strength, “our hugeness,” as one of our sovereigns said. So, they seek to divide us into parts, this is a well-known fact. Look at what they did with Yugoslavia: they cut it into small pieces and are now manipulating everything that can be manipulated there, which is almost anything. Apparently, someone would like to do the same with us, and if you look at what’s happening, you’ll be able to answer your own question about who is doing what.
 You know, Sergei (may I call you Sergei?), I don’t agree with you. I know you as one of the best modern writers – a widely read and widely published one. But I can’t agree that Ukraine is a damned land; please don't use this expression with regard to Ukraine. Ukraine is a long-suffering land; it’s a very complicated community and a long-suffering one in the direct sense of the word. Nationalism and even neo-Nazism are experiencing a resurgence in western Ukraine. But you know well the history of this territory and its people. Some of these territories were part of Czechoslovakia, some of Hungary, some of Austro-Hungary and some of Poland, where they were never full-fledged citizens. You know, something has always been growing in their heart of hearts.
Some people seem to believe that it is this circumstance – because these territories were former possessions of several present-day EU countries – that imbues them with some special European substance. That they were second-rate citizens in those states seems to have been forgotten, but this still lurks in their historical memory, under the crust, deep down in their hearts, see? It’s where their nationalism comes from, I think.
Central, eastern and southeastern Ukraine is another matter. I’ve just mentioned this area, New Russia, which has intertwined its roots with those of the Russian state. The local people have a somewhat different mentality. They found themselves part of present-day Ukraine, which had been pieced together in the Soviet period. Of course, it is difficult for them to establish proper relations and to understand each other. But we should help them to do so as much as we can.
What, under the circumstances, is our role, the role of a good neighbour and the closest relative? Will our overseas partners and partners in Europe hear us? I hope they will. But at the same time – I have just said as much – there are certain apprehensions with regard to Russia itself, its huge territory, its potential growth and power. This is why they prefer to cut us to size and take us to pieces. Will our partners hear us in this case? I’ve just said what they are largely being guided by, but I think they should hear us, because in the burgeoning modern world, keeping in mind its development trends in the short historical term and in the longer historical term, this world, the whole of Europe, as I said, from Lisbon to Vladivostok, should unite to be competitive and viable in the rapidly developing world. This is an extremely important circumstance. I hope that our partners will hear and understand us.
 Just a moment.
Sergei, please, there is no need to ban your books from being published anywhere, including Ukraine. It’s not about money but the fact that you are one of Russia’s most outstanding authors, part of Russian culture. And we must promote Russian culture there instead of removing it, all right?
 Thank you.
 We do believe the current authorities are illegitimate. They cannot be legitimate as they do not have a national mandate for running the country, which speaks for itself. At the same time, we do not refuse to deal with them. We stay in touch at the ministerial level. Our ministers continue relations with their Ukrainian counterparts. Mr Medvedev talked to Mr Yatsenyuk. Mr Naryshkin talked to Mr Turchynov. They stay in touch. Speaking of the presidential candidates, you know what is going on with the presidential race. What is happening is absolutely unacceptable. If it goes on like this, we will not be able to recognise anything that happens after May 25 as legitimate.
How can this election be legitimate when candidates from the east are being assaulted, spattered with ink and kept from meeting with voters? What kind of election campaign is this? And that’s to say nothing of the Ukrainian constitution. Irina Khakamada had a question about the legitimacy of the election according to the Ukrainian constitution. Without changes to the constitution, the new election cannot be held because Mr Yanukovych remains the incumbent president. According to the constitution, a new president cannot be elected if there is a living incumbent and legitimate president. So if we want the election to be legitimate, the constitution must be changed. Only then can we talk about federalisation and decentralisation. This is what common sense tells me.
We could, of course, continue to act despite common sense, although I don’t know where that would lead us. But we stay in touch with everyone. Mr Poroshenko is currently a leading candidate. A substantial part of his business takes place in Russia. His company produces sweets that many of you have probably eaten without even knowing that Poroshenko owns the factory and that he is running for president.
I know Ms Tymoshenko very well. Even though she calls for Russians to be “destroyed by nuclear weapon”, I think she said that while having some sort of emotional breakdown. But I know her quite well. By the way, she signed the gas contract that her fellow party members and other contract parties are refusing to honour. However, at some point, we had good business relations with her. I have not met any candidates from the east – Tsarev and former Kharkov Governor – but we generally understand what kind of people they are. And we will definitely work with all of them.
 Excuse me, please. Now there is pressure on the people in the southeast to lay down their arms, but I say to our partners: “This is a proper, correct approach, but pull the military back from the civilians then.” They have gone completely mad: bringing in tanks, armoured vehicles (I’m looking at the TV screen) and cannons. What do they intend to do with cannons? Have they completely gone mad?
 The multiple launch rocket system, combat aircraft and fighters in the air. Have they lost their minds? And what’s next? Nationalist armed groups are coming. All right, suppose the east will disarm, let’s assume the army will withdraw – why have the nationalist groups not been disarmed yet? And later they’ll say they can’t do anything.
How can the people in the east be disarmed, when Berkut officers, employees of the Interior Ministry and even some military units change sides? The issue should be resolved otherwise. It should be resolved through compromise and guaranteeing people’s legitimate rights.
 It’s necessary to find an agreement with those who think they are in power in Kiev now. They should rely on common sense and reality.
 We’ll strangle all of them ourselves! Why are you so afraid? 
 We aren’t afraid – neither me nor anyone else. Nobody should be afraid, but we must proceed from reality. As for reality, you’ve just described it rather vividly in your brilliant manner and given us the creeps in some way. Let me repeat that I wouldn’t fear anything, but we must assess the situation realistically. So what is it like? You’ve conjured up the image.
At one time, we were promised (I mentioned this at the Munich security conference) that after Germany’s unification, NATO wouldn’t spread eastward. The then NATO Secretary-General told us that the alliance wouldn’t expand beyond its eastern borders. However, it started expanding by incorporating former Warsaw Treaty member-countries and later on, the Baltic states, former Soviet republics.
I used to say at one time: “Why are you doing this? Do you want to ensure the security of these countries? Do you think someone may attack them? Well, it’s enough to sign a bilateral treaty on friendship and mutual assistance, including military aid, and their security will be ensured.” I heard in response: “This doesn’t concern you. Nations and countries have the right to choose a way of ensuring their security themselves.”
All right, this is true. But it is also true that when the infrastructure of a military bloc approaches our borders, we have grounds for certain apprehensions and questions. We must take certain steps, and this is also true; nobody can deny us this right. And this compels us to counteract.
I’ll use this opportunity to say a few words about our talks on missile defence. This issue is no less, and probably even more important, than NATO’s eastward expansion. Incidentally, our decision on Crimea was partially prompted by this.
Needless to say, first and foremost we wanted to support the residents of Crimea, but we also followed certain logic: If we don’t do anything, Ukraine will be drawn into NATO sometime in the future. We’ll be told: “This doesn’t concern you,” and NATO ships will dock in Sevastopol, the city of Russia’s naval glory.
But it isn’t even the emotional side of the issue. The point is that Crimea protrudes into the Black Sea, being in its centre, as it were. However, in military terms, it doesn’t have the importance it used to have in the 18th and 19th centuries – I’m referring to modern strike forces, including coastal ones.
But if NATO troops walk in, they will immediately deploy these forces there. Such a move would be geopolitically sensitive for us because, in this case, Russia would be practically ousted from the Black Sea area. We’d be left with just a small coastline of 450 or 600km, and that’s it!
In this way, Russia may be really ousted from this region that is extremely important for us, a region for which so many Russians gave up their lives during all the previous centuries. This is a serious thing. So we shouldn’t fear anything but we must consider these circumstances and react accordingly.
As I’ve just said, the same is happening with our talks on the deployment of US missile defence elements. This is not a defensive system, but part of the offensive potential deployed far away from home. Again we’re being told: “This is not against you.”
However, at the expert level, everyone understands very well that if these systems are deployed closer to our borders, our ground-based strategic missiles will be within their striking range. Everyone is well aware of this, but we’re being told: “Please believe us, this is not against you.”
Our American partners have turned down our proposal to sign even some trifling legal paper that would say that these systems are not directed against us. Surprising as it is, but this is a fact. Naturally, we are bound to ask: “And why do you refuse to sign anything if you believe this is not directed against us?”
It would seem a trifle – a piece of paper that could be signed today and thrown away tomorrow – but they are reluctant to do even that. If they deploy these elements in Europe, we’ll have to do something in response, as we’ve said so many times. But this means an escalation of the arms race! Why do this?
It would be much better to look at this issue and determine if there are missile threats from some directions and decide how this system should be controlled or accessed. It would be sensible to do it together, but no, they don’t want that.
Naturally, we’ll continue these talks with patience and persistence, but in any event, we’ll do everything to guarantee the security of the Russian people, and I’m sure we’ll succeed.
 Do they mean related expenditures?
 Well, speaking about the price of victory and other spending, I can tell you that, unfortunately, the physical infrastructure of Crimea, including its resorts, is in a bad state and we will need to invest heavily in it. We will also have to invest in increasing pensions and public sector wages, and in the development of Crimea’s economy, including agriculture.
What kind of money am I talking about? Take pensioners and public sector employees. The spending obligations of Russia’s Pension Fund are about 6 trillion rubles. Not counting allocations for the payment of maternity capital and other social benefits, pensions proper account for 4.5 trillion rubles. How much should we allocate this year to help Crimean pensioners? 28 billion rubles. Is this a lot or a little? It may seem like a huge sum, but compared to 4.5 trillion this is a low number. Spending on public sector employees [in Crimea] amounts to only 16.5 billion, which is entirely doable. Apart from infrastructure, we will also have to make other spending choices. We will not need to divert money from other programmes, because we have an additional government reserve fund in the amount of 245 billion, or slightly less, 240 billion rubles for this year. I don’t think that subsidies for all Crimean programmes will be more than 100 billion.
 A bridge is a vital element, or it could be a tunnel – we have not decided yet because the issue should be assessed by experts. Some say a tunnel is a more flexible structure, but experts point to the tectonic faults in the area. So we should consider this issue very carefully, because no matter what we choose – a bridge, several bridges or a tunnel – the project will require not only financing but also time. It cannot be accomplished within a year. We have been talking about current spending, but I am absolutely confident that in future, and even in the near or medium term, Crimea will become a donor region. It will go from a region that needs federal subsidies to a self-sufficient region and then a donor region. I can tell you frankly – I think my former colleagues, the Ukrainian leaders, will not resent this: they told me candidly that they deliberately turned Crimea into a subsidised region by taking more money from it than from other regions to redistribute among other regions where the situation was especially difficult.
 Crooks!
 No. Schools are run at the municipal level, and they are supported by the regions. This is, of course, a false statement that has nothing to do with reality.
 Well, I want people to hear me and we will later look at all of the incoming information and sort it all out. As I’ve already said, we have no need to reduce any of our social programmes and guarantees. I’d like to repeat this with full responsibility and warrant that not a single social programme adopted by Russia and funded out of the Russian budget will be reduced. All of the resources are available. Everything we need for the people of Crimea will come from the Government’s reserve funds and will not affect any of our social programmes.
 Well, they have complained now and we’ll try to react.
 I repeat that this is not in any way connected with Crimea or Sevastopol. It is linked with inflation, the level of inflation and the level of Pension Fund revenues. Under the laws of the Russian Federation, pensions are adjusted for inflation twice a year – in February and in April. I don’t remember that the Government publicly and officially announced that pensions would go up by 3 percent in April.
Opinions were divided in the Government on that score. They debated the issue and in the end, they acted in line with the law.
Under the law, adjusting pensions for inflation is implemented in accordance with accrued inflation and the Pension Fund revenues. In February, pensions were adjusted by 6.5 percent and in April by 1.7 percent. Of course, this is a modest increase, but it is still better than a cut. That is number one.
Number two. This is clearly not sufficient, but if we add 6.5 percent and 1.7 percent, we get 8.2 percent, don’t we? That is still higher than inflation this year. The target is 6 percent, although it will probably be 6.5 percent. However, it is not yet 8.2 percent. This is what the Government should keep an eye on. 
In general, we should continue thinking and moving to raise the incomes of our pensioners. This is obvious.
 I have to say that oil and gas revenues make up a large part of the Russian budget revenue. This is a serious component for us in addressing economic development, budget funding for our development programmes and, of course, and meeting of our social commitments to our citizens.
I’ll tell you what. I am not sure that I’ll get the figures right, but, if my memory serves me correctly, the bulk of oil and gas revenue comes not from gas but from oil. In terms of the dollar equivalent, our oil revenues last year amounted to $191–194 billion and gas revenues to about $28 billion. See the difference? 191 from oil and 28 from gas.
Oil is sold on world markets. Is there any way to do us harm? One may try. But what would be the result for those who would attempt to do it? First of all, how would this be done? Of all the countries in the world, only Saudi Arabia has the real potential to increase production and thus bring down world prices. Saudi Arabia’s budget assumes a price of $85-$90 per thousand cubic metres.
 I’m sorry, I meant oil, not gas. The budget assumes a price of $85-$90 per barrel, and our budget, I think, $90. So, if one goes below $85, Saudi Arabia will be on the losing end and have problems. For us a drop from $90 to $85 is not critical. That is first.
Second, we are on very good terms with Saudi Arabia. We may, for example, differ in terms of our views on Syria, but we practically have identical positions on the development of the situation in Egypt. There are many other things where we see eye-to-eye.
I have great respect for the custodian of the two Muslim shrines, the King of Saudi Arabia. He is a very clever and balanced man. I don’t think that our Saudi friends would make any abrupt changes to harm themselves and the Russian economy.
Furthermore, they are members of OPEC, where we have many supporters. It is not that they have sympathy for us, but that they have their own economic interests and sharply reducing production – which can only be done in a manner agreed upon within OPEC – is a fairly complicated business.
Finally, in the United States, which is developing shale gas and shale oil production, production costs are very high. These are expensive projects. If world prices tumble, these projects may turn out to be unprofitable, loss-making and the nascent industry may simply die.
And one last point. Oil is priced and traded in the world in dollars. If prices fall, demand for dollars will plummet and the dollar will start losing its significance as a world currency. There are very many factors involved. The wish to bite us is there, but the opportunities are limited. That said, some damage can be caused.
Now about gas. We sell gas by pipeline (most of our sales are by pipeline) mainly to the European countries that depend on Russian supplies to cover about 30–35, 34 percent of their needs. Can they stop buying Russian gas altogether? I don’t think that this is possible.
Some of our neighbours, very good neighbours with which we have very sound relations, such as, for example, Finland…Finland gets 90 percent of its gas from Russia. Some countries that used to be called People’s Democracies in Eastern Europe depend on Russian gas if not for 90 percent, then for 60, 50 or 70 percent of their needs.
Can supplies be stopped altogether? I think that this is totally unrealistic. But one can do this at one’s own cost, by hurting oneself. However, I cannot imagine such a situation. Therefore, of course, everyone is keen on diversifying their sources of supplies. Europe is talking about greater independence from Russia as a supplier, and similarly we are beginning to talk and act to become less dependent on our consumers.
However, so far, there is a measure of balance between consumers and suppliers. The only problem is transit countries. And the most dangerous part, of course, is transit via Ukraine with which we have tremendous difficulties in agreeing on energy problems. But I hope that we will be able to bring things back to normal, considering the contracts that have been signed and are functioning.
 Yes, I’m aware of that.
Faina Ivanovna, why do you need Alaska? By the way, Alaska was sold sometime in the 19th century. Louisiana was sold to the United States by the French at about the same time. Thousands of square kilometres were sold for $7.2 million, although in gold. We can calculate the equivalent amount, but it was definitely inexpensive. Russia is a northern country with 70% of its territory located in the north and the far north. Alaska is not located in the southern hemisphere, either, is it? It’s cold out there as well. Let's not get worked up about it, all right?
 We’ll have to pay them allowances to live in the north. We need to calculate our budget expenses. 
 Crimean Tatars suffered some serious damage during the Stalinist reprisals and were deported from Crimea, which is their traditional place of residence, their home. We certainly need to do everything we can to rehabilitate and restore the legitimate rights and interests of the Crimean Tatar people at a time when Crimea is joining the Russian Federation.
By the way, immediately after the annexation of Crimea to Russia, in 1783, I believe, forgive me if I’m wrong, Catherine II issued a decree to the effect – I can’t quote it word for word – but its meaning was as follows: Crimean Tatars will be perceived by Russia as its own citizens with all ensuing consequences. Their rights, their mosques and their religion will be fully respected, which is extremely important.
It was a very wise and appropriate policy, and we plan to stick to such a policy today as well. That is why my colleagues in the Government and the Presidential Executive Office and I are now preparing an executive order on the rehabilitation of the Crimean Tatars. Not only the Crimean Tatars though, because Armenians, Germans and Greeks also suffered during Stalin's reprisals, so representatives of all of these peoples should be included as well.
 Good afternoon. Mr Trutnev and I meet quite often. I hope that other people who went there will also have an opportunity to say something.
 Why do you need a car then? If there’s no road, why have a car? Where can you drive? Sounds like a provocation to me.
 I see.
 Very well, I understand.
You know, when I visited the territories that had been battered by floods and met with people and heads of municipal government bodies, infrastructure recovery and development were among the issues raised during conversations and meetings we held. It was about supporting agriculture and daily living in communities. We came to the conclusion that no matter how much you invest in, say, agriculture, although this a separate issue and there are probably many things that have yet to be done in this segment, if it is impossible to deliver the equipment needed for agriculture to the villages, these efforts are meaningless. Roads and bridges should be rebuilt. I must say that such funding was factored into relevant federal programmes for helping the affected regions. We could even increase such expenses if the region needs it. In order to do that, these needs should be communicated to the Russian Government first by the municipal government bodies and then by governors. Mr Trutnev is there with you today. You could share the requests and needs of your village with him. When Mr Trutnev comes back, we’ll discuss it. If a village is built, there should be a road leading to it. This is the way it should be.
 If there is a gas system in place (I don’t know what kind of gas pipeline it is, a high-pressure system? Most likely, it is), then the construction of low-pressure networks needs to be included in the relevant municipal and regional costs. This is one of the problems of gas infrastructure development in our country. The obligations are shared as follows: Gazprom and the federal budget are responsible for the construction of high-pressure systems, while municipal governments finance low-pressure systems for consumers. But this is a special case, and given that this is essentially a new village, this issue must and will be resolved. Please, send this request to Mr Trutnev as well. I’m sure that we will solve the problem.
 It sounds like she’s going to spend the money she gets for snacks at school to help pay for a bridge to Crimea. This is very noble, thank her for this. I also thank Channel One, which held such a major campaign. Incidentally, the money that was raised is a considerable amount, Mr Ernst has just told me that it was about $30 million, which is an enormous sum. And I’d like to thank Channel One and all Russian citizens who responded when they saw the problems that residents of the Far East faced as a result of a major flood, the biggest flood in the last 100 years. At the same time, I’d like to note that the Government is also making its modest contribution by allocating 40 billion rubles to build housing, infrastructure, dams, etc., and to revive the economy. The key goal is to spend the funds efficiently.
As for the bridge to Crimea, this is a special matter. It will be quite expensive, but we will strive to do this as quickly as possible, with the best possible quality and in a cost-effective manner.
 Of course. I just talked about this. The money that was allocated by the Government to restore the infrastructure and ensure the residents’ safety will be spent on the dams. As far as I know, the dams are being built. But you believe they are lower than is necessary for your safety. Initially, we assumed that the housing would be rebuilt on safe ground, at higher levels that won’t be flooded. Where that’s not possible, dams must be built. I’ll look into this by all means. I cannot tell you for sure what is going on there and whether this dam height is enough or whether it should be higher. We’ll make sure an additional expert review is done and make corrections, if necessary.
 Regarding the outflow of people, it’s true that young people are leaving. I believe that one of the reasons behind this is that they were given an opportunity to choose between financial compensation for housing reconstruction or construction, and a ready-made house. I think that some people take money and buy housing in some other region. They have the right to do this; we cannot stop them.
But you are right, and I understand and feel your concern, because these are border villages we are talking about. This is an issue we should seriously consider as part of the Far East development programme. I will instruct those who are responsible for this programme to focus on this issue.
Regarding the dam, I will inquire as to whether there are any plans. As for now, I cannot tell you anything. But we will certainly ask about plans to develop infrastructure and [flood] protection for these villages.
As for weather forecasts, we plan to considerably expand the network of monitoring and weather stations. To be honest, I can’t say that our plans in this respect are being fulfilled in full. We should monitor this issue more closely. We will do this, and I hope that the government agencies concerned will promptly respond to changes in the situation.
 Thank you very much.
 You know, it is sad to hear these words. As for this particular case, of course, we will respond and help.
There is something I would like to say on the issue. Providing wheelchair users with housing is the regional authorities’ responsibility. In some regions, this issue gets resolved and people can see the results, but in other regions, unfortunately, the process is very slow or nothing happens at all, as in your case, for instance. I would like to repeat that we will by all means respond to this particular request.
But in general, there is a lot for us to do to help people with disabilities feel comfortable in the modern world, in modern society. We are taking steps in this direction, we have allocated significant funding from the federal budget – some 35 or 34.5 billion roubles a year for five consecutive years – for creating an accessible environment for people with disabilities.
But creating an accessible environment in residential areas is a slightly different subject. Housing is also a very urgent issue. We need to think about how to help the regions cope with it more effectively. Again, we will address this particular case separately.
 Housing and utilities are among our most pressing problems, affecting practically every family in Russia. Problems have been piling up for decades in this sector, including dilapidated housing, relocating tenants from dilapidated housing, rundown housing, and the problem of housing and utilities maintenance in general. I will not go into detail now, but what I’ve heard leads me again to some unhappy thoughts. You’ve mentioned communal meters that increase an individual consumer’s bill by more than 50 percent. This is absolutely unacceptable. Do we have any information about this caller?
 This issue must be dealt with separately. I will say why. Because it has become standard practice for so-called management companies to shift their costs to tenants via collective expenditure systems. One light bulb somewhere in a hallway appears to consume more electricity than the entire building. What does this reveal? Either the management company itself is inefficient, or, on the contrary, it is stealing from tenants and shifting its costs and whatever else it wants to add to the bill to these communal meters. This requires an additional investigation, and we will certainly investigate.
As far as the system as a whole is concerned, I would like to say this. To avoid the growth in prices, which should certainly be restrained by local authorities, we have taken the following course of action: a bill was signed into law late last year that enabled the regions of the Russian Federation to set the upper price limit, while the state, or rather the Government, presents and proposes the settlement method and determines the upper – so-called combined – payment. Basically, the Government should have done this before April 1 of this year. But it hasn’t, as far as I know. I’d like to draw the attention of the relevant government agency to this fact, and I do hope that this will be done shortly.
Moreover, a decision has been approved requiring that management companies be licensed to operate. The issuing of licenses will start later this year. Management companies lacking licenses will be unable to continue operations starting in mid-2015.
 You see, the world is evolving fast. If – as I have already said – someone wishes to make it a unipolar world and dominate all international organisations, they are unlikely to succeed with that.
At the same time, we often come up against the failure to understand our position, and sometimes even an unwillingness to understand. We have already discussed this today. We will not insist on continuing our membership in certain international groups, especially those that fail to show an independent attitude and to work out their own perspective on major international issues. On the other hand, we will not make any demarches either. We will continue working as normal.
As for PACE, we do pay our membership fees, and rather substantial fees, I should say. But it won’t hurt much if they don’t want to see us. But we do not intend to impose isolation on ourselves either.
 It looks like they are trying to make me the object of these sanctions. As for the people you mentioned, they are indeed my good acquaintances, my friends. But for the most part they had made their fortunes before we even met. Mr Timchenko, for example, has been doing business since the 1990s, but this story is well known.
Seriously, they certainly have nothing to do with Crimea, absolutely. However, Mr Timchenko’s wife had serious surgery and was unable to pay for it because her bank account and credit cards were frozen. This is a flagrant violation of human rights, that’s what it is, and an action beyond reason.
I also have to tell you that I am not in any way ashamed for my friends. I’m sure they learned about Crimea from the TV news and they had tears in their eyes when they saw it. If they’re being punished for that, well let’s say they deserve this punishment. 
 Another tough one, but that’s the way things are. Indeed the price of grain has dipped. As for bread prices, they have increased a bit, but not much, I am aware of it because bread as you know is the basis of everything and people like myself, members of the Government, are obliged to know it: the price is up 1.3%.
On the whole inflation, that is price growth, as we noted the day before yesterday, was 2.3%, but the latest Central Bank figures put it at 2.8% and bread prices are up 1.3% (not much, as you see). But grain accounts for just 30% of the price of bread, the rest is electricity, power, transport and other factors, including import.
In general the inflation target for this year is 6–6.5% and I hope the Central Bank will keep it within these limits. But what worries me is that the structure of these prices, of the 2.8% increase, is very mixed. In the first quarter of this year the price of vegetables soared by almost 18%, 17.9% to be exact.
And if we look at vegetables as a group there are some differences too – these are small details, but they matter to people: for example – such things as onions and cabbage have gone up by 25, 30 and even more than 50%. The reason is the sagging ruble and the rising cost of imports, because we import a lot of food products at this time of year.
But let me repeat, I very much hope that on the whole the Government and the Central Bank will manage to rein in prices and stay within the 6–6.5% band.
 As much as I may like the army, I have to admit that agriculture has always been more important than guns because without it there can be nothing. As our farmers say, bread comes first. So we have paid and will continue to pay due attention to the development of agriculture.
In 2011 agricultural output grew significantly, by 23%, and it increased last year too, though not by so much. This year the budget envisages subsidies and money in support of agriculture to the tune of 170 billion rubles.
We will keep our finger on the pulse, monitor what is taking place in daily practice and I hope the Government will react promptly. Having said that, I know the mood among farmers who believe that the Government is sometimes late in providing subsidies and other support measures, that the new system of support per hectare is in need of improvement – we know all that and we will follow all this closely and will respond.
 I believe that payment discipline should, of course, be integral to our economic activities. In Ukraine, for example, consumers used to pay around 30%-35%, but now they are paying less than 20%. This undermines the entire national economy and the energy system, even the entire utility sector. This just runs it into the ground. However, given all that and the fact that compliance with payment discipline is very important, we must still always act based on a specific situation. I very much hope that there will be no extreme situation in connection with these cut-offs. It’s imperative to assess the situation in each particular household.
With regard to Ukraine (I’ll use your question to talk about it), the current contract was signed in 2009. Up until now, Ukraine has been paying us. Not always on time, but it has been paying for its gas nevertheless. The price formula which we expected Ukraine to use to pay for Russian gas hasn’t budged since the time this contract was signed in 2009 with Prime Minister Tymoshenko and her then Energy Minister, a gentleman with the telling name Prodan (he’s still the Minister of Energy) [prodan is the Russian for “sold” – ed.]. This formula has not changed once since then. What did we do? In 2010, we signed the so-called Kharkov agreements to extend the stay of the Russian fleet in the Crimean city of Sevastopol.
Please note that Russia has been paying about $90 million ($95, I think, or even $97 million) annually for the presence of the Russian fleet in Crimea. In addition, with the sole purpose of supporting the economy of Ukraine, we agreed that the Russian Government would remove or reduce the export duty on gas supplies to Ukraine. The reduction of export duties resulted in the final cost of Russian gas decreasing by $100 per 1,000 cubic metres. In fact, we should have begun our payments in 2017, that is, remove this duty in 2017, because the agreement for our fleet staying in Crimea is valid until 2017. Nevertheless, we started paying immediately upon signing the agreement in 2010. That is, we began to pay in advance. We were paying $100 million in current expenses plus advance payments that were coming due only in 2017. So, that makes it 2011, 2012, 2013 and 2014. Over these four years, in fact for 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021, we have already paid $11.4 billion. That’s 11.4 billion dollars. This begs the question: where’s the money? The event has not yet happened, the agreement on the fleet is still valid, and we have already begun to pay as if it has already ended. This is my first point. Of course, we have now dropped this price decreasing mechanism and cancelled the Kharkov agreements.
Next. Responding to our Ukrainian partners’ requests, we took another step in 2013 and loaned them $3 billion and even lowered the gas price to $268.5 per 1,000 cubic metres on the assumption, and based on the agreement, that they would pay us the arrears for the previous year which amount to about $1.5 billion, and would continue the regular current payments at reduced prices. What happened next? By the way, we agreed that if they failed to pay, we’d revert to the previous prices. And what happened? They paid in January, and their debt was reduced slightly. In January, they paid in full; in February, they paid less than half, and in March, the new Ukrainian government has not paid anything at all. Of $525 million owed, they paid nothing, zero, not a single dollar, not a single ruble. Under the existing agreements, if they fail to make their current payments, Gazprom is entitled to go back to the previous pricing. Why would we lock in the increasing debt at a low price when we can lock it in at the real contract price? That’s the problem.
 Yes, it’s going to be $485.
What do we hear? That Russia has a biased approach to Ukraine, and this is the political cost. However, this is the price that they agreed on with us in 2009. We lowered it under the agreement that they would pay us at least the lower price. But they don’t even pay that. Zero. That's the problem. I told our Western partners, including Germany, “We do not insist on the immediate payments. We understand Ukraine’s difficulties, but we are asking you to join us in this work and take part in rescuing the Ukrainian economy.” What does the United States do? They promised Ukraine a billion. A billion what? Guarantees. It's not the actual money, it’s just a guarantee to the banks that will agree to loan money to Ukraine. Where are these banks? There’s no one to be seen yet. We can wait a little longer, a month. If there are no payments next month, we’ll then switch to the pre-payment arrangement in accordance with the contract. What does this mean? This means that Ukraine will need to pay us upfront for the next month, and we’ll send them as much gas as they paid for. This is a difficult calculation method, and it can lead to disruptions in the distribution of our gas to our European consumers. This is exactly why we’re showing such corporate responsibility, such willingness to negotiate and be patient.
 Like I said, we’ll wait for another month. We could do it today, but we’ll wait one more month.
 I can agree about the supplies, but the transit is up to Ukraine. The contract I mentioned stipulates supplies to Ukraine at a price calculated according to the well-known formula – $485 per 1,000 cubic metres at the moment – and unimpeded transit of the Russian gas to Europe.
This was actually one of the reasons we built the Nord Stream pipeline: to secure our exports from such incidents, to ensure direct supplies to our European customers via a pipeline system along the Baltic Sea bottom. This is why we are also building the South Stream, a pipeline across the Black Sea linked to the European Union.
 Good timing.
 The format was chosen based on the importance of the event and the situation. This is an unusual event in the life of our people, our country and our state. This is why I considered it my duty to address the Federal Assembly and the people of the Russian Federation in the presence of members of the State Duma and the Federation Council. This is the first point.
Second. Why was the speech addressed to the peoples of other countries rather than their governments? As you know, the modern world, especially the Western world, is highly monopolised and many Western countries – whether they want to hear this or not – have voluntarily given up a considerable part of their sovereignty. To some extent, this is a result of the politics of blocs. Sometimes we find it very difficult to come to terms with them on geopolitical issues. It is hard to reach an agreement with people who whisper even at home for fear of being overheard by the Americans. This is not a joke or a figure of speech. Listen to me, I’m serious, I’m not joking. However, they are our main partners on economic and some other issues.
But I addressed the peoples of these countries primarily because an ordinary person from Germany, France or Italy will instantly sense whether a statement is false or not. Our position is absolutely open, honest and transparent, and for this reason it is easier to get it across to ordinary people than even to some leaders. It seems to me we succeeded to some extent. No matter what government rules a country, it will have to consider the opinion of its voters. This is why I addressed the people.
 First, good afternoon, Alexander.
Second, I’d like to say that there is no contradiction in what I said at the Valdai Club. Russia’s values do not differ dramatically from European values. We belong to the same civilisation. We are different, and we have some features that are unique to us, but we have the same ingrained values. I believe that we must certainly strive to create a greater Europe from Lisbon to Vladivostok, as I have said more than once, including today. If we accomplish this task, we will be able to take our rightful place in the future world. But if we choose a different path, if we divide Europe, European values and people, if we promote separatism in the broad meaning of the word, this will make us all insignificant and mediocre players who will have no influence over their own development, let alone global development.
 You know the answer is simple. I agree with you that we have lost trust. But why did this happen? We believe it’s not our fault, because these double standards, as we call them, have always been disappointing.
We see a situation in which it’s appropriate to act the way the United States did in Yugoslavia, Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya but it’s inappropriate for Russia to defend its interests. I gave you the example of Kosovo, which is totally obvious and clear to the average person not involved in politics. Everything is being turned upside down. This position is devoid of any logic, any logic whatsoever.
We just mentioned that I addressed the European people and other nations directly, because ordinary people can see insincerity. In order to restore trust we need to respect each other’s interests, speak the same language, avoid double standards and lies in international politics, focus on international laws but not on the politics of force, which we also mentioned here. I hope this will be possible. And I can assure you that Russia will certainly strive for this.
 You know, it didn’t happen just now because of Crimea. I think it happened much earlier, just after the events in Libya. Dmitry Medvedev, who was Russia's President at the time, supported our western partners and upheld the resolution on Libya. This was about a ban on flights of Libyan government air force.
The actual result was air bombing, the overthrow of Gaddafi, his murder and the murder of the US ambassador, and the collapse of the country. This is where mistrust comes from. This is how the “overload” happened. But I would like to emphasise this once again. Russia is interested in improving relations with the United States and will do whatever is necessary to restore trust.
 We, in any case, are not seeking to damage relations with Europe, and I hope our European partners are not planning to either.
As for the rethinking of values in European countries, yes, I agree that we are witnessing this process. So-called conservative values are acquiring a new significance. I spoke about that more than once. The victory of Viktor Orban in Hungary, the success of the conservative forces in the latest election there, the success of Marine Le Pen in France (she came third in the municipal elections), the growth of such trends in other countries is obvious.
As I see it, this is associated with the desire to strengthen national sovereignty, with the realisation that some issues that are vitally important for citizens can be addressed more effectively at the national level than, say, in Brussels. But there is also an understanding that it is important to join efforts to deal with some challenges that concern everyone. But a certain reframing process is underway indeed, and I hope that the results will be positive.
As for our relations with Europe and western countries, I have mentioned before that this is an issue of trust. In fact, you also spoke about it. You know, this is very important, this is a vital issue – trust on both the personal and intergovernmental level.
You know what came to my mind? The current Secretary General of NATO, Mr Rasmussen, used to be Prime Minister of Denmark, a wonderful country with wonderful people. We have excellent relations with Denmark, at least that has been the case so far, and I hope it will remain so in the future. When Mr Rasmussen was Prime Minister, he once asked me to hold an unplanned meeting. I agreed and we met. 
It later turned out that he had recorded our conversation and then published it. I could not believe my eyes and ears. Sounds unbelievable, right? He explained that he recorded our conversation for history. All right, I’m flattered, but even for if it was for history, shouldn’t he have at least warned me or asked my permission to publish those talks? How can we speak of trust after something like that?
You see, relationships – whether between people or governments – should be more stable, transparent and collaborative.
 Do I really?
 Yes, by and large.
 Still, American English is slightly different…
 As I understood it, he wants to know if we engage in electronic surveillance.
 Mr Snowden, you are a former intelligence officer, and I have worked for an intelligence agency, too. So let’s talk like two professionals. To begin with, Russia has laws that strictly regulate the use of special equipment by security services, including for the tapping of private conversations and for the surveillance of online communications. They need to receive a court warrant to be able to use this equipment in each particular case. So there is no, and cannot be any, indiscriminate mass surveillance under Russian law.
Since criminals, including terrorists, use these modern communication systems for their criminal activity, security services should be able to respond accordingly and use modern equipment to combat crime, including terrorism. Yes, we do this, but not on such a large scale and not arbitrarily. Hopefully – I hope very much – we will never act in this manner. Besides, we do not have such technical capabilities and funds as the United States. But the main thing is that, happily, our security services are strictly controlled by the state and society and their operation is strictly regulated by law.
 You know, I need to marry off my ex-wife Lyudmila first, and then I’ll think about myself.
 It goes without saying we’ll support and develop Sochi. It is time to understand what we should do in addition for Sochi’s development. I don’t think you should worry about what might happen because of Crimea’s accession. You’ve just said yourself that many modern and very comfortable hotels for tourists have been built in Sochi. These are world-class hotels and their rates should not be reduced below the limit – otherwise economically they won’t make any sense. This means that Crimea and Sochi should have different categories of tourists and vacationers. Given its current infrastructure, Crimea is designed for people with small incomes. They can hardly afford to stay in glamorous, top-notch Sochi hotels. Regardless of Crimea’s jurisdiction – Russian or not – there are categories of people who won’t be able to stay in Sochi’s chic hotels, and it is important to be clear on that. People without a great deal of money can afford a vacation in Crimea but the question is how to get there, by what means of transport. In this context we are thinking about low-cost air tickets. I don’t know whether the Government has announced this or not but if not, it will do so very soon. Anyway, I recently met with my colleagues – I invited them for a meeting on this score – and told them that we must provide return air tickets for vacationers in Crimea at about 7,500 rubles.
 Well, that’s great. We’ll have to provide railway tickets for 2,000, 2,500 and a maximum of 3,000 rubles in an open-berth carriage, because it will be quite difficult to get there. If we don’t offer cheap tickets people simply won’t go. What I mean is, it won’t be possible to go by the usual northern route because Ukraine will shut down railway service from the north of the peninsula. So people will have to travel to Anapa or Krasnodar and then get to the Black Sea coast, from where they should go by ferry or ship to relevant ports and finally to hotels. This is a fairly complicated route and if such travel is not cheap we won’t be able to attract holidaymakers to Crimea. This is why we are trying to create these special conditions for Crimean health resorts and increase the number of aircraft that would carry those who’d like to vacation in Crimea.
However, this doesn’t mean at all that we’ll forget about Sochi. On the contrary, we’ll do everything to support Sochi in the price niche that is designed for people with at least medium incomes. You know that after the Olympics some of its facilities are being converted to other uses. We have the Governor here and he knows all about this. I hope he’s already started turning one facility into a major shopping centre and another into a huge exhibition complex. We’re planning to host permanent shows of leading figure skaters from Russia and the world on the skating rink that hosted the Olympic figure skating competitions. All these innovations will add to Sochi’s appeal to visitors. I think the same is true of Formula One and the future FIFA World Cup.
Of course, it will take time to convert these Olympic facilities into post-Olympic ones but there is no doubt that Sochi will carry on and flourish.
 As FIFA head Mr Blatter said, football and politics don’t mix, and the organisation is not going to review its schedule or the host countries, including Russia.
 Ivan, I have just said that the future of the facilities is already known. Some of them will be turned into exhibition centres, shopping malls; some will be used as concert halls; some ice rinks will still be used for their initial purpose. For example, the Small Arena [Shaiba] or the Large Arena [Bolshoy Ice Dome]. The Large Arena, I hope, will be available for the Sochi ice hockey team, while the Small Arena will be a permanent sports camp for children with facilities in both the coastal and the mountain cluster. We decided long ago how these facilities will be used. I repeat once again, restructuring and re-equipping them takes time, but everything will be done, all these projects will be completed.
 Yes.
 You and I discussed this issue when we meat in Sochi. Responsibilities should be split between regions, municipalities and the Federation. As you know, the Federation is already doing a lot for high performance Paralympic athletes by creating specialised training centres and promoting a barrier-free environment in old venues so that Paralympic athletes can use them.
Popular sports, including for adults and children with disabilities, is a separate issue that has received little attention until recently. Special attention should be paid to disabled sports as part of the efforts to promote mass sport. These initiatives should be coordinated with the regions. We will move in this direction and are committed to encouraging regions to make the necessary allocations for creating specialised facilities. A part of funds that I’ve already mentioned, 34.5 billion rubles that will be allocated for creating a barrier-free environment, could also go towards such efforts.
 We recently discussed practically the same thing with the Agency for Strategic Initiatives, when we talked about an even more difficult case – deaf-blind people. But let’s also pay attention to those with impaired hearing and how we can help them adapt. I will ask our colleagues from the Agency to look at this issue as well. There are many energetic, young people at the Agency who have many good ideas. In general, this is a solvable problem.
 The internet can be used for this, and there are other ways.
 We just need to focus on it. I will definitely ask our colleagues to take up the issue.
 First of all, I’d like to focus on healthcare in rural areas. People are saying that rural medical posts are being closed. It’s very strange indeed that this is happening.
Most of the funds allocated as part of the effort to modernise the healthcare system were used to improve rural medicine. As far as I can remember, the amount of funds allocated to the programme and the regions in general was almost double the amount used to improve healthcare in urban areas, primarily because we wanted to maintain and reinforce the network of medical institutions in rural areas.
So, if a rural medical post is closed somewhere, then inter-village rural posts should be set up with proper transport access, roads, etc. I’ll look into it closely and see what’s going on in the regions in question. This is absolutely unacceptable. This is my first point.
Second, with regard to doctors’ salaries. In general, the statistics show that salaries in medicine are growing faster than in other industries. Specialists saw their salaries grow 141 percent last year, that is up 41 percent, nurses 80 percent, and paramedics 47 percent.
With regard to the situation described by the nurse from St Petersburg, we need to look carefully into this case in order to understand what’s going on there. I promise you that this is exactly what we are going to do. We will take a thorough look at this medical institution in the Frunzensky District of St Petersburg.
If memory serves, the average salary in St Petersburg is around 37,500 rubles, approximately 37,600. If we use this number as 100 percent, we can arrive at the salary paid to medical personnel as a percentage. If this lady’s salary is 26,600 rubles, or 23,000 after taxes, how much is that as a percentage? She’s a registered nurse. What percentage is that of 37,500? Perhaps less than 80%, but around that figure.
Clearly, this person works one and a half shifts. The Government should then … The Government makes calculations of real wages: base salary, base salary and a half. I've heard people say this, but we believe that it’s not so important.
Importantly, people are earning this money. But then the Government should clearly and openly say how these salaries are being calculated. Whether they are consistent with workplace safety standards. And so on and so forth. There is, of course, something to work on. But all in all, I repeat, the salaries of medical personnel are growing faster than average salaries across Russia.
As for salaries of 12,000–13,000 ruble being paid to highly skilled professionals, we should also look at specific regions, and we will look at it by all means. Again, this should not be significantly different from the average figures nationwide. We should look at the average wage in this particular region.
However, there’s another point that I’d like to draw your attention to. The Government has issued a resolution whereby salaries of executives in publicly funded institutions should be no more than eight times higher than the average salary in that particular institution.
This difference is high enough to provide a decent salary to senior executives and recognise their managerial abilities and qualifications. Anything above that is unacceptable. I do not rule out the possibility of violations in this area. We will get back to this and take a look at this issue at the local level.
 I believe that it has never been very broad in our society, and that it only looked strong. We have a small group of revolutionaries who are far removed from the people, as the classics said, but they are an important part of society. Irina Prokhorova addressed this issue today.
Of course, we should take the opinion of the majority of people into account when taking decisions and shaping our domestic and foreign policy. But we must never disregard the opinion of the minority who have a different opinion of the developments taking place in the country and on the international stage, and we must take their opinion into account and listen to what they have to say. But I cannot say that the government is deliberately trying to limit their space.
 I pretty much answered your question when I said that we will be guided by the opinion of the majority and build our policy based on their interests. Of course, we need to hear other points of view, even if they come from a minority. This is my position. You know, in my everyday work I always listen to what my colleagues have to say. Even if I disagree with them, I always give them a chance to speak and always think that maybe there’s something useful in what they are saying. Before taking a decision, I always try to discuss the problem again, this time from the perspective of the colleague who has a different opinion. This is important in everyday work and in politics, both domestic and international. This is a necessary thing. That's how I feel about it. I believe this answers your question.
With regard to other issues that you mentioned in your remarks, it’s normal to think like that about our relations with the West. Who does not want our relations to be good? We want this. We are part of the common civilisation, which is mostly Christian civilisation. But even Russian Muslims and Russian Jews are very close to us. Fundamentally, we share the same culture. We want our relations to be good, but we simply cannot afford to have someone always presume that we will give up our interests and move the line all the time in exchange for someone agreeing to be friendly with us. For being allowed to sit next to someone, we must make concessions here and there and turn a blind eye to certain things. This is impossible. In the end, we have reached a point beyond which we cannot retreat. You also mentioned our motives. We want to establish good relations with all our partners in the West and the East. Of course, we certainly need to analyse a variety of viewpoints to resolve this or that problem as we develop these approaches.
 Thank you for your views and your uncompromising stand on sensitive problems and issues. I think you are right, but we should use a different set of instruments in conducting the discussion. On the one hand, one cannot apply harsh epithets to the people who have made a substantial, if not the decisive, contribution to enabling the people of Crimea to express their will. They are our servicemen. As I have already said, their actions were very courageous, decisive and highly professional. Analysts will yet study and draw lessons from what has been done and how.
But on the other hand the “hamsters” have sharp teeth, they have no rotten teeth and they don’t need to see a doctor. If they had bad teeth they would all die out. So let us not talk about “little green men” on the one hand and “hamsters with rotten teeth” on the other, let us upgrade the culture of our communication and our discussion. It would do us all good.
 You know, this is not a trend. There is no trend at all.
Moreover, I will tell you that the governor corps in Russia is healthy and strong. They are ready to take responsibility for their regions. Many of them achieve excellent results.
I can see Mr Kadyrov here. He does a lot for his region.
Only a few years ago, Minutka Square [in Grozny] was totally run-down. I remember flying over Grozny in a helicopter and there was nothing to look at. We even raised the issue of moving the Chechen capital to another city because we didn’t believe it would be possible to restore it. Now the city is prospering. A lot has been done in Krasnodar Territory, especially in Sochi.
Of course, there are still problems in the North Caucasus – for example, unemployment and other problems in Ingushetia and Dagestan. But there has been some progress. And it is amazing what is happening in other regions, like Kaluga Region, which, with its scarce natural resources, has achieved outstanding results in increasing regional GDP. However, if we encounter any ethical violations, any abuse of power, we reserve the right to make the appropriate personnel decisions.
 “Chapayev”, of course.
 It is for the Central Bank to decide according to Russian law. It hasn’t occurred to me, but I will think about that.
 Yes, I have chosen some. I don’t know if they are interesting but they should be informative at least. We have just talked about replacing governors. I hope this doesn’t really concern governors. You know, I would like to stress that in our country thieves have never been executed. It is not the severity of the punishment but its unavoidability. This is what we strive for. But I read this question to let officials at various levels of government know what the public mood is like.
 Nothing of the sort. We were planning some contacts but our American counterparts decided to suspend this work. But I hope that eventually we will be back on the same track.
The iron curtain is a Soviet invention, a domestic phenomenon. We are not going to isolate our country, our people and our society from anyone. No, there won’t be an iron curtain.
You know, this seems to be a simple question but it is quite important. The United States is a major global player and at a certain point it seemed to think that it was the only leader and a unipolar system was established. Now we can see that it is not the case and everything in the world is interrelated. If they try to punish someone like misbehaving children or to stand them in the corner on a sack of peas or do something to hurt them, eventually they will bite the hand that feeds them. Sooner or later, they will realise this.
So what is the score? You know, I’d rather not speak metaphorically about this. This is not a sports competition. We are partners and I hope our future entails good development prospects because our interests correspond in many aspects. These include international security, non-proliferation of weapons, combating terrorism, and the global economy. These are our common interests with the US. We will not be able to succeed in these issues if we don’t join forces.
The Governor is my representative there. So I’m asking the Governor to immediately go there and see what’s happening. This village is in Tula Region. Therefore, this task is for the Tula Governor.
Please use the car and don’t worry. If Mr Kolomoisky and Mr Finkelstein don’t want your money, it’s their problem.
But another and more important question concerns private bank accounts, which is very serious. I would like to note that we have a database of Privatbank and Oschadbank depositors. We will of course act according to the data we have. But the decision is almost made, so if people lose any money they have in their accounts we will repay them up to 700,000 roubles in line with Russian laws.
No.
Six, as I said.
Daniil, hello to you and all your friends and acquaintances, to everyone living in this children’s home. I hope we’ll meet one day.
I sure hope this doesn’t happen, but you know that there are personal relationships as well as relations between governments. I can’t say that I have a special personal relationship with the US President, but I think he is a decent man and brave enough. So, I think he definitely would.
You know, the Government has established a whole agency – the Open Government. If such questions are being asked now (I picked this one out on purpose), that means the Open Government is not so open after all and isn’t doing such a good job.
As you know, in many of Russia’s regions, Governors regularly appear in the media and reach out to the public. This is something I know for a fact.
This question is from Rostov Region. And if this is indeed an issue, the Rostov Region Governor should draw the appropriate conclusions. Hopefully, he’ll listen to this.
St Petersburg, of course. That’s where I was born, after all. It’s my home city.
Thank you very much, Christina. Let me invite you and your parents to the Victory Day parade on May 9.
 Well, some specialists believe that the people as a community do not have specific features, that only individuals have them. I find it hard to accept this position because if people are using the same language, live in a common state, on a common territory with a certain climate, if they have common cultural values and history, they are bound to have some common features.
As for our people, our country, like a magnet, has attracted representatives of different ethnic groups, nations and nationalities. Incidentally, this has become the backbone not only for our common cultural code but also a very powerful genetic code, because genes have been exchanged during all these centuries and even millennia as a result of mixed marriages.
And this genetic code of ours is probably, and in fact almost certainly, one of our main competitive advantages in today’s world. This code is very flexible and enduring. We don’t even feel it but it is certainly there.
So what are our particular features? We do have them, of course, and I think they rely on values. It seems to me that the Russian person or, on a broader scale, a person of the Russian world, primarily thinks about his or her highest moral designation, some highest moral truths. This is why the Russian person, or a person of the Russian world, does not concentrate on his or her own precious personality…
Of course, in everyday life we all think about how to live a wealthier and better life, to be healthier and help our family, but these are still not the main values. Our people open themselves outward. Western values are different and are focused on one’s inner self. Personal success is the yardstick of success in life and this is acknowledged by society. The more successful a man is, the better he is.
This is not enough for us in this country. Even very rich people say: “Okay, I’ve made millions and billions, so what next?” At any rate, everything is directed outward, and oriented toward society. I think only our people could have come up with the famous saying: “Meeting your death is no fear when you have got people round you.” How come? Death is horrible, isn’t it? But no, it appears it may be beautiful if it serves the people: death for one’s friends, one’s people or for the homeland, to use a modern word.
These are the deep roots of our patriotism. They explain mass heroism during armed conflicts and wars and even sacrifice in peacetime. Hence there is a feeling of fellowship and family values. Of course, we are less pragmatic, less calculating than representatives of other peoples, and we have bigger hearts. Maybe this is a reflection of the grandeur of our country and its boundless expanses. Our people have a more generous spirit.
I don’t want to offend anyone by saying this. Many peoples have their own advantages but this is certainly ours. An intensive genetic, informational and cultural exchange is going on in the modern world. There is no doubt that other peoples have precious and useful things that we can borrow, but we have relied for centuries on our own values, which have never let us down and will stand us in good stead in the future.
Thank you very much. 
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 This is a traditional question. I proceeded from the idea that you would ask this and this is something I would have to mention in any case. So I made some notes to make sure I do not invent things or get confused in the numbers. Actually, a lot of this has already been made public, but some figures are new and I am happy to share them with you and with the entire country.
You have already mentioned some of the results. This is the accession of Crimea and Sevastopol and the complicated foreign economic situation. Something we have said a lot about, but is worth mentioning now again, although it happened last year is our victory in the 2014 Olympics, the successful Sochi Winter Olympic Games. All this happened last year.
I would also mention the fact that we have come across certain external limitations, which in one way or another have had an impact on our growth rates, on our development, though on the whole we can now see that the ruble is gaining strength and the stock markets are on the rise. We have managed to avoid spiralling inflation.
Let us look at some specific figures. By the end of last year, Russia’s GDP has grown by 0.6 percent – a small growth, but it is growth nevertheless. Industrial production has gone up slightly more – by 1.7 percent, while the processing industry – by 2.1 percent. We have set a new record in oil production – 525 million tons, which is the highest in recent history. We also took in the largest grain crop in recent history – 105.3 million tons. Overall, agriculture demonstrated very good results with a 3.7 percent growth. We are also observing growth in the first quarter of this year, and this is good news.
There are positive dynamics in a number of other industries as well. Thus, the chemical industry has grown by 4.1 percent, the production of mineral fertilizers by 4.2, and so forth. At the same time, as you have justly noted, we do have some problems. The reduction of capital investment from small businesses was a negative signal. Thus, overall capital investment last year went down by 2.5 percent.
At the same time, housing construction has been doing very well. Our construction workers can be proud that they have also demonstrated record achievements in the entire history of the Russian state. Never before, neither in Soviet nor in post-Soviet times, and not in pre-Soviet either, I am sure, have we built so much housing – around 81 or even 82 million square meters.
We also managed to avoid a sharp hike in unemployment. It did grow last year, from about 5.3–5.4 in the middle of last year to 5.8 now, but we have managed to hold it back. I am certain we will get back to this today.
Meanwhile, the results of last year show an 11.4 percent growth in consumer prices. There is nothing good about this, of course, because this affects people’s living standards. However, in March the inflation rate has dropped. The population’s disposable income has gone down by 1 percent, while wages and salaries grew by 1.3 percent. As you may know, we have indexed pensions – both social and old age ones. Meanwhile economic uncertainty has led to a capital outflow. This is also something we need to keep in mind, but if there are questions about this, we can discuss it in greater detail. I see nothing disastrous here.
Despite the significant fluctuations on the financial market, Russia’s banking sector has demonstrated good dynamics. The portfolio of loans to the real sector of the economy has grown, and what is especially good is that the overall assets of Russian banks have grown to reach 77 trillion rubles and for the first time they exceed the nation’s GDP. This is a very good index, demonstrating the stability and reliability of the Russian banking system.
I have to say that both individuals and legal entities are now returning the money they withdrew or exchanged into hard currency at the end of last year. Thus, citizens’ deposits grew by 9.4 percent last year, while those of economic entities – by 40.6 percent, and they continue growing this year. In January, citizens’ deposits have added another 2.8 percent to reach over 19 trillion rubles, while those of organisations grew by 5.1 percent to a total of over 26 trillion rubles.
Overall, if we move on to budget issues, we concluded last year with a slight deficit of 0.5 percent and managed to prevent a spiralling into a major deficit. In other words, there is a deficit, and we envisaged a somewhat greater one this year of 3.7 percent, but it is quite reasonable.
One of the positive outcomes of 2014 was undoubtedly the positive demographics. The birth rate has gone up against a drop in the death rate. The average life span continues growing and this speaks of an overall positive tendency and public sentiment in general.
These, briefly, are the results of 2014 and the beginning of 2015.
 You did not listen to me attentively after all; you were thinking of the question you were going to ask and missed a few of the things I mentioned. I spoke of a number of positive developments, including those on a macroeconomic level, which are very important for further development. However, I also said the population’s incomes have gone down. Salaries have grown a little, but the overall incomes have dropped due to inflation of about 11.4 percent. I mentioned this as well.
As for sanctions, this conversation with entrepreneurs did take place, and I told them they should hardly expect a lifting of the sanctions because these are purely political matters, and for some of our partners I believe they have to do with their strategic interaction with Russia and with hindering our development.
Actually, I do not think this issue directly concerns Ukraine any longer, because the current goal is the implementation of the Minsk Agreements. We are doing everything possible toward this goal, but Kiev is taking its time, while the sanctions have not been lifted.
The point at issue is not the sanctions. What did I tell the business people? I told them that the issue is not limited to the sanctions, that we must find better ways to manage these processes at home, in our country and economy. And that very much depends on what we do.
We have talked about prices and wages, but what is the reason? It is clear that the reason is the pressure on the ruble, its depreciation. In turn, it is connected to oil prices. We know very well that, unfortunately, our economic development has been lop-sided for a long time, and this will be very difficult to change.
What have we been doing for the past years? Wages were growing at a priority pace, much faster than labour efficiency. And the currency rate adjustment was unavoidable – unavoidable – even in the absence of the sanctions.
In fact, the sanctions came in handy for the Government and the Central Bank, which can now blame the situation on the sanctions. But the sanctions are not the only reason. We must adjust our economic policy more professionally, consistently and quickly. It has now been adjusted.
Believe me, this is a very important decision, and both the markets and investors have responded to it. It will help improve our economy and create basic conditions for further development. So the sanctions, which are definitely contributing to our current problems, and which we will possibly discuss here if there are questions, the sanctions are not our biggest problem.
 After all, Russia is not Iran. Russia is bigger; its economy is bigger and by the way much more diversified than Iran’s. Moreover, our energy policy is different from that of the Iranian authorities, and this is for a number of reasons, which I will not analyse or asses here. After all, Russia’s energy industry is much more market-based than in a number of oil and gas producing countries. So you cannot really compare the two countries.
As for how long we will have to endure the sanctions, I would put the question differently. This should not be about enduring anything – we must benefit from the situation with the sanctions to reach new development frontiers. Otherwise, we probably would not have done it. This goes for import substitution policies, which we are now forced to implement. We will move in this direction, and I hope that these efforts will foster the development of the high-tech sectors of the economy with higher growth rates than previously seen.
The Russian market was too crowded for domestic agricultural producers, especially after our country joined the WTO. But now we are able to clear it up. It is true that this had a negative impact in terms of food price inflation. So in this respect we will have to put up with it for some time, but domestic agricultural output will inevitably grow, and it will grow, especially on the back of the government support measures that are in place. 
I am aware of the discontent among agricultural producers. They are probably in the studio and will have an opportunity to ask some questions. We will discuss it, but it should be noted that the support is there. Domestic production and food security are extremely important, and we will seek to ensure them. Would we have taken these counter actions or not without the sanctions? The answer is no. But now we are doing it.
 Perhaps we will do it sooner. Given what we see right now – the strengthening of the ruble, market growth and other things – I think that perhaps this could happen sooner, but still, I believe, it will take about two years. Considering all the factors, we are forecasting a certain production decline later this year. But then, we assumed that the start of this year would see a considerable drop in production, but it did not. 
I would like to tell you that industrial production in March of this year was 99.4 percent of what it was in March 2014, and in the first quarter of this year, 99.6 percent of the level recorded in the first quarter of 2014.
In practical terms, there has been no decline in production during the start of this year. Some growth is possible but it will be contingent on the key rate, the Government’s and the state’s economic policy, and many other factors. Still, we must do our best to keep up the positive dynamics that we are witnessing right now. It should be maintained and accelerated.
 Perhaps there is always a chance to do something differently. I do not know if something would have been better. I think we took the best approach. 
 You know it is not even the matter of strength. As for resources, we certainly have a lot. The most important thing is human resources, people’s skills and willingness to work. I have had a lot of contact with people, and I know how they feel, particularly about the sanctions. But I do not want to show you the gestures – you can imagine what gestures come from ordinary people. 
Our task – the task facing the President, the Government, the Central Bank, and the heads of the regions – is to get through this time with minimal loss. Can we make it or not? Yes we can, and it is not about being patient. We must use the situation to our benefit. And we can do this. 
 You know, there are lots of unpredictable threats out there, but if we manage to maintain a stable political situation in the country and keep our people as united as we are now, we will be immune to any threats.
 This is an overly critical assessment of the Government's work. Of course, the Government should always be criticised, just like the President and the governors. Everyone needs critical feedback as a matter of fact. Generally, criticism helps to look at things from a different perspective, which is always good.
Still, adopting a socioeconomic stabilisation plan for our country under such circumstances is not an easy task and requires a highly professional approach. These things cannot be dealt with in an offhanded manner. You cannot just throw money at the problem thinking that we have an infinite supply of it.
So, it took the Government some time to sort things out and see what needed to be done and what it takes to accomplish it. However, the plan that I mentioned was adopted in late December, and it is now being implemented gradually.
Could it have been done faster? Probably yes, we could have moved faster. Nevertheless, this action plan has been thoroughly thought out, and I believe it adequately reflects the current state of our economy. What I mean is that, first, this is an ambitious plan with a budget of 2.3 trillion rubles, which is a lot. Of this amount, 900 billion rubles were used to directly support the banking system, which is, according to some experts, the lifeblood of our economy. No matter who criticises the Government or the Central Bank, it must be admitted that these actions are correct and justified, which can be corroborated by the previous 2008–2009 crisis.
Moreover, 250 billion has been allocated to the goods-and-services sector, also via banks, but in effect straight into the real sector of the economy. A decision has been made to boost the capitalisation of the United Aircraft Corporation, i.e., to inject 100 billion rubles into the aircraft manufacturing sector. Over 82 billion will be provided to support the labour market and 200 billion plus 30 billion in guarantees to the real sector and for the specific project. 
The Central Bank has provided for an entire package of what I regard as timely and economically vital measures. As I said earlier, we indexed pensions at the beginning of the year. In other words, a number of decisions were made in the tax sphere that we will probably discuss later. There is a separate programme to support the agricultural sector. Also, in the domestic transit sector − say, rail transit – things have not been finalised there yet, but nevertheless, a decision has been made to introduce zero VAT on commuter rail services, reduce VAT on domestic air services by 10 percent, and so on. In other words, there is a package, a comprehensive set of measures, and they are beginning to work. 
It is probably not quite fair to say that we are not seeing the results. I understand that prices are still what they are, although they started falling in March. This is also a fact – perhaps not in all regions, but it is evident on a countrywide level. The ruble has also stabilised and strengthened. So it would be unfair to say that there are no results. Perhaps there were greater expectations, but this is exactly why I say that we should face up to reality and choose the right direction to move in. I believe that the Government has made the right choice and we are moving down this path. 
 Do you think so? What causes?
 But why have they increased? 
Oil prices indeed have gone up a little, but this is directly connected – and experts are already seeing this – the strengthening of the ruble is connected to oil prices, but this strengthening is not directly related to this increase. 
There are other factors involved, and I have already mentioned the main one. Experts see that we have passed the peak of the problems with the repayment of external loans by our banking and other enterprises in the real sector, and we have adjusted the national currency exchange rate. And nothing went bust, everything works. 
Yes, we have some problems: inflation has gone up, unemployment has increased slightly, but not like in the Euro zone: it is over 11percent there and here it is, so far, just 5.8 percent. So, all this contributes to the shoring up of our national currency.
 Pardon me, I would like to make a minor correction if I may. The Government has completed work on the anti-crisis plan. The task now is to put it into practice. 
 We have actually already begun to talk about this. It is true – and I said it at the very beginning – that people’s real incomes have dropped somewhat because of the inflation, which leapt to 11.4 percent last year. We will have to take that into account in our social policy by assisting, above all, the vulnerable social groups, the citizens who experience the most hardship. 
The second most important task is to preserve jobs. I have already said that certain resources — and that is over 82 billion rubles — have been set aside to preserve jobs. If necessary, that money will be used. I also hope that the downward inflationary trend, in any case its rate of reduction, will remain the same, partly due to the strengthening of the national currency. 
 What do you produce?
 See? This is a perfect example of what can be done and in what way. Training professional personnel, particularly in production, is a key element for growth in the near term as production itself is becoming more complicated and we really need highly skilled workers in the first place. 
We work closely in this area with business associations – those representing small, medium-sized and large businesses. We have agreed with them on a variety of cooperative measures. These include competences in many areas, the joint organisation of in-production practice and so on. Without this, it is simply impossible to move forward – this is obvious. The Government has a comprehensive programme for action in this area. 
But of course, you are absolutely right: it would be better to start this career guidance at an early stage, in school. Yesterday, I had a discussion with my colleagues. In large cities like Moscow, almost 100 percent [of young people] want to move on with higher education. Striving for knowledge is, incidentally, a very good thing of course, but it shows, among other things, that career guidance at school, which you mentioned, is still poorly organised here. We’ll work with you on this. 
 Mr Kudrin, we have worked together for many years, and we have very good and nearly friendly relations. I know your views on this matter. And you have presented your forecast very clearly, and it is very close to what can indeed happen.
To begin with, you were among the authors of the programme of the development of our country and its economy through 2020. “2020” is a well-known programme and it has not changed in any significant way. If you and I overlooked something, this has to be our fault, including your fault. 
But we have to proceed from the realities of today and – you are right – to look at what is happening in the world and in our economy. The blueprints are known: we have to provide better conditions for business, we have to provide better conditions for private investment, we have to improve our monetary policy, and of course we must greatly improve the system of running the country as a whole, the Government and individual sectors, we must improve the work of law enforcement agencies and the justice system. This is a complex task. It is easier said than done, but of course we have to do it. As they say, “don’t dwell on it, deal with it.” We must do it. 
Of course there are things that are well known, but, as they say, this requires political will. You know that in spite of the fairly difficult conditions, we are exerting certain efforts in the direction you and the people who share your views on the development of the economy have recommended. 
For example, this year, the Government has not adjusted for inflation certain social benefits. I am aware that your colleagues, those who share your point of view, say this is not enough and that perhaps we should make more reductions and freeze more expenses, and reduce incomes because wages are growing too fast, that the retirement age should be raised as soon as possible if we are to balance the pension system in which we have to funnel huge resources out of the budget and the reserve funds. All this impedes our development. Theoretically, this is true, of course. To shape economic policy competently, a brain is definitely needed. But if we want people to trust us, we need a heart, too. And feel how ordinary people live and how this affects them. 
If we keep people’s trust, they will support everything we do and even will be willing to put up with this situation, as our colleagues have assured us. But if we act while disregarding the people, then we will quickly roll back to the early 1990s, as I see it, when we will lose people’s trust and will have to spend much more money on social issues than is stipulated for onward movement, even if at a slow pace, like it was when we decided to convert from benefits in kind to cash payments, a sharp move that ultimately cost huge amounts of public funds. To prevent this, we will do what the Government and the Central Bank have proposed. I think this will suffice.
We will see if our lag will be really serious. Just look at the level of the US national debt, which is now higher than its GDP. This is an alarming sign, a red flag for the entire global economy. And we do not know which turn the events will take there.
The Euro zone has a huge amount of problems. It is coming apart. What will the debtor countries, whose debts have reached 174 percent of GDP, do? What will happen in Europe? Will the Euro zone leaders be able to help the underperformers? We do not know this either. So we will above all focus on ensuring high growth rates, but in doing so we will try to avoid putting an excessive burden on the people. Everybody knows this very well. Well, maybe not everybody, but Mr Kudrin knows enough as a member of the Presidential Expert Council. You know that we highly respect your opinion, and I personally respect it, honestly, and we will definitely listen to what you have to say.
 Yes, certainly.
 Programme 2020 is a guideline for our development and it is still in effect. As for the targeted nature of social assistance, I completely agree with you, and the Government has been instructed to work on this. 
Regarding the issue of wages rising out of proportion to the rise in labour efficiency, I have already expressed my position on the issue and I believe that you are also right. Simply put, it is always more difficult to do this on the practical level than in conversation, even during direct lines, directly with the people, because the level of wages, the level of income, especially in such a sphere as school education, is too low to count on real results. 
Granted, this leads to imbalances, like those that we have today. Yes, this happens, but on the whole we should seek to ensure that – as this is the case in some sectors – wage rises should follow productivity, not vice versa. This is true. 
 It would also be good to know who provides customs clearance for these shipments. If this is true, and it could actually be the case, we will try to eradicate such practices. Honestly, this actually makes the situation on the food market somewhat less dire. As I’ve already said, the counter-measures we have taken led to an increase in food prices, driving up inflation. Still, this is an issue of being dishonest about what you do. Please, let me know where such things are happening.
The main thing now is not to fight simply such negative developments, but to focus on fostering growth in the domestic agriculture industry. This way we will be able to free our shelves of foreign goods by economic means, coupled with a dose of administrative pressure based on counter-sanctions, so that domestic producers can have the place they deserve on store shelves.
 Let me report in general on what is being done in the agricultural sector and in terms of its support. The host has just read a question asked by one of your colleagues, an agricultural producer. He said that we should keep the market free of foreign goods. But there is the other side of the coin, the consumers, who want quality goods at acceptable prices. This is why the state has developed a system of measures to support agriculture as a whole. This system includes two tax support options: a simplified tax system and a second system. Which one do you use? 
 Unified agricultural tax, right? But this year we have introduced additional support measures. What are they? One of them – and I think it is the most significant one – is the increased subsidies for bank interest on loans that entrepreneurs use to increase their working capital. It used to be that the government only subsidised 5.5 percent of the bank’s interest rate on loans; now it is 14.7 percent. This means that if you, for example, borrow at 20 percent, you pay an interest of 20 percent minus 14.7 percent. However, if you borrow at 25 percent, your resulting interest will be 10.3 percent. But I hope that, once the Bank of Russia takes some steps to cut its key rate, borrowers’ lives will be easier.
We have allocated an additional 50 billion rubles to support agriculture this year, and approved another 4 billion to subsidise equipment leasing. Two of the four billion, I think, went to Rosagroleasing. Other government measures involve increasing the “per-hectare” support by 8.5 billion from the former 14-something – probably 14.5 billion rubles.
Now, regarding the support for small agricultural businesses such as yours. Our recommendation to regional governments is to provide two million each to start-up farms. The money comes from the federal budget. 
You were right to say that there is a whole package of support measures. It is difficult to say why the support never reaches the small businesses it is meant for. To find out, we might need to explore the situation in your region specifically. The area you are working in is certainly a challenging segment of agriculture, so the government will need to think of more ways to support dairy producers. Right now, purchasing prices are often below your production costs, I know that. We understand your problems and will try to help you. 
As for the problems your farm is facing, specifically, and the situation in your region, we’ll have to take a closer look and maybe talk to your governor. Which region is that?
 How did you end up here (in Russia)? Was it a case of cherchez la femme? It means “look for the woman involved.” 
 Regarding trusting or not trusting statistics. Every country has some complaints about its statistics, but I do trust the figures they give me. If you noticed, answering the man who is in fact your colleague, the man from Kostroma who was just asking a question and who also produces milk, I told him right off that the procurement prices for milk are below cost, and this creates problems. These are statistical data. So I have no reason to mistrust these statistics. 
The question is what to do to improve the situation? I have already mentioned one step. The Government has decided to increase subsidies on loans to replenish working capital. Anyway, you have been a farmer for so long and you continue to do it, which means that if things were really so bad, your business would have gone under, but in fact it exists.
There is also the issue of dried milk, which is imported in huge quantities, and we keep saying that dried milk imports, for example from Belarus, are ultimately decreasing the prices of Russian goods. As in any other economic association, we will talk it out with our partners in a frank manner to coordinate the methods and the level of subsidies for the agriculture industry as a whole and for individual sectors, including the dairy sector. This is first.
Second, we will certainly have to increase support. I think the Government will have to increase support, including in this particular sector, if we want to preserve dairy production.
However, there is one more component here. You mentioned milk yields. I do not know if milk yields are high at your farm, but I do know that the Russian average is low. Compared to other countries, our dairy industry is ineffective. What is the average for our country? What is the figure at your farm?
 Twice as high.
 It is important indeed.
 It is important, I agree. We are aware of the reality. You may think that this is not the case for me or the Government. But we do know how things are, and I hope that the Government will make relevant decisions to this effect, as I have already said.
Maybe what has been done so far is not enough. That said, quite a bit has been done on the back of some restrictions, including budget constraints. We have to balance the interests of a number of industries, although agriculture is currently among the priority areas. What I mean is that we are freeing up the market for domestic producers. We will keep working with you on this. Let’s wait and see. 
As for statistics, I am inclined to trust rather than distrust them.
 About the cost and purchase prices – we have already agreed that this is an issue we certainly need to address.
With regard to selling your product, milk. We have talked about this many times, and even adopted special legislation to protect agricultural producers and help them get their produce to grocery stores. If that is not enough, we can come back to this again and review this issue one more time.
Regarding the use of milk in social institutions, such as kindergartens, schools, etc., these issues should be addressed at the regional and local levels. I hope that your governor and other governors hear us and will act upon this.
However, in this case, you will still need to look at the price level, because if a region buys something, milk in this particular case, then of course, the regional authorities will be thinking about how much they can afford to spend on a particular product (it involves budget funds, which are limited).
And, finally, your last proposal, or rather idea, to operate through your own outlets. You are talking about large urban areas, right?
 That’s what I thought. Does it have to do with purchasing some retail space or setting up temporary selling spots? Is that what we are talking about?
 I am sure it will. You know, there are misgivings, in particular among local authorities, because of the negative experience with outdoor markets, even very small ones. There is a problem here, that retail chains and individual stores sell expiring or expired goods to these small markets.
But you are speaking about very practical issues related to the marketing of particular goods, and I fully agree with you. We will send a signal to the heads of regions, who will in their turn get to the municipal authorities. I see nothing bad in this; the idea is very good because it will reduce the distance between the producers and their buyers. Indeed, we sell kvass and water at outdoor facilities, so why not sell milk too?
I fully agree with you. I will certainly discuss this idea with governors.
Thank you, and good luck.
 Indeed, we signed this contract way back in 2007. In 2010 it was suspended by a presidential executive order because of the problems over the Iranian nuclear programme. This was really the case, but today we can clearly see – and you understand it well, as an experienced person – that our Iranian partners are demonstrating a lot of flexibility and an obvious desire to reach a compromise on their nuclear programme. 
In effect, all participants in the process have announced that an agreement has been reached. Now they only have the technical details to deal with, and they will complete this before June. This is why we made this decision.
I have not read or heard the statement by the German Federal Chancellor and cannot comment on it for this reason. But if someone fears that we have started cancelling the sanctions, apparently our colleagues do not know that the supply of these systems is not on the UN list of sanctions. We suspended this contract absolutely unilaterally. Now that there is obvious progress on the Iranian track, we do not see why we should continue imposing this ban unilaterally – I would like to emphasise this again.
As for the list of sanctions envisaged by the UN resolutions, we will of course act in unison with our partners. We have always cooperated with this, and I would like to stress that we have made a large contribution to the settlement of the Iranian nuclear issue.
Moreover, our companies made this equipment. It is expensive – worth about a billion dollars ($900 million). Nobody is paying our companies for these systems. There was a hint that they could be bought, but nobody buys. So we have to ask: why should we take the loss?
But the situation is improving and this equipment is not on the sanctions list. I think that on the contrary, our Iranian partners should be encouraged to continue in the same vein. In addition, there is one more aspect to this problem.
You mentioned the position of our Israeli partners. I must say, in our military arms exports we have always focused on the situation in the region in question – most importantly, in the Middle East. Speaking of which, we are not the Middle East’s largest arms supplier. The United States provides many more arms to the region and takes a much greater profit.
Well, just recently, Israel expressed concern over our exports of the same S-300 missiles to another country in the region. They stressed that if successful, this arrangement could result in big changes, even geopolitical changes, in the region because the S-300 can reach Israel from that country’s territory even though it is not an aggressive weapon. But as one of my counterparts said, none of Israel’s planes will be able to take off. And this is a serious problem.
We consulted with our buyers. Our partners in one of the Arab countries were quite understanding about the issue. So we cancelled the contract altogether and returned the advance payment of $400 million. We are trying to be very careful.
As far as Iran is concerned, it is a completely different story that does not pose any threat to Israel whatsoever. It is a solely defensive weapon. Moreover, we believe that under the current circumstances in the region, especially in view of the events in Yemen, supplies of this kind of weapon could be a restraining factor.
 Regarding small and medium-sized enterprises, support programmes are in place. I will not name them all. I think that those involved in SMEs should be aware of them. This information is public, you can find it online or through relevant business associations.
Just as with agriculture, it may seem that initiatives targeted at SMEs are underfunded. This is the way people should actually feel, because small and medium-size enterprises account for a smaller share of GDP in Russia compared to developed economies. Without a doubt, this is not the way it should be. 
One of the main vectors is to create clusters of small enterprises serving major corporations. This is a project for the future. That said, we already have SME quotas in state and municipal procurement. A decision to provide a two-year tax holiday for people starting a business has already been made. This measure is especially relevant for entrepreneurs in rural areas, since they can also benefit from programmes offered by the state loan guarantee agency. The Central Bank of the Russian Federation maintains its interest rate for commercial banks at 6.5 percent. It is true that only one bank, a subsidiary of Vnesheconombank, currently offers such loans. Just recently, I was told by the Central Bank Governor that they intend to increase the number of banks offering such transactions. A bank with SME loan contracts will be able to benefit from a 6.5 percent interest rate from the Central Bank, which means that borrowing costs will be lower compared to market rates.
However, what you have said is, of course, over the top. Naturally, it is important to see what kind of client the bank is dealing with. If there is no collateral, if there is no credit history, then of course, the bank will increase the interest rate. But 35 or 55 percent is an unrealistic figure. Sberbank’s principal shareholder is the Central Bank of the Russian Federation: the Bank of Russia. I will certainly ask Elvira Nabiullina to look into what is going on there. Leave me this information. 
 And the previous one – what was it? 
 23–25, maybe that was before the key interest rate was reduced? Well, anyway, this needs to be looked into. Please, give me this information later as well, okay?
 What “bring professionals back to the civil service” mean? There should always be professionals in the civil service. If there aren't, this is sad. In fact, we are short of professionals. Incidentally, we seek to provide appropriate wages to attract the most proficient and best-qualified people from the labour market to the civil service. To reiterate, it is always better to have professionals in the civil service to prevent crises. However, if a crisis has struck for objective reasons, then we should find our way out of it with gains, not losses.
Speaking of the Central Bank, I have no major claims concerning its work. By the way, what do you mean by “returning a banker to head the Central Bank”? The Central Bank is not just a commercial bank; actually, it is not a commercial bank at all, it is the main regulator of the Russian monetary and credit sector. Now it also has been vested with larger authorities. That is why a person is needed who has a good knowledge of the work and functions of a banking system, but it has to be a specialist with specific knowledge, economic knowledge, in the first place. One can criticise the Central Bank – and here is a hidden criticism of the Central Bank – for its delay in taking a decision on raising the key interest rate. If they had done it earlier, then probably it wouldn’t be 17 percent. But I would like to stress that overall, all experts – both Russian and foreign – consider the Central Bank’s actions to be professional and efficient, with the necessary results achieved. 
 My overall opinion on people’s problems is that one must always aspire to help them. The reason the state exists is to help people. 
What is this particular case about? Not the one that you just read, I do not know who wrote it, but in general, how did the problem arise? No, let me approach it from a different angle. You know, mortgage loans in foreign currency are worthwhile for those who get paid in foreign currency. Assume someone lives in London, New York, Paris or Berlin and is paid in euros or dollars, but plans to live in Russia, as our friend from the United Kingdom and his children, who want to move to Russia. They get paid in foreign currency. His son lives abroad and is paid in foreign currency. He can take out a mortgage loan in foreign currency, because he does not expose himself to the exchange rate risk. However, if someone gets paid in rubles, but takes a loan in foreign currency, he or she would assume this risk. If the rate changes unfavourably, he or she will get in trouble. We should look into that. I am not familiar with the details, but when people take mortgage loans, banks do not assume the exchange rate risk. That way, customers assume this risk on their own accord.
With regard to those who took a mortgage in rubles and found themselves in a tough spot, the Government decided to help these people out. Some money, about 4.5 billion rubles, has been allocated from the budget to this end.
 Yes. But this applies only to people who found themselves in a tough spot, such as having lost their jobs. Perhaps the Government can think of ways to help those who took out a mortgage loan in foreign currency due to an unfavourable exchange rate, but this assistance should not be greater than the one provided to the people who took mortgage loans in rubles. In any case, the approach should be uniform.
 No, banks are required to extend mortgage loans in rubles. We do live in the ruble zone. But this is a different story. If they refused, you should have insisted, because the interest was as high as 12%. As I said, last year we reached a record volume of housing construction at 12% interest rate. That was for the first time in Russia’s history. The 12% interest rate actually turned out fine enough. Now, the Government also plans to support mortgage and has already approved financing for this.
 Yes. I mean new development projects, and yes, our goal is not only to help people get new housing at affordable prices but also to support the construction market, which, in turn, creates a great number of jobs and encourages employment in related industries, such as building materials and so on, in power engineering and road construction. It is an important sector of any economy – the Russian economy as well.
This is another reason for our decision to subsidise mortgage loans. Mortgage interest has increased to 14%, and we aim to cut it to last year’s level of 12% to revive and support the growth of the construction sector. I think this is achievable.
As for foreign currency mortgages, we should help there too, but let me repeat that the approach and philosophy of that assistance should be comparable to our support for people who have found themselves in a difficult situation, but who had taken their loans in rubles.
 Alexei, what can I say? I can only say that I share your opinion that this is unacceptable. I will not get into the details of this problem now. You may not be very interested in them, but in a nutshell, the problem is that commuter rail services are unprofitable for the carrier. They became even more lossmaking when the tariffs were raised for the maintenance and upkeep of everything having to do with rail services: tracks, infrastructure, etc.
The costs went up several times. It is for this reason that my response to this decision was so negative. When costs were increased several-fold, the regions were unable to pay. They simply lack the resources. So they just cancelled the commuter train service. Poor coordination and the inability to foresee the implications of such a decision led me to respond in such a harsh manner. Service resumed on many commuter train lines, but not everywhere. Your line is evidently among those that are still idle. You have said that you are from Balashov? Balashov-Saratov? We will definitely review this issue. Moving forward, we will strive to find the best economic solutions for the carries, for the regions, and of course, for the people.
The region and the state will have to assume some responsibility, especially where there is no alternative for people, who should be able to live normal lives. In this case, children should still be able to learn, and people in general should have an opportunity to commute to major cities for personal, family business, and so on and so forth.
I have taken note of what you have said. We will certainly explore this issue.
 Such trains were launched out of fear, just to show that the trains are running. But this is not a solution. It should be said that a number of serious decisions have been passed on the government level. First, subsidies for Russian Railways have been fully restored to prevent losses for the company, since a monopoly should not have losses. If memory serves me, the government reimbursed Russian Railways 25 billion rubles. Costs related to engineering infrastructure, which Russian Railways had to assume when the subsidies were dropped, were also reduced. The fact that a zero-rate VAT was introduced is of special importance. The Ministry of Finance always opposes such measures, doesn’t it, Mr Kudrin? Introducing a zero-rate VAT on commuter train service was a wrong thing to do from the perspective of our financial block, it was a forced measure, but we had to do it.
 Oh, you have put me in a fix. Of course, people in Russia have a special attitude towards military personnel, which is absolutely correct. Women love officers. There have been various songs to this effect — about women who love servicemen because they are big and handsome. Of course, we love our servicemen not only because they are big and handsome, but because they are real men who are always here to help you, and so on and so forth. The military are susceptible to female charms too, as we remember from the jokes about hussars. 
Still, though, I can’t order anyone to do anything. Boris would be right to tell me to mind my own business. And, besides, he is a retired officer. So, I don’t know what to do, how to get out of this fix. What’s the woman’s name, Irina?
Natalya Yuryeva: It’s Yelena.
 We can try to work out some action plan. For example, we could ask Boris together to compromise with his wife, Yelena, while Yelena could say, “No, I do not want a dog. I will do as you like.” After that, sure enough, he will not just give her a dog. He will give her an elephant, especially if she asks for it at the right time in the right place. He might even promise her a fur coat. I do not know if he will buy her a fur coat, but he may buy a dog. So, let’s just ask him: Boris, please, be so kind as to let your wife have a dog. It is a good thing and I’m sure pets bring families closer.
 No, it never happened. We discussed measures to recover economic and social welfare in Donbass. There are many problems there. And we see that the current leaders in Kiev are not willing to recover either the social welfare system or the economy of Donbass. This is true, and we talked a lot about this. This is included in the Minsk Agreements; the papers that were signed by Ukrainian authorities are legally binding.
 Unfortunately, nothing has been done. As we know, Donbass is completely blocked up. The banking system is not operating. Social benefits and pensions are not being paid. We talked a lot about this, including with Mr Poroshenko.
I have also said in public that, okay, there are people there who are upholding their rights with arms in hand. Whether they are right or wrong in doing this is another matter but right now I do not even want to qualify this. Of course, I have my own opinion on this score. I can qualify this and have done so more than once.
But there are also people who have nothing to do with all this. They have earned a pension, in part, by working in independent Ukraine for 20 years and they have a right to it. They have nothing to do with the hostilities or struggle of these armed people for their rights. What do they have to do with all this? Why don’t you pay them? You are obliged to do this by law. But they are not being paid. To sum up, there are grounds to say that the current Kiev authorities are cutting Donbass from Ukraine themselves. This is the gist of the grief and tragedy and this is what we spoke about.
 Well, we do not choose our partners, but we should not be guided by likes or dislikes in our work. We must be guided by the interests of our country and we will proceed from this.
 Certainly not and I have just said this. I think that the current Ukrainian leaders are making many mistakes and they will see negative results, but this is the choice of the President and the Government.
For a long time, I have been trying to talk them into not resuming hostilities. It was Mr Turchinov who first started hostilities in Donbass. Then Mr Poroshenko got elected. He had a chance to resolve things peacefully with the people of Donbass through negotiations.
So we tried to persuade him. I say “we” meaning the Normandy format participants. To be sure, I certainly tried to persuade him not to begin hostilities and to at least try to agree on things, but to no avail, as they resumed military operations.
It ended badly the first time and the second time. They tried again a third time, and it ended tragically for the Ukrainians again, particularly, for the Ukrainian army. I believe it was a huge mistake.
Such actions drive the situation into a dead end. But there can be a way out. The one and only way out of this is to comply with the Minsk Agreements, conduct constitutional reform, and resolve the social and economic problems facing Ukraine and Donbass, in particular.
Certainly, we are not going to intervene. It is not our business to impose a particular behaviour on Ukraine. But we have the right to express our opinion. Moreover, we have the right to draw attention to the need to implement the Minsk Agreements. We want them to be implemented and we are waiting for all our partners, including the Ukrainian leaders, to do so.
 You know, the political situation in any country can change, but the people remain. The Ukrainians, as I mentioned earlier, are very close to us. I see no difference between Ukrainians and Russians, I believe we are one people. Someone may have a different opinion on this, and we can discuss it. Perhaps, this is not the right place to go into this issue now. But we are helping the Ukrainian people, first and foremost. This is my first point.
Second. We are interested in the Ukrainian economy recovering from the crisis, because they are our neighbours and partners, and we are interested in order and stability along our borders, and want to build and develop economic contacts with a partner that is well-off.
Suppose we give them gas discounts, if we know that their economy cannot afford to pay full price under the contract – we don’t have to do this of course, but we still think it is the right thing to do, and we can accommodate. The same holds true for electricity, coal and other deals.
Incidentally, look, we agreed with the Ukrainian leadership in November or December 2013 to provide a loan to that country. We planned to buy $15 billion worth of their bonds, but technically, it was a loan, that is, we were to lend $15 billion, plus a $5 billion discounted loan for road construction through commercial banks.
Now look what Ukraine has negotiated from its partners: $17.5 billion for four years.
We offered price cuts on gas, and we did reduce the price on the condition of regular payments and settlement of prior debts. We cut the gas price dramatically, and now they increased it by over 300 percent.
Our past cooperation, all the ties that remained, have been broken. We have difficulties here [in Russia], but their situation is beyond difficult. Major industrial companies halt production, they lose competence in high-tech industries such as rocket engineering, aircraft manufacturing, shipbuilding and nuclear power. I think these are really hard consequences. I do not understand why they did this.
 But events are unfolding the way they are, and we will make every effort to restore relations with Ukraine. This is in our interests.
 This is not an easy question although we could elaborate on the unity and brotherhood of the Russian and Ukrainian peoples. I often do this. I have to.
The conditions are simple. At this point, Russia is not expecting anything from Kiev officials except one thing. They must see us as equal partners in all aspects of cooperation. It is also very important that they observe the legitimate rights and interests of Russians living in Ukraine and those who consider themselves Russian regardless of what their passports say. People who consider Russian their mother tongue and Russian culture their native culture. People who feel an inextricable bond with Russia. Of course, any country cares about people who treat it as their motherland (in this case, Russia). This is nothing extraordinary.
Let me repeat, we are willing to fully improve relations with Ukraine and will do what we can on our side. Of course, the Donbass issue is high on the agenda. As I said, we are expecting the Ukrainian authorities to fully comply with the Minsk Agreements. First of all, and the process is already being talked about, it is necessary to create working groups within the framework of the Minsk negotiations and begin working on certain areas. These include political reform, its constitutional part, the economy and the country’s borders. The work must begin now. There is no time for discussion. Practical implementation is necessary.
Unfortunately, so far, we only see continuing attempts to influence and pressure instead of a genuine willingness to resolve the issue by political means.
But I believe there is no other way but a political resolution. And everybody must realise this. We will be working hard on this.
 Let’s begin with the opposition, which has a right and an opportunity to participate in [the country’s] political life officially and legally: A) of course, it can and should; B) if they get into parliament in the upcoming elections, this will mean that they have received popular support and then their activity will acquire a definitive official status, and of course they will bear responsibility for whatever they propose. However, you are experienced, you have worked in government agencies, and you know that it is one thing to be a State Duma deputy in opposition and criticise just about everything. The responsibility here is not very great but it provides some sort of a platform and allows people to come out of the shadows. I believe that this is a positive thing. 
However, in the end, the people decide, the people vote on whether a particular person should be in parliament. I believe that this is a good thing.
Let’s now talk about the murder of Boris Nemtsov. You were friends with him, maintained contact. He was a harsh critic of the Government in general and me personally. That said, our relations were quite good at the time when we talked to each other. I have already made a statement regarding this issue. I believe a killing of this kind is a shame and a tragedy.
How’s the investigation going? I can tell you that it took the investigators from the Federal Security Service and the Interior Ministry a day or maybe a day and a half at most to uncover the names of the perpetrators. The only question was where and how they should be arrested. We should give credit to our special agencies, who provided objective data by using not only surveillance cameras, but also extensive possibilities that they recently acquired. I am afraid I have to be careful not to disclose the cutting-edge solutions and methods our special agencies use, but generally, as I have said, the issue was settled in just a few hours. In this respect, they worked efficiently and promptly through a number of channels. The same results were obtained by different services.
The question of whether those behind the murder will be found remains open. Of course, we will find out in the course of the work that is currently being done.
Finally, the question of whether Russian troops are present in Ukraine… I can tell you outright and unequivocally that there are no Russian troops in Ukraine. By the way, during the last conflict in southeastern Ukraine, in Donbass, it was the Chief of Ukraine’s General Staff who put it best by stating in public at a meeting with his foreign colleagues: “We are not fighting against the Russian army.” What more can be said? 
 You know, we were not the ones who failed; it was Ukraine’s domestic policy. That is where the problem lies. It is true that Russia helped Ukraine even when we were going through challenging times. How? By supplying hydrocarbons, primarily gas and oil, for a protracted period with a huge discount compared to world prices. This went on for years. It is true that this assistance — this tangible economic support — is without exaggeration worth billions of dollars. We were actively cooperating, to say the least. I hope that in some areas cooperation can still resume. Apart from cooperation projects, we have had broad and diversified trade and economic ties.
What happened? People simply got sick and tired of poverty, stealing and the impudence of the authorities, their relentless greed and corruption, from oligarchs who climbed to power. People got fed up with all this. When society and a country slide into this position, people try to look for ways out of the situation and, regrettably, sometimes address those who offer simple solutions exploiting current difficulties. Some of the latter are nationalists. Didn’t we have the same in the 1990s? Didn’t we have this “parade of sovereignties” or nationalism that flared up so brightly? 
We have had all this. We have been through all this! And this takes place everywhere, so it happened in Ukraine. These nationalistic elements exploited the situation and brought it to the state that we are witnessing now. So, it is not our failure. This is a failure within Ukraine itself.
 You have made a Freudian slip.You said we missed Ukraine’s alienation from Russia but there was no alienation. Ukraine is an independent state and we must respect this.
We alienated all this ourselves at one time when we made a decision on the sovereignty of the Russian Federation in the early 1990s. We made this decision, didn’t we? We freed them from us but we took this step. It was our decision. And since we did this, we should treat their independence with respect. It is up to the Ukrainian people to decide how to develop relations.
When Ukraine had a previous crisis, also fairly acute, Mr Yushchenko and Ms Tymoshenko came to power after a third round of presidential elections that was not envisaged by the Constitution. This was a quasi-coup. But at least they did it without arms and without bloodshed. By and large, we accepted this and worked with them but this time it came to a coup d’état. This is something that we cannot accept. Such a growth of extreme nationalism is inadmissible. 
We must respect other countries and develop relations with them accordingly. As for what happens in these countries, this is not something we can control because these are sovereign countries and we cannot become involved – interfere in their affairs, which would be wrong. 
For example, we are developing relations with Kazakhstan and Belarus within the Eurasian Economic Union. What is the idea of such associations? It is not to drag them over to us – not at all. The idea is that the people in our countries should live better and our mutual borders should be open. 
What does it matter where ethnic Russians live, here or in a neighbouring state, over a state border, if they can freely visit their relatives, if their living standards are improving, if their rights are not infringed upon, if they can speak their native tongue, and so on. It doesn’t matter where they live if all of these requirements are honoured. If we see that people have a decent life there and are treated accordingly. 
This is the type of relations that we are developing with Kazakhstan and Belarus, as well as with Armenia and Kyrgyzstan. We really want this to continue. This is the main thing, and not trying to keep [your neighbour] in your sphere of influence. We are not going to revive an empire; we don’t have this goal in mind, contrary to what some people claim. This is a normal integration process. The world is moving along the integration path, including Latin America and North America – Canada, the United States and Mexico – as well as Europe. And this process is underway in Asia as well. Yet we are being accused of trying to revive the empire. It is unclear why? Why are they denying us this right? 
 I want to say that we have no plans to revive an empire. We have no imperial ambitions. However, we can ensure a befitting life for Russians who live outside Russia – in friendly CIS countries – by promoting interaction and cooperation.
 You know, above all, it is necessary, of course, for life to return to normal both in Lugansk and Donetsk, on these territories that are called the LPR [Lugansk People’s Republic] and the DPR [Donetsk People’s Republic], that people stop fleeing their homeland and that those who have already fled could live normally in their native home. 
I know that residents of Donbass, as we commonly refer to all these populated centres – both large cities and small towns, are great patriots of their small motherland. Many refuse to leave despite bombing and shelling, as they love their homeland. It is necessary to do everything possible to create conditions for normal life in their own land, so that people can raise children, work and make money. 
What should be done in this regard? Above all, during the first stage, the Kiev authorities themselves, it seems, should be interested in this. It is necessary to restore economic ties. The overwhelming majority of power-generating facilities, say, in Ukraine, use coal produced in Donbass. It is absurd and silly, or it is being done on purpose to steal money from the Ukrainian people, to buy coal somewhere in South Africa or Australia. It is sheer nonsense. And yet, such attempts do occur.
But other things occur as well: at least elementary, first steps towards restoring the economy and economic ties are made as well. I believe that – provided that the Minsk Agreements are implemented [I already spoke about that] – it is possible to find some elements for restoring a sort of common political field with Ukraine. However, in the long run, of course, ultimately, the final say about how and with whom to live and on what terms should belong to the people who live in those territories. To a significant extent, this will depend on the flexibility and political wisdom of the Kiev leadership.
 No, I think this would be impossible, so you can rest easy. There have been incidents, I know, where stray projectiles indeed reached your town but I still firmly believe those were accidents, not attempts to harm our people or facilities from the neighbouring region.
 Now first of all I have to explain what the law says and what the Government will do for certain. First, all victims are entitled to a one-off payment of 10,000 roubles. Second, the families of people who died will receive compensations of 1 million roubles. Third, those who lost all their property will be paid compensations of 100,000 roubles.
Kirill Kleymenov: Per family member, Mr Putin?
 Yes. Fourth, 50,000 roubles is given to those who have lost part of their property. However, in Khakassia and the Transbaikal Territory this, most cases involve the complete loss of property, because everything there was destroyed by fire. The next payment is in the event of minor or moderate bodily harm or injury: 200,000 roubles. For serious injury: 400,000 roubles. 
Moreover, I spoke to the Governor today. Indeed, a large number of homes have been destroyed by fire. About 2,400 houses will have to be built. This will require approximately 5–6 billion roubles from the federal budget, plus 1–1.5 billion in aid. 
However, all of this requires thorough calculations. The first payments will be made in the near future. As far as I know, the Government should make an appropriate decision if they have not done so already. I am acting on the assumption that these decisions may have already been made. 
Then everything will need to be calculated and all the people who have been affected will receive the support I have told you about. The Governor has been tasked with restoring all infrastructure elements and building all homes by September 1. 
 There are two main regions, two hot spots now. 
 I’ll start with the last question. You are placing patriotism and xenophobia on the same shelf. But I think these are two different things. Patriotism means to love your homeland, while xenophobia is to hate other nations. These are worlds apart. I wouldn’t mix apples and oranges. 
As for radical nationalism, we have always fought it and will continue to fight it. I always say that nationalism is a very dangerous phenomenon that can have a destructive effect on the integrity of the Russian state, which has developed as a multinational and multi-confessional society.
And lastly, on the conditions for normalising relations with the West. It was not Russia who soured these relations. We have always advocated maintaining normal relations will all states, both in the East and in the West. The main condition for restoring normal relations is respect for Russia and its interests. 
I said at one of the previous Direct Lines that some large powers, superpowers that have laid claim to exceptionalism and see themselves as the only centre of power in the world, do not need allies. What they need is vassals. I am referring to the United States. Russia cannot live in this system of relations. It not only cannot maintain these relations, it can’t live like that. Everyone must understand this. We are always open to cooperation. We have never stopped our cooperation. Isn’t it a fact that in the 1990s we opened up [to the West] and expected the same attitude towards us? But we received a harsh response when we tried to assert ourselves and to uphold our interests and views.
Remember what happened in the early 1990s, how the West applauded Boris Yeltsin. But when he announced our stance on Yugoslavia, they set the dogs on him. I won’t repeat here the obscenities that were hurled at him then. When we uphold our interests and take an independent stance, all the real intentions [of the West] reveal themselves. 
But this doesn’t mean we should sulk or take offence, or move back and keep aloof. I have always said, and I will say again: we want to cooperate, we are ready to cooperate, and we will do this despite the stance taken by the leaders of some countries. But if they refuse, we’ll cooperate with those who want to work with us, with those businesses that are not afraid of political bark, the people working in culture and education, because this cooperation doesn’t end. As for the attempts to harm us through sanctions, they are being made but they are not very effective.
What has happened in reality? We just discussed the rouble exchange rate. Look, last year we had to repay $130 billion worth of loans. These $130 billion were taken out by Russian banks and corporations, not the Government. All of a sudden, we lost the ability to refinance these loans on the Western financial markets. I think that the hope behind this move was that it would create unsurmountable challenges for Russia’s financial institutions and the real economy.
This did not happen; they handled it, though not without Government support. That said, it was nothing like the assistance we provided in 2008–2009 when the Government had to take over payments when margin calls started coming in, take over assets and later return them with a profit. This time we didn’t even need to use such measures, since these companies had already put it behind them.
This year, another $60 billion in foreign debt is due, and a substantial share has already been paid out in the first quarter. Using such measures to pressure Russia is useless and doesn’t make any sense. I think that our partners will realise this at a certain point. They should at least try to reach a compromise with us instead of imposing clichés that they consider to be right.
Finally, to your first point: the higher the level of confrontation, the higher the rating. I can’t agree with such a vision. Russian people have a very sharp sense of what’s going on. I’m not even talking about experts such as the MGIMO University rector. People understand what is going on with their hearts, souls and, yes, minds. And when people see injustice, they always react. Moreover, there are people who see injustice in Russia and beyond. When someone sees that we are facing injustice, they always respond. If it is apparent that we are protecting our interests, people support us. I would like to thank Russians for this support.
 This is not the first political assassination. In Ukraine, we have seen a whole series of such assassinations. 
Irina Khakamada here asked a question about the investigation into Boris Nemtsov’s assassination – an assassination which I consider to be an absolute disgrace for this country. Law enforcement agencies must do all they can to track down the criminals. As we know, the perpetrators have been arrested. 
In Ukraine, which is laying claim to the status of a democratic state and is seeking to become part of a democratic Europe, we are seeing none of this. Where are the killers of these people? There is no sign of them – neither the perpetrators nor those who have ordered these killings. Both Europe and North America choose to turn a blind eye to this. 
 I join in completely.
 I have mixed feelings. A great deal can be said about this, but I will try to be brief.
First of all, of course, it is impossible to put Nazism and Stalinismon the same plane because the Nazis directly, openly and publicly proclaimed one of their policy goals: the elimination of entire ethnic groups – Jews, Roma and Slavs. 
For all the ugly nature of the Stalin regime, for all the reprisals and even the banishment of entire peoples, the Stalin regime never set the goal of destroying [those] peoples, so the attempt to put an equal sign between the two is absolutely groundless. This is the first thing. 
The second may not be very pleasant for us to admit. But in truth, we, or rather our predecessors, gave cause for this. Why? Because after World War II, we tried to impose our own development model on many Eastern European countries, and we did so by force. This has to be admitted. There is nothing good about this and we are feeling the consequences now. Incidentally, this is more or less what the Americans are doing today, as they try to impose their model on practically the entire world, and they will fail as well.
 I’ll recall in this context the words of Alexander III, our Emperor, – I think you’ll be pleased to hear this – that Russia has only two allies – its army and navy. Later he told his son that everyone was afraid of our vastness. By the way, there are certain grounds for this. 
But in today’s context and speaking seriously, we should primarily look at the current threats. What are these threats? They have already been mentioned – terrorism, xenophobia, organised crime and so on and so forth. Naturally, there are many countries and many people in the world who support our efforts to counter these threats. 
We have very good relations within various associations, including an association that was created relatively recently and comprises Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. It’s called BRICS, which is an acronym. There’s also the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. These are not military blocs. These are our friends with whom we maintain close and growing cooperation. 
Then, there is the Collective Security Treaty Organisation. It is a military and political alliance comprising former Soviet republics, with which we have very close, confidential allied relations and also mutual obligations, including military ones. 
I move forward knowing that we’re not getting ready to fight anyone, but will nevertheless strengthen our combat ability so that no one would even consider attacking Russia.
 Enemies?
 I spoke about the huge size of our country. Russia has a very big territory by European standards and in terms of its population. Russia is also a country with enormous potential for development and is rich in natural resources. And it is certainly a great nuclear power, with one of the world’s largest nuclear arsenals that is comparable to the US arsenal and is actually practically equal to it. So it is equally honourable to be Russia’s friend or enemy. 
Speaking seriously, I have already named our enemies: international terrorism, organised crime and so on. We don’t consider anyone as an enemy.
 I was referring to members of the international community. We don’t consider any one of them our enemy and wouldn’t recommend that anyone consider Russia an enemy.
 You’ve answered your own question. Have I commented on this in any way? Have we responded to this in any way on an official level? This is the choice of each concrete political figure, the choice of the country he or she represents. Some simply do not want to go, but some are not being allowed to go by the “Washington apparatchiks,” who say, “No way.” And they say, “We won’t go.” Although many would like to come. But this is their choice and we will always respect this choice. 
If people wish to show, in any form, their respect for the victims of Nazism and pay tribute to the liberators and the victors over Nazism, we will welcome this – to reiterate, in any form, at any time and in any place. Those who want to come can come. Those who don’t want to come are free not to come. 
You’ve put it well. I fully agree with you. Some people – let’s put it this way, so as not to offend them – may even be ashamed of themselves. But it is up to them to decide. We are celebrating our holiday. It is our holiday. We pay tribute to the generation of victors, as we say. We do this so that the present generation, both here and abroad, never forgets about this and never allows anything like this to happen again. 
 I’m sure you’re aware of the fact that there is a plan to re-equip our army by 2020. We may move this date a little not only because of our economy, but also because of some of our companies are not ready to manufacture certain types of weapons by some deadlines. However, the programme will be implemented in full without a doubt. 
 Will there be enough modern equipment for all? I am sure there will be. Our aim is to ensure that by 2020 the new weapons and military equipment fielded to our army make up at least 70 percent.
 I will reply to Mr Yerokhin and other veterans of the Great Patriotic War who are entitled to receive housing. 
When we started this in 2008, we developed this programme when I was Prime Minister, and then President Dmitry Medvedev also supported it.
We proceeded from the premise that we must provide veterans with housing. Having reviewed tentative applications from the regions we concluded that this concerned about 25,000–35,000 people. Today 281,000 veterans have received flats. We have spent 308 billion roubles from the federal budget for this purpose. This year another 10,000 veterans will receive flats and there will remain another 5,000 people to get them. 
Tentative estimates were inaccurate, but despite a sharp increase in the number of those who needed housing we still decided to complete this work, and it will be done during this year and the next. I understand the problem was that you lived in a closed area, correct?
 Mr Yerokhin, we’ll do everything to resolve your problem as soon as possible.
 So we must react. Could you let me have it?
 We understand that often our help does not go to a veteran directly but to his or her close family members, but we are still doing this in the belief that veterans are entitled to this.
 You know, here is what I’d like to say first. The Islamic State was born and is expanding on the territory of Iraq, and also partly in Syria. So, I'd like to call your attention to the fact that up to a certain point in time, the Iraqi regime was, mildly speaking, far from democratic, in fact, tyrannical, but there was no terrorism there.
After Saddam Hussein was disposed of… In his time he worked with the United States, and benefited from its support in the war against Iran. By the way, Iran hasn’t been at war with anyone for thirty years, perhaps. At least it hasn't attacked anyone head-on. But after everything went to pieces there, after a smaller portion of the population that was among the elite found itself on the margins, when people were thrown out from their offices, lost jobs and were left destitute, they joined extremist groups. They established the Islamic State, which included a substantial number of former officers of the Iraqi army.
Why are they so effective in battle? They are experts. There are many professionals in their ranks. Like a magnet, they started attracting other extremists of various kinds to the region.
Of course, the Islamic State does not pose a direct threat to Russia. But what you have said is a matter of grave concern for us: the fact that Russian citizens are in their ranks, are trained there and can return to Russian territory. People from the CIS are being trained there, are fighting in the region and can come to Russia with Russian passports. We are aware of this, we are taking it into account and are working to address this issue.
I can’t say that we know all of them by name, but we know approximately how many of them are out there, where they are fighting and training. We already know some names. Special services are very active on this track. By the way, they are working together with colleagues from the other CIS countries.
 Regarding the assassination, I have already characterised it and I believe there is no point in repeating myself. 
Now about the flowers, memorial plaques and street names. You know that this is the prerogative of local, regional authorities, in this case, the Moscow city authorities. There is a law whereby memorial plaques can be installed at the site where a person was killed 10 years after his or her death. However, to reiterate, in the end, it is up to the Moscow authorities to make a relevant decision. 
As for the flowers and other forms of tribute, I absolutely don’t understand what these restrictions are all about and I don’t welcome them. Quite the contrary, I believe that there is nothing terrible about this. What’s wrong with people coming and placing an icon or laying flowers there? If this does not inconvenience anybody I don’t see any problem here. I will talk to the Mayor about this without fail to make sure that there are no impediments here. 
Now about Vysotsky Street. I also find it strange – I have never paid attention to it, but without any doubt, Vladimir Vysotsky, with all his creative work, has certainly deserved for his name to be perpetuated, including by giving it to one of Moscow streets. I will also take this up with the Mayor. 
 I suppose you have. 
 All right, I'm not against it. Perhaps I will use this right, but I don’t believe I should use all my rights right away, and there are other tools as well. You can talk to the Mayor in order to use his rights. We will resolve this issue.
 The refusal to deliver ships under the existing contract is, of course, a bad sign. However, frankly speaking, it’s of little consequence for us or our defence capability. We signed these contracts primarily to support our partners and offer work to their shipyard. We planned to use the ships in the Far East. For us, this is not critical.
However, I believe that the leadership of France – and the French people in general – are honourable people and will return the money. We are not even going to demand any penalties or exorbitant fines, but we want all of our costs covered. This certainly means that the reliability of our partners – who, acting as part of the military-political bloc, in this case NATO, have lost some of their sovereignty – has suffered, and is now questionable. Of course, we will keep this in mind as we continue our military and technical cooperation.
 That’s all right, we’ll survive.
 Of course. You just said that you manufacture Su-30, Yak-130 and are getting ready to make the MS-21 aircraft. Your order book for the next two or three years is full. I assume that you know this all too well. If not, that’s how things are. Afterwards, new orders will be discussed – this may concern new military aircraft.
As for the MS-21 that you’ve mentioned, this is a very promising aircraft. We already have about 100–120 so-called unconfirmed contracts that are signed until the relevant certificates are issued. However, I hope that by 2017 the certificates will have been issued, the unconfirmed orders will become fixed contracts and the aircraft will have been duly certified.
These aircraft are being ordered by Russian companies, mainly Aeroflot along with some other airlines. That said, foreign companies are also interested, including from Indonesia. I assume that this work will go smoothly. We will not allow any setbacks in the enterprise’s operations. 
 I understand. I would like to ask you a counter-question: Have you been paid your overdue wages? Regarding wages, how do things stand now?
 Did you say that they were paid earlier today? This must have been done in anticipation of our talk.
 Agreed. What is your name? 
 What is your patronymic?
 So, Anton Ivanovich, we’ll take it under double control: you on the site and I here from Moscow. 
I have to say that it was yours truly who initiated this construction project. I ordered the recent inspections. All the slip-ups in the construction and pay delays are absolutely inadmissible and will certainly not be tolerated. The main reason is that the project is financed entirely from the federal budget. 
I’m not going to speak about all the resources committed in recent years, but this year alone the sum is 40 billion. Forty billion once again. Most importantly, the money has been transferred to the general contractor. Why it has not reached the subcontractors and why they are not paid their wages is a big question that requires an answer and a painstaking investigator, not only the Control Directorate and the Accounts Chamber, but also the Investigative Committee. I hope all that is needed will be done. I know that criminal cases have been brought. Make no mistake, we will make sure that what you are talking about will be done: payment of all the wages and your continued employment at what is truly a major and very important project in Russia.
 Mr Ostamchenko, when I spoke in the film about the return of Crimea and said that everything was under control, including under my own control, it was not my intention to single out my personal role. The point I wanted to make was to show that where there are authorities that are legitimate and ready to assume responsibility, issues are solved in a way that is in the interests of the people. But when it comes to the collapse of a state and the collapse of the power structures, everything falls to pieces and nothing works, and the results are dire, if not disastrous. 
As for the space launch centre and Crimea… I would agree with you that the space launch centre is very important, but with Crimea, the lives of millions of people were at stake. The construction site is of course very important, but still it is a different story. But I agree that it is one of the most important if not the most important construction project in the country, a very large and very necessary one. And we will go ahead, not because I initiated the project at some point, but because the country needs a new space launch centre. 
We need it because we practically do not have a normal launch site. We have launching pads in Plesetsk, but that is a military launch site. We do not have a civilian one. We are using Baikonur, but it is in another state, even though it is a friendly state and our closest ally. If any problems crop up they are routine problems, but there are no fundamental problems, and we will continue to use this launch site. But Russia is a major space power and it must have its own space launch centre to be able to orbit every type of spacecraft, and we will of course do this, we have ambitious plans.
We just said that by the end of this year Soyuz-2 must be launched. However, your fellow correspondent mentioned three satellites. I think there are two, one of which is the Moscow University’s satellite. Anyway, the plan is to do the launch in December. Also, there is Angara, a heavy-lift launch vehicle. Lately, we have been planning a super heavy-lift launch vehicle but I agreed with the experts who believe that the deadlines should be moved forward a little. Not for economic but for technology-related reasons. The idea is to develop our own national orbital space station by 2023. 
It is a remote but very important prospect. It is important for the national economy because the ISS is widely used for research and in the national economy, but it is only able to see five percent of Russia’s territory. A national space station must see the entire territory of our enormous country. This has a huge significance for the national economy, as well as other uses. Therefore, we will definitely go through with this project. There is no doubt it will be fully under our control.
 Ms Zagorskaya, this really is a stumper. What can I say? The decision to raise the cost of the OSAGO was made by the Central Bank. It was an economically indispensable measure. First, because the rates have not been reviewed for 11 years. Second, because the cost of car parts has grown due to exchange rate differences. And, third, because the cost of payments related to people’s life and health have increased. These three components have caused such a sharp rise. 
The only thing that can be said is that such necessary things should be done in good time, and then there will be no abrupt hikes. Otherwise, insurance companies will simply leave this market segment and then, unfortunately, a situation may evolve that cannot be described other than as chaos. 
So, we will consider this issue and I will give relevant instructions to the Central Bank and the Government. My colleagues here have said that if support is to be provided it should be targeted. We will consider how this could be done in this particular case. 
 If something fails to work, this is your fault as well because after all you are an advisor on these issues, so you should be more meticulous as our famous and favourite satirist used to say. 
But speaking about the gist of the matter, you know about the decisions that have been made recently and you said yourself that there are no grounds to assert that nothing is being done. To the contrary, much is being done to support small and medium-sized businesses, but apparently not enough if it is in the condition that we know about. However, saying that this is a strictly social issue is way too much because small business is still business albeit of a special type.
We are expanding the opportunities of the patent system – take a patent and simply get to work. We are saying that some benefits that individual entrepreneurs enjoy could be applied to small business. We discussed this with you at the recent State Council meeting and I think we should follow this road.
Let’s be specific and formulate not just our attitude but also additional measures that should be taken to make people feel confident. I have already spoken about the programme under which the Central Bank provides funds to private banks at an interest rate of 6.5 percent. All in all, it has 50 billion rubles for this purpose and they have not been spent yet. 
You understand what the problem is – I think that only 20 or 30 billion were used. Hence, there are no adequate mechanisms for using even available resources and the Central Bank is prepared to increase these funds to 100 billion. This means that we do not have adequate mechanisms for getting these funds and decisions to the end consumer. Let’s think about this. Thank you.
 I see.
I don’t think we should open a full-blown debate on the National Final School Exam now. I think that public opinion is always focused on this issue. Anyway, it’s up to the experts who have in-depth knowledge of this issue to make the decision.
It has its downsides and upsides. I will not dwell on this, but the comforting fact remains that more and more talented young people from Russian regions are being admitted to our leading universities based on the results of the National Final School Exam. There are, of course, disadvantages to this system, because it looks like some kind of rote learning when students don’t go deep into a subject but rather train specifically for the test the way they do when they take their driving test.
There are downsides, indeed, but the Education Ministry is trying to compensate for them. Literature essays are back, for example. Also, some universities, such as Moscow State University, are allowed to run additional exams that build on the results achieved at various school contests and competitions. At any rate, I agree that this system needs to be improved.
 I didn’t hear him very well.
 Is it hard to be president? I’m sure you’ll succeed if you really want to; judging from your personality, your attitude and drive, you’ll make it. And it’s great that you like sleeping, it shows that you’ll be a healthy president. 
 You know, Boris Titov already spoke here about high tax payments, social contributions and so on. But let me draw your attention to something that Boris should be aware of, by the way: social contributions have been reduced, and they are significantly lower than payments from other kinds of businesses. Above all, this concerns small and medium-sized businesses engaged in research, the social sphere and production. 
As for long money, on the whole there isn’t enough of it in the economy. You said that large enterprises receive so-called long and cheap money. But if you ask the heads of large enterprises, they won’t agree with you.
On the whole, we don’t have enough long money in our economy. And where does it come from? It comes from people’s savings, from the deposits of legal entities, and also from pension money. That’s why we are being told that the accumulative pension system should be brought back. It is true that while it worked, almost no money for economic development was borrowed from it, except in the interests of the Finance Ministry to issue debt securities backed by that money. 
I agree that this is a necessary measure. And, frankly, I would very much like for you to discuss this issue together with Boris Titov, regarding what can be done, including additionally, for small and medium-sized businesses in the Far East. It is especially important there. 
I already spoke of a possible transition to a patent system. I already said that it’s possible to get subsidised loans through funding from the Central Bank. There could be other ways of benefiting and supporting small and medium-sized businesses. Talk it over. If there are additional constructive proposals, I will gladly support them. 
 I think the Government decided against it because there are quite a few foreign nationals sitting on their management boards and boards of directors. They are not top executives of course – something that is quite common in Ukraine, by the way. What they have is external management. They even have a foreigner serving as finance minister, and other key ministers, for that matter, as if there are no honest, decent and professional Ukrainians to fill these posts. In our corporations, many foreign professionals hold the second or third position, as board members. We cannot require that they disclose their incomes; we can't just tell them to do so. Neither can we discriminate between Russian and non-Russian board members with regard to their disclosure requirements. It would be wrong to make Russians do so and waive this requirement for their foreign co-workers.
However, in most Western economies, the leaders of large corporations do this voluntarily. Our Government has even adopted a business code. It has been adopted, but it is not actually working. If you ask me, I would suggest that the leadership of large corporations simply declare their incomes – it won’t hurt them.
 I would like you to give me all the contact information on the woman who has just called, and here is why. The fact is that the Russian Government has not only expanded the list of vital medications to 608 (by 52 positions) – it now includes a total of 21,000 trade names, including 317 positions for people with disabilities, veterans and other groups entitled to benefits. 
Judging by what we have just heard, these people are entitled to free medicine provision. And, very importantly, according to Healthcare Ministry reports, enough such medications have been purchased to last for almost a quarter of a year, for several months. 
The Russian Government has allocated an additional 16 billion [rubles] for these purposes, but according to the healthcare minister, they do not even need to use up this 16 billion now because there is everything there should be, and supplies have been distributed among the regions. If this does not trickle down to the people, then this is simply something criminal. We must get to the bottom of this problem. I will instruct the Healthcare Ministry and the relevant agencies to look into this. I need information on that case. 
 Ok, this is what the Direct Line is for.
 I want information on this case, too. This is what the Direct Line is for.
 Firstly, the Healthcare Ministry is not going to abandon foreign medication imports.
Secondly, we must develop our own pharmaceutical industry. It is obvious and you should agree with it. That is why several years ago, we developed and are now implementing an upgrade programme for the Russian pharmaceutical industry. If I am correct the cost of the programme is about 180 billion rubles. Russia produces a significant amount of quality medication that meets all international standards.
I think what you described is a situation that may happen every now and then, but such cases need to be examined by experts, by the professional community, and also investigated by law enforcement agencies to evaluate the legal aspect, and relevant conclusions need to be drawn. But I can assure you that the Government has no plans at all to fully denounce pharmaceutical imports. 
Incidentally, this question raises a good opportunity to mention the recent price hikes on the pharmaceutical market, including Russian-made drugs. This happens because, although these drugs are manufactured locally, they still use imported ingredients, which went up in price due to exchange rate difference. However, we saw some stabilisation of the pharmaceutical market last month, and even some downward adjustments.
This wasn’t the case everywhere of course – the people listening to me right now might say, we haven’t seen any adjustments, and drugs are as expensive as they were before – but I mean on the whole across Russia, drug prices did go down a little.
 Don’t worry. It is not a question that needs too much effort to solve. We will certainly solve it, don’t worry. Get well soon. I see that you have a strong character – you will fight and achieve results. 
 As for artificial lung ventilators and the rest, why can’t they be used at home? To be honest, this is the first time I'm hearing about this problem. I will certainly issue instructions to this effect to the Healthcare Ministry and other parties concerned, as they say.
It has to be determined whether this is a purely financial issue, whether additional funding should be allocated for purchasing this equipment and providing it to patients. Or maybe the problem is that our medical personnel believe that this equipment can’t be used at home.
 I understand, you mean that this is a legal issue. The state is not entitled to put parents in charge of using this equipment?
 You’re right. An instruction will be issued and we will work with you on this problem. I hope that this will pave the way toward a positive solution.
As for other matters, they will also certainly be addressed. You have highlighted an issue to work on, and we will work on it and discuss it. I will hear a report from the Minister and proposals to this effect.
 I don’t think they are changed very often. It is simply that the proposed mechanism is not very comprehensible to the people and requires an explanation. One of the principal motives – but not the main motive – behind this system was to link a retiree’s pension income to his or her previous performance at work. At one point this connection was severed, and the introduction of these points had to do with this basically legitimate goal to link work performance and the level of income during a person's working life to the level of pension. To reiterate, this requires additional explanation and possibly streamlining.
The retirement age is an important issue. What is the problem from the perspective of the financial and economic bloc? Are there problems at all? Of course, there are.
You see, in 2008, transfers from the federal budget to the pension system (if I make a mistake, Mr Kudrin will correct me) amounted to about 1.49 trillion roubles. In 2016, especially if we return the money to the funded part of the pension system, the transfers should amount to 2.7 trillion roubles, or three percent of the GDP.
This raises a question: where do we get the money? Clearly, we should take it from other types of expenses – defence, healthcare, and other spheres, and, perhaps, it will even lead to a decrease in the amount of pensions. This is the first problem.
The second problem – not a problem, but a factor: life expectancy in Russia is up and now stands at 71.5 years on average for women and men. Life expectancy is increasing even faster than we expected. This is due to healthcare improvements, healthier lifestyles and so on, with a slight decrease in alcohol consumption and tobacco smoking. There are many factors at play.
The number of people who work and make their contributions to the pension system is declining and the number of people who use the resources provided by the pension system is on the rise. At some point, we may come to a situation where direct budget support becomes simply unaffordable for the budget.
Are we ready and willing to sharply raise the retirement age? I believe not. I’ll tell you why. Yes, life expectancy is increasing, but for men it is 65 and a half years, and setting the retirement age for men at 65 means that, pardon me for this straightforward expression: you’ve done your fair share, here’s your wooden overcoat, have a nice ride? That's impossible.
By the way, in those countries where the retirement age has been increased, such as the vast majority of European countries, the retirement age is set at 65 for both men and women, but life expectancy there is higher. Women’s life expectancy in Russia is 77.5 years, while in Europe it is 81 or higher. As life expectancy increases, we will probably get close to addressing these issues, including the retirement age.
First, this should be done in an open dialogue with society. People need to understand what’s going on, be aware of the underlying reasons, understand the consequences of our inaction and the implications of failure to take timely decisions. People need to know about this and understand this – not the way it is happening now with these points.
Next. Even in Soviet times we did not have those elements that our retirement system has now in plenty and that make it so unwieldy and expensive. 
One more point. If some age-related changes are to be made, they should not apply to those who have practically earned their right to a pension. These changes certainly must not affect people approaching retirement age. 
A smooth transition to this system should be made by mature – yet still young – people, who will know what is awaiting them in the next 10 or 15 years. These should be deferred decisions. I would like to repeat again that it is very important that all these issues should be openly discussed and, in the end, accepted by the public. This is the way things should be done. 
 I have already said that the value added tax (VAT) on domestic transport in Russia has been cut to a minimum, to 10 percent. But Crimea is a special destination; it’s a place where millions of people go for their holidays. You may or may not have heard about it, but I can tell you that Aeroflot has decided to cut the price of tickets to Crimea from a number of cities, and the list will be expanded to include 50 cities; I think Kazan is among them as well. The price is 7,500 roubles for a return trip. And some airlines are thinking of cutting the prices even more. I hope this will happen. In any case, we’ll keep it under control.
The problem in Crimea is that the infrastructure has been destroyed. The runway is in a very bad state. It hasn’t been repaired since the Soviet era. 
It still meets flight safety standards, but basically there is a lot to be done starting with the air terminal and ending with the runway. It is big and basically comfortable – I think it was built with an eye for the Buran space shuttle – but the quality still leaves something to be desired. The equipment is outdated and cannot cope with the required number of flights. 
However, I repeat, this is a known problem. I hope that the Russian aviation authorities and the Crimean authorities will do everything to make travel to Crimea affordable and comfortable. 
 All right. As for the ferry crossing, you have plenty of problems there. To be honest, I didn’t know that you have such congestion there. How many lorries and cars are queuing there at the moment?
 Two ferries are currently operating there, if I’m not mistaken.
 Five should be in operation in the near future, and there is a plan to purchase additional ferry boats. In all, 10 ferries should operate on this line. Some of them would be quite big. I will certainly speak about the current developments with the Ministry of Transport and Crimean authorities. By the way, much of the powers in this respect have been transferred to the Crimean authorities. But they need help. You can’t just transfer responsibility to them and wait for a collapse to happen. We will work on this issue.
As for the proposal to replace the queue management system with electronic tickets, I can’t comment on this issue. But I promise to explore it along with the issue of reregistering vehicles. I don't know yet how we're going to do it, but we will definitely do it. You have my word. 
 This decision was discussed at a National Security Council meeting. Of course, ordinary police officers do not have access to classified information and at first glance this measure seems to be excessive. We assumed, along with the Interior Ministry, that as long as a person is wearing a law enforcement uniform, he or she should be subject to the same rules as all other people in uniform. It would have been wrong if some employees of the Interior Ministry were allowed to travel abroad, while others weren’t. This general approach is to a large extent due to the stance adopted by the Ministry. At first glance, this doesn’t seem right. But when a person is employed by a law enforcement body or special service, he or she understands what’s going on. This information could be of interest to foreign special services. But I do agree with you, this does seem like an excessive measure.
 Sure.
 No. 
 I’ve already answered. Let's move on. 
 Best wishes to you. However, we all know about the tragedy in Odessa and of course, I hope that one day the entire Ukrainian people will make a fair assessment of the barbarity that we all witnessed. 
 Thursday? I have no idea, it's just a coincidence. 
 You know, it was the country and the public that called Sakharov the nation’s conscience. I don’t think I have the right, even as President, the head of state, to award such an honourable title to anyone. There are many decent people in our country. Let me just recall the police officers who shielded buses full of children with their bodies and their cars, or the officer who threw himself on a hand grenade to save young servicemen. There are many people like this in this country, but only the public can nominate someone from among their ranks to be the conscience of our nation.
 Are they going to lower them?
 I don’t know. I need to ask Mr Miller.
 Why only friends? Everybody is taking advantage of kindness.
 That’s a tough one. I don’t know if I should tell you but I will. The person I’m talking about is no longer a head of government. Former Chancellor of Germany Mr Schröder met with me at my residence once, many years ago. So we went to a sauna. Suddenly, it was on fire. True story. He just got himself a beer. I come out and say, “Look, Gerhard, we must leave right now. The sauna is on fire.” He says, “I’ll finish my beer first.” I say, “Are you out of your mind? The sauna is on fire, do you understand?” But he finished his beer. He is a stubborn man with an attitude. The sauna burned to the ground. We never went back. But in general I do enjoy a sauna. 
 Well, you know, this is a traditional question. I have answered it many times. All I can say is that I see Russia as a prosperous nation and its citizens as happy people who have confidence in their future. 
 No, I wouldn’t.
 You know, first, this is the most representative sociological poll. Millions of questions have arrived though different channels and they offer an opportunity to see what people are really concerned about. A farmer spoke here about his mistrust of statistics. Probably, this is sometimes the case: when you look at people and listen to them, you perceive everything in a different way. This is the first point. Second, this is an opportunity to bring home to people the position of the country’s leaders and my own position on several key issues and to assess what is going on.
We have repeatedly discussed these sanctions and the problems related to our national currency. The rouble is tied up to the price of a barrel of oil. This is still the case to some extent. But the price of a barrel of oil decreased from $100 to $50. It has halved. Our total oil revenues were about $500 billion, but because of the drop in the oil price we received $160 billion less than expected. Plus, there were payments on the debts of our banks, financial institutions and enterprises of the real economy: $130 billion last year and $60 billion this year. At the peak of payments we could not get refinancing on the foreign markets. Of course, a very alarming situation took shape but we have gone through it. This was a substantial element of consolidation that became the foundation of the efforts to enhance our national currency and confirmed the correctness of the course chosen by the Government towards stabilisation. The nation must know it. That is one of the reasons for holding such events as the Direct Line.
 We’ll make sure they react. Thank you.
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It is not the office that matters, but the responsibilities of a state post. This job is not new to me. I chaired 


the Government in 1999, and I maint


ained close ties with the Government when I was President. This is a 


very demanding job, especially in the current situation. But I am happy I got this chance to serve the people 


in this position.


 


 


Yes, of course. In fact, the current events in the Russian


 


economy are a result of the global financial crisis. 


Nobody needs to be told today 


-


 


it is a fact 


-


 


that the crisis began in the United States, whose financial and 


economic policy has resulted in the crisis, which has spread to nearly all the leading econ


omies. It has also 


reached Russia, we can feel it, but on the whole, our economic results in 2008 are positive even despite the 


negative effects of the global financial crisis.


 


Let me just remind you of the figures. The economic growth target was above 7%,


 


or more precisely 7.5%. 


The annual growth rate will be around 7%, possibly 6.8% or 6.9%. This is good.


 


What is particularly important for us is the results of our efforts in the social sphere. The increase in take


-


home wages will be approximately 12.6% an


d pensions slightly more than 12% 


-


 


25% in nominal figures. 


Industrial production growth will be nearly 5% (4.8%).


 


As for agriculture, it posted record


-


high growth over the past few years, 8.8%. We have gathered in a 


record


-


large harvest, including over 10


0 million metric tons of grain, which is the highest in many years.


 


It is true that we have problems with inflation.


 


 


The target figure was slightly above 12%, but annual inflation is likely to be 13%, because of the global 


crisis and because the Central B


ank and the Finance Ministry had to inject a huge amount of liquidity into 


the economy. It certainly spurred inflation.


 


But on the whole, I repeat, the annual results will be good despite the global financial crisis.


 


 


In principle, we have no intention to change any plans, which is very important. I am referring also to the 


investment plans of Russia's largest companies, and the planned reform of the housing and utilities sector, 


healthcare and compulsory health insura


nce, as well as the planned reform of education and the pension 


system.


 


In addition 


-


 


I think we will discuss these issues in detail later, since there are bound to be questions 


-


 


I 


want to say at the beginning of this session that we will fulfil all our p


lans in the social sphere, all decisions 


aimed at increasing social payments and pensions.


 


Everyone knows that some countries which have been hit by the crisis are planning to cut wages and 


people's incomes. We will not do this in the social sphere. On the


 


contrary, we intend to implement all our 


plans aimed at increasing allocations.


 


 


To be honest, it is going to be a difficult period in the global economy, including Russia. And we must be 


prepared for it morally, administratively, financially and even pol


itically. But as you know, Russia has 


survived bigger troubles in over a thousand years of its history.


 


Not very long ago, in the early 1990s, we faced the problem of territorial integrity, and industrial and social 


disintegration.


 


Today the situation in t


he country is totally different. We have a good chance of getting through this difficult 


time 


-


 


and I repeat, it will be a difficult time 


-


 


with minimal losses for the economy and the people.


 


 


I have mentioned these


 


difficulties from the very outset. To be


 


frank, we started our conversation with this.


 




2008     It is not the office that matters, but the responsibilities of a state post. This job is not new to me. I chaired  the Government in 1999, and I maint ained close ties with the Government when I was President. This is a  very demanding job, especially in the current situation. But I am happy I got this chance to serve the people  in this position.     Yes, of course. In fact, the current events in the Russian   economy are a result of the global financial crisis.  Nobody needs to be told today  -   it is a fact  -   that the crisis began in the United States, whose financial and  economic policy has resulted in the crisis, which has spread to nearly all the leading econ omies. It has also  reached Russia, we can feel it, but on the whole, our economic results in 2008 are positive even despite the  negative effects of the global financial crisis.   Let me just remind you of the figures. The economic growth target was above 7%,   or more precisely 7.5%.  The annual growth rate will be around 7%, possibly 6.8% or 6.9%. This is good.   What is particularly important for us is the results of our efforts in the social sphere. The increase in take - home wages will be approximately 12.6% an d pensions slightly more than 12%  -   25% in nominal figures.  Industrial production growth will be nearly 5% (4.8%).   As for agriculture, it posted record - high growth over the past few years, 8.8%. We have gathered in a  record - large harvest, including over 10 0 million metric tons of grain, which is the highest in many years.   It is true that we have problems with inflation.     The target figure was slightly above 12%, but annual inflation is likely to be 13%, because of the global  crisis and because the Central B ank and the Finance Ministry had to inject a huge amount of liquidity into  the economy. It certainly spurred inflation.   But on the whole, I repeat, the annual results will be good despite the global financial crisis.     In principle, we have no intention to change any plans, which is very important. I am referring also to the  investment plans of Russia's largest companies, and the planned reform of the housing and utilities sector,  healthcare and compulsory health insura nce, as well as the planned reform of education and the pension  system.   In addition  -   I think we will discuss these issues in detail later, since there are bound to be questions  -   I  want to say at the beginning of this session that we will fulfil all our p lans in the social sphere, all decisions  aimed at increasing social payments and pensions.   Everyone knows that some countries which have been hit by the crisis are planning to cut wages and  people's incomes. We will not do this in the social sphere. On the   contrary, we intend to implement all our  plans aimed at increasing allocations.     To be honest, it is going to be a difficult period in the global economy, including Russia. And we must be  prepared for it morally, administratively, financially and even pol itically. But as you know, Russia has  survived bigger troubles in over a thousand years of its history.   Not very long ago, in the early 1990s, we faced the problem of territorial integrity, and industrial and social  disintegration.   Today the situation in t he country is totally different. We have a good chance of getting through this difficult  time  -   and I repeat, it will be a difficult time  -   with minimal losses for the economy and the people.     I have mentioned these   difficulties from the very outset. To be   frank, we started our conversation with this.  

