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Democracy in Russia:
Trends and Implications for U.S. Interests

Summary

U.S. attention has focused on Russia's fitful democratization since Russia
emerged in 1991 from the collapse of the Soviet Union. Many observershave argued
that a democratic Russia with free markets would be a cooperative bilateral and
multilateral partner rather than an insular and hostile national security threat.
Concerns about democratization progress appeared heightened after VIadimir Putin
became president in 2000. Since then, Russians have faced increased government
interference in el ections and campaigns, restrictions on freedom of the media, large-
scalehuman rights abusesin the breakaway Chechnyaregion, and theforced breakup
of Russia slargest private oil firm, Y ukos, as an apparent warningto entrepreneurs
not to support opposition parties or otherwise challenge government policy.

Democratization faced further challenges following terrorist attacksin Russia
that culminated in the deaths of hundreds of school-children in the town of Beslan
in September 2004. President Putin amost immediately proposed restructuring the
government and strengthening federal powersto better counter suchterrorist threats.
Therestructuringincluded integrating security agencies, switchingto party list voting
for the Duma (lower |egislative chamber), eliminating direct elections of the heads
of federa subunits, and asserting greater presidential control over civil society by
creating a “Public Chamber” consultative group of largely government-approved
non-governmental organizations. All the proposals had been enacted into law or
otherwise implemented by early 2006.

Some Russian and international observers have supported the restructuring as
compatiblewith Russia sdemocratization. They have accepted Putin’ sargument that
the restructuring would counter Chechen and international terrorists intent on
destroying Russia sterritorial integrity and political and economic development. On
the other hand, critics of the restructuring have branded them the latest in a series of
anti-democratic moves since Putin came to power. They have characterized these
moves as fine tuning a system of “managed democracy,” if not authoritarianism, in
order to gain moreinfluence over electoral processesahead of Dumaand presidential
racesin 2007-2008. The stakesfor various power groups seeking to avert unwanted
popular electoral “interference” are high, since Putin has declared that he will not
seek another term.

The U.S. Administration and Congress have wel comed some cooperation with
Russia on vital U.S. national security concerns, including the non-proliferation of
weapons of massdestruction (WMD), strategic armsreduction, NATO enlargement,
and since September 11, 2001, the Global War on Terror. At the same time, the
United Stateshasrai sed increased concernswith Russiaover anti-democratic trends,
warning that adivergencein democratic values could eventually harm U.S.-Russian
cooperation. SomeU.S. observershaveurged restraint in advocati ng democrati zation
in Russia, lest such efforts harm U.S.-Russian cooperation on vital concerns, while
others have urged stronger U.S. advocacy, regardless of possible effects on bilateral
relations. This report may be updated as events warrant. See also CRS Report
RL33407, Russia, by Stuart D. Goldman.
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Democracy in Russia?
Trends and Implications for U.S. Interests

Introduction

U.S. attention has focused on Russia' s fitful democratization since it emerged
in 1991 from the collapse of the Soviet Union. Many observers have argued that a
democratic Russiawith free marketswould beacooperative bilateral and multilateral
partner rather than an insular and hostile national security threat. At the sametime,
most observershave cautioned that democracy may not beeasily attainablein Russia,
at least in part because of a dearth of historical and cultural experience with
representative i nstitutions and modes of thought.! Concerns about democratization
progress appeared heightened after Vladimir Putin became president in 2000.
Setbacksto democratization haveincluded moregovernment interferencein elections
and campaigns, restrictions on freedom of the media, civil aswell as human rights
abuses in the breakaway Chechnya region, and the forced liquidation of Russia's
largest private oil firm, Y ukos, as an apparent warning to other entrepreneurs not to
support opposition parties or otherwise challenge government policy.

Democratization faced further challenges following terrorist attacks in Russia
that culminated in the deaths of hundreds of school-children in the town of Beslan
in September 2004. President Putin almost immediately proposed restructuring all
three branches of government and strengthening federal powersto better counter the
terrorist threat to Russia. The proposed restructuring included integrating security
agencies, switching to purely proportional voting for the Duma (lower legidative
chamber), eliminating direct elections of the heads of federal subunits, asserting
greater presidential control over thejudiciary, and achieving more control over civil
society by creating a*“Public Chamber” consultative group of largely government-
approved non-governmental organizations (NGOs).? After this restructuring had
been largely implemented, President Putin in his May 2006 State of the Federation
addresshailed it as* even[ing] out theimbal ancesthat have arisen in the structure of
the state and the social sphere.”?

Much controversy has attended the restructuring of the political system. Onthe
one hand, some Russian and international observershave supported the restructuring
as compatible with Russia sdemocratization. They have accepted Putin’sargument
that his moves counter Chechen and international terrorists intent on destroying

! Richard Pipes, Foreign Affairs, May-June 2004.

2 Open Source Information Center (hereafter OSIC), Central Eurasia: Daily Report,
September 13, 2004, Doc. No. CEP-92. Thejudicia initiatives were unveiled later.

¥ 0SC, May 10, 2006, Doc. No. CEP-950166.
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Russia sterritorial integrity and political and economic development. On the other
hand, critics of the restructuring moves have branded them as the latest of Putin’s
demoacratic rollbacks since he came to power in 2000.

In a sensational move, Putin declared in April 2005 that he would not seek re-
election, stating that “I will not change the constitution and in line with the
constitution, you cannot runfor president threetimesinarow.” Accordingto several
observers, thisdeclaration has spurred the maneuvering of Putin’ s supportersto fine
tune a system of “managed democracy” (see below for definitions), if not
authoritarianism, inorder to gain substantial influence over electoral processesahead
of Dumaand presidential races in 2007-2008.

The U.S. Administration and Congress have welcomed some cooperation with
Russia on vital U.S. national security concerns, including the non-proliferation of
weapons of massdestruction (WMD), strategic armsreduction, NATO enlargement,
and since September 11, 2001, the Global War on Terror. At the same time, the
United States has raised concerns with Russia over anti-democratic trends, warning
that a divergence in democratic values could eventualy harm U.S.-Russian
cooperation. Following Putin’s Beslan proposals, then-Secretary of State Colin
Powell urged Russia not to alow the fight against terrorism to harm the democratic
process, and President Bush raised concernsabout “decisions... in Russiathat could
undermine democracy.”*

In the wake of Russia's cutoff of gas supplies to Ukraine in early 2006, Vice
President Dick Cheney appeared to reflect an Administration consensus that
authoritarianism was deepening in Russia. He stated that Russia’ s“government has
unfairly and improperly restricted the rights of her people” and that such restrictions
“could begin to affect relations with other countries.” He called for Russiato “return
to democratic reform.”®

Some U.S. observers have urged circumspection in criticizing lagging
democratizationin Russia, lest such criticism harm U.S.-Russian cooperation on vital
U.S. national security concerns. Others have urged stronger U.S. motions of
disapproval, regardiess of possible effects on bilateral relations. The Putin
government and state-controlled media have criticized such U.S. Administration
statements as “interfering in Russia' sinternal affairs,” as not recognizing the grave
threat of terrorism in Russia, and as misrepresenting sensible counter-terrorism
measures as threats to democratization.

Thispaper assesses Russia sprogressin democratization, includingintheareas
of elections, mediarights, civil society, and federalism. Four scenarios of possible
future political developmentsare suggested — acontinuation of the current situation

* U.S. Concerned Over Kremlin Power Grab, Associated Press, September 14, 2004; The
White House. Office of the Press Secretary. Remarks by the President at the Hispanic
Heritage Month Concert and Reception, September 15, 2004. See also Bush: ‘Mixed
Signals' Cause U.S. To Question Russia Democracy, Dow Jones, May 7, 2006.

5> Office of the Vice President. Vice President’s Remarks at the 2006 Vilnius Conference,
May 4, 2006.
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of “managed democracy,” deepening authoritarianism, further democratization, or
achaoticinterlude— and evidence and argumentsareweighed for each. Lastly, U.S.
policy and implications for U.S. interests, congressional concerns, and issues for
Congress are analyzed.

Russia’s Democratization

Most analysts agree that modern democracy includes the peaceful change of
leaders through popular participation in elections. Also, political powers are
separated and exercised by institutions that check and balance each others’ powers,
hence impairing a tyranny of power. Democracies generally have free market
economies, which depend upon the rule of law and private property rights. Therule
of law is assured through an independent judicial and legal system. The
accountability of government officials to the citizenry is assured most importantly
through elections that are freely competed and fairly conducted. An informed
electorate is assured through the government’ s obligation to publicize its activities
(termed transparency) and the citizenry’ s freedom of expression.® In contrast, in an
authoritarian statetheleadership ruleswithwideand arbitrary latitudein the political
sphere but interferes somewhat |essin economic and social affairs. Thegovernment
strictly limits opposition activities, and citizens are not able to change leaders by
electora means. Rather than legitimizing its rule by appealing to an elaborate
ideology, an authoritarian regime boasts to its citizenry that it provides safety,
security, and order.”

Some theorists have delineated a political system with mixed features of
democracy and authoritarianism they label “managed democracy.”® In a managed
democracy, the leaders use government resources and manipulation to ensure that
they will not be defeated in elections, although they permit democratic institutions
and groups to function to alimited extent.” Presidential advisor Vladislav Surkov
and the pro-presidential United Russia Party have advocated use of the term
“sovereign democracy,” which they define as a culturally appropriate form of
government that is not influenced by other countries.*

¢ Ralf Dahrendorf, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 14, No. 4, 2003, p. 103; Robert Barker,
Issues of Democracy, U.S. State Department, August 2000.

" Authoritarianism is here differentiated from totalitarianism, with the | atter viewed asrule
using ideology and coercion to tyrannize the economy and society. Juan Linz. Totalitarian
and Authoritarian Regimes. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2000.

8 Other labelsfor thishybridinclude“partial democracy,” “ del egative democracy,” “ guided
democracy,” “electora clanism,” and “oligarchy.” See Neil Robinson, Political Sudies
Review, Vol. 1, 2003, pp. 149 — 166.

® Mark Smith, Russia After the Presidential Election, Defense Academy of the United
Kingdom, April 2004. See also Thomas Carothers, Journal of Democracy, January 2002,
pp. 11-12; and Nikolas Gvosdev, Demokratizatsiya, Fall 2002, pp. 488-501.

1009 C, June 28, 2006, Doc. No. CEP-950012. Andrey Vorobyev, chairman of United
Russia’s Central Executive Committee, has stated that sovereign democracy is a system of
(continued...)
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Russia certainly has made some progress in democratization since the Soviet
period, but how much progress, and the direction of recent trends, are subject to
dispute. Democratization has faced myriad challenges, including former President
Boris Y eltsin’ sviolent face-off with thelegidaturein 1993 and recurring conflict in
the breakaway Chechnyaregion. Such challenges, virtually all analysts agree, have
prevented Russia from becoming a fully-fledged or “consolidated” democracy in
terms of the above definition. Some analysts have viewed Putin asmaking decisions
that havediverted Russiafurther away from democracy, but they have argued that the
country is not yet fully authoritarian and may be described as a “managed
democracy.”** Othersinsist that he is clearly antagonistic toward democracy, not
|east because he launched security operationsin Chechnyathat haveresulted in wide
scalehuman rightsabuses and civilian casualties.*” The NGO Freedom Houseclaims
that Russia under Putin has suffered the greatest reversal among the post-Soviet
states in democratic freedoms, and warns that the main danger to Russia’s future
political stability and continued economic growth is an overly repressive state.*®

Other observers agree with Putin that stability is necessary to build democracy.
He stresses that the government’ s first priority is to deal with terrorism and other
threatsto sovereignty and territorial integrity, such as corruption. Some suggest that
such a*“ strong state” may be compatible with free market economic growth, even if
it is not fully democratic.

10(_..continued)
rule “tried and tested through the many centuries of Russia s history, for protecting the
rights, freedoms, and moral values of citizens.” December 14, 2005, Doc. No. CEP-11001.

% Timothy Colton and Michagl McFaul, Popular Choice and Managed Democracy,
Brookings Institution Press, 2003, pp. 206-219.

12 Zbigniew Brzezinski, Wall Sreet Journal (WSJ), September 20, 2004, p. A6.

13 Freedom House, Nationsin Transit 2006, June 13, 2006. Freedom House stated that “the
major theme for 2005 was the state’ s continuing crackdown on all aspects of political life
in Russia, demonstrating that Russiais moving further fromtheideals of democracy.” The
NGO further downgraded Russia on several indicators of pluralism, including electoral
processes, civil society development, and corruption.
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Trends in Democratization

Recent Elections

Most analystsagreethat Russia sdemocratic progresswasuneven at best during
the 1990s, and that the recent 2003-2004 cycle of legidative and presidential
elections and subsequent elections in 2005-2006 demonstrate the increasingly
uncertain status of democratization during Putin’s leadership.*

Table 1. Duma Election Results

Party/Bloc % Party [List Seats | District Total

List Vote Seats Seats
United Russia 37.57 120 104 224
Communist 12.61 40 12 52
Motherland 9.02 29 7 36
Liberal Democratic 11.45 36 36
Other Parties 24.65 0 32 32
Independents — — 67 67
Total 100* 225 225** 450

Source: Centra Electoral Commission, December 19, 2003.
*4.7% voted “against all.”
**New raceswere held in 3 districtsin March 2004, so seats do not total to 225.

The Duma Election. On December 7, 2003, Russians voted to fill 450 seats
in the State Duma, 225 chosen in single-member districts and 225 chosen by party
lists. Nearly 1,900 candidatesran in thedistricts, and 23 partiesfielded lists. Public
opinion polls before the election showed that Putin was highly popular, and it was
expected that pro-Putin parties and candidates would fare well. On election day,
there was a low turnout of 56 percent and 59.685 million valid votes cast. The
Putin-endorsed United Russia party won the largest shares of the party list and
district votes, giving it atotal of 224 seats.™ The ultranationalist vote was mainly
shared by the newly formed pro-Putin Motherland bloc of parties and Vladimir
Zhirinovskiy’s Liberal Democratic Party (which usually supports the government).
Candidates not claiming party affiliation won 67 district seats (most later joined the
United Russiafaction in the Duma). Opposition parties and candidates fared poorly.
The opposition Communist Party won far fewer seats (52) than it had in 1999 (113
seats), marking its marginalization in the Duma. The main opposition libera

4 Colton and McFaul argue that the 1999-2000 election cycle (during which Putin was
acting president and then a presidential candidate) marked the reversal of democratization
rather than the consolidation of regular pluralistic processes. Popular Choice, p. 223.

1> Robert Orttung, RFE/RL Russian Political Weekly, June 2, 2004.
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democratic parties (Union of Right Forces and Y abloko) failed to reach the five
percent threshold for party representationinthe Duma, and werevirtually excluded.*

Election observers from the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE) and the Parliamentary Assembly for the Council of Europe (PACE)
concluded that the Duma race was less democratic than the previous one in 1999.
They highlighted the government’ s“extensive” aid and use of mediato favor United
Russiaand M otherland and to discourage support and positive mediacoverage of the
opposition parties. Such favoritism, they stated, “undermined” the principle of
equal treatment for competing parties and candidates and “blurred the distinction”
between the party and the state. They further considered the Central Electoral
Commission’s (CEC’s) failure to enforce laws against such bias “a worrisome
development that calls into question Russia's ... willingness’ to meet international
standards.’

Before the Duma convened on December 29, 2003, most of the nominally
independent deputies had affiliated with the United Russia party faction, swelling it
to over 300 members. This gave United Russia the ability not only to approve
handily Putin’ sinitiatives, but also thetwo-thirdsvote needed to alter the constitution
without having to make concessions to win the votes of other factions. The United
Russia faction leader assumed the speakership, and its members were named to six
of nine deputy speakerships and to the chairmanships of al 28 committees. The
United Russia faction took control over agenda-setting for the chamber and
introduced a streamlined process for passing government bills that precluded the
introduction of amendments on the floor by opposition deputies.*®

Sincethe Dumaconvened, it has handily passed Kremlin-sponsored legislation
requiring a two-thirds majority, including changes to federal boundaries. Even a
highly unpopular government bill converting many in-kind social entitlements to
monetary payments (but retaining them for officials and deputies) was
overwhelmingly approved in August 2004. The Russian newspaper Moscow Times
reported that some Duma deputies complained that the bill was pushed through even
though therewas not afull text. Many senatorsin the Federation Council (the upper
legidlative chamber), who represent regional interests, raised concernsabout the shift
of thewelfare burden from the center to theregions. They allegedly werewarned by
the Putin government, as were the regional leaders, not to oppose the legislation.™
Other controversia bills easily passed by the legislature in 2005-2006 included the

1 The Union of Rights Forces and Y abloko won atotal of seven seatsin district races, too
few to form a party faction in the Duma.

" OSCE/PACE International Election Observation Mission, Statement of Preliminary
Findings and Conclusions, Russian Federation Elections to the Sate Duma, December 8,
2003; Fina Report, January 27, 2004. See also William Clark, Problems of Post-
Communism, March/April 2004.

18 K onstantin Demchenko, Russkii kurier, July 12, 2004.

¥ The senators objected even though they are appointees of the president. Moscow Times,
August 4, 2004. Several polls indicated that a majority of the public opposed the
monetization of benefits. OSC, July 2, 2004, Doc. No. CEP-333; July 9, 2004, Doc. No.
CEP-102; July 9, 2004, Doc. No. CEP-218.
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elimination of gubernatorial e ectionsand single member district balloting for Duma
races (see below).

The Presidential Election. The overwhelming successes of pro-Putin
parties in the Duma election were viewed by most in Russia as a ringing popular
endorsement of Putin’s continued rule. Opposition party leaders were discredited
by the vote, and Putin’s continued high poll ratings convinced most major potential
contendersto declineto run against him. Union of Right Forces party bloc co-chair
Irina Khakamada and Motherland co-head Sergey Glazyev ran without their party’s
backing, and Glazyev faced a split within his party bloc from members opposed to
his candidacy against Putin. The Communist Party leader declined to run. The party
nominated a less-known surrogate, State Duma deputy Nikolay Kharitonov.
Similarly, the Liberal Democratic Party leader, Vladimir Zhirinovskiy, declined and
the party nominated Oleg Malyshkin. The Party of Life (created by pro-Putin
interests in 2002 to siphon votes from the Communist Party) nominated Sergey
Mironov, Speaker of the Federation Council. Mironov publicly supported Putin and
criticized the other candidates.

Table 2. Presidential Election Results

Candidate % of Vote*

V. Putin 71.31

N. Kharitonov 13.69

S. Glazyev 4.1

I. Khakamada 3.84

O. Malyshkin 2.02

S. Mironov 0.75

Against All 3.45

Sour ce: Russian Central Electoral Commission.
*69.5 million votes were cast.

Degspite poll results indicating that Putin would handily win re-election on
March 14, 2004, hisgovernment interfered with afree and fair race, according to the
OSCE. State-owned or controlled media“ comprehensively failedto ... provideequal
trestment to all candidates,” and displayed “clear bias’ favoring Putin and negatively
portraying other candidates.®® Political debate also was circumscribed by Putin’'s
refusal to debate with other candidates. Concern that the low public interest in the
campaign might be reflected in aturnout less than the required 50 percent, the CEC
aired “get out the vote” appeals that contained pro-Putin images, according to the
OSCE.

2 OSCE. Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. Russian Federation
Presidential Election, 14 March 2004 Election Observation Mission Report, June 2, 2004.
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Whilepraising theefficiency of the CEC and lower-level electoral commissions
in administering the election, the OSCE also reported that vote-counting appeared
problematic in almost one-third of the precincts observed. Irregularities included
penciling in votetotalsfor later possible ateration, and in one case, the reporting of
resultswithout counting thevotes. In six regions, including Chechnya, voter turnout
andthevotefor Putin were nearly 90% or above, approachingimplausible Soviet-era
percentages. The CEC instigated troubling criminal investigations of signature-
gathering by Glazyev and Khakamada that were not resolved before the election,
putting a cloud over their campaigning.

Other Elections. In the fall of 2006, there will be legidative elections in
several regions, where the new electoral laws will be tested. According to some
observers, these elections will be closely watched by the Putin administration and
United Russiato ascertain popul ar sentiments and to work out strategy for retaining
power during the subsequent State Duma election in 2007.

Several dozen regional legidative elections have aready taken place in 2005-
2006. These usualy have witnessed the United Russia Party gaining the largest
proportion of votes. This party in most cases has been strongly backed by the
regional governors. However, another small government-backed party, the Party of
Life, has proven less successful. In March 2006 electionsin six regionsin which it
ran for seats, it was only successful in two regions.*

Elections to the Moscow City Duma (Moscow has federal regional status) in
December 2005 resulted in United Russiawinning nearly 50% of the party list vote
and all 15 single member constituencies, giving it amajority of 28 out of 35 seatsin
the city Duma. The Communist Party remained viable, winning four seats. Several
liberal parties cooperated with Y abloko, and it won three seats. A party had to get
at least 10% of the votes in order to win seats, resulting in the elimination of six
parties, including the Liberal Democratic Party and the Party of Life. Reportedly
reflecting the Putin administration’ sdisfavor, the M otherland Party was disqualified
fromrunning. Some observerscriticized severely circumscribed el ection monitoring
and media coverage, which madeit difficult to assess whether the vote was free and
fair. According to one report, when the city duma winners met to divvy up
responsibilities, the winnersin single member districts demanded that all the duma
staffers serve them, sincethey represented constituents who had voted for them, and
the party list winners were forced to ally themselves with these deputiesin the hope
of obtaining staff support.

In the formerly breakaway region of Chechnya, legid ative elections were held
on November 27, 2005, as part of Putin’ splan to pacify and control theregion. More
than 350 candidates ran in single member constituencies and on the lists of eight
registered partiesfor 58 seatsin the 2-house legidlature. The Electoral Commission
announced on December 3 that turnout was 69.6% of about 600,000 voters and that
United Russia won 33 seats (amajority of the seats). The Communist Party gained
6, the Union of Right Forces won 4, and the Eurasian Union won one seat.

21 0SIC, March 21, 2006, Doc. No. CEP-11001.
22 0SC, December 7, 2005, Doc. No. CEP-11001.
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Candidates not claiming a party affiliation won the remaining seats. President Putin
the day after the election proclaimed that “alegitimate, representative authority has
been elected in Chechnya.... Thiscompletestheformal legal procedure of restoring
constitutional order.” A small group from the Council of Europe evaluated the
election. They raised concerns that administrative resources were used heavily to
support favored candidates. Other critics charged that all aspects of the election,
from the reported turnout figuresto the reported winners, had been predetermined.

Freedom of the Media

During Putin’s presidency, Freedom House has lowered its assessment of
Russia’ s media from “Partly Free” to “Not Free.” Most recently, the NGO gave
Russiaa score of six (where one represents the highest level of democratic progress
and seven thelowest). 1t warned that in 2005-2006, the Russian government further
tightened controls over major televison networks, harassed and intimidated
journalists, and otherwise acted to limit what journalists reported.?* In 2003, the
government allegedly used its direct or indirect ownership shares to tighten control
over theindependent television station NTV, close down another station (TV-6), and
rescind the operating license of athird (TVS). In 2005, the pro-government steel
company Severstal and some German investors purchased Ren-TV, a television
station with anational reach that had been permitted some editorial freedom. It had
been owned by the government monopoly United Energy Systems and private
investors. After the takeover, the new owners imposed a pro-government editorial
stance. Not only does the government reportedly have controlling influence over
these major nationwide television networks and other maor broadcast and print
media, but a Ministry of Culture and Mass Communications created in 2004 has
major influence over the majority of television advertising and print distribution.®
The government has tightened its control over the press even though the subscriber
base of newspapers and periodicalsis small relative to the population.

As mentioned above, the Putin government asserted major ownership control
over al major national television networksin anticipation of the 2003-2004 cycle of
Dumaand presidential el ections, and these networksinordinately provided most time
and positive coverage to Putin and United Russia. Additionally, regional television
stationsfollowed suit, becauseamajority of regional |eadersbacked Putin and United
Russia. Media were further constrained by laws enacted in mid-2003 that strictly
limited the reporting of news about candidates for political office, except for their
paid advertisements.?

% 09 C, November 28, 2005, Doc. No. CEP-27150; December 5, 2005, Doc. No. CEP-
27189; ITAR-TASS November 28, 2005.

2 Nationsin Transit 2006; Freedomin the World 2006.
3 09cC, July 7, 2004, Doc. No. CEP-451; July 23, 2004, Doc. No. CEP-239.

% Michael McFaul, Journal of Democracy, July 2004. Russian news anchor Vladimir
Pozner asserted that managersat the state-owned Channel 1 television network had “ strictly
controlled” what could be discussed and who could be interviewed in the run-up to the
Duma and presidential elections. OS C, June 4, 2004, Doc. No. CEP-371.
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In 2005-2006, the Putin government increased these effortsto shape and control
media content. In his State of the Federation address in 2005, Putin called for his
proposed Public Chamber to establish a watchdog group to monitor “broadcasters
compliance with the principles of free speech [and] objectivity,” which some
observerswarned might further constrain editorial discretion. One possible positive
development included alaw passed in 2005 mandating greater effortsby government
agencies to open up their activities to public scrutiny, including through the
establishment of internet websites. Perhaps indicating an aternative motive, Putin
also stressed that such governmental openness would provide “more objective
information about the work of the state apparatus.”

The Committeeto Protect Journalists, aU.S.-based NGO, in 2006 listed Russia
among the ten “worst placesto be ajournalist,” citing the frequency of lawsuits and
imprisonment, more than adozen murders of investigativejournalistsduring Putin’s
rule, the suppression of aternative points of view, and biased coverage of the
Chechnyaconflict. Prominent casesincludethe July 2004 murder of Forbesreporter
Paul Klebnikov, the September 2004 arrest of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty
reporter Andrey Babitskiy after being attacked by government airport employees, the
alleged poisoning in September 2004 of Novaya gazeta reporter AnnaPolitovskaya,
and the murder of Novoe delo reporter Magomedzagid Varisov in June 2005.
Babitskiy and Politovskaya had been en route to southern Russia during the Beslan
hostage crisis, where Politovskaya hoped to help the government negotiate with the
captors. The Klebnikov murder remains unsolved.?

Civil Society

Constraints on NGOs. According to Freedom House and other observers,
the status of civil society in Russia has worsened during Putin’s presidency. The
government increasingly has constrained the operations and financing of human
rights NGOs that lobby for reforms, and declining public participation in political
partiesand NGOsweaken their influen