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1. Introduction

In recent years, urbanism has developed into a central political topic in Russia, with the comfort-
able city as its epitome. The currently much discussed priority project ‘The formation of a com-
fortable urban environment’ [Gunko, Batunova, 2019a; 2019b], which officially seeks to improve 
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the quality and comfort of the urban environment throughout the country, is the latest expression of 
an increasing political interest in urban development. Over the last decade the term comfort has be-
come the new leitmotiv of many policy makers around the country. It is referred to by urban planners, 
architects, private developers, and investors, and can be found in professional debates, policy docu-
ments [Pravitel’stvo Moskvy, 2014; Arkhsovet Moskvy, 2015; Pravitel’stvo Rossiyskoy Federacii, 2019], 
and in the programmatic guidelines for neighborhood (re)development.

In this paper we consider the comfortable city model as a paradigmatic case to discuss the broader 
changes that characterize Russian urban planning and design. Over the last decade the latter has seen 
increasing attempts to establish many of the stolichnye1 best practices outside the center through 
federal programs and national modernization projects, educational initiatives, and the spread of the 
center’s expertise and experts. Opponents interpret these expansionist attempts as seeking to dictate 
urban development elsewhere and meet them with growing hostility. We argue that such reactions 
are not merely a reflection of the highly uneven allocation of budgetary resources for urban devel-
opment within Russia, but that they indicate a growing unease about changing center-periphery 
relations within the field of urban planning and design. 

Against this background, the article sheds light on the evolution of Russian urban planning and 
design since the new millennium. We do so through the lens of planning ideas and their circulation, 
and more concretely through the comfortable city model2. The paper traces the emergence and evolu-
tion of the model within the Russian professional community. Doing so, the article seeks to answer the 
following questions: (1) How did the comfortable city model emerge, develop and spread in Russia, and 
how did it change throughout this process? (2) How was this dynamically unfolding process affected 
by the reshuffling of center-periphery relations in Russia? To answer the above, we draw on the pol-
icy mobility framework, which allows the combination of an emphasis on the local negotiations with 
a macro-perspective capturing the broader political and socio-economic peripheralization processes. 
The empirical evidence for the research was gathered through an extensive analysis of professional 
planning journals and policy documents (local, regional, and national) over the last two decades, and 
through in-depth semi-structured interviews with experts in the field of urban development carried out 
between April and June 2019. To trace how the comfortable city concept was implemented locally, we 
furthermore draw on studies the authors conducted in Perm [Zupan, 2015], Apatity [Gunko, Eremenko, 
Batunova, 2020], and Moscow [Büdenbender, Zupan, 2017; Zupan, Büdenbender, 2019].

The paper is structured as follows: section 2 contains the state of the art and presents the theo-
retical framework. In section 3, we reconstruct the emergence, development, and circulation of the 
comfortable city model in Russia. Section 4 discusses the main findings. Section 5 provides a summa-
ry and sketches directions for further research.

2. Studying policy mobilities against the background of shifting center-periphery relations in Russia

2.1 A process-based understanding of center and periphery

Research on center-periphery relations has seen a shift from a relatively static understanding of centers 
and peripheries, towards an approach of studying the different dimensions and dynamics of peripher-
alization processes [Copus, 2001; Fischer-Tahir, Naumann, 2013; Kühn, 2015; Pfoser, 2017]. Instead of 
understanding peripheries “as clearly determined, structural entities” [Pfoser, 2017, p. 393] or as spa-
tial facts — that is, as geographical places far from a center or situated on the fringes of a city, region 
or nation — center-periphery relations are conceptualized as social configurations resting on unequal 
power relations [Kühn, 2015, p. 367, 375]. Unequal power relations and unequal access to material and 
symbolic resources lead to the emergence and reproduction of peripheries as “economically dependent, 
politically marginal and discursively stigmatised places” [Pfoser, 2017, p. 393]. Consequently, a multi-
dimensional approach — comprising economic, social, political, and communicative-discursive dimen-
sions — is advocated to study the processes that constitute and shape center-periphery relations [Kühn, 
2015, p. 368; Fischer-Tahir, Naumann, 2013, p. 9; Pfoser, 2017, p. 393; PoScoPP, 2015]. By referring to the 
way the dependences and powerlessness are perceived, interpreted, and acted upon, the peripheraliza-

1 Best practices from the capital city, i.e. Moscow.
2 Russian professional discourse is characterized by different terms, which we subsume under the umbrella of 

the comfortable city in this paper. Among them are komfortnyj gorod / comfortable city, komfortnaya gorodskaya 
sreda / comfortable urban environment or gorod komfortnyj dlya zhizni / city comfortable for life. 
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tion concept offers a multidimensional and multiscalar framework to study “the material, institutional 
and discursive (re)production of inequalities” [Nagy, Timár, 2017, p. 6].

2.2 Center-periphery relations in Russia

As indicated by Golubchikov, Badyna and Makhrova [Golubchikov, Badyna, Makhrova, 2014, p. 618] 
“post-socialist societies have been deeply divided — with stagnation, decline, and marginalisation 
paralleling unparalleled wealth concentration, economic success and material consumption”. Ac-
cording to Brade and Rudolph [Brade, Rudolph, 2004, p. 70], growing spatial inequalities and a re-
shuffling of center-periphery relations present one of the most striking features of Russian develop-
ment after the collapse of state socialism. Accordingly, post-socialist urban studies have produced a 
comprehensive body of work on the dynamics, effects, and causes of uneven socio-spatial develop-
ment [Vendina, 1997; Badyina, Golubchikov, 2005; Medvedkov, Medvedkov, 2007; Brade, Rudolph, 2004; 
Molodikova, Makhrova 2007; Golubchikov, 2010; Golubchikov, Badyna, Makhrova, 2014; Kangas, 2013; 
Kinossian, 2017a; Zubarevich, Safronov, 2013]. Scholars have highlighted how the intrinsic logic of 
capitalist development acted as a key driver of socio-spatial polarization, producing inequalities and 
economic dependencies between socio-economically well-performing centers and the places left-be-
hind [Golubchikov, Badyna, Makhrova, 2014, p. 619; Nagy, Timár, 2017, p. 5].

To adequately understand the socio-spatial disparities, however, we also have to take into account 
the broader socio-political trends in Russia. Post-socialist Russia has been marked by shifting trends 
of decentralization and recentralization [Sharafutdinova, 2010, p. 672]. With the collapse of state so-
cialism and the launching of market reforms during the 1990s, decentralization and democratization 
seemed to set in at the local level [Gelman, 2010, p. 14f.; Gelman, Ryzhenkov, 2011, p. 450]. These, how-
ever, have been rolled back since the beginning of the 2000s [Sharafutdinova, 2010, p. 675]. Since then 
Russia has experienced a profound recentralization of governance, alongside rising authoritarianism 
[Gelman, Ryzhenkov 2011, p. 450; Gelman, 2018, p. 288]. This included the installment of the so-called 
power vertical, which heavily affected patterns of local governance and decreased local autonomy, for 
example through the reestablishment of political control over local governance and a reform of the 
taxation system in favor of centralizing financial resources [Sharafutdinova, 2010, p. 679ff.; 2013, p. 
359; Gelman, 2010, p. 17; Gel’man, Ryzhenkov, 2011, p. 450f.; Kinossian, 2017b, p. 223]. 

These broader de- and recentralization trends also affected urban development. During state so-
cialism, the degree of local autonomy and decision-making was restricted, and a number of mech-
anisms were employed to ensure the central government’s control over local urban development 
[French, 1995, p. 3]. In the early post-Soviet period, the field of spatial planning underwent profound 
changes, which comprised the withdrawal of state planning and the shifting of responsibilities and 
control mechanisms to the municipal level [Brade, 2002, p. 13f.; Stanilov, 2007, p. 9f.]. The 1990s 
were characterized by a general rejection of planning regulations and of centralized, top-down plan-
ning [Stanilov, 2007, p. 10]. By the time that planning regulations, instruments, and mechanisms for 
their implementation had been incrementally reestablished from the new millennium onwards, the 
de-centralization dynamics had been rolled back [Sharafutdinova, 2010, p. 675]. Against this back-
ground, researchers argue that current Russian spatial planning resembles, at least to a certain ex-
tent, the Soviet top-down centralized planning system [Batunova, Gunko, 2018].

2.3 The policy mobility framework 

The framework of policy mobility, which we use to analyze the evolution of the comfortable city model, 
engages with the policymaking dynamics, that is, the emergence and mobility of ideas and models, the 
actors and power dynamics involved, and the outcomes and effects of such processes. The framework 
evolved out of a renewed interest in the exchange of urban development ideas and policies [Peck, Theo-
dore, 2010; 2015] (for an overview see [Temenos, McCann, 2013]). In light of globalization, concepts and 
policy models such as the creative city, the smart city or the sustainable city have “gone viral” and “have 
gained political currency around the globe” [Temenos, McCann, 2013, p. 344]. Importantly, the policy 
mobility approach allows the conceptualization of such policies not as a fixed or stable set of elements, 
but as a complex and dynamically evolving assemblage of elements, principles, and ideas [Ibid., p. 347].

The framework can take into account the key principles of peripheralization research as laid out 
in the beginning of this section. First, peripheralization focuses on unequal power relations, which 
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lead to the emergence and reproduction of centers and peripheries. Likewise, Peck and Theodore 
[2010, p. 169] argue that policy formation and transformation are socially constructed and have to be 
understood as fields of power. Consequently, the proponents of this approach aim to look inside the 
“black boxes” of the “powerful socio-spatial relations”, which constitute policy mobility assemblages 
[Temenos, McCann, 2013, p. 346], and which lead to the constant reproduction of (new) forms of un-
even spatial development [Peck, Theodore, 2010, p. 170]. Second, peripheralization research stresses 
that peripheries are not static, rather, they can turn into centers and vice versa. Studies on policy 
mobility argue that hegemonies are always incomplete and foreground the possibilities for contesta-
tion and change [Peck, Theodore, 2010, p. 171; Temenos, McCann, 2013, p. 351]. While the framework 
engages with wider conditioning and constraining political, social, and economic forces (e.g. various 
legacies and pre-existing conditions), it also highlights the role of actors and actor networks in mo-
bilizing, operationalizing, transforming, implementing, or resisting policies [Temenos, McCann, 2013, 
p. 347f.]. Third, peripheralization can take place at any scale. In this vein, the policy mobility frame-
work stresses that mobility cannot be understood as the direct transfer of a policy from one place to 
another, but that such processes involve actors and elements on and between various levels. In short, 
the study of policy models, their emergence, circulation and mutation, is a promising lens for en-
gaging with the field of Russian urban planning in the context of shifting center-periphery relations.

3. Reconstructing the comfortable city model in Russia

3.1 Emergence (2000–2010)

During the Soviet period the term comfort was rarely used, but certain aspects of the concept were re-
flected in notions such as quality of life or the quality of the living environment, which were referred 
to in policy documents and professional discourse [Zalkind, Toropushina, 2009]. While the topic of 
comfortable-city making was largely neglected in the early post-Soviet period, it reemerged in the 
professional discourse in the early 2000s. Several processes contributed to this. First, the limits and 
negative effects of early post-Soviet planning were criticized, recognized, and incrementally acted 
upon. Second, confronted with this increasing criticism, professional debates were characterized by 
attempts to identify new aims and to discuss strategies for their realization. Third, this phase saw 
the first planning and design experiments for creating a comfortable environment in Russian cities, 
which added content and specification to the diffuse discursive attempts of new agenda setting.

Criticism of Soviet and early post-Soviet urban development

Debates on urbanism have intensified since the new millennium. Discussions revolved around the limits 
and weaknesses of contemporary Russian urban planning and design. It was acknowledged that post-So-
viet urban planning had so far been concerned with infill developments rather than with holistic ap-
proaches, and with single buildings rather than with the urban environment. Against this background, a 
growing concern for integrated and complex approaches which would allow the production of urban spac-
es of higher quality evolved. This problematization was underpinned by the self-depiction of the Russian 
professional community as being backward, peripheral and provincial, in contrast to what was perceived 
as the progressive ‘West’ ([Revzin, 1997, p. 75; 1999, p. 19], Kiselev in [PR, 2006, p. 152], [Tatunashvili, 2011, 
p. 158]). In line with the dominant international discourse about the failing of state socialism and the 
unrivalled superiority of capitalism [Rose, 1999, p. 61], experts assumed that Russian development would 
have to catch up on the seventy years of artificial restraint and stagnation, and go back to ‘normal’ (Bokov 
in [PR, 1995 , p. 7]). In this period the relationship between Russian and foreign practice was marked by 
a relatively uncritical stance towards the latter (for an exception see, for example, [Revzin, 1999]). Many 
foreign experts were invited to Russia as this was seen as a necessary step to overcome the bemoaned lack 
of knowledge and professionalism, and to create the discipline of urban planning and design anew (Khaz-
anov, Kiselev, Bokov in [PR, 2006, p. 152]; Sitar, Skokan, in [PR 2008, p. 100f.]; [Korobina 2008, p. 109]).

Diffuse notions of comfort

The search for new approaches to urban planning and design intensified and a wide range of different 
ideas and concepts were discussed, among them an aesthetic urban environment, the walkable city, 
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human scale, a traditional city or a compact city. In general, however, this phase was characterized by 
disorientation. Professional debates reveiled neither a dominant model nor a common understand-
ing or a clear agenda for urban planning and design. Instead, it was still an open question in which di-
rection Russian planning would develop and which approaches would become dominant (Glazychev 
in [PR, 2008, p. 94]; [Bokov, 2010, p. 108; Muratov, 2011, p. 73]).

Among the concepts discussed in this period was the creation of a comfortable urban envi-
ronment. This concept incrementally took shape within two interrelated areas of urban develop-
ment — housing and public spaces. In 2006/2007 the national housing program on ‘Affordable and 
comfortable housing’ was adopted (‘Dostupnoe i komfortnoe zhil’e — grazhdanam Rossii’, see [Pa-
shintseva, 2007]). The program, however, did not entail any authoritative position with regard to 
urban planning and design. The term comfort was defined in a vague way and merely referred to 
higher standards of housing production. Nevertheless, the program provided important stimuli for 
further discussion. Consequently, the professional community defined comfortable housing as an 
anti-model of Soviet and post-Soviet housing, which were accused of lacking well-defined open 
spaces and producing uncultivated, incoherent and blurred territories [Bokova, 2009, p. 72]. The 
creation of a comfortable living environment was meant to meet the growing demands of the pop-
ulation for comfort, security, a local community, the recognizability of a place, mixed use, and suf-
ficient infrastructure [Bazhenova, Kostina, 2002, p. 53; Bokova, 2009, p. 72; Goldhoorn, 2007, p. 14]. 
The term comfort also appeared as a new leitmotiv for open space development. For example, the 
2008 International exhibition of architecture and design, Arch Moskva, was devoted to the urban 
environment and attracted a lot of attention from the professional community. To provide an idea 
of how comfortable urban environments might look, foreign experts were invited to showcase best 
practices from the ‘West’.

Although by the end of the first decade of the new millennium the term comfort was “on every-
one’s lips” [Muratov, 2010a, p. 64], so far rather diffuse notions prevailed. Experts bemoaned the lack 
of definition, clear terminology, standards and implementation strategies [Pashintseva, 2007, p. 198; 
Gordeev, 2010, p. 65], and acknowledged: “so far we have nothing but slogans” [Pashintseva, 2007, 
p. 198] and “hot air” [Muratov, 2010a, p. 65].

Experiments and ‘local stolitsy’

Practical planning attempts further contributed to achieving a more articulated understanding of 
comfortable city making. Notably, many experiments in this period were carried out outside Mos-
cow. While the capital had been the showcase and pace-setter for any kind of novelty, experiment 
and innovation during the Soviet Union [Frolic, 1976, p. 286f.], the city had lost its role as the inno-
vative center in the fields of urban planning and design during the early post-Soviet period. That is 
not to say that Moscow generally lacked new developments, but novel approaches of complex and 
human-scale city making were more advanced in other Russian cities (Glazychev in [PR, 1995, p. 7]). 
For example, influential innovations concerning comprehensive, local, and sensitive forms of urban 
renewal were developed in Nizhni Novgorod (‘city inside-out’ [Revzin, 2000]), Samara (the redevel-
opment of the 79th quarter) or Irkutsk (the reconstruction of street block 130). The city of Kazan 
invited the famous planner Acebillo to set up a redevelopment strategy for the city center [Korobina, 
2008, p. 108]. But it was the city of Perm that played a pivotal role in this process. Spearheaded by 
Oleg Chirkunov, the governor of Perm region at that time, the Perm experiment aimed at the mod-
ernization of the region and “catching-up” with “Western standards” [Chirkunov, 2010, p. 60]. It was 
within this initiative that the scattered elements were assembled together in what has later been 
described as the first Russian guidebook on the formation of a comfortable urban environment. This 
guidebook was the Perm Masterplan, developed by the Dutch planning firm KCAP. To transform Perm 
into a comfortable place to live in by international ‘Western’ standards [Muratov, 2010b, p. 58], the 
European, compact-city principles were deployed. These include urban block morphology, medium 
scale buildings, high quality urban spaces and public transport and walkability [KCAP, 2010]. Despite 
the fact that the Masterplan has not been implemented, many experts assume that it led to a rup-
ture within the Russian professional community and was perceived as a completely new approach 
[Interview I, 2019; Interview IX, 2019]. Over the following years the Masterplan spread within private 
planning firms, public administrations, and educational institutions throughout the country [Nilina, 
2013; Interview I, 2019; Interview III, 2019].
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3.2 Formation and consolidation (2010–2014)

From 2010, the process entered a new phase, in which the comfortable city model was substantially for-
matted and consolidated. Three trends contributed to this process. First, single elements were assembled 
together in one overarching model. A shared vocabulary and underlying rationales were developed, and 
a common understanding of comfortable-city making began to emerge within the Russian professional 
community. Second, the comfortable city found the support of the political leadership and was declared 
the official role model for Moscow urban development. This declaration was accompanied by the devel-
opment of the first authoritative guidelines on how to create comfortable urban spaces. Third, this phase 
was characterized by the implementation of projects, which showcased the comfortable city in material-
ized form, thereby also contributing to setting the standards for future comfortable-city making in Russia.

Concept and rationales

In the course of this phase, the single elements, bundles and principles — such as a city for people, 
human scale, walkability, urban block or compact and mixed-use structures — were assembled to-
gether under the umbrella of the Russian formula of the komfortnyj gorod. The comfortable city was 
presented as a cure to a wide range of urban problems, including traffic congestion, chaotic urban 
development, and security. It was narrated as a means to substantially increase the quality of life in 
cities. The model combined political, economic, cultural, and social rationales, making it an almost 
all-encompassing reference point for different actor groups.

Foreign ideas still acted as important sources. For example, many of the books of Jan Gehl — one of 
the ‘gurus’ of comfortable-city making around the globe — were translated and published in Russian 
[Afonichkin, 2012, p. 42]. In contrast to the previous phase, however, foreign knowledge and experi-
ence was critically reflected upon and transformed to meet specific, Russian requirements. The concept 
ceased to be perceived as an imported model and now importantly evolved from within the Russian 
context. Accordingly, a Russian formula of the comfortable city with its own foci, vocabulary, rationales, 
and understanding developed [Interview I, 2019]. This process went hand in hand with a departure, at 
least to a certain degree, from the dismissal of Soviet and early post-Soviet planning and design, and 
towards active attempts to incorporate the model into the specific post-Soviet context. In the field of 
housing, for example, it was connected to industrialized housing production, and transformed into the 
concept of comfortable mass housing [Goldhoorn, 2015, p. 1; Belov, 2015, p. 57]. We can also observe the 
emancipation from the backward narrative that had shaped the previous phase. Against the background 
that hardly any of the imported ready-mades had been successfully implemented, a more critical stance 
towards imported ‘Western’ practices emerged, and a more balanced partnership of equals between 
Russian and foreign experts evolved [Interview I, 2019; Interview X, 2019].

Urban policy

In this phase the comfortable city evolved from scattered local or regional initiatives and developed 
into a full-fledged urban policy. It was taken up by Moscow’s ruling elites and became the programmat-
ic reference point for the capital’s future urban development. The political leadership became aware 
that urbanism could serve as a form of the realization of politics [Büdenbender, Zupan, 2017, p. 306]. 
Experts at that time noted that there is “a new wave of authoritarianism surging through the corridors 
of federal power”, and that this has direct effects on space production [Muratov, 2012, p. 82]. In 2010, 
the then-President Dmitry Medvedev appointed Sergey Sobyanin as Moscow’s major, a step that fun-
damentally changed the city’s position vis-a-vis the federal powers. This federal ‘take-over’ meant that 
Moscow was firmly reintegrated into the power vertical [Büdenbender, Zupan, 2017, p. 301, 303; Inter-
view VII, 2019]. When Sobyanin was appointed, his administration developed the program ‘Moscow: a 
city comfortable for life’ [Pravitel’stvo Moskvy, 2014]. This document covered a broad spectrum of topics, 
ranging from mobility to health, education and the creation of a comfortable urban environment. In 
the following years, specific guidelines on selected topics were set up, for example, on the formation of 
comfortable urban housing [Arkhsovet Moskvy, 2015] or on Moscow’s blagoustroystvo3 [Strelka KB, 2016]. 

3 Blagoustroystvo is a notion that does not have a direct equivalent in English. It pertains to measures of city-
scape maintenance, landscaping, and urban design aimed at improving living conditions, as well as upgrading 
the sanitary and aesthetic state of the territory.
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From then on, the city regained its role as the main trendsetter and generator of innovation in the field 
of urban development, which it had lost in the early post-Soviet period.

Examples built in the center and beyond

Despite the theoretical efforts among professionals and policy makers, interpretations of the com-
fortable city still differed within the professional community [Shchukin, 2014, p. 136]. It was projects 
implementation, which provided substance and a concrete, spatial understanding of how comfort 
might look in built form. The projects implemented in this phase made important contributions to 
the model’s development because they enhanced the emergence of a shared understanding and set 
the standards for future projects.

During this phase a large number of projects emerged. While implementations were by no means re-
stricted to Moscow, it was the capital’s projects, which attracted most attention and further developed 
into the main references and best practices for comfortable-city making. In the field of housing, dense 
complexes with courtyards, colorful children’s playgrounds surrounded by even more colorful facades 
emerged; elements, which later became signifiers of comfortable housing (see for example projects by 
the developers Rose Group, Brusnika, PIK, Urban Group or KROST). The Moscow comfortable urban en-
vironment agenda included the design of public spaces. The transformation of Gorky Park for Culture 
and Leisure in 2011, into a hip meeting point combining international state of the art design and attrac-
tive commercial spaces, can be regarded as kick-starting this development [Kalyukin, Borén, Byerley, 2015; 
Büdenbender, Zupan, 2017, p. 306]. This successful model of upgrading open spaces was replicated for 
many other open spaces, first in Moscow and then throughout the country.

3.3. ‘Comfortization’ throughout Russia: expansion and diffusion (since 2014) 

Over the last couple of years, the process has entered a new phase, which has been characterized by 
the top-down diffusion of the Moscow-based comfortable city model throughout Russia. First, we 
observe forthright attempts by the center to spread the model with the help of different mechanisms 
and channels. Second, the comfortable city developed into the dominant model within Russian ur-
ban planning and design, although, according to critics, its massive spread went hand in hand with 
a certain loss of substance. Third, local implementations of national programs reflect increasing dif-
ficulties in addressing specific challenges at the local level, and the diminishing of local autonomy.

Top-down expansion (programs, education, planning institutions)

Over the last few years, a whole repertoire of instruments, channels, and mechanisms have been 
set in place to spread the comfortable city model within Russia. The main driving forces behind this 
process are the federal authorities: “In recent years, the topic of the blagoustroystvo of the cityscape 
has acquired a completely new dimension. For decades this was the exclusive domain of regional and 
municipal authorities, but now it has turned into a federal responsibility” [Kvartal, 2018, p. 6, authors 
translation]. This shift took place in 2014, when President Putin announced in the State Council that 
the creation of a comfortable urban environment in all Russian cities was a federal task [ibid].

National programs have developed into an important channel to spread the model. The main pro-
gram in this regard is the priority project ‘The formation of a comfortable urban environment’, which 
officially aims to improve the quality and comfort of the urban environment throughout the country. 
Equally important are educational initiatives and the preparation of new cadres [Petrova, 2018]. Prime 
Minister Dmitriy Medvedev recently noted [Gazeta.ru, 2019, authors translation]: “We have to make 
sure that in every municipal center of the Federation professional teams emerge: small, well-knit 
patriotic local teams who are capable of producing architectural and planning solutions and who can 
carry out contracting work”. The program Arkhitektory.rf, which has been carried out by dom.rf and 
Strelka KB since 2018, is an example of such an initiative producing loyal cadres. Another central pillar 
is the development of new standards and guidelines, the number of which has significantly increased 
over the recent years. While such planning documents are not legally binding, they are, in the long run, 
meant to transform the legal and regulatory basis of Russian urban planning. Many experts perceive 
them as a means of innovating the Russian planning system, which is depicted as a hindering factor 
for implementing contemporary approaches of comfortable city making [Kvartal, 2018, p. 9].
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The understanding of comfortable-city making, which is currently being spread throughout Rus-
sia, clearly draws inspiration from the policies previously developed in Moscow. Professional debates 
reveal the emergence of a new center-periphery narrative: the center is portrayed as the carrier and 
provider of progressive knowledge, of experience and expertise, while denying that the peripheries 
have sufficient competences and skills to solve urban planning and design challenges on their own. 
This holds especially true for the experts involved. As an urban planning expert in Moscow notes on 
the so-called stolichnye experts — experts from the capital that seek to spread their knowledge and 
competence throughout the country: “According to the dominant narrative, all the competence is ac-
cumulated in the center. But in reality, they [stolichnye experts] are not capable of developing anything 
for the peripheries, because they have no knowledge about what is happening there or what is needed 
there” ([Interview III, 2019], authors translation). The interviewee specifically refers to Strelka, an or-
ganization initially serving as a critical platform for engaging with questions of spatial development. 
Starting from Moscow, the firm has developed into a key collaborator in shaping Russian urbanism, 
with very close ties to the Moscow and federal authorities. Strelka KB develops guidelines for the 
whole country and can be regarded as one of the most powerful organizations involved in spreading 
‘comfort’ through the blagoustroystvo of cities and regions within Russia [Suvorova, Mudryy, 2017].

Political short-term spatial fix

The principles together with their underlying rationales were assembled together in the Russian for-
mula of the comfortable city and spread through various channels. The model is gaining strength and 
is currently being established as the leading paradigm of Russian urban development. This spread, 
however, goes hand in hand with a dilution of the model. At first glance, it seems that what is being 
spread from above is the Moscow model, as it has been firmly established as a successful policy in the 
capital under Mayor Sobyanin. In reality, however, it appears to be a cheaper imitation of, or super-
ficial reference to, the latter. Taking into account Russia’s highly uneven resource redistribution in 
favor of the capital this does not come much as a surprise [Trubina, 2015, p. 30; Interview VII, 2019].

Experts argue that while the process started with good intentions and progressive ideas, the com-
fortable city model in general, and blagoustroystvo in particular, have developed into mere substi-
tutes for a truly complex understanding of the urban environment as a mediator between people and 
space [Interview III, 2019; Interview VI, 2019]. Many argue that the concept is used by policy makers 
as a superficial and temporal spatial fix to calm the opposition and to alleviate tensions and social 
conflicts [Interview I, 2019; Interview VII, 2019; Interview VIIIb, 2019; Interview X, 2019]: “It became 
clear to the authorities that the sole focus on quantity does not satisfy the population, the voters. The 
latter want more. They want a clean environment; they want good public spaces […] You can build as 
much as you want, but blagoustroystvo has much more effect, it is quicker and cheaper — and this was 
acknowledged at the national level” ([Interview I, 2019], authors translation).

Over recent years comfort and blagoustroystvo have been established as central reference points 
promising an increase in the population’s well-being. However, these terms distract from the polit-
ical questions such as sufficient and spatially balanced provision of infrastructure or growing ine-
qualities between and within cities, thus obscuring the political significance of spatial planning and 
urban development. A case in point is the comfortable urban environment index developed by dom.rf 
and Strelka KB (https://индекс.дом.рф). The main indicators to measure the quality of the urban en-
vironment include safety, comfort, ecology, identity, and diversity and the environment’s contempo-
raneity. However, while new fountains, playgrounds, and paving tiles might present relatively cheap 
short-term fixes, one wonders if it is not more fundamental issues, such as the provision of workplac-
es, housing and other basic infrastructure that should be the priority. Such a sustainable long-term 
development would, however, require serious investment and a redistribution of resources.

Decreasing local autonomy 

Due to the dependence of cities on federal and regional subsidies the scope of local autonomy and 
self-government is decreasing [Interview I, 2019; Interview III, 2019; Interview VIIIa, 2019; Interview 
X, 2019]. The prioritization of national projects not only further concentrates financial resources, but 
also limits the set of alternative development paths, as municipalities face ever-more detailed rec-
ommendations from the center on how to carry out urban planning and design locally. Experts raise 
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the concern that such recentralization might prevent the possibility of effective spatial development 
[Interview III, 2019].

Apatity, a small city located in Murmanskaya oblast, is a case in point. Since the collapse of state so-
cialism the city has been confronted with high levels of depopulation and budget austerity, resulting in the 
downgrading of the cityscape. The priority project on ‘The formation of a comfortable urban environment’ 
could have become an important and much-needed mechanism to engage with these challenges. The im-
plementation, however, shows that the city has merely focused on minor spatial fixes, such as the blagou-
stroystvo of courtyards, the repair of driveways, lighting, the installation of benches and trash bins. The local 
administration is well aware that such measures do not lead to a significant improvement of the cityscape: 
“There is no comprehensiveness in what we are allowed to do. While we are paving driveways in courtyards, 
we can’t make a proper storm sewerage system. Every year when the snow melts this paving is being washed 
away” [Interview XI, 2019, authors translation]. Instead of creating a truly more comfortable urban environ-
ment, the priority project aggravates the situation by dispensing much-needed funds on decorations and 
superficial fixes. Even with regard to these minor fixes, the projects hardly show any sign of locally sensitive 
designs, which would cater to the specific needs and conditions. Instead, the appearance of new architectur-
al forms, lighting, benches and trash bins resembles Moscow best practices, which can be meanwhile found 
in cities throughout the country. The Apatity case displays the severe restrictions that exist at the local level, 
namely through hard factors (e.g. strict regulations such as a narrow list of priority projects and the lack of 
resources) and through soft factors (e.g. the credibility and legitimation of stolichnye best practices).

Discussion

The previous sections have shown that contemporary Russian urban planning and design is marked 
by growing recentralization. During the period analyzed, the centers of innovation in the field shifted, 
pointing to the processual and open-ended character of center-periphery relations. At the beginning 
of the new millennium, regional capitals and large and medium-sized Russian cities provided impor-
tant stimuli and novel solutions. Over the last decade, however, local autonomy and self-government 
throughout the country significantly decreased. Moscow and the federal powers have gained power and 
increasingly seek to dictate urban planning and design throughout the country. 

The unequal access to, and distribution of material and symbolic resources reinforces peripher-
alization within Russian urban planning and design. Our analysis revealed different, although in-
terconnected dimensions through which this process unfolds: economic, communicative-discursive, 
and political. First, while cities in Russia officially exercise local autonomy and bear responsibility for 
local urban development, the hierarchical fiscal policy constrains their actual decision-making power 
and significantly increases their dependence on the decisions taken in the center [Kinossian, 2017b, 
p. 229]. In urban development, this trend is further underpinned by the prioritization of national 
modernization projects, and the allocation of funds to them.

Second, the analysis revealed a communicative-discursive dimension in the ongoing peripheral-
ization process. Debates are marked by the emergence of a narrative that depicts the center as the 
carrier and provider of knowledge, experience, and expertise, while denying that the peripheries have 
sufficient competences and skills to solve urban planning and design challenges on their own. To ‘ed-
ucate’ the rest of the country, the center provides narrow, detailed, and fixed ready-mades for urban 
development, which are enforced, inter alia, through guidelines and educational initiatives, following 
the logic: “You have a problem? You cannot solve it on your own, because you don’t know how? Here 
are the standards how to proceed, now do it!” ([Interview VIIIa, 2019] authors translation).

However, while opportunities on the local level are shrinking, there is still room to maneuver. Re-
search has argued that despite Russia’s strongly central-hierarchical system and power vertical, it 
would be wrong to conclude that the development of Russian cities and regions is completely dictated 
by the center [Kinossian, 2017b, p. 233]. Besides the imposition of top-down sanctions, local actors and 
politics do exhibit some autonomy vis-à-vis the higher levels of authority [Gelman, Ryzhenkov, 2011, 
p. 449, 453f.]. This also holds true for urban planning and design, as an interviewee explains: “Even 
within this narrow framework, the governors have the possibility to translate these standards in differ-
ent ways, and to develop alternative approaches — of course, only if such attempts do not contradict 
the federal powers” [Interview VIIIa, 2019, authors translation]. One can find examples of independent 
and creative rethinking of urban development, albeit, driven by the private sector [Gunko, Pivovar, 
Averkieva, 2019]. Such examples, however, require strong agency of the local policy makers, of private 
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business, and of civil society; the kind of agency which would oppose, alter or creatively translate the 
top-down established approaches and use funds to actually improve the local situation.

Finally, the analysis revealed a political dimension, which also helps to explain the seductive power of 
the center’s comfortization strategy. At the moment, we can observe the paradoxical situation in which ur-
banism is being established as a central political field, while the authorities simultaneously attempt to de-
politicize urban planning and design. Contemporary urban development in Russia focuses on diffuse topics 
such as aesthetics, comfort, and quality of life. Many of these developments have led to an increase in the 
quality of the urban environment, however, the highly visible objects mostly present insubstantial, singular 
improvements. They distract from far more profound questions such as the insufficient and unbalanced 
provision of infrastructure or the growing intra-urban inequalities. It seems that comfort has become a sub-
stitute for comprehensive urban planning, depriving the latter of its complexity on the one hand, and of its 
political character on the other. According to one interviewee, many of the currently introduced measures 
“create the semblance of concern, but they don’t provide solutions for real problems. Indeed, they even dis-
tract from serious questions, because as soon as we engage with the real problems, we are confronted with 
questions that go well beyond the sphere of spatial development” ([Interview III, 2019] authors translation).

In the light of budget austerity, the comfortization of the country has become a political tool to 
assure the loyalty and support of the population [Interview III, 2019], and to distract from the lack of 
accountable government in an autocratic political system: “Urban planning is a democratic institu-
tion, in which the municipality and the local community are responsible for city development and in 
which values and strategies develop bottom-up. […] In Russia, it cannot work at the moment, because 
we don’t have democracy” ([Interview VIIIa, 2019] authors translation).

Conclusion

This paper reconstructed the emergence and development of the comfortable city model in Russia, to 
shed light on the evolution of Russian urban planning and design since the start of the new millenni-
um. Drawing on the scholarship of policy mobility and center-periphery relations, we identified three 
phases through which the model unfolded, each of which being characterized by a specific relation 
to foreign planning practices and by different relations between Moscow and other Russian cities.

In the first phase (emergence, 2000–2010), the professional discourse was shaped by the self-de-
piction of the Russian professional community as being backward and peripheral and which had to 
overcome Soviet practices of city making catching up with the ‘progressive West’. Accordingly, the 
understanding of comfort in this period was to a large extent shaped by the rather uncritical transfer 
of foreign ideas, best practices and experts. Within Russia, the most influential attempts towards 
comfortable-city making took place outside the Russian capital. Local authorities did not perceive 
themselves as provincial, but recognized their political, economic, cultural, and territorial potential 
[Korobina, 2008, p. 106] and acted as the main innovation drivers. Local cadres generally enjoyed 
relative freedom. While federal authorities provided stimuli in urban development (e.g. programs), 
they did not put forward any authoritative position with regard to urban planning and design models.

The second phase (formation and consolidation, 2010–2014) showcased a more balanced relation 
towards foreign practices. This went hand in hand with the development of a Russian formula of the 
comfortable city. The latter was no longer perceived as an imported model, but as a home-grown 
practice. Within Russia, Moscow — importantly supported by the federal powers — began to reestab-
lish its role as the main trendsetter in the field of urban planning and design.

In the third phase (expansion and diffusion, since 2014) discussions about foreign versus Russian 
practices lost their importance and debates increasingly centered on the developments and power re-
lations within Russia. In this regard, a narrative is evolving, which assigns knowledge, experience, and 
professionalism to the center, and a lack of these characteristics to the rest of the country. The center in-
creasingly acts as the accumulator and distributor of financial resources, knowledge, and expertise  in ur-
ban planning and design and is using several channels to ‘educate’ the rest of the country. The comfort-
able city model in general, and blagoustroystvo in particular, have developed into mere substitutes for a 
truly complex understanding of the urban environment, and are instrumentalized for political purposes.

Urban planning and design in Russia is marked by the recentralization of knowledge, expertise, 
and professional resources, and by the further peripheralization and undermining of local autonomy, 
expertise, innovation, and local and indigenous knowledge. In many respects, this process echoes the 
broader political climate in Russia, and the changes therein.
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