THE TREATMENT OF RUSSIAN JOURNALISTS IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE  

MURDERS OF JOURNAILSTS

The Western mainstream media focuses inordinately on the repression of journalists in Russia as compared to other countries with much worse records. Never mentioned are: (1) contract murders are notoriously hard to solve whether the jurisdiction is Moscow, Latin America or America; (2) the number of unsolved contract murders of journalists (not to mention businessmen and others) during Boris Yeltsin’s presidency outpaced those during Putin’s eight years; and (3) almost all contract murders in Russia, likely including Politkovskaya’s, are ordered by criminal groups and/or corrupt local officials (with criminal ties or improper business dealings) being investigated because of being accidentally, or intentionally, exposed by journalists.

The number of journalists killed in Russia remained stable under Putin’s rule; a period when such murders have been on the rise worldwide. Moreover, it remained stable from the late Yeltsin era of the late 1990s and was significantly smaller than during Yeltsin’s first term (1991-96), especially 1993-96 (see Table below). 

________________________________________________________________________

Table: Comparison of Number of Confirmed Killings of Journalists Worldwide and in Russia, 1992-2008.
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       Murders of Journalists         Murders of Journalists 

Year


                Worldwide                               in Russia

	1992
	                   42
	                    0

	1993
	                   57
	                    8

	1994
	                   66
	                    3

	1995
	                   51
	                    8

	1996
	                   26
	                    6

	1997
	                   26
	                    0

	1998
	                   24
	                    2

	1999
	                   36
	                    3

	2000
	                   24
	                    3

	2001
	                   37
	                    1

	2002
	                   21
	                    3

	2003
	                   41
	                    2

	2004
	                   60
	                    2

	2005
	                   48
	                    2

	2006
	                   56
	                    3

	2007
	                   65
	                    1

	2008*
	                     6
	                    2**


*Data through April 1.

** My own data.
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SOURCES: “Journalists Killed: Statistics and Background - January 1, 1992-April 4, 2008,” Committee to Protect Journalists, accessed 29 June 2008, www.cpj.org/deadly/; “Journalists Killed: Statistics and Background - January 1, 1992-April 4, 2008,” Committee to Protect Journalists, accessed 29 June 2008, www.cpj.org/deadly/Database_06_30_08.xls.
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Of the 19 journalists killed in Putin’s Russia (January 2000 - May 2008) for which we have data, 5 were photographers and cameramen (3 were war photographers/ cameramen, 1 was a cameraman covering politics, and 1 was a cameraman covering crime). The two journalists killed on March 22, 2008 were Dagestanis and were likely victims of inter-clan power struggles rooted in that violent North Caucasus republic. Most of the remaining 12 cases also covered local crime, corruption, and/or politics in the regions. Many of these were investigative reporters of local organized crime and local government corruption.  They were murdered in regions saturated with mafia groups such as Sverdlovsk and Togliatti. To blame these murders on Putin and his political interests is a bit of a stretch. 

On the impunity issue, Russia is not the worst offender. Data compiled by the Committee to Protect Journalists from 1992 – April 2008 shows that 88.5 percent of all journalists’ murders worldwide went completely unpunished. (“Journalists Killed: Statistics and Background - January 1, 1992-April 4, 2008,” Committee to Protect Journalists, accessed 29 June 2008, www.cpj.org/deadly/.) Of the 15 pre-March 2008 Russian murders not involving death by being caught in crossfire, 14 ended with impunity, which is only a slightly worse impunity rate – 93.3 percent – that the worldwide rate of 88.5 percent. The committee’s ‘impunity index’ places Russia as the ninth worst in resolving crimes against journalists. The first eight on the impunity index rating are in order: Iraq, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Colombia, Sri Lanka, Philippines, Afghanistan, and Nepal. Just behind Russia in order are semi-democratic Mexico, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and consolidated democracy India. (“Getting Away with Murder,” Special Report, Committee to protect Journalists, April 30, 2008, accessed July 11, 2008, www.cpj.org/impunityindex/index.html.)

IMPRISONMENT OF JOURNALISTS

Russia is one of 24 countries with imprisoned journalists, which numbered 127 worldwide as December 1, 2007, according the Committee to Protect Journalists. But Russia is surpassed in the number of imprisoned journalists by seven countries: China (29), Cuba (24), Eritrea (14), Iran (12), Azerbaijan (9), Burma (7), and Uzbekistan (5). Russia had 3 imprisoned journalists as of the same date.  (“Attacks on the Press in 2007 - 127 Journalists in Prison,” Committee to Protect Journalists, accessed July 11, 2008, www.cpj.org/Briefings/2007/imprisoned_07/imprisoned_ list_07.html.) Yet Western mainstream media rarely criticize these leaders in imprisoning prisoners, in particular communist China and Cuba, especially as compared to their persistent focus on Russia and numerous and repetitive articles on the murders of journalists and violations of their rights. 


A look at the kinds of work for which journalists in Russia were prosecuted is instructive. The three presently imprisoned Russian journalists are Boris Stomakhin, Anatolii Sardaev, and Nikolai Andrushchenko. Two were local journalists, one of whom was working for the newspaper owned by a Petersburg crime boss. The third was cheering on the Caucasus jihadi terrorists to set off explosions across Russia. 

Taking the last first, Stomakhin, editor of the monthly newspaper Radikalnaya Politika (Radical Politics), was sentenced in November 2006 to five years imprisonment for inciting ethnic hatred and making public calls for violence. He claimed authorities were punishing him for his criticism of Russia’s war in Chechnya. Judge Lyubov Ishmuratova’s ruling quoted Stomakhin’s writing: “Let tens of new Chechen snipers take their positions in the mountain ridges and the city ruins and let hundreds, thousands of aggressors fall under righteous bullets! No mercy! Death to the Russian occupiers! ... The Chechens have the full moral right to bomb everything they want in Russia.” (“Attacks on the Press in 2007 - 127 Journalists in Prison.”) There have been periods in American history when similar sympathies for the enemy during wartime were punishable by imprisonment under the Sedition Act. 

Sardayev, editor of the independent weekly Mordoviya Segodnya published in the Mordovia Republic and a member of the Mordovian parliament, was found guilty and sentenced to five and a half years imprisonment on June 29, 2007 for embezzling money and misusing funds as head of the Mordoviya postal service in 2004. He was also fined 105,000 rubles (US$4,100). Sardayev’s colleagues claim he was targeted because of the paper’s criticism of Mordovia’s governor Nikolai Merkushkin for corruption dating back to 2004. (“Attacks on the Press in 2007 - 127 Journalists in Prison.”)


Andrushchenko, co-founder and editor of the St. Petersburg weekly Novyi Peterburg controlled by the well-known crime boss and former St. Petersburg Legislative Assembly deputy Yurii Shutov, was imprisoned on charged suspicion of defamation and obstruction of justice, which together could bring Andrushchenko up to six years in prison. Shutov is currently in prison for organized criminal activity and several contract killings. On November 23, 2007, officers of the St. Petersburg’s Administration for Combating Organized Crime (UBOP) raided Andrushchenko’s house and placed him under arrest. Authorities claimed the charges stemmed from Andrushchenko’s 2006 coverage of a murder investigation in St. Petersburg. However, colleagues said they believe his imprisonment was the result of Novyi Peterburg’s criticism of the local authorities and its support of the Russian opposition, in particular Gary Kasparpov and his dissenters’ marches. (“Attacks on the Press in 2007 - 127 Journalists in Prison” and “Dangerous Profession,” Bulletins of the Center for Journalism in Extreme Situations, Issue No. 31, August 12-18, 2002, www.cjes.ru/bulletin/?bulletin_id=272&country=Russia&lang=eng.)
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