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Legal regulation of advocates‘ ethics in Russian Federation 

 

The introduction of the institution of lawyers – a necessary component of open 

adversarial proceedings – was one of the main achievements of the 1864 Legal 

Reform which finally approved the principles that judges were independent and could 

not be removed from office, that proceedings were to be held in public, that pleadings 

were to be oral and that proceedings were to be adversarial.  

Being a mouthpiece for the interests of all strata of society, the ‘lawyer class’ 

had drawn up and secured the basic traditions and principles which made possible the 

corporate consolidation, self-regulation and independence of the institution of 

lawyers. By 1917 there were about 13,000 lawyers working in Russia. 

On 22nd October 1917, Decree No. 1 of the Council of Peoples Commissar’s 

“On the courts” did away with the previous legal system together with the institution 

of lawyers. Five years later the new soviet government recognised how fragile justice 

was without a system of professional defence counsel. The RSFSR Criminal and 

Procedural Code and the Regulations for the Bar appeared in 1922 – these, to some extent, 

restored to advocates their role in legal proceedings and the right to associate 

professionally. 

But during all Soviet period the Regulations governing USSR lawyers preserved 

the dependence of the legal profession on government authorities and their subordination 

to state and party bodies. This trend remained throughout the pre-reform period.  

Starting in 1986 the bar gradually began to free itself from this all-embracing 

“guardianship”, and its formation into an independent corporate body took place. The 

most important task facing the legal community in that period of transition was the urgent 

need, having revived the best Russian traditions, for a new law on the legal profession of 

lawyers. The bill remained before the State Duma for seven years and the Federal Law 

“On the activities of lawyers and the Bar in the Russian Federation” came into force on 

the 1
st
 July 2002 after being signed by President V. V. Putin. 

The law as passed reflected the new trends in the development of the Russian Bar. 

It laid down in legislative form the status of the bar as a professional community of 

lawyers and an important institution of civil society, it defined its basic principles, aims 

and tasks, guarantees for the independence of the bar, the procedure governing the 

relationship between the bar’s self-governing bodies and state bodies, officials and 

individuals. 

Under the new law, since the autumn of 2002, general meetings (conferences) 

of lawyers have been held at constituent entities of the Russian Federation and these 

meetings have established one regional chamber of advocates in each entity (except 

in the Koryak Autonomous Area and Evenki). Now there are 83 regional chambers of 

advocates in Russia. Each regional chamber resolves the matter of replenishing the 

community with fresh members, to ensure that legal assistance is accessible to 

individuals and organisations, to ensure that advocates professional behavior 

corresponds ethical norms and to represent the interests of the legal community 
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before government and local authorities. Under the new law, 58.088 colleagues have 

retained their status as lawyers. 

The 1st All-Russian Conference of Advocates, held on 31
st
 January 2003 in 

Moscow, was the final stage in the reform of the organisational foundations of the 

Russian legal profession. The Conference founded the RF Federal Chamber of 

Lawyers, adopted its articles of association, adopted a Code of professional ethics for 

lawyers and other documents, and elected the Federal Chamber’s Council and Audit 

Commission.  

The foundation of the Federal Chamber of Lawyers of the Russian Federation, 

which is an association of all the chambers of advocates of constituent entities of the 

Russian Federation, to jointly support their corporate interests, can without 

exaggeration be said to be an event of historic importance. For the first time in the 

country’s history, a single all-Russian professional community of lawyers has been 

formed. The Federal Chamber is established under public law – based on the 

compulsory membership of chambers of advocates of constituent entities of the 

Russian Federation. 

Thus, from uncoordinated regional bar associations, the Russian legal 

profession has become a single corporation with rules of work and behaviour 

common to all, with clear regulations on professional skill improvement, and with 

officially recognised self-governing bodies. It is important to note that alongside 

issues of the organisation and function of the bar as a single professional corporation, 

the lawmakers have paid special attention to strengthening the status of the lawyer 

and to guarantees of his professional activities. Under the new law, a lawyer has the 

opportunity to choose, at his own discretion, the organisational and legal forms of 

advocacy: to be either a member of the advocates’ collegium, or form a law firm with 

partners or to work alone in a lawyer’s office (sole-practitioner).  

The basic principles of activity of the Russian Bar are legality, independence, 

self-administration, corporativity, as well as the principle of equality of all lawyers. 

These principles are provided by corporate self-administrative bodies, acting in 

accordance with the Law. 

Moscow City advocates’ chamber unites 9000 members. As all 83 regional 

chambers it has 5 self-administrative bodies – Annual meeting (conference) of 

advocates, the Council of the Chamber, President of the Chamber, The Qualification 

commissions (disciplinary board) and Internal Audit Commission of the Chamber. 

Three of these self-administrative bodies, namely, President of the Chamber, 

The Qualification commissions (disciplinary board) and the Council of the Chamber 

participate in disciplinary proceedings. 

The Qualification Commission consists of 13 members. 7 of them are lawyers 

including the President of the Chamber and 6 of them represent the state (2 federal 

judges, 2 representatives of the territorial board of the Ministry of Justice, 2 

representatives of the Legislative Board of a constituent territory of the Russian 

Federation (Moscow City Duma, etc.) 

The Council of the Chamber consists only of lawyers. The number of them is 

not to be more than 15. The President chairs the meetings of the Chamber’s Council. 
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The meetings of the Qualification Commission and The Council of the 

Chamber are considered competent if at least two thirds of its members are present. 

The Code of Professional Ethics of Lawyers, adopted on the 1
st
 All-Russian 

Congress of Lawyers in 2003, consolidates unified norms and rules of professional 

conduct, mandatory for all members of the corporation. 

It is the first written Code in Russian history including Tsarist Russia, soviet 

and post-soviet periods. Before its adoption only aural disciplinary precedents were 

used. 

It is set in Preamble of the Code that lawyers of the Russian Federation have 

adopted this Code of Professional Ethics of Lawyers pursuant to the requirements set 

forth in the Federal Law “On Advocacy and the Bar in the Russian Federation”, with 

a view to upholding professional honor and promoting the Russian advocacy 

traditions, and recognizing their moral responsibility towards the public. The Bar 

cannot exist or function unless its members observe corporate discipline and 

professional ethical rules, uphold their honour and dignity, and maintain the authority 

of the Bar. 

The Code consists of two sections containing material and procedural norms: 

– Section I. Principles and standards of professional conduct of lawyers. 

– Section II. Fundamental rules of disciplinary proceedings. 

The Code of Professional Ethics of Lawyers establishes mandatory rules of 

conduct in line with the moral criteria and traditions of the Bar, as well as 

international standards and rules of professional conduct, which all lawyers must 

comply with in the course of their professional activities. In executing their 

professional duties, lawyers may be guided by the rules and standards set forth in the 

Common Code of Conduct for European Lawyers insofar as such rules do not 

contravene the Law on Advocacy and the Bar or the provisions of this Code. 

The Code amplifies the rules established by the Law on Advocacy and the Bar. 

None of the provisions of this Code may be interpreted as prescribing or permitting 

such conduct as may contradict the provisions of the Law on Advocacy and the Bar. 

This Code applies to lawyers. But they must familiarize lawyers’ assistants, 

probationers and other employees with this Code and ensure their compliance with 

the requirements provided herein in the part pertaining to their official duties. 

The necessity of complying with the lawyers’ rules of conduct arises from the 

fact of having been called to the Bar. In the instances when professional ethical 

matters remain unregulated either by the Law on Advocacy and the Bar or by this 

Code, lawyers must observe the customs and traditions of the Bar that reflect the 

socially accepted moral standards. If a lawyer cannot decide on his/her actions in a 

complicated ethical situation, he/she may apply to the Bar Council of the Chamber of 

Lawyers in the relevant constituent territory of the Russian Federation for 

explanation, which he/she cannot be denied. No lawyer acting in accordance with 

recommendations of the Bar Council regarding the application of the rules of this 

Code can be held liable for disciplinary violations. 

Articles 4-17 of the Code contain concrete rules of professional conduct. 

Violation of the provisions of the Law on Advocacy and the Bar and of this 

Code, committed by lawyers intentionally or by gross negligence, entails the 
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imposition of disciplinary sanctions as provided by the Law on Advocacy and the Bar 

and this Code.  

Disciplinary sanctions may only be imposed in the course of disciplinary 

proceedings in accordance with the rules described in Section 2 of the Code. 

In selecting a disciplinary sanction, the Bar Council must take into account the 

gravity of violation, the circumstances under which the violation has been committed, 

the form of guilt, and other factors, which the Bar Council may deem material and 

take into account before making the judgment. Disciplinary sanctions may include: 1) 

a reprimand, 2) a warning, 3) disbarment. 

Disciplinary sanctions may be imposed within six months of the discovery of a 

violation, excluding the time of sick leaves or holidays. Disciplinary sanctions can 

only be imposed before the expiry of one year since the date of violation. 

The procedure for considering and resolving complaints, presentments and 

communications about lawyers is established by Section II of the Code. 

Disciplinary proceedings include the following stages: 

1) initiation of disciplinary proceedings by the President of the Chamber of 

Lawyers of a constituent territory of the Russian Federation; 

2) review of the case by the Qualifications Commission of the Chamber of 

Lawyers of a constituent territory of the Russian Federation; and 

3) review of the case by the Bar Council of the Chamber of Lawyers of a 

constituent territory of the Russian Federation. 

Disciplinary proceedings may only be conducted by the President, the 

Qualifications Commission and the Bar Council of the Chamber of Lawyers which 

the lawyer is a member of at the time of initiation of disciplinary proceedings. 

Disciplinary proceedings may be initiated on the account of: 

1) complaints filed to the Chamber of Lawyers by another lawyer, by the 

lawyer’s client or by the client’s legitimate representative, and, in the instances when 

the lawyer refuses to accept a commission without good reason, by the person 

seeking free legal assistance under Article 26 of the Federal Law on Advocacy and 

the Bar in the Russian Federation; 

2) presentments submitted to the Chamber of Lawyers by the Chamber’s Vice-

President or by the person acting in that capacity; 

3) presentments submitted to the Chamber of Lawyers by a government 

authority relating to the Bar, namely, the territorial board of the Ministry of Justice; 

4) communications of courts (judges) to the Chamber of Lawyers. 

Complaints, presentments and communications filed by the aforementioned 

persons are deemed as admissible grounds for initiating disciplinary proceedings, if 

submitted in writing, complete with: 
1) the name of the Chamber of Lawyers wherein the complaint, presentment or communication are submitted; 

2) the full name of the lawyer filing the complaint against another lawyer, his/her affiliation with a Chamber of 

Lawyers and a college of lawyers; 

3) the full name and place of residence of the lawyer’s client, or the name and location of the agency or 

organization if the claimant is a legal entity, as well as the name and place of residence (location) of the client’s 

representative if the complaint is filed thereby; 

4) the name and location of the government authority, as well as the full name of the executive officer to file 

the relevant presentment or communication;  
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5) the full name of the lawyer against whom disciplinary proceedings are being sought, as well as his/her 

affiliation with the relevant college of lawyers, the reference data on the agreement of legal assistance (where 

applicable) and/or order; 

6) the lawyer’s specific actions (or omissions), which constituted violation of 

his/her professional duties; 

7) facts underlying the claim as stated in the relevant complaint, presentment or 

communication, and evidence in support of such facts; and 

8) a list of documents attached to such complaint, presentment or 

communication. 

Each and every participant in disciplinary proceedings may propose, verbally 

or in writing, a way of resolving the disciplinary case.  

Complaints, presentments and communications that are not filed by the 

aforementioned persons, or complaints, presentments and communications filed by 

these persons in respect of actions (or omissions) of lawyers that are unrelated to 

their professional duties cannot be recognised as acceptable grounds for 

initiating disciplinary proceedings. 

Complaints or statements filed by other lawyers cannot be deemed acceptable 

grounds for initiating disciplinary proceedings, if such complaints or statements 

ensue from relations pertaining to the establishment or operation of respective 

collegiums or law firms. 

Anonymous complaints and statements about lawyers’ conduct (failure to act) 

are not subject for consideration. 

If the President of the Chamber of Lawyers finds concrete complaint, 

presentment or communication to be acceptable ground he initiates disciplinary 

proceedings. Upon receiving complaints or statements which cannot be deemed as 

acceptable grounds for initiating disciplinary proceedings or which were filed by 

persons unauthorised to raise the issue of disciplinary proceedings, or in the event of 

discovering facts that exclude the possibility of disciplinary proceedings, President of 

the Chamber of Lawyers will dismiss the suit and return the documents to the 

claimant, explaining in writing the reasons for this decision. 

Upon initiation of disciplinary proceedings, participants therein have the right 

to: 

1) familiarize themselves with all of the case records, take notes, and make 

copies of the documents with the help of technical devices; 

2) attend the hearings hold by the Qualifications Commission and the Bar 

Council in person and/or send their representatives; 

3) give oral or written explanations on the merits of the case, and submit 

evidence; 

4) familiarize themselves with the hearings’ records and with the written 

opinion of the Qualifications Commission; and 

5) submit to the Bar Council their explanations, if disagreeing with the opinion 

of the Qualifications Commission. 

The Qualifications Commission of the Chamber of Lawyers reviews the case 

orally in line with the principles of adversarial nature and of equality of participants 

in disciplinary proceedings. 
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The Qualifications Commission must give its opinion regarding the 

disciplinary case by way of direct examination of evidence presented by the parties 

before the hearings and of their testimony during the hearings. It may adjourn the 

hearings to examine the newly admitted evidence. The Qualifications Commission 

may request additional information and documents which it thinks to be necessary for 

objective and impartial conclusion (opinion, decision) on the merits of the case. The 

lawyer and his/her representative are the last to present explanations to the 

Qualifications Commission. 

Non-appearance of any participant in disciplinary proceedings will not 

constitute the grounds for postponing the hearings. In this case, the Qualifications 

Commission will review the merits of the case as presented by available evidence and 

hear out the attending participants. 

The Qualifications Commission reviews the case within the limits of the claims 

and on the grounds indicated in the relevant complaint, presentment or 

communication. The subject-matter of and/or the grounds for the complaint may not 

be changed. 

The lawyer, acting as respondent in disciplinary proceedings, may take 

measures to reach conciliation with the claimant before the Bar Council passes a 

judgment.  

The Qualifications Commission review disciplinary cases in camera. 

The hearings are recorded in the minutes, which capture all the material aspects 

of the case reviewed and the final opinion of the Qualifications Commission.  

The Commission’s opinion on the merits of a case is determined by vote with 

personal ballots, the format of which is approved by the Bar Council. 

On the basis of its findings in the course of disciplinary hearings, the 

Qualifications Commission may conclude in final resolution that: 

1) the lawyer’s conduct (failure to act) represents a violation of the provisions 

of the Law on Advocacy and the Bar and/or this Code, or the lawyer failed to perform 

or inappropriately performed his/her professional duties to the client, or the lawyer 

failed to execute the decisions adopted by the management of the Chamber of 

Lawyers; 

2) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated insofar as the lawyer’s conduct 

(failure to act) involves no violation of the provisions of the Law on Advocacy and 

the Bar and/or this Code, or due to the lawyers’ proper execution of professional 

duties to the client or to the Chamber of Lawyers; 

3) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated due to the existence of an 

earlier opinion rendered by the Qualifications Commission with a subsequent 

judgment adopted by the Bar Council of that or another Chamber of Lawyers in the 

course of disciplinary proceedings featuring the same participants, subject-matter and 

grounds; 

4) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated due to the withdrawal of the 

complaint, presentment or communication, or due to the reconciliation of the 

claimant and the lawyer; 

5) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated due to the expiry of the statute 

of limitations for disciplinary liability; or that 
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6) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated insofar as the Qualifications 

Commission, while reviewing the case, failed to find legitimate reason for the 

initiation of disciplinary proceedings. 

The written opinion of the Qualifications Commission must be motivated and 

adequately substantiated; it must contain a title, a narrative of alleged facts, a 

statement of reasons, and the final resolution. The narrative part must describe the 

subject-matter of complaint, presentment or communication, complete with the 

lawyer’s explanations. The statement of reasons must contain the actual facts as 

established by the Commission, the evidence underlying the Commission’s findings, 

the arguments used to refute allegations, and the rules of professional conduct of 

lawyers as provided by the Law on Advocacy and the Bar and by the Code, whereby 

the Qualifications Commission was guided when adopting the decision. 

The final resolution must contain one of the provisions mentioned above. 

Then the disciplinary case refers to the Bar Council of the Chamber of Lawyers 

together with the opinion of the Qualifications Commission. 

Within ten days of the decision adopted by the Qualifications Commission, 

participants in disciplinary proceedings may submit via the Commission’s Secretary 

to the Bar Council a written objection to or approval of the Commission’s opinion.  

The Bar Council may not review the Commission’s conclusions in the part 

pertaining to the facts confirmed thereby, or deem confirmed such facts as the 

Commission has not confirmed, or outstep the limits of the relevant complaint, 

presentment, communication, or the Commission’s opinion. 

The Bar Council reviews disciplinary cases in camera. Non-appearance of any 

participant in disciplinary proceedings will not hinder the proceedings or the adoption 

of a judgment. Participants in disciplinary proceedings have equal rights to argue for 

or against the opinion of the Qualifications Commission, and speak on the 

disciplinary sanctions proposed for the lawyer in question. 

The Bar Council’s judgment must be motivated and contain references to the 

rules of professional conduct of lawyers as provided by the Law on Advocacy and the 

Bar and by this Code, which underpin the legal qualification of the lawyer’s conduct 

(failure to act). 

With due account of the facts, the Bar Council must take measures to reconcile 

the lawyer and the claimant. 

The decisions of the Bar Council regarding complaints, presentments or 

communications are adopted by vote. The resolutive part of the decision must be 

communicated to participants of disciplinary proceedings during the meeting 

immediately upon completion of the proceedings. 

In the course of disciplinary proceedings, The Bar Council may decide that: 

1) the lawyer’s conduct (failure to act) represents a violation of the provisions 

of the Law on Advocacy and the Bar and/or this Code, or the lawyer failed to perform 

or inappropriately performed his/her professional duties to the client, or the lawyer 

failed to execute the decisions adopted by the management of the Chamber of 

Lawyers, and that the disciplinary sanctions must be imposed on the lawyer; 

2) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated insofar as the lawyer’s conduct 

(failure to act) involves no violation of the provisions of the Law on Advocacy and 
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the Bar and/or this Code, or due to the lawyers’ proper execution of professional 

duties to the client or to the Chamber of Lawyers, in line with or contrary to the 

opinion of the Qualifications Commission, if the Commission, having correctly 

established the facts of the case, has given an incorrect legal qualification of the 

lawyer’s conduct or has incorrectly interpreted the provisions of law and this Code; 

3) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated due to the existence of an 

earlier opinion rendered by the Qualifications Commission with a subsequent 

judgment adopted by the Bar Council of that or another Chamber of Lawyers in the 

course of disciplinary proceedings featuring the same participants, subject-matter and 

grounds; 

4) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated due to the withdrawal of the 

complaint, presentment or communication, or due to the reconciliation of the 

claimant and the lawyer; 

5) the disciplinary case must be returned to and reviewed anew by the 

Qualifications Commission; 

6) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated due to the expiry of the statute 

of limitations for disciplinary liability as discovered by the Bar Council or by the 

Qualifications Commission during the case review; 

7) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated due to the insignificant 

nature of the lawyer’s misconduct, and the lawyer must be advised of his/her 

misconduct (Disciplinary sanctions cannot be imposed, if a lawyer’s conduct (failure 

to act), while containing all the formal indicia of a violation of the provisions of the 

Law on Advocacy and the Bar and of the Code, does not, due to its insignificant 

nature, injure the lawyer’s honor or dignity, impair the authority of the Bar or cause 

significant damage to the client or the Chamber of Lawyers); 

8) disciplinary proceedings must be terminated insofar as the Bar Council or 

the Qualifications Commission, while reviewing the case, failed to find legitimate 

reason for the initiation of disciplinary proceedings. 

The lawyer held liable for disciplinary sanctions may contest the decision of 

the Bar Council by lodging an appeal to the federal district court within one month of 

the day he learned or should have learned about the relevant decision.  

Unless a lawyer is subjected to a new disciplinary sanction within one year of a 

prior disciplinary sanction, the lawyer is considered to have no disciplinary sanctions. 

The Bar Council may cancel a disciplinary sanction before the expiry of one year on 

its own initiative, or at the lawyer’s request, or at the request of the Chamber of 

Lawyers whereto the lawyer is affiliated. 

Since its creation in 2003 the aforementioned disciplinary procedure had 

proved its sustainability in real guarantying the basic principles of activity of the 

Russian Bar (legality, independence, self-administration, corporativity, as well as the 

principle of equality of all lawyers) and the independence of each concrete lawyer. 


