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WASHINGTON, D.C. March 16, 2007

TO: NCSJ Leadership and Interested Parties 

FROM: Edward B. Robin, Chairman
Lesley Israel, NCSJ President
Mark B. Levin, NCSJ Executive Director

In Brief: Status Quo?

Our movement has never accepted the “status quo”.  If we had, how many Jews would have been able to make aliyah or 
emigrate in the late 1980s – early 1990s? And how many new Jewish communities would not have been developed in the 
former Soviet Union over the last fifteen years?

Even when the political situation in many of the countries of the former Soviet Union appears to remain static, change is 
taking place – albeit slowly, but change nevertheless. In Russia, in spite of government interference, a small, but 
increasingly vocal opposition is trying to take root.  At the same time, a government-sponsored opposition party has been 
formed and gained several seats in the most recent regional elections.   And don’t forget that President Putin has not yet 
named his successor.  Even in a country where the central government continues to consolidate its power, the “status 
quo” does not remain the “status quo” for very long.

The situation is more complicated in Ukraine where President Yushchenko and Prime Minister Yanukovych fight for 
control of the government and the country’s political and economic future.  Other prominent personalities, such Yulia 
Tymoshenko, leader of the opposition in the parliament, are making their presence felt in this debate. There is also the 
possibility of parliamentary elections in the near future.

An old political adage says, democracy is not always pretty, and the current situation in Ukraine certainly proves it.  
However, we should be heartened that in Ukraine there is a multi-party political process and a vibrant media that allows 
for open debate.

We have included several stories in this week’s update to help you better understand the ever-changing political climate in 
the former Soviet Union.  Some articles focus on the status quo and the lack of change while other stories highlight the 
possibility of change.

Finally, you may remember we sent out a communication, earlier this week, about the recent developments regarding the 
desecration of a Jewish cemetery in Odessa, Ukraine.  NCSJ publicly condemned the attack and called for swift action by 
the Ukrainian government.  I am pleased to report that Ukrainian authorities have arrested and charged several 
individuals for this intolerable crime.  We will keep you informed as this situation continues to unfold.

If you have comments and/or questions about this week’s stories, please contact me at ncsj@ncsj.org.

Mark B. Levin

Executive Director
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#1
Russia and Central Asia: The Growing Policy Challenges for the International Community, Johns 
Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS)
Briefing Summary, March 12, 2007

In his opening remarks, Chairman of the Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe (the Helsinki 
Commission), Rep. Alcee Hastings (D-FL) detailed concerns about the progress, or lack thereof, of 
democracy in Russia, particularly in state media ownership, judicial reform, and energy security. Hastings 
commented that advancing U.S.-Russia relations should be done through mutual respect not “knee-jerk 
bashing” and that focus should be on building democratic institutions instead of on the rapidly changing 
faces of the elite. 

Dr. Douglas Menarchik, in his keynote speech, addressed the importance of development in Russia. He 
said that if states are failing, then the U.S. has not addressed the “3 D’s” well: Defense, Diplomacy, and 
Development. Menarchik said that democracy should be considered a “4th D” because it encompasses 
what the U.S. strives for. Menarchik went on to comment that Russia was not merely backsliding, but going 
in the wrong direction. He attributed this as partly a reaction to the color revolutions. He echoed Hastings’ 
sentiments about Russia’s elites, saying that, although elites are interested in Russia’s stability, they are not 
interested in political freedoms or democratization. Menarchik said that it was important to look ahead and 
to plant seeds for future development by supporting human rights groups, helping local non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), and remaining committed to democratic principles as a guiding compass.

The symposium continued with a panel focusing on Central Asia. The three panelist, Dr. Erica Marat, SAIS; 
Daniel Kimmage, RFE/RL; and Alexander Gupman, Freedom House, discussed a number of overarching 
issues including: corruption of government structures, greater consolidation of authoritarian powers, 
instability in the economy, and unfair electoral processes. Gupman commented that the West had a 
“schizophrenic approach” to Central Asia. The problem, he said was, determining priorities in which reforms 
to undertake first. 

In the Russia panel, Dr. Robert Orttung stated that Europe and the U.S. were united in their concern for 
Russia, with energy security and regime development being of prime importance. Orttung said that Russia 
would be most effective if it used normal institutions of diplomacy and democracy to achieve legitimate 
goals, as opposed to using “extraordinary measures”. Although Russia may have legitimate interest, it uses 
illegitimate measures. John Squier commented on the general health of the NGO sector, saying that “mild 
optimism” was the best way to describe the current climate. He said that because most NGOs have shallow 
roots in society they need to do more public outreach in order to be productive.

#2
Ukrainian police detain Jewish tomb vandals
ITAR-TASS, March 10, 2007 

ODESSA -- Police in Odessa, Ukraine, have detained three young people suspected of having vandalised 
more than 300 Jewish tombs in the city on the night to February 18, 2007.

The incident caused serious international reverberations and was condemned by the public.

Two detainees, both 25 years old, neither work nor study. The third one is a 19-year-old student of a 
vocational school. They confessed to their crime and showed the place where they had dumped paint cans 
and gloves. They said they had “only wanted to heck the reaction of society”.

In February, 302 tombs in the Third Jewish cemetery, a memorial to the victims of Nazism, and a memorial 
plaque on the house where publicist and public activist Leon Pinsker had lived were vandalised. In all 
cases, swastikas and “Holocaust congratulations” were stencilled.



5

The suspects have been charged under Article 297 of the Ukrainian Criminal Code, which envisages up to 
three years in prison for the desecration of tombs and burial places.

#3
New Russian Party Faces 1st Electoral Test 
Fair Russia Calls Itself an Opposition Group Yet Operates With Kremlin's Blessing 
By Peter Finn 
Washington Post, March 11, 2007 

ST. PETERSBURG -- In Russia's lower house of parliament, almost completely dominated by the pro-
Kremlin United Russia party, Oksana Dmitrieva was part of a very small club of independent deputies, all 
facing political oblivion come December's parliamentary elections.

Last month, she and five others jumped to a new party, Fair Russia. In an interview, she sounded almost 
apologetic about her new political home. "It was either leave politics forever or be with them," said 
Dmitrieva, 48, speaking in the office of her longtime constituency in St. Petersburg.

Formed with the Kremlin's blessing from three small parties that merged last October, Fair Russia calls itself 
an opposition party. But many people here see it as a puppet of the Kremlin, the latest example of a 
systematic reduction in political choice since President Vladimir Putin took office in 2000. Opposition 
legislators and independents are being chased out of politics or forced to join Kremlin-approved parties.

Putin, who is officially a member of no party, welcomed Fair Russia at its first congress here last month. In a 
message read out to the party faithful, he declared that "the Fair Russia party has successfully passed a 
complex period of creation and consolidated a broad range of constructive public forces on the basis of 
patriotism and social justice." He went on to say he hoped the party would "win high authority and support in 
society."

The new organization is facing its first electoral test in regional elections Sunday, as well as an ongoing 
public debate about its integrity.

Dmitrieva insists that the party can be a credible alternative for voters. "Of course we can't deny it was kind 
of an agreement with the Kremlin administration and with the president when it was set up," she said. "In 
the contemporary political framework, it may be the only competitive and powerful opposition. There is no 
other alternative."

Others can barely contain their contempt. "It is an absolutely false party and another attempt by the Kremlin 
to deceive the voters," said Ivan Melnikov, a member of parliament and a deputy leader of the Communist 
Party. "The people in Fair Russia are people completely without belief in anything or any ideology."

According to opinion polls, Fair Russia may place second to United Russia in a majority of 14 regional 
contests Sunday. If those results are replicated on the national level in December's elections, both the party 
of power, as Russians like to call United Russia, and its ostensible opponent, Fair Russia, will bow before 
the Kremlin.

"The president is our moral leader," United Russia's campaign literature says.

"We support and will support the president," Fair Russia's leader said recently.
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But on other fronts, the new party has come out swinging, branding United Russia as a right-wing 
assortment of bureaucrats who are hoarding the country's vast oil wealth and ignoring the needs of ordinary 
Russians.

Fair Russia describes itself as social democratic or socialist alternative that will fight for the working man 
and, along the way, displace the Communist Party, which it says does little more than shed "crocodile tears 
over the fate of the Soviet Union."

"We are in opposition to United Russia, but we are not going to fight only for a little corner," said Sergei 
Mironov, the national leader of Fair Russia and a longtime ally of Putin's. "We advocate a real multiparty 
system, not an artificial two-party system."

Dmitrieva repeatedly declined to be drawn on the possibility that opposing United Russia might also mean 
lining up against Putin, since United Russia has done little more than rubber-stamp decisions made in the 
Kremlin.

"Fair Russia has quite a different position in terms of democratic freedoms, democratic rights," she said, 
mentioning the abolition of the direct election of governors. She avoided discussing the fact that Putin 
decided to end those elections and that United Russia was merely his legislative instrument.

In the run-up to Sunday's elections, nine political parties, including Yabloko, the long-standing liberal 
opposition in St. Petersburg, were tossed from the ballot in 11 regions by bureaucrats who cited technical 
irregularities.

The three parties that united to form Fair Russia -- the Party of Life, Motherland and the Party of Pensioners 
-- had trouble getting on ballots in previous local elections when they ran individually. On Sunday, the party 
will compete everywhere, having benefited enormously from the Kremlin's patronage.

Following a raft of electoral changes passed by the parliament last year, Russians will henceforward vote 
only for parties, not individuals. The parties draw up their own lists of who will serve. Politicians such as 
Dmitrieva, commanding popular local support but without the backing of a registered party, were in effect 
pink-slipped by the legislation, which was pushed through by United Russia with the Kremlin's approval. The 
new party became a lifeboat for them.

Fair Russia already has nearly 400,000 members and branches in almost every region in Russia. More than 
half of the country's 35 political parties, including the tiny Party of Entrepreneurs with which Dmitrieva was 
affiliated, have not been registered by the Ministry of Justice because they failed to meet new legal 
requirements that they have 50,000 members across half of Russia's regions.

Dmitrieva said that Justice Ministry bureaucrats went to the homes of members of the Party of 
Entrepreneurs and questioned them on their affiliation and what they knew about the party's activities. 
Members of United Russia and Fair Russia are not subject to that kind of intrusion.

Businessmen have also been lining up to sponsor Fair Russia, a risk that analysts say none of them would 
have taken had they feared Kremlin retribution. The party has more money than United Russia for the 
election in St. Petersburg and is likely to spend about $7.5 million, a huge sum for a local race in Russia, 
according to analysts.

Formerly, "if you wanted to pursue your political interests, there was nowhere you could go but into United 
Russia," said Boris Makarenko, deputy director of Moscow's Center for Political Technologies. "Now that 
monopoly is over. There is another venue where you can plant your flag and pursue your interests. It's even 
good for prodigal liberals."
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#4
Breaking Putin's Cordon 
By Masha Lipman 
Washington Post, March 10, 2007 

The Kremlin has been sending persistent signals that autonomous political activism will not be tolerated. As 
a result, political action on the streets has become highly risky in Russia, and those venturing to participate 
in events unwelcome by the government should be prepared to get in trouble.

Authorities are anxious to ensure a smooth transfer of power after elections this year and in 2008, but 
enhanced restrictions on the freedom of assembly are creating problems as the political opposition 
manages for the first time in years to muster thousands in the streets.

Last weekend, in an unusually large political protest in St. Petersburg, several thousand people defied a 
government ban on their rally, broke through police cordons and marched along the streets of Russia's 
second-largest city. The event was organized by Drugaya Rossiya (Other Russia), a medley of small 
opposition groups headed by political opponents of President Vladimir Putin such as former prime minister 
Mikhail Kasyanov and former chess champion Garry Kasparov. The marchers decried Putin and the policies 
of the St. Petersburg government. Many of them were beaten by police, and about 100 people were 
detained.

"I congratulate you for overcoming your fear," Kasparov told the crowd. The victorious mood was echoed in 
some marchers' online postings. The demonstrators had a good reason to celebrate: This latest rally was 
clearly more successful than their December event in Moscow.

Then, Drugaya Rossiya protesters were also forbidden to march and were forced to stand in place: The 
2,000 who gathered were surrounded by at least 4,000 riot police, who blocked off the area. This time police 
failed to contain the protesters, and, savoring their success, the protesters are planning a march in Moscow 
next month.

While individuals may still exercise verbal dissent -- and smaller media outlets still pursue independent 
editorial positions, though they have been increasingly marginalized -- federal legislation has been 
repeatedly amended to broaden the government's authority to ban political gatherings. Moscow city 
legislators have initiated even tighter restrictions -- apparently concerned that the capital must be protected 
against acts of political discord. Suggested amendments include bans on staging rallies "near historical and 
cultural monuments" and limits on crowd density, such as no more than two people per square meter.

Authorities commonly deny permission to stage street events if they are even vaguely political, and 
participants are routinely harassed. Over the past several months, area police have mastered the Soviet 
practice of preventive detentions and harassment -- activists from the provinces, for example, are stopped 
on their way to events in Moscow or St. Petersburg.

The relative permissiveness regarding verbal expression may be explained by the fact that the remaining 
media freedom exists at the mercy of the government. The Kremlin has ensured that most media outlets 
that are not state-owned are controlled by owners who are loyal to it. If the government decides that certain 
outlets are dangerously influencing public opinion, it has leverage to temper the editorial line. But public 
energies are harder to control, and once they are unleashed, there might not be a loyal "owner" or leader 
who could discipline or stifle dissenters on government orders. The Orange Revolution in Ukraine is but one 
powerful example.

Such fears appear to be unjustified. The Russian public remains largely apathetic and indifferent to 
infringements of its political rights and freedoms. But when all democratic channels of public participation or 
opposition have been clogged and political parties replaced by Kremlin-organized groups of loyalists, small 
defiant groups are bound to emerge. At its core, Drugaya Rossiya consists of people who take to the streets 
because there is no other option for political participation. Some of its radical younger members simply 
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enjoy defying the authorities, even if they end up beaten or jailed. The group and its leaders are not popular 
and are unlikely to generate a mass following.

But even if Drugaya Rossiya does not pose a real danger to the ruling elite, the Kremlin is not taking 
chances. Autonomous political activism and direct challenges to the president, no matter how marginal the 
challenger, are not allowed. Such actions have come to be regarded as illegitimate and are deemed disloyal 
to the state.

Characteristically, TV coverage of last weekend's protests on state-controlled media attempted to discredit 
participants and portray them as hired troublemakers. The governor of St. Petersburg said two train cars full 
of "provocateurs" bent on destabilization came to the city from Moscow. Not a single protester was asked 
on camera why he or she joined the rally. Of course, the Russian people are not supposed to hear 
incendiary political talk on television.

It is hard to say what caused the high turnout at last weekend's rally and whether the protesters have been 
emboldened enough to stage another rally next month. If they are, Russian authorities would face a 
dilemma: The police measures used were insufficient to discourage Drugaya Rossiya from continued 
defiance, but resorting to severe suppression, such as prosecuting protest leaders and imprisoning 
participants, would move Russia closer toward being a full-fledged police state. Given the current thinking in 
the Kremlin, the latter unfortunately appears more likely.

#5
The Saturday Profile 
Kasparov, Building Opposition to Putin 
By Steven Lee Myers
New York Times, March 10, 2007 

GARRY KASPAROV, the former world chess champion, took a pen and notebook and diagramed the 
protesters’ march through St. Petersburg on March 3. Like a general reliving a battle or a player analyzing a 
winning combination, he sketched Uprising Square and showed where the police had gathered in strength, 
blocking the street leading to the governor’s office.

A tactical mistake! “This is typical for this government,” he explained. “They protect themselves.”

As a result, only a few police officers guarded St. Petersburg’s main commercial street, Nevsky Prospekt. 
And that was where Mr. Kasparov and thousands of others  as many as 5,000 by some estimates  poured 
through a barricade and marched into the city’s historic center, defying the government’s ban on the event 
and the country’s recent history of political apathy.

The whole thing lasted only two hours, ending with brief clashes with the police and more than 130 arrests, 
including those of several opposition leaders, though not Mr. Kasparov. Still, it was one of the largest 
protests against President Vladimir V. Putin’s Russia.

And to Mr. Kasparov, it was a first crack in the authoritarian political system Mr. Putin has created, one that 
he has committed himself to dismantling as presidential elections approach next March.

“We never saw such a protest,” he said. “Everybody recognizes it is a new page.”

Mr. Kasparov, 43, is not Mr. Putin’s only critic, but he may be the most prominent. And he has brought to 
oppositional politics the same energy and aggression that characterized his chess, attacking Mr. Putin and 
the Kremlin  or the regime, as he repeatedly calls it  with language rarely spoken so bluntly in Russia.



9

“This regime is getting out of touch with the real world,” he said. “It’s a deadly combination of money, power 
and blood  and impunity.”

Such attacks have drawn the scrutiny of the authorities, though so far nothing worse; someone who 
sounded angry that Mr. Kasparov had given up chess for politics attacked him with a chessboard in 2005. 
(“I am lucky,” he said at the time, “that the popular sport in the Soviet Union was chess and not baseball.”)

He now travels with bodyguards. He hired them out of concern for hooligans, he said, not because other 
Kremlin critics have been killed, like the journalist Anna Politkovskaya, who was shot to death in Moscow 
last October.

“If the state goes after you,” he said, “there’s no stopping them.”

THIS is not the place Mr. Kasparov expected to be when he resigned from the world of professional chess 
two years ago, quitting while still the highest-ranked player, if no longer the world champion. He is a famous 
man and a wealthy one, the author of numerous books on chess and its lessons for life, who is now leading 
acts of civil disobedience in an uphill battle to protest Mr. Putin’s policies.

“I am absolutely objective,” he said. “I think we can lose badly, because the regime is still very powerful, but 
the only beauty of our situation is that we don’t have much choice.”

Mr. Kasparov is the chairman of the United Civil Front, an organization he formed in 2005 to promote 
activism in a country where it has steadily disappeared, though for reasons that are fiercely debated.

He is also the guiding strategist behind the Other Russia, a collection of groups from across the political 
spectrum united by their marginalization by authorities loyal to Mr. Putin.

The Other Russia has held conferences, including one on the eve of last year’s meeting of the Group of 8 
countries, and staged rallies like the one in St. Petersburg.

“It was not a protest against a concrete measure,” he said. “It was not, ‘give us more money, salaries’ or 
‘stop raising prices.’ It was a protest against the regime.”

Mr. Kasparov has always been something of an outsider. He is half Jewish and half Armenian, born in 
Baku, the capital of mostly Muslim Azerbaijan. He moved to Moscow in 1990 when tensions between 
Armenians and Azeris intensified.

By then he was already world champion, a title he won in 1985 as a brash upstart against Anatoly Karpov, 
the champion considered a favorite of the Soviet establishment. Mr. Kasparov became a strong advocate of 
glasnost and perestroika, Mikhail S. Gorbachev’s policies of opening up the Soviet Union in the 1980s.

When a coup against Mr. Gorbachev failed in August 1991, Mr. Kasparov threw his support behind Boris N. 
Yeltsin and the other new democrats. For a time, he was a leader of the Democratic Party of Russia. He 
broke from Mr. Yeltsin to support a challenger, Aleksandr I. Lebed, in the 1996 elections.

One criticism against him has been political fickleness: that he has drifted from project to project, even as 
he continued to compete, mostly abroad.

A constant, however, has been his opposition to Mr. Putin. After an initial grace period, he began to 
fulminate against the new president, reaching a broad international audience as a contributor to The Wall 
Street Journal. One column, published in January 2001, barely a year after Mr. Putin became president, 
was titled, “I Was Wrong About Putin.”
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“Unfortunately, my forecast, based on an assumption that a young pragmatic leader would strengthen 
democracy inside Russia, fight corruption and level the curves of Mr. Yeltsin’s foreign policy, was wishful 
thinking,” he wrote.

He has not let up since. He rails against Mr. Putin’s foreign policy, accusing him of intimidating former 
Soviet republics that should be close allies, while fostering ties with Iran, North Korea and China. He 
accuses Mr. Putin of having neutered the news media, stifled political opponents and independent 
businesspeople, and undercut the essential institution of democracy: free and fair elections.

HIS biggest challenge may be being ignored. The state’s control of television ensures that his views never 
reach the public en masse. News reports of the St. Petersburg march on national channels described the 
protesters generally, not Mr. Kasparov specifically, as “all manner of radicals, from fascists to lefties.”

His willingness to include all Kremlin critics in the Other Russia, including radical ones like the National 
Bolsheviks, has left him vulnerable to guilt by association. In December, counterterrorist police officers 
raided the United Civil Front’s office, seizing books and printed materials advertising a protest march a few 
days later.

A question that hovers over him is whether he will run against the person who emerges as Mr. Putin’s 
chosen successor. He demurs, but does not deny the possibility. He said there were other potential 
candidates, including the former prime minister, Mikhail M. Kasyanov, adding that the more pressing issue 
was building and maintaining a united opposition.

Mr. Kasparov is arguing for political freedoms at a time when Mr. Putin’s approval rating hovers around a 
stratospheric 80 percent. The economy, fueled by high energy prices, is growing. A retail binge is under 
way, especially in Moscow and even outside of it.

But he contends that Mr. Putin’s control of all levers of power has obscured the fundamental weaknesses in 
the system: the corruption, the vast gap between rich and poor, the declining standards of health care, 
education and living conditions.

“At the end of the day,” Mr. Kasparov said, referring to his campaign ahead of the 2008 election, “it will 
depend on whether people care. You can’t invent public protest. It either exists or it doesn’t exist.”

#6
Russia: St. Petersburg -- The Cradle Of The Political Elite 
By Chloe Arnold
RFE/RL, March 9, 2007

ST. PETERSBURG, March 9, 2007 (RFE/RL) -- Across the Neva River from the Peter and Paul Fortress 
and beneath the towering blue and gold minarets of the massive St. Petersburg Mosque, stands a dusty, 
gray building that is home to the Museum of Russian Political History.

For three centuries, the building has stood on the city's oldest square, beside the house where Peter the 
Great lived soon after he gave the order to move the Russian capital from Moscow to the north.

In 1917, when the mansion belonged to the ballerina Matilda Kshesinskaya, Vladimir Lenin returned from 
exile and, in a room at the back of the house, persuaded the Bolshevik government to establish a Soviet 
regime in Russia.

As the Political History Museum shows, St. Petersburg -- also known in the past as Petrograd and then 
Leningrad -- has long produced many members of Russia's ruling elites.
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Aleksander Smirnov is a historian and a guide at the museum, which is currently showing an exhibition 
called "300 Years Of St. Petersburg In Russian Politics."

Breaking Up The Moscow Monopoly

"When Vladimir Putin became the president, he gave himself a task," Smirnov said. "He needed to establish 
a new kind of politics, because for him it was obvious that the regime of the 1990s would lead the country 
nowhere. But he couldn't rely on the politicians in Moscow, because they were too close to the people we 
call the 'oligarchs,' those people who got mixed up in corruption. For Putin it was important to bring in a new 
era of what he saw as the Petersburg phenomenon, the Petersburg mentality, and he could only do this by 
bringing in new faces. And so he chose his government from people that he knew personally."

Smirnov says it is possible that had Putin come from a different city, the government might now be made up 
of politicians from a completely different part of Russia.

But, he says, St. Petersburg has always played an important role in the country's ruling elite:

"Our exhibition is evidence of the fact that this is not the only episode when St. Petersburgers have been in 
power," he says. "Throughout the 20th century, the city on the Neva has attempted to nominate whole 
teams of St. Petersburgers, or individuals, who try to steer their own political course in Moscow."

Against a background of stirring Soviet music, the exhibition shows the rise to power of men and women 
from St. Petersburg.

They include Grigory Zinovyev and Sergei Kirov, Bolshevik revolutionaries who, at the height of their 
careers, wielded enormous power. But later they would fall out of favor with Stalin. Kirov was assassinated 
in 1934 and Zinovyev was shot under Stalin's orders during the show trials of the 1930s.

More recently, the city has produced Anatoly Chubais, who rose to prominence for his role in privatization 
and the creation of the Russian tycoons of the 1990s. Also Galina Starovoitova, a member of parliament 
best known for promoting democratic reform, who was shot in St. Petersburg in 1998.

What Is The Reason?

Yevgeny Artyomov, the director of the museum, says there may be another reason the city has produced so 
many prominent politicians.

"Since Leningrad is known as the window on Europe, perhaps the fresh winds of democracy blow toward 
St. Petersburg faster than, say, to those living closer to Asia," he says. "And maybe that's what's needed in 
our country today, to shift us out of the complex dead-end, if we can call it that, we currently find ourselves 
in."

Smirnov doesn't entirely agree. He describes some of the traits that distinguish St. Petersburgers from other 
Russians

"The first is modernization," he says. "The second trait of political leaders from St. Petersburg -- well, I don't 
agree with those who say that they are democratic. On the contrary, many of them tend to be fond of strong 
authority, a strong personality who, because of this, takes all the responsibility."

Outside St. Petersburg State University on Vassilievsky Island, where Vladimir Putin studied, students were 
divided as to why many of the country's elite come from their city.
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"That's just the way it's worked out," one man said. "I don't know. They could just as easily be from Moscow. 
I don't think that means they'll have a particular Petersburg mentality or something like that. It's just a 
coincidence."

"I think it's a good thing, because people always say why is everyone from Moscow?" a second man 
argued. "Why is it like that? Putin, in our view, wanted to put a stop to that and bring in people specifically 
from St. Petersburg, because there aren't any other megapolises in the country. By all accounts, it shouldn't 
be that everyone comes from the same city. So what Putin's doing, in principle he's right."

Shadow Of The KGB

But for Irina Kondrashova, a lecturer at the St. Petersburg State Polytechnic Institute, the real concern is not 
that today's leaders come from one city.

"What worries me is that all the political leaders from St. Petersburg come from one organization," she says. 
"The KGB has nothing to do with a geographic location. It's an organization. And I'd say it would be more 
useful to discuss that type of person -- the type that belongs to that organization, who was educated in that 
system and now lives by its rules. It seems to me that in the current situation it's not important where a 
person comes from, geographically speaking."

Putin reached the rank of lieutenant colonel in the KGB and was stationed in Dresden, East Germany, 
between 1985 and 1990. Sergei Ivanov, until recently the defense minister, was a contemporary.

There is just under a year to go before Russians go to the polls to elect a new president. Putin has not yet 
named his favored candidate to take over when he steps down, as he has promised to.

But two men are widely rumored to be rivals for the job: Sergei Ivanov and Dmitry Medvedev. Both hold the 
title of first deputy prime minister, and both come from St Petersburg.

#7
There is no mystery in Russia pursuing its interests 
By Alexander Bulygin 
Financial Times, March 6, 2007 

The writer is chief executive of Rusal

Russian commentators citing Winston Churchill’s memorable but often misquoted 1939 radio speech – “It 
[Russia] is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma” – regularly omit the adjoining insight that, when 
seeking to predict Russia’s response to any event, the key is: “Russian national interest”.

There is nothing mysterious about the Kremlin’s robust defence of national interest. Like any other 
government, it is simply protecting what it holds important for the country and for its people. It surprises me 
that anyone questions whether Russia should rightly, proudly, fairly protect its interests. Russian 
businesses, especially those championing the drive to the international capital markets, must naturally do 
the same.

Rusal commissioned the Economist Intelligence Unit to conduct a study, including interviews with 300 
multinational chief executives, into perceptions of Russian business. The report, The Russians are Coming: 
Understanding Emerging Multinationals, makes compelling but at times alarming reading.
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The emergence of new multinationals in Russia is part of a broader global phenomenon. As economic 
power has shifted towards emerging markets, Asian and Latin American companies were the first to break 
on to the global business scene. Russian companies are relative latecomers – but their expansion, 
facilitated by oil liquidity, has been rapid. Russia is now the third largest foreign investor among emerging 
markets.

The emergence of Russia as a global player has clearly surprised the established business world. Some 
chief executives interviewed by the EIU saw the extent of the corporate advance as a strategic move by the 
Kremlin to entrench Russia’s geopolitical influence. Russian companies were perceived by some as having 
poor management practices and structures, using outmoded and defunct technology. Such misinformed 
views greatly disturb me.

Chief executives doing business in or with Russia had a more positive view: they recognised that Russia 
had changed and for some time now had offered first-rate opportunities for growth. Several suggested it 
was vital that a broader spectrum of the international business community recognised that Russian 
business was primarily driven by commercial logic and competitive advantage – not by political agendas.

The rapid pick-up in Russian investment abroad is driven by factors such as gaining critical mass to survive 
consolidation; gaining access to new markets, raw materials, technology transfer and management know-
how; coping with excess liquidity; and the lack of expansion opportunities at home.

Russian companies enjoy significant competitive advantages over established players: emerging markets 
know-how, a powerful but flexible corporate structure, liquidity, a highly educated staff pool and enormous 
ambition. These characteristics allow Russian businesses to act quickly, operate at low cost and consider 
acquisitions in emerging and developed markets that are too risky or problematic for other companies.

As the drive to listing and cross-border transactions continues, Russian business is adopting best practice, 
rising to the challenge of transparency. This commitment is far-reaching – from operational structure and 
financial reporting to corporate citizenship and sustainable development. This cannot be a fast-tracked 
process. Changing behaviour and stripping away long-standing, stereotypical perceptions of Russia will 
happen in years, not months. Even for non-listed companies, there have been important changes in 
corporate governance and disclosure. Rusal, for example, has developed an 18-month corporate 
governance programme, with the help of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development and 
International Finance Corporation, appointing an independent board among other activities. There is often 
less criticism of western private equity firms than of private Russian enterprises.

Russian companies are taking dramatic steps to shed a debilitating image: we are not only credible 
business partners, but real competitors to and, indeed, owners of, some of the world’s largest, most 
innovative companies. The combined strength of Rusal, Sual and the alumina assets of Glencore – making 
an enlarged company and the number one player in the global aluminium industry – demonstrates that the 
Russians are indeed coming. With the encouragement, understanding and healthy competition of the 
international business community, I am confident that the enigma image can be put aside for good.
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#8
Who's to Blame for Russia? 
By Fred Hiatt
Washington Post, March 12, 2007 

Who lost Russia? As the world's biggest country backslides ever more quickly into authoritarianism, the 
answer you hear increasingly is: the United States.

Curiously, you hear it both from Russians, who simultaneously deny that anything bad has happened and 
blame America for it; and from Americans, who assume that a few tweaks of policy could have made 
everything come out differently in Moscow.

One version blames America for backing Boris Yeltsin, who presided imperfectly over Russian democracy 
in the 1990s and so, the story goes, soured Russians on the very idea of freedom. Another blames America 
for allowing former Soviet satellites to join NATO, hurting Russians' feelings and promoting a nationalist 
backlash.

As readings of history, these theories mix elements of truth with great dollops of illogic. It's true that 
Russians endured trying times after communism crumbled. Prices rose, promised pensions vanished and 
unsavory characters became millionaires.

But the same was true in Estonia, Ukraine, Poland and many other countries. Democratization wasn't pretty 
anywhere. The question is why those countries managed to weather the transition and come through, with 
varying degrees of success, to the other side, while Russia was left looking for scapegoats.

As to NATO: On the one hand, you have, say, Estonia, a democracy of 1.3 million people, freely joining in 
2004 an alliance of like-minded democracies. On the other hand, you have Vladimir Putin abolishing local 
and provincial elections, muzzling the press and imprisoning his political enemies. If you fail to see the 
connection, it's because there is none.

A Russia developing in a healthy way would be happy to see its smaller neighbors democratize, improve 
ties with the West and prosper, all of which could redound to Russia's benefit. Russia's leaders know 
perfectly well that there is no military threat from Estonia and never will be. But because they continue to 
define greatness in terms of state ownership and control, they prefer an impoverished and dependent 
Belarus to a thriving and autonomous Poland.

So what can explain Russia's de-democratization? Russians often blame their own "serf" mentality, a 
cultural tradition arising from centuries of autocracy that left them supposedly unsuited for self-rule. A more 
refined version points out that communism lasted a generation longer in Russia than in Central Europe, 
which at least emerged with faint memories of between-war civil society.

Then there is Russia's misfortune to be rich in oil, gas, diamonds and other resources. Latvia and Slovenia 
understood that they needed predictable laws and respect for private property to attract foreign investment; 
Russia knew the oil multinationals would come fawning even to a regime that expropriated when 
convenient. Estonia viewed government's role as enabling its citizens to create wealth; Russians used 
government to grab the wealth that nature had provided.

Being at the center of an empire might also be a misfortune. Other countries could blame Russia for their 
lost decades; Russia, having no one to blame, couldn't face its history. And since even the diminished, post-
Soviet Russia contained nations of non-Russians, from Chechnya in the south to Tatarstan in the middle to 
Sakha in Siberia, the new Russia could not build itself on ethnic Russian nationalism and had trouble finding 
any other source of national identity.

All of these factors may play some role. But Michael McFaul, an expert on democratization at Stanford 
University and the Hoover Institution, cautions that "the structural explanations -- culture, history of 
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communism, oil and gas -- can be easily overplayed, while the actual decisions and mistakes of individual 
leaders can be forgotten or excused."

That's true of U.S. mistakes, too. The United States doesn't determine Russia's fate, but it has influence at 
the edges. It could speak straightforwardly with Russia's leaders and search for areas of common interest, 
while defending the rights of Russia's neighbors to chart their own course and of Russia's citizens to live in 
freedom.

Instead, U.S. officials too often treat Russia like a touchy adolescent that shouldn't be provoked. Last week 
Rep. Tom Lantos (D-Calif.), chairman of the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, complained that for the 
fourth year in a row the administration has proposed "devastating cutbacks" in programs to assist 
democratic and civil society groups in Russia.

That's something for which the United States should be blamed. Or, as Lantos said: "At a time when 
supporters of democratic reform, the rule of law, and human rights are being assassinated or carted off to 
the gulags of Siberia, we should not be starving these groups of vital support."

#9
Azerbaijan flexes muscles in fast-growing Caucasus 
By Sebastian Smith
AFP, March 12, 2007

BAKU, March 12 2007-At Baku's Caravansarai restaurant, once a rest stop on the Silk Road between Asia 
and Europe, a flickering blue gas flame symbolises a new shift in 21st century geopolitics.

These are heady days for Azerbaijan. Lynchpin of Western ambitions to break the Russian grip on Europe's 
energy resources, the ex-Soviet republic oozes confidence and petrodollars.

Critics believe corruption, poverty, and stifling of political dissent could yet undermine President Ilham 
Aliyev's ambitions.

But Ali Hassanov, a senior advisor to Aliyev, lays out a vision in which this secular Muslim country of eight 
million people will connect Europe to huge quantities of oil and gas right across Central Asia.

"Europe must not only rely on Russian energy," he told AFP at the presidency in Baku. "We are offering this 
new route linking Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan."

For EU governments and their US ally, the attraction in this hydrocarbon version of the Silk Road is the 
ability to bypass an increasingly assertive Russia, and ultimately to create a new trade route between China 
and Europe.

Azerbaijan is also in the spotlight as a US-friendly Muslim state on Iran's northern border, although with 
some 26 million ethnic-Azeris in the Islamic republic, Baku is keen to maintain neutrality.

Amid shifting loyalties, a Western strategist might look with satisfaction at the flames darting from a 
decorative heater in the Caravansarai's old camel stable.

Like many ex-Soviet republics, Azerbaijan had until this year been heavily reliant on natural gas from 
Russian behemoth Gazprom. One third of supplies were imported.
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But when faced with a New Year's demand for a two-fold price increase, Baku decided to show Gazprom 
the door. Now all gas -- except a small amount sent from Iran to the isolated Nakhichvan province -- is 
locally produced.

Analysts say the bold move was as much political as economic, revealing a steady weakening of Russian 
domination over the strategic Caucasus.

"It was a very clear signal that they've given up on Big Brother," a Western diplomat in neighbouring 
Georgia said.

Azerbaijan is underscoring this challenge by increasing gas exports to Georgia, whose strongly pro-Western 
leadership hopes by the end of the year to phase out all Gazprom imports.

That cements an alliance at the heart of the Western-backed corridor for oil and gas pipelines built in the 
last two years from Baku through Georgia to Turkey and on to world markets.

"I think there is a very good understanding between Georgia and Azerbaijan. They both need each other to 
build the energy corridor and to increase transit and commerce," another Western diplomat in Tbilisi said.

Last month, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey agreed to build a new train link that ultimately could bring 
goods from China to the European Union in direct competition to the Russian route. Azerbaijan is helping to 
finance Georgia's share.

Longer term, the hope in Azerbaijan is for a gas pipeline under the Caspian Sea that would bring 
Turkmenistan's and even Uzbekistan's huge gas fields directly online. "There will be competition," 
Hassanov said, "and then Russia would have to lower its prices."

That project remains a long way off. But the flood of petrodollars from Azerbaijan's own reserves is driving 
wild economic growth -- gross domestic product rose 34.5 percent last year -- and equally giddy nationalist 
enthusiasm.

"Azerbaijan will be the envy of the world. You've seen nothing yet," predicted Shakir Bagirov, 48, a manager 
at the Caravansarai restaurant, a regular lunch spot for British Petroleum employees.

Yet enormous pitfalls lie ahead for Azerbaijan, not least income inequality, government corruption and 
rumbling anger over the occupation of Azeri territories by neighbouring Armenia.

The government also claims it faces a threat from radical Islamic groups -- "not just internally, but from 
abroad," as Hassanov said, in a thinly veiled reference to fellow-Shiite Iran.

The more immediate problem, critics say, is the disconnect between those enjoying the oil boom and those 
left behind.

Baku, centred on an ancient neighbourhood of stone alleys and mosques, is frantically being transformed. 
Jarring sounds of construction work mingle seven days a week with the hum of traffic jams.

But while such expansion has created many jobs, as many as a third of Azeris remain in poverty, 
economists say.

In the last three months electricity prices have gone up three times, petrol by double. Although incomes and 
pensions have also risen sharply, the average salary is just 139.5 manats (162 US dollars, 124 euros).

"You see all that oil money around, but for we simple people life is very, very hard," said Ali, 27, at one of 
the carpet shops in the picturesque old town. "The politicians take everything they need. Our president is 
surrounded by jackals."
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Ilgar Ibrahimoglu, a dissident imam and human rights activist whom police evicted from a 1,000-year-old 
Baku mosque in 2004, says the government is stamping out democratic development in order to 
monopolise power.

"That radical Islam scenario is a brand that our government uses because then they get attention from the 
Americans," he told AFP at the house where he continues to lead prayers. "They get carte-blanche to do 
what they want."

"If it carries on like this, if all this is badly done, there will be mass protests."

Bagirov, totting up diners' bills in the Caravansarai, was more optimistic.

"Everything will be okay in the end. When the rich find their pockets full, the money will spill and we'll get it 
too."

#10
Violations Of Human Rights Rise, Report Says 
By Natalya Krainova 
The Moscow Times, March 13, 2007 

Russia has recently seen a sharp rise in the number of human rights violations, the nation's human rights 
ombudsman says in a report expected to be presented to President Vladimir Putin this month.

After ombudsman Vladimir Lukin presents the president the 400-page 2006 report, "On the Human Rights 
Situation in Russia in 2006," it will be submitted to the State Duma for consideration in April.

Excerpts of the report were published Monday in the newspaper Gazeta, which said complaints had 
jumped.

Most complaints in Lukin's report involved suspected civil liberties violations, which rose by nearly 47 
percent from 2005 to 2006.

These violations included reports of unfair court proceedings and suppression of "social rights." Social 
rights, as defined by the Constitution, include the right to open a business and to get an education.

Other reported civil liberties violations involved judicial-related issues. These complaints rose by nearly 24 
percent.

Broadly defined "economic rights" and "political rights" violations rose 15.5 percent and 3.2 percent, 
respectively.

"Cultural rights" violations are also said to have gone up.

The report notes that 32.4 percent of those who had a problem received help; another 60.4 percent were 
given legal advice; and 7.2 percent were denied any aid on the grounds that their complaints fell outside 
Lukin's jurisdiction.

  Lukin concluded that Russians did not trust their government. "They don't believe that authorities work 
hard to secure their social, economic and political rights," he was quoted as saying in the report.
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Lukin's spokesman, who refused to give his name, would not comment at length on the report, although he 
did say copies of it had been distributed to members of the State Duma and the Federation Council. The 
spokesman also refused to provide a copy of the report.

The report finds that there is a huge gap separating the rich and the poor in today's Russia. The report 
added that many Russians were perplexed by persistent poverty given the country's high revenues from oil 
and gas.

Besides voicing concerns about low salaries and pensions, many Russians are critical of what they regard 
as substandard living conditions, health care and education. They are also deeply angered by the rise in 
corruption.

Perhaps not surprisingly, Lukin's report also notes a rise in ultranationalism and xenophobia. The report 
cites multiple examples of violence -- from riots in the Karelian town of Kondopoga to Moscow to St. 
Petersburg to Salsk, a Rostov region town.

Lukin also observed some positive trends.

"Implementation of a number of the most important national projects has started," he said in the report, 
referring to the president's four national projects on health care, education, housing and agriculture.

"This allows us to hope that some of the traditionally painful knots in our society will be untied in the near 
future," he said.

#11
Russian Company Accused of Buying Press Coverage 
By Andrew E. Kramer 
New York Times, March 14, 2007 

MOSCOW, March 13  Telenor, the Norwegian cellphone company, said Tuesday that a Russian 
telecommunications company paid journalists in Ukraine to publish negative articles about Telenor in the 
midst of a business dispute.

The Russian company, Altimo, denied the accusation in a statement Tuesday, saying that documents 
Telenor distributed to journalists to support the assertion were forgeries.

The documents, including a spreadsheet of payments to Ukrainian newspapers, were also filed as 
supporting evidence in an arbitration process in New York as part of a wider legal dispute between the 
Norwegian and Russian companies.

Telenor, the Nordic region’s biggest telecom company, and Altimo, a major player in the former Soviet 
Union, are struggling for control of two large assets  Kyivstar, Ukraine’s largest cellphone operator, and 
VimpelCom, Russia’s second-largest telecommunications company after MTS. Altimo is a subsidiary of the 
Alfa Group Consortium, controlled by the Russian businessman Mikhail M. Fridman.

The companies divided ownership of Kyivstar and VimpelCom in a 2004 partnership that has unraveled into 
lawsuits in Ukraine, Russia and the United States.

Telenor distributed on Tuesday what it said were internal Altimo planning documents that show the 
budgeting and execution of a publicity campaign that involved surreptitious payments to journalists.
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The effort, according to Kjell-Morten Johnsen, Telenor’s vice president for Central and Eastern Europe, was 
intended to discredit Telenor in Ukraine.

Mr. Johnsen said Telenor obtained the documents from a person familiar with Altimo’s business who wished 
to remain anonymous. Mr. Johnsen said the documents were genuine.

One document distributed by Telenor, titled “Logical Rationale for the Information Campaign Under the 
Kyivstar Contract,” said that any attack on Telenor must be preceded by an effort to undermine the image of 
Norwegian business generally.

“In order to break the existing stereotype whereby Western business and, in particular, Norwegian business, 
always ‘plays fair,’ an information wave” of negative publicity should be started, the document said.

It suggested planting articles saying that Telenor used double standards  obeying Western courts but 
disrespecting Ukrainian law. The document said such claims of disrespect would resonate with rising 
nationalism in Ukraine after the 2004 Orange Revolution.

A spreadsheet titled “Plan of an Information Campaign to Discredit the Image of Norway in Ukraine” 
suggested that Altimo planned to spend $74,950 from Jan. 29 to March 31, including $4,000 to plant a story 
saying Telenor had acquired Kyivstar under favorable terms by striking a deal with Leonid D. Kuchma, the 
unpopular former Ukrainian president.

Elsa Vidal, a specialist on former Soviet countries at Reporters Without Borders, a journalists’ group in 
Paris, said planted articles were commonplace in the region.

“Almost all companies pay money to newspapers to write about how good their products are,” rather than 
place advertising, she said. “You can find the same articles in two newspapers sometimes.”

Planted articles are commonly found in relation to business disputes and during political campaigns, she 
said.

#12
U.N. Finds Evidence That Russian Gunships Aided in Missile Attacks on Villages in Georgia 
By C. J. Chivers
New York Times, March 14, 2007 

MOSCOW, March 13  A United Nations observer mission in Georgia on Tuesday opened an investigation 
into missile attacks in three remote Georgian villages, and the initial evidence suggested that Russian 
helicopter gunships were involved.

The military action, which occurred Sunday night and damaged several buildings in the Kodori Gorge, a 
mountainous area of the Caucasus ridge along Russia’s southwestern border, caused no injuries to the 
local population, the Georgian authorities said.

But it threatened to aggravate the already tense relations between Russia and Georgia, a former Soviet 
republic that has resisted the Kremlin’s efforts at regional dominance.

Both Russia and the forces of the nearby breakaway region of Abkhazia denied involvement in the attacks, 
leaving the strikes, for now, an unacknowledged use of military force in an volatile corner of the former 
Soviet world.
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The United States expressed deep concern and called for calm during the investigation. “We call on all 
concerned parties to cooperate fully with the investigation and look forward to the results,” the American 
Embassy in Tbilisi, the Georgian capital, said in a statement.

American officials in Tbilisi and Washington declined to discuss any initial assessments of the strikes, 
saying they were waiting for the investigation’s findings to be released.

Georgian officials claimed on Monday that Mi-24 attack helicopters from Russia had flown sorties over the 
border during the previous night and had struck government buildings and houses in the towns of Azhara, 
Chkhalta and Gentsvishi.

Only experienced and well-trained pilots could have made some of the shots, they said, as the approach to 
the targets required flying in darkness with night-vision goggles through a narrow and often fog-bound 
gorge.

There was evidence suggesting that artillery or ground-to-ground rockets might have been fired at the 
villages as well. Investigators were still examining the shrapnel, however, and the question of whether 
ground-to-ground ordnance had also been used was not clear, a military officer involved in the United 
Nations’ investigation said.

All of the towns are near the breakaway region of Abkhazia, a Russian-supported enclave inside Georgia’s 
borders that has not recognized the Georgian central government since the Soviet Union collapsed. 
Russian forces are posted in Abkhaz territory and have equipment capable of ground-to-ground 
bombardments, although the Russian units are formally on peacekeeping duty.

Georgia lost a brief war with Abkhaz separatists in the early 1990s. Since then, the area has been a self-
declared republic that seeks independence. No nation has formally recognized it, but Russia has served as 
its patron, providing aid and political support and granting citizenship to almost all of its residents.

The Kodori Gorge was also outside of Georgia’s control for more than a decade, run by a local strongman 
and an irregular militia until Georgian forces chased away the militia in July and restored the gorge to the 
central government’s control.

The operation in July allowed Georgians previously expelled from Abkhazia by the war to open offices of a 
government-in-exile in Ajara, which lies within the liberated area. It also raised hopes in Georgia that it was 
a step toward national reunification, which has been a central ambition of Mikheil Saakashvili, Georgia’s 
pro-Western president  and a source of tension with Russia and the de facto Abkhaz government.

It was the new office of the government-in-exile, housed in a bright pink building that has frequently been in 
Georgia’s national news, that was struck Sunday night. Pictures of the impact area, posted on a Georgian 
Web site, show that what seemed to have been a missile struck a flagpole and detonated, shearing the pole 
and splattering the facade of the building with shrapnel. The remains of the ordnance then slammed into the 
outside wall, making a large hole.

The shrapnel collected from the site suggested that it had been fired from an Mi-24, said Eka Zguladze, 
Georgia’s deputy minister of internal affairs, by telephone. The Mi-24 is a Russian attack gunship in
abundance just over the border inside Russia, where several aviation units support counterinsurgency 
operations in Chechnya.

Ms. Zguladze said that United Nations investigators had collected evidence at 13 other impact sites as well 
and that at least 20 missiles were known to have struck the area.

The United Nations refused to comment on the amount or nature of the shrapnel it had collected, saying the 
investigation was continuing and patrols examining the impact sites in the mountains had not completed 



21

their work. The patrols included United Nations staff members as well as representatives from Abkhazia, 
Georgia and the Russian peacekeeping force.

“They are going to need at least a couple of days up there to do a thorough job,” Stan Vietsman, the special 
assistant to the special representative of the United Nations secretary general, said by telephone.

#13
Ukraine’s surmountable problems 
By Harikrishnan Sankaran
Kyiv Post, March 14, 2007

Amartya Sen, winner of the 1998 Nobel Prize in economics, in his book “The Argumentative Indian” poses a 
question: If racism, religious intolerance, and sexism are wrong, can nationalism and patriotism, which are 
so often upheld as noble, be right?

It is a very relevant question to Ukraine, especially in the light of Ukraine’s sporadic problems with racism, 
religious intolerance and the lingering presence of a blinkered nationalism. I say blinkered because “When a 
country is under foreign domination, nationalism is a strengthening and unifying force. But a stage arrives 
when it might well have a narrowing influence,” to quote the Indian freedom fighter and the first prime 
minister of independent India, Jawaharlal Nehru.

Racism

Personally, I find Ukraine one of the safest countries in the world, and Kyiv, one of the safest cities. Walking 
alone through dimly lit streets, late at night, or making use of the frequently shabby underpasses, I have 
never felt really uncomfortable or threatened about my safety. The same with attending the football matches 
at the Olympic Stadium, where, often, crowds could be 60,000 or more strong. I have attended such 
matches all on my own – something I wouldn’t care to do in Amsterdam or Rotterdam.

Apparently, from what I gather, the picture is not that rosy anymore. Many – some acquaintances, some 
strangers – have been reporting a surge in racist violence recently. Reports talk about gangs of skinheads 
roaming around; hanging out in underpasses; assembling in front of student dormitories, as well as making 
their presence felt in the city center. So far, it has been the foreign student community – particularly the 
African, Asian and Middle Eastern – on the receiving end of these perpetrators of hatred, aggression and 
violence. Recently for an African student, sadly, the experience turned out to be fatal. Last month a Spanish 
girl and her Spanish boyfriend – she a teacher of Spanish at the Shevchenko University – were assaulted 
by a gang of six. The incident took place – there was no theft involved – at 10 in the evening right in 
downtown. A reliable source tells me that one of the most recent victims was a top-level diplomat from an 
Asian country. 

Religious Intolerance

Ukraine, unfortunately, has a long tradition of anti-Semitism: one inherited from a medieval, theologically 
based Jew-hating tradition and inexplicably carried on – despite the horrors of pogroms and the Holocaust –
to the 21st century. Vandalism of Jewish cemeteries, all over Ukraine, still occur on a regular basis – the 
most recent being the defacement of a monument to Holocaust victims and 270 Jewish graves in Odessa. It 
is jarring, to say the least, that there is very little public condemnation about atrocities of this nature.

Nationalism

During the Orange Revolution, I met plenty of Ukrainian nationalists of all colors and hues. Fortunately, 
because of the overall prevalent good-natured-ness of the crowd, their presence and often misguided 
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proclamations were no cause for real concern. On the other hand, looking at some pictures of last Friday’s 
blockade of the monument of the great Ukrainian bard Taras Shevchenko by a small group of nationalists, I 
was saddened. Their excuse was that the left-wing party supporters – all Ukrainian citizens though – had no 
right to pay their homage to the poet’s 193rd anniversary. Very counterproductive, I thought, considering the 
task at hand – an effort at nation-building that calls for the participation of every single Ukrainian.

Not Insurmountable

For a country like Ukraine – a very fertile land and not overcrowded; with plenty of natural resources; a hard 
working and above all a rather well-educated population – problems like racism, religious intolerance and 
misguided nationalism are certainly not insurmountable.

Racism can be tackled by a vociferous condemnation of it by the general public, with full-fledged 
participation from the media and a vigilant law-enforcement authority.

Religious intolerance – because of Ukraine’s peculiar and somewhat entrenched anti-Semitism – calls for a 
deliberate personal effort from the majority of Ukrainians. The task is not easy, since it involves the weeding 
out of inherited and superstitious notions.

A fervent and concerted nationalism was indispensable as long as Ukraine was fighting for its freedom. Now 
that Ukraine is free and independent, that brand of nationalism can only function as a hindrance to the 
country’s emergence as a truly democratic civil society. All effort and energy, right now, ought to be 
channeled towards nation-building.

Harikrishnan Sankaran is a member of the editorial staff of the Kyiv Post. The views expressed are strictly 
his own.

#14
Ancient Armenia fights to survive isolation 
By Sebastian Smith 
AFP, March 15, 2007

KHOR VIRAP, Armenia, March 15 2007-Tantalisingly close and cruelly distant, Armenia's national symbol, 
the legendary Mount Ararat, soars just beyond reach for a country fighting to escape isolation.

The snow-capped mountain -- named in the Bible as the place Noah's Ark grounded after the Great Flood --
dominates the horizon from as far away as Armenia's capital Yerevan.

But that proximity is an illusion. The extinct volcano lies just across Armenia's hostile border with Turkey, 
turning a centuries-old source of inspiration into an emblem of this Christian people's growing difficulties.

"Ararat symbolises all Armenia, all the pain in our soul," Arsen Yegikian, 32, an auditor, said as he visited 
the church of Khor Virap, a popular viewing point on the frontier.

All four of Armenia's borders are either closed or problematic, forcing this landlocked and resource-poor 
state of three million people to struggle for access to the world.

Turkey shut its land border in 1993 in support of Armenia's eastern neighbour, Azerbaijan, which lost a war 
in the early 1990s with Armenian forces for control of Nagorny Karabakh and a swath of other Azeri 
territory.
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On the Azeri-Armenian border, the cut-off encompasses air, rail, road, telephone and postal links.

Meanwhile, Armenians can only access their main economic and military ally, Russia, through Georgia to 
the north and the road route is all but excluded due to Russian-Georgian tensions.

The way south to Iran is open and a new pipeline bringing Iranian gas is about to enter service, but with 
Tehran and Washington in a dangerous stand-off many here are afraid that border could also shut.

"If something happens tomorrow with Iran -- God forbid -- it will be even harder," Deputy Foreign Minister 
Arman Kirakossian told AFP.

Increasingly Armenia, a proud nation with an ancient language and unique alphabet, finds itself left out of 
projects that are transforming the rest of the ex-Soviet Caucasus.

New oil and gas pipelines snaking from Azerbaijan to Western markets bypass to the north. Just last month, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey agreed to build a new east-west railway route -- again missing Armenia.

The people of this starkly beautiful and rugged land are trying to fight back and last year gross domestic 
product (GDP) posted double-digit growth.

One key to salvation has been a diaspora estimated at almost nine million people scattered across the 
United States, Russia, Europe, Asia and the Middle East.

These are descendants of refugees from the mass killings of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire at the start 
of the 20th century and about a million others who left the poverty of post-Soviet Armenia during the last 15 
years.

Their donations and transfers to Armenia amounted to 1.2 billion dollars (900,000 euros) last year, an 
impressive chunk of the country's 6.5-billion-dollar (five-billion-euro) GDP, economist Tigran Jrbashyan said. 
"Emigres are Armenia's version of oil."

About 30 percent of the population lives in poverty, according to the World Bank, and the countryside 
beyond Yerevan is littered with shut-down ex-Soviet factories.

But according to Jrbashyan, the cutting of Armenia's traditional trade routes has also forced the economy to 
switch from cheap bulk exports to more profitable high-tech sectors, such as IT and diamond processing.

Construction is also booming -- rising 43 percent last year -- and Yerevan is being transformed into a 
sophisticated city.

"I don't want to exaggerate, but in conditions of a blockade by Azerbaijan and Turkey, as well as a conflict, 
we have still managed economic success," Kirakossian said.

Such confidence, however, masks widespread fears about Armenia's vulnerability. Many ordinary people, 
for example, worry how Russian investors are gobbling up strategic enterprises, including most of the 
energy network.

Yegikian, standing by the stunning church of Khor Virap, said his people were desperate to join the outside 
world.

"Everyone here is for opening that border," said Yegikian, gazing across no-man's land to a Turkish village. 
"Globalisation is happening and we can't stay outside."

Armenians may "never" trust Turks, Yegikian said, "but when you talk in the language of business, then 
everything else falls into second place."
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Of course, even reopening the border would not change the fact that Mount Ararat is likely always to remain 
Turkish.

 From Khor Virap you plainly see the border fence and watchtowers. Chimney smoke rises from a Turkish 
village.

"Of course this is hard to bear," said Kirakossian, whose office is decorated with a picture of the iconic 
mountain. "But if we had normal relations with our neighbours, then people could at least visit."

#15
Ex-Russian soldier fights Nazi propaganda 
Helped by a Jewish Soviet veterans' group, a retired engineer has been fighting anti-Semitic 
publications for more than a decade.
By Alexander Bratersky 
JTA, March 16, 2007 

MOSCOW (JTA) — Boris Stambler, a World War II veteran and for many years an anti-Nazi whistle blower, 
is still fighting anti-Semites and propagandists.

Now he's waging his battles in the courts.

"I never thought Nazism would be reborn in my country," Stambler, 81, a retired engineer, says in his cozy 
apartment in northern Moscow. "In what state are we living now?"

Helped by a handful of elderly friends from the Union of Jewish Soviet Army War Veterans, Stambler for 
more than a decade has gone to court against Viktor Korchagin, a publisher of far-right literature, including 
the infamous czarist-era forgery "The Protocols of the Elders of Zion."

March brings another trial against the nationalist Duel newspaper, which once called Stambler and his 
fellow Jewish veterans "members of Jewish fascist units." Stambler already has won two court cases 
against the paper.

His longest battle, however, has been against Korchagin, the owner of a small, family-managed bookstore 
in Moscow who has called for deporting Jews from Russia before they destroy the country and who 
described Hitler as a "great man."

Korchagin recently published the Russian translation of Hitler's "Mein Kampf," but was forced to withdraw it 
from stores when a Moscow prosecutor banned the book, citing a new Russian law barring extremist 
literature.

Korchagin has published many other anti-Semitic titles, including the Russian translation of "My Awakening" 
by former Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke. Korchagin also edited "Rusich" magazine, where he not only 
attacked Jews but also lashed out at Christians, calling the faith "a spiritual AIDS."

In 1995, in a lawsuit Stambler filed on behalf of the Jewish war veterans group, Korchagin was found guilty 
of hate speech, a punishable crime in Russia. He was pardoned on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of 
victory in World War II.

The pardon stunned Stambler, who at 18 was fighting Hitler's army as a member of a Soviet infantry mortar 
unit.
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"To free a Nazi literature publisher for the anniversary of Victory Day, how is that possible?" he asks.

Stambler, who was wounded in World War II, continued to file suit, and in 2004 and 2005 Korchagin was 
found guilty of hate speech in two separate cases.

In the latter case, Stambler, who rarely received public attention outside the Jewish community, was backed 
by a small Moscow-based Russian Orthodox Christian group that accused Korchagin of spreading anti-
Christian propaganda through his magazine.

Despite the guilty verdict by a Moscow court, Korchagin was not given a jail sentence because of a statute 
of limitations.

In a recent interview, Stambler said he was "devastated" by the court ruling. Worse, he said, is his belief 
that the state under Prosecutor General Vladimir Ustinov, now the justice minister, defended Korchagin.

Stambler displays a letter he received from the Prosecutor General's Office describing Korchagin's writings 
as a "polemical viewpoint" that reflects "the complicated situation in the country."

Stambler, who in his years of court battles has met many low-level officials in the Russian prosecutor's 
office, says many of them privately defend Korchagin.

Such feelings were echoed recently by Vladimir Lukin, Russia's human-rights ombudsman.

"There is a feeling that some of these 'extremists' have a certain organizer," Lukin said in an interview with 
the Izvestia newspaper. "It's clear that there are many among law-enforcement officials who treat right-wing 
extremists neutrally."

While Stambler is fighting marginal figures like Korchagin, more mainstream Russian publishers are putting 
out titles containing anti-Semitism. One is "I Have Not Betrayed My Military Oath and Banner," a book by 
retired Soviet Army Gen. Albert Makashov that is being advertised on the site of the Algorithm Moscow 
publishing house.

Despite the seriousness of the issues involved, Stambler can joke about his foes.

"For an anti-Semite, even if he has problems in bed, Jews are to blame," he cracks.

But Stambler turns sad when he looks around the flat he shares with his wife, Maria, a former

 pediatrician. On its walls are small-scale models of guns that he designed in his spare time after retiring. 
He laments that he no longer has time for his hobby.

 "Instead," Stambler says, "I have to deal with all this scum."
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#16
Putin sparks fear of web crackdown 
By Catherine Belton
Financial Times, March 16, 2007 

Vladimir Putin, the Russian president, has decreed the creation of a new super-agency to regulate the 
country's media and the internet, sparking fears among journalists that a clampdown on the media could 
extend to the web, which until now has remained free.

Mr Putin this week signed off on a decree to merge two existing state agencies regulating the media into 
one super-agency that will issue licences to broadcasters and oversee the content of newspapers and 
websites.

Alexei Venediktov, editor in chief of one of Russia's few independent radio stations, Ekho Moskvy, said he 
feared the merger could extend the hand of the Kremlin to one of the last remaining bastions of free speech 
in Russia. "This could deal a devastating blow to the future generation of Russian journalists," he said.

The internet has become a platform for opposition youth groups and is increasingly used as a source of 
independent information as the Kremlin tightens control over television and print media.

#17
Turkmenistan: New Leader Brings Hope Of New Opportunities
RFE/RL, March 16, 2007

WASHINGTON, March 16, 2007 (RFE/RL) -- Since the election of Gurbanguly Berdymukhammedov as 
president of Turkmenistan last month, the world has been wondering what course the notoriously closed 
country will take. RFE/RL Turkmen Service correspondent Saparmurat Ovezberdi spoke with David Merkel, 
who served as U.S. National Security Council director for Central Asian Affairs from 2005-07.

RFE/RL: What do you think about the whole process going on in Turkmenistan right now, with the new 
leadership in power?

David Merkel: I think the process in Turkmenistan right now, under the new leadership, is promising. 
Obviously, we're hopeful that the new president will become a progressive president who will look toward 
opportunities of enhancing Turkmenistan's sovereignty in a very tough region through building a greater 
economy, which I believe can happen more possibly if it engages more and more with the West and is open 
to reforms.

RFE/RL: Under Berdymukhammedov, some social reforms have started in the country. However, during his 
election campaign Berdymukhammedov didn't mention anything about the political reforms. It is reported 
that United States is ready for bilateral cooperation in a variety of sectors, including political issues. Can you 
elaborate on that?

Merkel: I believe it's in the U.S. interest to engage with Turkmenistan, to encourage Turkmenistan to take 
greater steps on political reforms. President Berdymhhammedov has provided an avenue for this to, 
working with them on education, working with them on health , working with them on agriculture. This 
provides an opportunity.

RFE/RL: The Russian monopoly in exporting Turkmen gas is obvious. In your opinion, given the new 
political climate in Turkmenistan, will the United States support any new gas-pipeline projects?
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Merkel: Gazprom is going to remain relevant for Turkmenistan. Gazprom is going to remain relevant as a 
supplier of gas in Europe. However, Turkmenistan's new gas supplies provide a new opportunity for Europe 
to have more options, and for Turkmenistan to have more options at delivery to world markets. So I think a 
new gas-pipeline project is important and is in the U.S. interest. The trans-Caspian gas pipeline or the 
shipment of gas across the Caspian through compressed gas is clearly in the U.S. national-security interest 
and makes commercial sense, taking this gas supply to the market in a way that's independent of political 
decisions and based solely on commercial realities.

RFE/RL: What is your opinion about Russia's influence in Turkmenistan?

Merkel: Russia is a neighbor of Turkmenistan. Many of the people in the National Security Council in 
Turkmenistan have traveled to Russia. We shouldn't be concerned about Russia's influence on 
Turkmenistan. We should focus on allowing Turkmenistan to promote its interests, enhance its sovereignty, 
and make decisions that are best for its citizens regardless of Russian influence.

#18
NATO Expansion Plan Passes Senate 
By Seth Stern 
CQ TODAY, March 15, 2007

The Senate passed legislation that endorses further NATO expansion, following similar action by the House 
on March 6.

The Senate measure (S 494), which passed Thursday by voice vote, supports the Bush administration’s 
commitment to further enlarge the alliance, citing Albania, Croatia, Georgia, Macedonia and Ukraine as 
nations that would be eligible to receive U.S. assistance under the NATO Participation Act of 1994 (PL 103-
447).

The House passed a similar version of the the measure (HR 987) by voice vote. It was considered under 
suspension of the rules.

The Senate bill, sponsored by Richard G. Lugar, R-Ind., was approved by voice vote in the Foreign 
Relations Committee the day the House passed its bill.

At the next NATO summit, to be held in 2008, the alliance plans to extend further invitations to countries 
that meet NATO standards, leaders of member states said at a November 2006 summit.

Albania, Croatia and Macedonia are currently members of NATO’s Membership Action Plan, which is 
designed to help aspiring countries meet the alliance’s standards and prepare for possible membership. 
Russia has made clear that it opposes NATO membership for Georgia and Ukraine. But during a visit to 
Georgia last week, Ukrainian President Viktor Yushchenko reiterated his intention to seek membership.

NATO last increased its ranks in 2004, with the addition of Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, 
Slovakia and Slovenia, bringing its total membership to 26 countries.
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#19
Bush Wages Unsung Battle Against Global Anti-Semitism 
By Martin Tolchin and Susan Tolchin 
The Politico, March 12, 2007 

The following was adapted from "A World Ignited: How Apostles of Ethnic, Religious, and Racial Hatred 
Torch the Globe," by Martin and Susan J. Tolchin (Rowman & Littlefield, 2006). Martin Tolchin is senior 
publisher and editor at The Politico; Susan Tolchin is a professor of public policy at George Mason 
University. This book is their seventh collaboration.

President Bush has played an unsung role in combating worldwide anti-Semitism and in seeking to stem the 
surge of anger that has swept the world in the last decade.

The White House required East European nations that sought to join NATO to offer concrete proposals to 
combat anti-Semitism in their countries. "I have to give a lot of credit to the Bush administration," said Rabbi 
Andrew Baker, director of international Jewish affairs at the American Jewish Committee. "A major decision 
in NATO enlargement has been dealing with Jewish issues. The U.S. has repeatedly raised these issues."

Randolph Bell, the second U.S. ambassador and special envoy for Holocaust issues, said, "We had what 
we called a road show. We went to all seven countries more than once ... We wanted to make sure they 
came to terms with anti-Semitism in their countries. This is not a Jewish issue. It's a human rights issue." 
President Bush raises the issue of anti-Semitism at most White House meetings with foreign leaders.

Nor is anti-Semitism a partisan issue. As undersecretary of state in the Clinton administration, Stuart 
Eizenstat created the position of ambassador and special envoy for Holocaust issues. The position gained 
momentum in the Bush administration. "The Bush administration deserves a lot of credit," Eizenstat said.

The White House also was instrumental in keeping three European conferences on anti-Semitism on track, 
against the wishes of some Middle Eastern and European nations. The Jordanian and Egyptian 
governments lobbied especially hard against these conferences, conducted by the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). "They wanted no mention of Israel, the Middle East, Arabs or 
Muslims," said Abraham Foxman, head of the B'nai B'rith Anti-Defamation League. Secretary of State Colin 
L. Powell "made calls, he lobbied the foreign ministers. The U.S. wouldn't let go."

Much credit for Bush's strong policies in the area of global anti-Semitism goes to the presence of two 
African-American Cabinet members: Secretaries of state Powell and Condoleezza Rice. In 2004, then-
national security adviser Rice was given a book, published in Egypt, containing anti-Semitic cartoons with 
French subheads. Two days later, she discussed the book and its contents with a high Arab diplomat. "I 
know what this is all about," Rice told him, according to a Jewish activist. "I grew up in the South. I saw the 
cartoons that demonized us, and made us vulnerable to lynching. Why don't you stop it?"

Prince Hassan of Jordan told delegates at an OSCE conference in Brussels: "I would like to remind you that 
it is barely 60 years since the Holocaust, and anti-Semitism, that very light sleeper, has again raised its ugly 
head."

Many of the delegates who represented 55 nations noted that Jews are not the only victims of anti-
Semitism. History shows that anti-Semitism is the harbinger of devastation for larger communities as well --
Catholic, Protestant, Muslim, even atheists. Hitler's anti-Semitism ended with his nation and much of Europe 
in ruins. Most recently, the outbreak of worldwide anti-Semitism has been accompanied by terrorist attacks 
that target the larger community. "Jews are the canaries in the mines," said Rabbi George Driesen of Adat 
Shalom Reconstructionist Synagogue in Bethesda.

A January 2005 State Department report stated, "The increasing frequency and severity of anti-Semitic 
incidents since the start of the 21st century, particularly in Europe, has compelled the international 
community to focus on anti-Semitism with renewed vigor. Beginning in 2000, verbal attacks directed against 
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Jews increased while incidents of vandalism surged. Physical assaults including beatings, stabbings and 
other violence against Jews in Europe increased markedly, resulting in a number of cases in serious injury 
and even death. Also troubling is a bias that spills over into anti-Semitism in a segment of the left-of-center 
press and among some intellectuals." The report was in response to a congressional directive led by Rep. 
Tom Lantos, a California Democrat and Holocaust survivor who is now chairman of the Foreign Affairs 
Committee.

The report cited four reasons for this eruption of anti-Semitism:

-- Traditional anti-Jewish prejudice that has pervaded Europe and some countries in other parts of the world 
for centuries.

-- Strong anti-Israel sentiment that crosses the line between objective criticism of Israeli policies and anti-
Semitism.

-- Anti-Jewish sentiment expressed by some in Europe's growing Muslim population, based on long-
standing antipathy toward both Israel and Jews, as well as Muslim opposition to developments in Israel and 
the occupied territories, and in Iraq.

-- Criticism of both the United States and globalization that spills over to Israel and to Jews in general, who 
are identified with both.

Nonetheless, there are hopeful signs. For the most part, anti-Semitism is no longer state-sponsored, except 
in the Middle East. Men and women of goodwill, as well as governments and business groups, are 
organizing opposition to this recurring scourge. The U.S. government has taken a strong stand against 
global anti-Semitism and is encouraging other nations to do likewise. And the Europeans, at least, are 
taking steps to rid themselves of this ancient affliction, a centuries-old blight on their otherwise rich 
civilizations.

#20
Dispute Halts Delivery Of Atomic Fuel to Iran
By Peter Finn 
Washington Post, March 13, 2007

MOSCOW, March 12 -- Russian officials said Monday that nuclear fuel will not be delivered to Iran this 
month as planned and that the September completion of a Russian-built nuclear power plant will be 
postponed because of an escalating dispute between the two countries.

Moscow and Tehran have been arguing for weeks over what Russia calls Iran's failure to make $25 million 
monthly payments on the $1 billion plant in the southern city of Bushehr. Iran insists that it has made all 
scheduled payments.

"It will be impossible to launch the reactor in September, and there can be no talk about supplying fuel this 
month," the state-owned Russian contractor Atomstroiexport said in a statement Monday.

Underlying the financial dispute appears to be increasing Russian hostility to Iran's suspected desire to build 
nuclear weapons and its flouting of international demands that it stop the enrichment of uranium and 
cooperate with the International Atomic Energy Agency.

The delivery of nuclear fuel would be a major boost for the Iranians. "We hope the Russians won't politicize" 
the delivery, Mohammad Ali Hosseini, a Foreign Ministry spokesman, said Sunday, according to news 
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agencies. "This should be done within the next two weeks. We expect the Russians to fulfill their 
commitments."

The U.N. Security Council imposed limited sanctions on Iran in December after it refused to stop uranium 
enrichment. Iran says it has no intention of producing highly enriched uranium necessary for making nuclear 
weapons. Construction of the Bushehr plant was not affected by the sanctions, but Russia has in the past 
slowed construction as a lever to pressure Iran.

The Security Council is considering further penalties against Tehran.

"We do not need a nuclear Iran or an Iran with the potential to create them," a Russian official whose name 
was not disclosed told Russian news agencies Monday. "We will not play any anti-U.S. games with it, 
should [Iran] decide against giving any answers to the IAEA's questions. Let them answer for themselves."

The unidentified source accused Iran of abusing its good relations with Moscow. The Iranians "have done 
nothing to help us convince our colleagues of Tehran's consistency," the official said. "This is detrimental to 
us, especially to our foreign policy and our image."

Russia has been building the Bushehr nuclear plant under a contract signed in 1995, and the two countries 
have close economic ties. Russia has repeatedly defended Iran's right to develop a peaceful nuclear energy 
program and has resisted efforts by the United States and the European Union to level harsher sanctions 
against the country.

Iran reportedly wants to make payments in euros, not dollars, which Russia has refused to accept without 
renegotiating the contract. There are reports here that the contract has become unprofitable and Russia 
may want to extract additional financial and political concessions.

Talks broke down last week when Russian officials became angered by public statements from the head of 
the Iranian delegation blaming Moscow for the standoff.

Iran's central bank issued a new bank note Monday that includes a nuclear symbol, the Associated Press 
reported. The note shows electrons flying around a nucleus on a map of Iran.

#21
Police Detain Belarusian Opposition Leader in Minsk 
VOA News, March 14, 2007  

Police in Belarus have detained the leader of the opposition Belarusian Popular Front.

Opposition activists say plainclothes officers picked up Vintsuk Vyachorka Tuesday evening outside his 
apartment in Minsk.

Another opposition activist, Vyachaslau Siuchyk, was also reported arrested at a separate location in the 
capital.

Vyachorka's son, Franak, told the Belapan news agency his father's detention appears linked to an 
opposition demonstration planned in Minsk for March 25.
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He said the action may also signal the start of a government crackdown similar to the one that took place 
during last year's presidential race. He said police have been watching the offices of the Popular Front 
around the clock.

The Belarus opposition, backed by the United States and the European Union, accuses the government of 
President Alexander Lukashenko of closing down independent newspapers and rigging his re-election last 
year. The White House has called him "Europe's last dictator."


