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In a conversation I once had with a famous Russian politician, I implied that the main threat to 
Vladimir Putin’s political serenity was Chechnya. We were talking shortly after Chechen 
terrorists had taken hostages in a Moscow theatre, a siege which ended with special forces 
storming the theatre and with a high death toll among the hostages. At the time, the general 
feeling was that this threat was very real, and I had good reason to believe that in the light of 
that conversation, but the politician also conceded that although Chechnya indeed did pose a 
threat, it was not the greatest threat. The main threat to V. Putin’s political serenity, in his view, 
was television: The ‘little people’ had made Boris Yeltsin a leader; Yeltsin did not have access 
to television but there had been a massive swathe of support from the people who, at the end of 
the 1980s, demonstrated that support by turning up at rallies in their thousands. V. Putin, by 
contrast, owes his rise to the top of the political Mount Olympus above all to the power of 
television. Of course, that could only mean one thing: just as television had facilitated his rise to 
power, it could equally depose him. For that very reason, the control wielded over Russia’s 
information sector also covers television as a form of media. 
 
No sooner had V. Putin taken up office than the first blow was dealt against NTV. All 
components of the Government, whether members of the President’s administration, the tax 
police, the FSB (successor to the KGB), or Gazprom — which held shares in the television 
channel — were called upon to join forces against NTV and its journalists. 
 
The authorities applied a level of expertise never before seen in the ‘power struggle raging 
between Russia’s subjects’. Since then (when, as I recall, television channels TV-6 and TVC 
were closed down), it has all been about politics, not economics. 
 
The Government has now achieved its objective inasmuch as television in Russia is represented 
by four State-run channels (Channel One, VGTRK, NTV and TV-Centre) which, alas, are 
desperately dreary and monotonous. The authorities wield complete control over this powerful 
media resource. In fact, the Kremlin fought to achieve that objective. Today, the number of 
viewers of Channel One (heir to Gosteleradio, a relic from the Soviet era) has reached around 
the hundred million mark, and the station’s broadcasting range covers the whole expanse of the 
Russian Federation, from Kaliningrad to Vladivostok. There are entire regions of viewers who 
can pick up Channel One only; there are no other channels available to them. 
 
The second State-run channel (VGTRK) has some 80 million viewers and is the vehicle for 
communicating the regime’s propaganda. This channel presents us with clear examples of how 
basic rights to information are infringed. 
 
Like its rivals, NTV (with its sixty-million viewership) ‘specialises’ in news and light- 
entertainment programming. 
 
Differences of opinion, diversity in points of view and assessment of and comment on events 
taking place in Russia and abroad no longer grace our television screens. 
 
Live broadcasts have also been consigned to history. All programmes, even news bulletins, are 
pre-recorded. So, Russian television today cannot really be described as a mass information 
medium; in fact, it absolutely is not a mass information medium; it is a vehicle for mass 
propaganda, agitation and manipulation of the collective consciousness, peddling garbage and 
polluting the minds of citizens. 
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As you can see, it is hard for me to speak of freedom of expression in Russia. It is no 
coincidence that Reporters Without Borders ranked Russia 147th out of 168 in its press freedom 
index [for 2006]. What is more, Russia has slid 9 places this year in the ranking. Our country’s 
downward slide and its low ranking, generally, in the index are down to the State’s increasing 
stranglehold on television, the stepping-up of censorship on the State-run channels, the stifling 
— followed by an almost complete wipe-out — of opposition in the programmes broadcast, and 
the transfer of the newspapers Izvestiya and, to some degree, Kommersant into Gazprom control. 
 
The murders of a number of journalists have also had an impact on that ranking, in particular the 
recent murder of Anna Politkovskaya and the authorities’ extraordinary reaction to the killing. 
Observers predict that the information media, including periodicals, will be monitored much 
more stringently as the 2007 parliamentary elections and the 2008 presidential election draw 
closer. There has, notably, already been a change in the manner in which the written press 
operates. Here are some of the methods used for securing control over the general or political 
news press: 
 
1. Transfer of influential publishing houses into the control of Government-appointed 
businessmen 
 
Moskovskiye Novosti, the Russian media sector’s flagship weekly newspaper, which was 
unveiled to a huge fanfare during Gorbachev’s perestroika and was bought in 2002 by Mikhail 
Khodorkovsky, ended up in the hands of company director Arcadi Gaydamak. In an interview 
Gaydamak acknowledged that he did not have any questions for the Russian Government. By 
contrast, the French and Israeli judicial authorities had plenty of questions for him to answer. 
The acquisition by businessman and Kremlin associate Alisher Usmanov of publishing 
house Kommersant, which mainly publishes the influential daily newspaper of the same name, 
is also part of the same series of events. 
 
According to Forbes magazine, these two businessmen feature in the top one hundred of 
Russia’s richest people. 
 
Moskovskiye Novosti and Kommersant have both had their editor-in-chief replaced. It is also 
quite reasonable to assume that there will also be (and this has already happened to some extent) 
significant changes in the political slant of the two publications. 
 
2.  Information blackout on publications undesirable to the Government 
 
Novaya Gazeta is the main victim of this measure in that all references to the publication on 
national television channels are prohibited, the effect of which is a decline in its readership. 
When Yeltsin was in power, the newspaper’s editors were considered to be first-rate guests on 
television. However, the situation changed so radically once V. Putin had come to power that it 
turned into somewhat of a farce, with Novaya Gazeta reporters being interviewed without a 
whisper of a reference to the newspaper for which they worked. And the reason for this 
blackout? Orders from the station chiefs. 
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3.  The block on financial backing 
 
The Russian President describes the economic independence of the mass information media — 
and rightly so — as the foundation for their professional and political independence. That 
independence is secured primarily through advertising revenue (and Novaya Gazeta is no 
exception). But what kind of revenue can there possibly be if the advertising executives ‘do not 
advise’ doing business with Novaya Gazeta? None, of course. We need only cast our minds 
back to the preposterous incident when a very famous and very powerful transnational 
advertising firm made a deal with the newspaper with regard to publishing an advert at various 
intervals over a long period. The first instalment of payments was transferred to the newspaper’s 
account, thus heralding a period of prosperity for Novaya Gazeta in which there would be no 
shortage of money. Soon enough, the newspaper’s editor-in-chief got the call from the 
advertising firm’s representative to say that the contract would be severed outright because his 
company ‘did not advise’ pursuing it: there had been too much at stake, too many political risks. 
But, as a token of the company’s respect for the newspaper and out of a sense of obligation, it 
did not ask for a refund of the sum that it had already paid. That is not the first time — nor will 
it quite evidently be the last — that an advertising giant has been forced to follow ‘third-party 
advice’. 
 
The whole situation surrounding the ‘restrictions’ on freedom of expression endured by our 
journalist fraternity in Russia is becoming considerably more sombre and has taken a tragic turn. 
I want to talk about the numerous murders of journalists. Since 1992 our profession has lost 210 
of its members. And now Anna makes 211. She was killed on 7 October with four shots fired at 
point-blank range in the entrance to her Moscow home. 
 
Many different versions of the crime have been recounted, but there are three main ones (not 
including the President’s own version). Novaya Gazeta does not comment on the progress of the 
official investigation or, for that matter, on its own inquiry. It is still too early to be talking about 
results, and even if there were any, you would be advised to keep quiet until you could be 
absolutely sure that the investigation would not be jeopardised in any way by the slightest leak 
of information. 
 
There is rarely any light shed on the contract killing of journalists in our country. And finding 
the contract killers themselves is an even rarer occurrence. Furthermore, deductions made by 
investigative journalists never or almost never tally with the version of events emerging from 
the official investigation. We hope things will be different this time, which is precisely why we 
are carrying on with our work. 
 
Now, let us get down to the nitty-gritty: If we discard what V. Putin said on 10 October during 
his visit to Dresden, namely that the culprits had been identified as her personal enemies and 
were in hiding abroad (the investigation now has to follow up that lead), the position is currently 
as follows: 
 
A Public Prosecution-led committee of inquiry is looking into each version of events, including 
those which tally with one another. These accounts relate in particular to Anna Politkovskaya’s 
publications that deal in one way or another with the issues of corruption and crime (in excess of 
five hundred publications over six years). The ones attracting the most interest are those which 
study the origins of organised crime (fifty or so publications, some of which deal closely with 
the North Caucasus region and others which resulted in court hearings at which Anna was 
summoned to appear as a witness). 
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in himself). 

                                                

 
The investigation focuses in particular on the instances in which Anna had been intimidated; six 
of those incidents were of the utmost importance. 
 
Sources close to the investigation tell us that there is one main task on the agenda: to check out 
(and then to reject, as the case may be) all the subsidiary versions of events so as to concentrate 
exclusively on the main leads, of which there are three. Understandably, the nature of those 
three leads has not been divulged, in an attempt to reveal concurrently the identity of the 
perpetrators and instigators of the crime. The investigation has already yielded some clear-cut 
results. 
 
I should also point out that Novaya Gazeta’s shareholders have offered a reward of 
RUB 25 million (approximately USD 1 million) for reliable information on the people behind or 
the contract killers involved in the murder of Anna Politkovskaya. 
 
Anna had told her mother on the day before she died (which was the last time they spoke): ‘I am 
well aware that the sword of Damocles is dangling over my head. I understand that, but I am not 
going to give up.’ So, she was perfectly aware that she was putting her own life on the line. Here 
is an extract from an unpublished article that we came across on her computer after her death: 

 
‘The vertical of power is the order deriving from the organisation of the State, whereby 
all those likely to think differently to the supreme head of state are removed from 
positions of authority. In our country, since President V. Putin’s administration — the 
dominant ruling group in the country — took the reins of power, that order has gone by 
the name of Nashi [“Ours”]. 1 Nashi are all those who are with us. If they are not with 
us, “the others” are the enemy. A large majority of the mass media, as it happens, 
illustrate that dualism: where “ours” are good, the enemy is detestable. The enemy, as 
you would expect, is painted as having “sold out to the West”, whether in the guise of 
politicians with liberal interests, defenders of the law or “bad” democrats (where, by 
contrast, the “good” democrat is personified by V. Put
 
Now, just as back in the Soviet era, meetings take place anonymously (this was how the 
Establishment used to communicate with the foreign press) in public places, in public 
gardens and houses where there is a sense of being well hidden from view, all the places 
where, arriving separately and from different directions, — like scouts operating outside 
the law — journalists and government officials can have a rendezvous. Journalists 
working for newspapers like ours do not tend to get invited to press conferences or 
official events if State representatives are expected to attend. All this so that those very 
representatives cannot suspect the organisers of such events of having sympathies with 
subversive publications like Novaya Gazeta. 
 
In some ways this might all seem ridiculous. But, for us, it is a sad reality. My last 
assignment in the North Caucasus region (Chechnya, Ingushetia and Dagestan) was in 
August. And how did I come to interview a senior Chechen official about a statement 
made by the head of the FSB on the amnesty offered to Chechen fighters? 
 
I wrote my address in Grozny — a little ruin of a house, with a half-destroyed fence 
surrounding it, on the very outskirts of the city — on a scrap of paper for him and, 

 
1 Nashi is Putin’s political party. 
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discreetly, I just happened to give it to him. Nothing else was said, just as we had agreed 
earlier in Moscow (that I would come and do the interview). On the following day, he 
sent someone to my address whose only words to me were “I was asked to come and tell 
you that everything is fine.” That meant that the official would come to the rendezvous. 
A face-to-face conversation between someone, like me or any other Novaya Gazeta 
journalist, who gathers anti-government information, and a government official, one of 
Nashi, seals both of their fates. 
 
“Purification” in Russia’s information sector is quite simply an illusion staged by 
officials for the purpose of portraying “Russia as it should be according to V. Putin”, but 
before our very eyes, that image is beginning to resemble a tragedy that the Government 
cannot overcome ... I am referring to the recent events in Kondopoga (a small town in 
Karelia, Northern Russia, close to the border with Finland) and the explosion of anti-
Caucasian sentiment there which ended in bloodshed and death. Nationalist processions 
and the “patriotic” slaughter of foreigners are the outcome of the Government-created 
illusion, the complete absence of dialogue between the ruling class and the people, and 
the regime’s deliberate blindness to the utter poverty in which the vast majority live. The 
ruling class refuses to acknowledge that Putin’s vertical of power is being eaten away by 
an inconceivable level of corruption, and that an entire generation filled with wrath and 
ignorance — wrath sparked off by poverty, ignorance owing to the poor quality of 
education — has risen up before our very eyes. 
 
I cannot bear the prevailing ideology and all the talk of “ours” and “the others”, of “us” 
and “them” ... If a journalist is not “one of us”, he is “one of them” — all in all, it is a 
way of imposing some form of banishment, a bit like forcing a dolphin to remain on dry 
land. I have never been an advocate of this kind of ostracism and, generally speaking, I 
have never been a political activist. What have I actually done, when all is said and 
done? All I have done is write about the things I have happened to witness. Nothing 
more. I consciously choose not to write about all the other “delights” strewn across the 
path I have chosen. I do not recount the attempts to poison me, or the times I have been 
arrested. Nor do I speak of the threats I receive by letter or over the Internet, or the death 
threats ... All these things, as far as I am concerned, are mere detail. The only thing that 
matters is having the opportunity to be able to do my job: to describe life, to meet on a 
daily basis at the office people who have nowhere else to turn to talk about their troubles 
... people whose options for speaking out are almost non-existent, whereas at our 
Novaya Gazeta offices, and there alone, there is always someone to lend them an ear.’ 
 



8 

 
*** 

 
Anna Politkovskaya said in her articles that the Government saw itself as being beyond reproach 
and that it made mistakes which, like time bombs, could blow up at any time. Alluding to the 
well-known fairytale character, Anna Politkovskaya pointed out that the king (naming no 
names, but still painting an overall picture) was not only naked, but dangerous too.  
 
In a democratic country — which, Russia’s leaders insist, our country is — newspapers do not 
present ‘any threat whatsoever to the government’. V. Putin made that quite clear in Dresden. 
However, a group of individuals who decided one day that they and they alone were the State, 
have been persistent in their claim that they personify all that is good for society. Only Anna 
Politkovskaya was equally persistent in daring to question that claim. She was not a threat. She 
was preventing those in power from having an easy life in this poor, unfortunate country that 
they govern from a distance. They saw their reflection when they read Anna’s articles. And did 
they like what they saw? No prizes for guessing the answer to that one. 
 
To conclude: 
 
On behalf of my colleagues and speaking for myself, I should like to thank all those who have 
shown their compassion, their solidarity and their support. It has been forty days since that 
fateful Saturday when, in a way, we lost our power of speech. It will be hard to regain our voice, 
but we will stay standing and we will continue to speak out. 
 


