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#1
New work highlights Russian Jewish soldiers 
JTA Brief, May 20, 2007

An encyclopedia that pays tribute to Jews' contribution to the Russian military was published in Ukraine.

The Jewish Military Encyclopedia contains 1,800 biographies and 1,200 photos of Jewish soldiers and 
officers in the Czarist and Soviet Armies as well as the armies of some countries of the former Soviet Union. 

One thousand copies were printed of the volume, which was collected and edited by Ilya Levitas, long-time 
president of the Jewish Council of Ukraine, a group that promotes Jewish culture in the former Soviet 
republic. 

The theme of Jewish contribution to the military "is alive today because of some people who want to rewrite 
history and misrepresent facts about Jewish participation in World War II and its Jewish heroes," Levitas 
told JTA.

#2
Eviction Notice Is Latest Russian Move Against Journalists
By C. J. Chivers
New York Times, May 19, 2007

MOSCOW ­ The largest society of independent journalists in Russia, long critical of the Kremlin’s 
curtailment of the independent news media, defied a government eviction notice on Friday, saying it would 
try to remain in its offices in spite of state pressure.

The refusal by the society, the Russian Union of Journalists, to follow the government’s order punctuated a 
day of resistance to a fresh round of crackdowns on the independent news media here.

All four of the radio correspondents for the Russian News Service, a network that provides broadcasts 
heard at the top of every hour on radio stations across the country, have announced their resignations to 
protest new network policies that censor news and require the dissemination of pro-Kremlin material.
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Independent news reporting on themes like corruption, poverty, public health and the wars in Chechnya 
flourished after the Soviet Union’s collapse but has sharply declined under President Vladimir V. Putin. 
Critics of the Kremlin say that opposition views are now at risk of disappearing from the public discourse.

In place of diverse opinions and perspectives, the three national television networks have been brought 
under the state’s influence or outright control, and Russia Today, a state-run global television channel, was 
created in 2005 to promote pro-Kremlin views in formats that resemble modern news broadcasts.

A few news Web sites, a shrinking pool of independent newspapers, all with limited circulations, and a sole 
radio station, Ekho Moskvy, are almost the only remaining outlets for independent news and public dissent.

Foreign radio material has been restricted or blocked from most frequencies across the country. Parliament, 
at the request of the country’s top prosecutor and law enforcement arm, is considering restrictions on the 
Internet, which could further limit choices for audiences seeking uncensored content.

The latest crackdowns have taken a range of forms, including direct police action, the policy at Russian 
News Service requiring journalists to broadcast content deemed “positive” by managers friendly to the 
Kremlin and the eviction notice to the journalists’ union, which occupies space in a state-owned building.

The eviction order, presented Tuesday by the Federal Property Management Agency, the union said, 
ordered the offices vacated by Friday ­ 10 days before the 26th World Congress of Journalists is to gather in 
Moscow.

Restrictions on press freedoms in Russia are expected to be high on the journalist’s agenda; the union has 
been helping to coordinate the gathering and trying to find donors for it.

Igor A. Yakovenko, the union’s general secretary, said that Russian officials had told the union’s lawyer that 
its space was needed for Russia Today, the state-owned channel.

“This action and its timing are clearly political and send a distressing message,” said Joel Simon, executive 
director of the Committee to Protect Journalists, a New York-based organization. “The government is 
ousting an independent press group in favor of an outlet dedicated to propaganda.”

The dispute centers on the validity of a presidential decree, issued in the 1990s by President Boris N. 
Yeltsin, that ordered the transfer of former Soviet office space to the union for “infinite and free-of-charge 
use.”

The property agency contended in its eviction notice that the language was no longer binding because of 
amendments to Russian law. Mr. Yakovenko said he hopes to prevail, but left open the possibility that the 
union could be forcibly evicted before a resolution in court.

There have been signs already, he said, that the property agency operates by its own rules. According to 
the law, the union was entitled to a 30-day eviction notice. Instead, Mr. Yakovenko said, the property 
agency gave a three-day notice, but its letter was backdated to last month.

A statement by R.I.A. Novosti, the official Russian news agency, saying that the property agency had 
inspected the office, accused the union of using “a third of their floor space not for its intended purpose” and 
of keeping wild animals without permission. (Mr. Yakovenko has several pets in his office, including a 
raccoon, a ferret and a mongoose.)

The use of a past presidential decree to justify the union’s tenancy is “purely an escape from the realities of 
today’s life,” the statement said.

The eviction notice followed several other actions that restricted alternative views from circulation.
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On May 11 the police confiscated three journalists’ computers at the offices of the Samara regional edition 
in Novaya Gazeta, an opposition newspaper, ostensibly in a search for illegal software. Samara, on the 
Volga River, is the site of a meeting that began Friday between Mr. Putin and European Union leaders.

This month, the four correspondents at the Russian News Service submitted letters of resignation in protest 
of policies issued by the service’s new pro-Kremlin management

The policies forbid perceived opponents of the government from the airwaves, and require journalists to 
focus on the pro-Kremlin United Russia party and dedicate at least half of their broadcasts to so-called 
“positive news,” two of the resigning journalists said.

Vsevolod Neroznak, a former state television official who is now the service’s editor in chief, said that the 
resignations had not prevented the network from working according to its new plan. New journalists were 
being hired, he said.

He denied details of the resigning journalist’s allegations, saying that there was no formula for positive 
news, but that positive news was part of the network’s new philosophy. “Our country is growing, our 
economy is developing, and there is a lot of positive news,” he said. “I cannot see any problem with this.”

He also said that there was no blacklist of sources but that the network would not cover “extremist items.” 
Asked what constituted an extremist item, he said, “There are Russian laws, and everything is written 
there.”

Although it was not possible to evaluate listener reaction in full, comments posted on the news service’s 
Web site suggested that some were angry, bored or disgusted.

“Down with Kremlin censorship!” a listener wrote. “Yesterday elevators were discussed. Today, buckwheat. 
Are not there any other topics?”

Another, who identified himself as Stanislav, recalled the dull formats of the Communist past. “I suggest we 
change the name to ‘Putin News Service’ or ‘Soviet News Service,’ ” he wrote. “Such templates I heard only 
in the 70s and 80s ­ extreme nonprofessionalism and surprisingly visible censorship. It’s a disgrace.” 

#3
Killing the Russian Media
Editorial
New York Times, May 24, 2007

Journalists from around the world who will gather in Moscow next week are poised to stand up for their 
colleagues in a country where journalism and journalists are increasingly under attack. The 1,000 media 
representatives plan to establish a commission to finally investigate the growing number of unsolved 
murders of journalists in Vladimir Putin’s Russia.

Russia is now the third deadliest country for journalists, after Iraq and Algeria, according to the Committee 
to Protect Journalists. Since the year 2000, when President Putin was first elected, at least 14 journalists 
have been murdered because of their work. None of these murders have been solved.

A journalists’ commission is no substitute for what Mr. Putin’s government has denied — justice. But it 
should draw attention to their murders and what they were investigating. It also may help focus attention on 
the methodical destruction of the fledgling free press that sprouted in Russia after the fall of Communism.

After Mr. Putin took over, national television stations were the first to lose their independence. Major 
newspapers are increasingly controlled by those who do the state’s bidding. The radio correspondents for 
the Russian News Service, the main source of news for radio stations, resigned earlier this month to protest 
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censorship by new owners. And the Russian Union of Journalists, a strong voice against the march to 
silence any independent reporting, was ordered to leave its Moscow headquarters just days before the
international conference.

The few remaining critics increasingly write or speak out at their peril, as new laws tighten the government’s 
grip. Most recently, the definition of extremism has been expanded to include media criticism of state 
officials. That can mean jail time for the reporter and the shutting down of the news outlet. Nina Ognianova 
of the Committee to Protect Journalists puts it chillingly: “The process of squeezing critical journalism out of 
the public space is now near complete.”

In the meantime, polls show President Putin’s popularity has soared. No wonder. Fewer and fewer 
Russians can see or hear from anyone who opposes him, his policies or his government.

#4
Pushback for Mr. Putin
European leaders deliver a necessary rebuke to Moscow
Editorial
Washington Post, May 19, 2007

FOR THE past three weeks, Estonia, a small European country that is a member of both NATO and the 
European Union, has been under assault from neighboring Russia. The offensive is of a new kind: cyber-
warfare. Computers serving Estonian government ministries, banks, schools and media have been 
vandalized via the Internet. Some of the attacks have been traced to Russian government servers, including 
that of the president's office in the Kremlin. For a country that depends heavily on electronic commerce, the 
threat has been very serious; the Estonian Defense Ministry has asked for and received help from NATO's 
fledgling cyber-warfare unit.

Russian President Vladimir Putin has been betting that this flagrant if novel aggression against a peaceful 
state -- which Moscow officially denies -- will be shrugged off by Estonia's relatively new partners in NATO 
and the E.U. A key element of Russia's increasingly belligerent foreign policy has been to drive a wedge 
between Western European governments such as France and Germany and members of the Western 
alliance that once were part of the Soviet Union or the Warsaw Pact. In addition to its cyber-war on Estonia 
-- nominally prompted by the moving of a statue of a Soviet soldier -- Russia has banned meat imports from 
Poland and blocked oil exports to a key refinery in Lithuania.

Mr. Putin was clearly hoping that instead of defending their allies, Germany and France would blame them 
for causing trouble with Russia. Instead, at an E.U.-Russian summit in the Russian city of Samara 
yesterday, Western leaders stood up to the Russian bully. At a news conference with Mr. Putin, European 
Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso forthrightly declared that "we had occasion to say to our 
Russian partners that a difficulty for a member state is a difficulty for the whole European community. . . . 
The Polish problem is a European problem. The Lithuanian and Estonia problems are also European 
problems."

German Chancellor Angela Merkel then tartly reprimanded Mr. Putin for suppressing a demonstration by 
Russia's democratic opposition movement in Samara. "I hope they will be given an opportunity to express 
their opinion," she said of the dissidents led by former chess champion Garry Kasparov.

In all, it was a refreshing show of principle by the European leaders, one that just might get some relief for 
Estonia, Poland and Lithuania. It also contrasted sharply with the visit to Moscow this week by Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice, who seemed intent on minimizing U.S. reaction to Mr. Putin's recent provocations 
-- which have included publicly comparing the United States to Nazi Germany.

At her own news conference in Moscow, Ms. Rice said the administration's priority was to concentrate on 
"the considerable degree of cooperation that we have on a number of issues" with Russia and seek "a 
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lowering of the rhetoric." She said she had discussed Russia's domestic politics with Mr. Putin, and she 
elliptically referred to "scars" Russia has from the breakup of the Soviet Union. But, she added, "I don't want 
the considerable degree of cooperation that we have on a number of issues to be lost." Reasonable words, 
perhaps -- but not much comfort to a Russian dissident or to a NATO ally under cyber-attack.

#5
Bush sees tensions between Russia and West
By Steve Holland
Reuters, May 21, 2007

WASHINGTON - President George W. Bush said on Monday a lot of tensions exist between the West and 
Russia and voiced skepticism about Russia's path to democracy under President Vladimir Putin.

"My message to Vladimir Putin is there's a better way forward, and your interests lie in the West, and we 
ought to be working together in a collaborative way," Bush told Reuters in an interview.

Putin appeared to have compared the United States to the Third Reich earlier this month and Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice said last week after meeting Putin in Moscow that the two countries had agreed to 
tone down their rhetoric.

Putin has been upset at U.S. plans for a missile shield in Europe that he considers aimed at countering 
Russia but which Bush says is to counter the potential threat of missile attack from renegade states.

Bush, after famously looking into Putin's eyes at their first meeting and seeing someone he could work with, 
has gradually become disillusioned by the direction Putin has been taking Russia but tries to maintain good 
relations with him.

He renewed U.S. concerns about an erosion of the rule of law and free press in Russia. "Just some of the 
decisions he's made have sent mixed signals to the West and mixed signals to me," said Bush.

The two sides have been unable to bridge differences over U.S. plans to put 10 missile interceptors in 
Poland and radar in the Czech Republic as part of a system to shield Europe from missile attack from 
renegade states.

Bush and NATO Secretary-General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, during talks at Bush's Texas ranch on Monday, 
said they would work to try to ease Russia's concerns about the missile shield.

Bush said he sent Defense Secretary Robert Gates to Moscow to try to reassure Moscow about the missile 
shield, with the message that "we're not your enemy."

"You know, people in his government harbor suspicions about our intention, and I was trying to allay those 
suspicions. But there is a lot of tension with Russia, particularly with Europe now, that Russia is using her 
energy and denying market access to different countries, for example, Polish meat," Bush said.

Bush said he still is close to Putin personally but said "it's a very complex relationship" between the U.S. 
and Russian governments.

"He thinks they've got a democracy emerging there in Russia. Obviously there's a lot of suspicion about 
that, and I look forward to continuing to talk to him as to why he thinks his country is on the path to 
democracy. It looks like at times it's not to me," he said.

Bush, who will likely see Putin at a Group of Eight summit in Germany June 6-8, said he would be willing to 
"listen more about why he thinks that what he's doing is democratic in nature."
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#6
The Litvinenko affair
British prosecutors want to charge an ex-KGB man with murder
Economist.com, May 22, 2007

Six months after Alexander Litvinenko, a former KGB agent who fled to Britain, died an agonising death in a 
London hospital, British prosecutors have said whom they intend to charge and prosecute for his murder. 
On Tuesday May 22nd the Crown Prosecution Service said that it would be seeking the extradition from 
Russia of Andrei Lugovoi. The announcement came some four months after the British police passed their 
original file on the death to the prosecutors, and as some had begun to believe that the case would be left 
unsolved­or swept diplomatically under the carpet.

Mr Lugovoi­also an ex-KGB man­was one of several Russians who met Litvinenko frequently in the months 
before his death, including at a London hotel on November 1st. On that day Litvinenko fell sick, suffering (it 
eventually turned out) the effects of poisoning by polonium, a rare radioactive substance that killed him 
three weeks later. Police found radioactive traces at hotels and other venues visited by Mr Lugovoi and his 
associates, and on planes on which they flew between Moscow and London. It seems likely that there was 
more than one attempt to poison Litvinenko, who had accused President Vladimir Putin and other top 
Russians of assorted abuses. That may explain the promiscuous spread of radioactive evidence.

The accused has always maintained his innocence, as have the other Russians, and indeed Mr Lugovoi 
claims to be a co-victim of the polonium plot rather than the perpetrator of the crime. Since it is almost 
inconceivable that Russia will agree to the forthcoming extradition request, it is highly unlikely that he will be 
obliged to defend himself in court. The Russian government professed co-operation with British police who 
visited Moscow in the course of their inquiries, but has angrily rejected any suggestion of Kremlin 
involvement, even denying that the polonium used to kill Litvinenko could have come from Russia.

Russia’s authorities may cite Britain’s refusal to extradite Boris Berezovsky to Russia as one justification for 
holding on to Mr Lugovoi. Mr Berezovsky is a renegade “oligarch” who fell out with Mr Putin and is wanted 
in Moscow on assorted charges. From his London refuge Mr Berezovsky has occasionally advocated 
overthrowing the Putin regime via a revolution. The row over him and Akhmed Zakayev, a Chechen 
separatist who has also been granted asylum in Britain, has contributed to a sharp decline in Anglo-Russian 
relations in the past few years.

It may be that relations are now at a sufficiently low ebb that the British government thinks there is nothing 
much to lose by bringing charges against Mr Lugovoi (although, naturally, all the relevant agencies deny 
that political or diplomatic considerations were involved in the prosecutors’ decision). If so, BP may beg to 
differ: the western energy company is part owner of a giant Russian gas field that the Kremlin and 
Gazprom, the state-controlled gas giant, want to take under their control, as they have with other big energy 
schemes. Pique at the Litvinenko accusations may now accelerate that process. Perhaps, though, the 
British authorities simply decided that assassination of a British subject (as Litvinenko had become) using a 
radioactive weapon, on British soil, was simply too grave a crime to pass over.

None of which, of course, means that the Kremlin and Mr Putin’s involvement in the killing are certain: 
Russia and its security services are sufficiently chaotic and fractious for there to be many other possible 
masterminds and assorted motives. Unfortunately, even after the British prosecutors' announcements, 
finding the ultimate culprit still seems unlikely. It usually is when Russians die mysteriously. 

#7
A new Zionist community
By Haviv Rettig
Jerusalem Post, May 17, 2007 

Estimates place the level of intermarriage among the Jews of the former Soviet Union as high as 90 
percent. Add to that an aging population and 16 years of massive emigration to Israel, and that the US and 
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Germany have reduced Soviet Jewry to a few communal centers in the large cities and a handful of tiny and 
vanishing outposts scattered across the expanses of Russia, Eastern Europe and Central Asia. Though 
precise figures are hard to come by, fewer than half a million Jews are believed to reside there. 

The damage wrought by the ideological and demographic pummeling sustained by these communities is 
evident in more than the diminished numbers. Seven decades of Soviet rule, coupled with the tendency of 
the affiliated and committed to leave for Israel, have left Jews largely ignorant and non-observant. Though 
the Soviet authorities' experiments in "secular Judaism," such as that in the Jewish Autonomous Region in 
Birobidzhan, failed utterly, communism's secularizing influence is deeply felt. Jews see themselves not as a 
religious group, but rather as an ethnic or cultural minority. Patrilineal descent, a topic of vitriolic debate 
elsewhere, is taken for granted here. 

A recent trip to Kiev and St. Petersburg as a guest of the Jewish Agency provided a close-up view of this 
fragile but steadily expanding Jewish communal presence. It was a taste of a community treading the fine 
line between the promise of tolerance and the fear of violence. 

To be a Jew in Kiev today is to be a nervous optimist, jovial over homemade vodka served in a synagogue 
that is guarded on Shabbat by police, cameras and a metal detector at the door. One can feast on fine 
kosher steak at the King David Restaurant, but must walk quickly, head down, past swastikas and white-
power graffiti painted on the walls of underground crosswalks in the city center. 

In this world, the Jewish Agency has been changing its classic mission to accommodate the realities of the 
community. Where once it worked feverishly - and successfully - to bring as many Jews to Israel as it could, 
its operations and activities have been shifting toward strengthening the Jewish identities of those scattered 
remnants of Jewry that remain in the vast reaches of the former Soviet republics. This includes 
strengthening their willingness to withstand the pressures of anti-Semitism and their desire to explore and 
deepen their connection to the Jewish people and to Israel. 

"At the Jewish Agency, we believe that Israel stands at the heart of the Jewish future," declares its Web 
site. 

"We help those who wish to make aliya," echoes Haim Kapelnikov, head of agency operations in Kiev and 
central and western Ukraine, but adds, "for those who wish to stay here, we bring Israel to them." Indeed, 
he notes, "for the long-term survival of the community, so that there will someday still be Jews to bring to 
Israel, we're working on strengthening the cultural identity." 

This change, away from encouraging and facilitating aliya to an emphasis on Jewish identity education, 
marks a new focus from Diaspora support for Israel to the needs and pressures of the communities 
themselves. 

The Jewish Agency is far from the sole channel for Jewish life in the former Soviet Union. Chabad, the Joint 
Distribution Committee, local hassidic sects and the Reform movement - the list goes on - all maintain 
networks of communal institutions, donors and rabbis that serve its scattered communities. 

But the experience of the Jewish Agency here is uniquely emblematic of the change that has come: 
Emigration has slowed to a trickle and few Jews leave for ideological or even financial reasons. And in the 
midst of assimilation, pockets of vibrant Jewish identity have sprouted like seedlings after a fire. 

This environment demands more than the agency's usual "Jewish Zionist education" programs. Only 
through strengthening Jewish identity from the bottom up can it incorporate Zionism into local communal 
life. Through classes on Hebrew and Jewish tradition, the celebration of Jewish and Israeli national holidays 
and a commitment to working with all the streams, whether Chabad, modern Orthodox, Reform or 
otherwise, the agency's goal has become the creation of "a Zionist community." 
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THE EFFORT appears to be working. According to agency figures, its work in Jewish identity and 
connecting to Israel has been greeted with tremendous enthusiasm. 

Jewish identity studies are conducted according to different schedules and in different ways, catering to a 
varied audience. Lectures are attended by some 4,000 ulpan students, three-day family seminars include a 
"Shabbat experience" and frequent Holocaust seminars are enormously popular. Some 25,000 participants 
take part in educational programming each year. 

In the Kiev region alone, the Jewish Agency's Hebrew ulpan attracted 1,422 participants last year. Hebrew 
teachers reach every Jewish community, however small and lost in the Ukrainian countryside, with eight 
emissaries operating and coordinating this work in 44 communities. To increase attendance, Hebrew 
courses are taught in a wide variety of settings, including courses centering on learning and performing 
Hebrew songs, a Jewish art studio and computer classes in Hebrew. 

In one of the agency's most remarkable projects, Jews can obtain a fully-accredited bachelor's degree in 
Jewish studies through a Russian-language program run on-line and by video-conference by Israel's Open 
University. Some 1,900 students were participating in the four-year, 17-course program last year, 628 of 
them newly enrolled. 

At least half of the participants in these programs, agency officials say, have children or other family 
members in Israel. For this reason, connections to Israel are evident throughout the programming. As one 
example, participants in the Hebrew computer classes join in on an on-line chess tournament with sister 
communities in Chicago and Kiryat Gat. 

"There are those who don't intend to make aliya," says one emissary from the Education Department, "but 
the connection to Israel is still very important." 

IF THERE is one complaint heard from Jewish educators and activists in Ukraine and Russia, it is that a 
lack of funds leaves educational initiatives chronically starved for resources. 

Each new program launched by the Jewish Agency, Kapelnikov says with no small measure of pride, fills up 
without a need for advertising. The only thing holding these programs back, he adds, is a lack of funding. 
Many of the most successful programs are threatened by the increasing gap between the cost of expanding 
activities and the current level of donations. 

As the Ukrainian economy expands, prices in many areas, particularly real estate in large cities such as 
Kiev, have skyrocketed. The Kiev office needs $150,000 more this year than it needed in 2006 to maintain 
its buildings and pay its utilities. With a full-time police guard on the Kiev office, along with cameras and 
security guards - attacks are not uncommon - its security budget alone has reached $150,000 a year, out of 
a total infrastructure budget of some $1.9 million. Budget cuts caused by these rising expenses and a drop 
in donation income led to the firing of one-third of the Kiev office's staff last year. 

More significantly, the budget for the Jewish identity component of the Kiev office's education initiatives, 
once $1.5 million, has been scaled back dramatically to some $600,000. The Open University courses, 
through which some 5,500 Jews in Ukraine have tasted their first serious study of Jewish texts, are offered 
for free, since the vast majority of the community cannot afford the NIS 2,000 per-course cost. Though the 
program has many sources of funding, including the Russian Jewish community in Germany, the Avi Chai 
Foundation, the Open University itself and the Claims Conference, the agency is forced to refuse many 
applicants for lack of funding. 

For all the difficulties inherent in working in Ukraine, the Jewish Agency has staked out a position alongside 
Chabad and JDC at the forefront of the development and expansion of grassroots Jewish education. It has, 
in short, become part of the increasing expansion of Jewish communal life throughout the former Soviet 
Union, an expansion that has seen thousands of teenage and college-age Jews begin to examine and 
connect to their past and today's Jewish world. 
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For as Kapelnikov says, "If we don't get to them, we will lose them to the Jewish people, period."

#8
Rabbis in Russia Face a Battle Over Burial
Religious Leaders Struggle to Discourage Jews From Cremating Their Loved Ones
By Nora FitzGerald
Washington Post, May 23, 2007

MOSCOW -- When Rabbi Shmuel Kuperman knocks on the door, some people don't answer. Kuperman 
has the tough job of dealing with bereaved families. He tries to persuade them to provide a proper Jewish 
burial for their loved ones -- and not cremate, the more popular option in Russia.

"Some people hate me. I make them crazy," Kuperman said from his cramped office inside the Moscow 
Jewish Community Center. This is because he does not give up easily, he said.

About half the people Kuperman deals with want a Jewish burial, he said, but they need some kind of help, 
often financial, which the Jewish Community Center provides. The other half have already decided on 
cremation, and he tries to change their minds.

Cremation, which is hundreds of dollars cheaper than burial, is actively encouraged by authorities in cities 
such as Moscow and St. Petersburg, a legacy of Soviet days. During communist rule, cremation was 
encouraged as a means of inhibiting religious rituals of any kind. Christians largely stopped burying their 
dead as well.

When a Russian Jewish woman living in Israel found out that her sister in Moscow was going to cremate 
their mother, she called Kuperman. He called the sister in Moscow, and she hung up on him. He got her 
address and went to her house. She threatened to call the police. He left, bought a huge bouquet of flowers 
and knocked on the door again.

"She was broken," he said, "and she let me in." Eventually, she agreed to give her mother a Jewish burial.

Many Russian Jews are rediscovering their identity in life, thanks to a renaissance in Jewish culture here. 
But the rituals of death are more elusive, and unknown to many of the approximately 2 million Jews in 
Russia. A burgeoning religious community, most notably the Chabad Lubavitch Hasidic movement here, is 
trying to reach out to Jews and persuade them to return to the tradition of Jewish burial.

They're getting a mixed reception, rabbis concede.

"It's a real challenge because so many Jews were disconnected here for so long," said Rabbi Avraham 
Berkowitz, executive director of the Federation of Jewish Communities of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States, the loose association of post-Soviet republics.

A major problem is that Jewish cemeteries in major Russian cities are often full and families want to stay 
together; the only way to add to a family plot is to cremate the loved one. For those in Moscow, the nearest 
Jewish cemetery that is accepting new burials is two hours away.

The battle over burial doesn't stop when someone agrees not to cremate. Many Jews, for instance, want to 
show the body in an open casket as most Orthodox Christian Russians do. Some Jews here commemorate 
the dead with food and drink at the graveside. These and other Russian practices are not part of Jewish 
tradition, according to Berel Lazar, Russia's chief rabbi.
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"People sadly were never taught there is a Jewish way of mourning," Lazar said. "There are certain customs 
the Russians have that have become part of Jewish tradition here that are completely the opposite of our 
traditions. Stopping this is very complicated."

Lazar, who grew up in Italy and studied in the United States, came to Russia as a Chabad Lubavitch rabbi 
in 1990. He stayed on and became chief rabbi of Russia, amid some controversy. He is not Russian, but is 
known for his close ties to President Vladimir Putin. Hundreds of Chabad Lubavitch rabbis have followed 
Lazar to Russia and other former Soviet republics.

In recent years, Lazar said, Jewish cemeteries have been desecrated and vandalized, adding to the 
hesitance to be buried. "Russian Jews are afraid of what will happen to the cemeteries in 50 years," Lazar 
said. "We've seen cemeteries, sadly, all over Russia, totally desecrated with bones lying all around. . . . 
There is no security."

Some of the pensioners at the Ezra Foundation soup kitchen, a Jewish federation project in Moscow, would 
like a Jewish burial, but not all are convinced they will get one. "I don't want cremation, but I am afraid it 
might happen because it's much cheaper," Vlasa Doljanskaya said. The 76-year-old eats lunch every week 
at the soup kitchen. She says the Jewish revival is "like an explosion."

"I am a child of the revolution," Doljanskaya said. "My grandmother spoke Yiddish very quietly in the corner, 
but my mother was a good communist and would not let us near the synagogue. Now I am studying the 
Jewish language and the Torah because life is complicated and it helps."

Koval Yankel Shakhnovich, 83, eats lunch twice a week at the soup kitchen. He lost his wife, Luba, three 
years ago in Belarus and came to live with his daughter in Moscow. "The Jewish cemetery [in Belarus] is 
full, but I have a space already and when I am dead they will bring me next to my wife," he said.

Rabbis at the Jewish Community Center said later that it was very unlikely that when Shakhnovich died, his 
body could be transported to Belarus. "We need to talk more to these people," Berkowitz said of the elderly 
who visit the center.

Meanwhile, Kuperman is getting better at persuading secular children of the elderly to arrange a Jewish 
burial.

"They say, 'I'm not religious.' I say, 'We'll pay everything,' and I offer them $1,000 over the expenses. Still I 
can't convince some of them. They see me and they are afraid," he said, touching his yarmulke. "But for 
those who decide on a Jewish burial, it can be the beginning of a good connection to the community, and 
we start to see them on Shabbat."

#9
Redefining Israeli culture
By Sergey Chernov
St. Petersburg Times, May 25, 2007

“Shaul Mofaz! Shaul Mofaz!” chants Habiluim, Israel’s theatrical rock ‘n’ polka group.

The song is called after the former Israeli minister of defense and presents him as a macabre version of 
Santa Claus who rides his sleigh from house to house giving out amputated body parts of dead soldiers to 
their worried mothers. 

“We organized the concert at [the Moscow art club] Bilingua, with some 400 people present, and when it 
finished, there were some 30 fans jumping on the stage screaming ‘Sergei Ivanov! Sergei Ivanov! [Russia’s 
then defense minister seen as Vladimir Putin’s possible successor],’” said Moscow-based author Linor 
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Goralik, whose Eshkol: Contemporary Jewish and Israeli Culture in Moscow project, appears to address the 
pressing issues of the day and is not an isolated celebration of Israeli culture.

Day Aleph, an all-day event featuring a children’s matinee, a walking tour, a film screening and a concert, is 
Eshkol’s first foray into St. Petersburg, where it is planning to promote regular events about Israeli culture 
starting from September.

“It’s very important for us that it all is based on rapprochement of cultures, rather than demonstration of the 
otherness — the goal is to demonstrate Israeli culture as relevant and connected to what happens in 
contemporary culture on the whole,” said Goralik by telephone this week.

Although it takes place on City Day, a celebration of the anniversary of the founding of St. Petersburg that is 
packed with mass events around the city, Day Aleph is not officially part of it.

“We didn’t contact anybody officially, it’s just pleasant for us that people are ready for some cultural 
entertainment anyway, and try to combine it somehow.”

In existence since 2004, Eshkol is sponsored by Avi Chai, a private foundation in Israel. 

“We are not another Jewish organization — for instance, imagine an Israeli analogue of the [hugely popular 
ska-punk Russian band] Leningrad. We brought them twice [to Moscow]. We do completely different things. 
We work with the culture that is alive.”

Apart from rock bands, Eshkol promotes Israeli fashion shows, theater performances, literary events and 
film screenings.

The choice of film for Day Aleph, the Romania-born, France-based director Radu Mihaileanu’s 2005 “Go, 
See, and Become” (Va, vis et deviens) is far from being a sugercoated look at modern Israel. 

A co-production between France, Belgium, Israel and Italy, the award-winning film tells the story of a black 
Ethiopian Christian boy who is taken to Tel Aviv when black Falashas, Ethiopian Jews, were evacuated to 
Israel in 1984. Showing how he tries to adapt to his new life, the film touches on the uneasy subjects of 
racism and religious intolerance in Israel.

“We chose it because it is simply a quality film and it’s not about common truths. We had a screening in 
Moscow and it was a great success,” said Goralik.

The film screening will be followed by a concert by Lampa Ladino, the Moscow-based band that performs 
rock-jazz versions of medieval Sephardic songs singing in Ladino, a Romance language spoken by 
Sephardic Jews, which derived from Old Castilian, Hebrew, Turkish and Greek. 

In St. Petersburg, the home of KlezFest, an annual Klezmer event drawing musicians from the former 
Soviet Union, Europe and the U.S., Lampa Ladino’s sound might come as a surprise.

“I hate any music, I don’t understand anything about it, but I know that St. Petersburg is considered to be a 
‘klezmer city,’ where klezmer is everything. Lampa Ladino is the other type of band,” said Goralik.

#10
Putin's Powerful Youth Guard – The Kremlin has a new weapon in its war on real or imagined 
enemies, from opponents at home to foreign revolutionaries.
By Owen Matthews and Anna Nemtsova
Newsweek International, May 28, 2007

The attacks came in waves, with military precision. Hours after Estonia removed a World War II statue of a 
Soviet soldier from downtown Tallinn last month, virtual war broke out. News agencies, banks and 
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government offices were targeted in a blitzkrieg of spam—an onslaught of billions of e-mails, many 
apparently generated in Russia, that brought down servers and jammed bandwidths to bursting. As 
"eTonia's" famous digital-based free markets and democracy buckled under the strain, top NATO Internet 
security experts last week rushed to construct defenses against the world's first massive cyberstrike by a 
superpower on a tiny and almost defenseless neighbor.

In Moscow, the attacks took a decidedly less modern cast. Activists from a Kremlin-created youth 
movement called Nashi stormed a press conference by Estonia's ambassador, retreating only after the 
diplomat's bodyguards sprayed them with Mace. Others blocked the birch-lined highway from Russia to 
Estonia with barriers and a large sign reading YOU ARE DRIVING TOWARD FASCIST ESTONIA. Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, meanwhile, commemorated the Soviet victory over Nazism with a massive military 
parade and dark warnings of "new threats" to world security, "as during the time of the Third Reich."

The historical echoes are unsettling. Once again the Kremlin is on the offensive. And the shock troops in its 
war against Russia's enemies, real or imagined, is a new generation of impassioned young militants—the 
Communist Youth League, if you will, of Putin's Russia. They have names like Nashi, "Ours," or the Young 
Guard and Walking Together. Highly disciplined and lavishly sponsored by the Kremlin, these young 
ideologues came from nowhere a few years ago to number more than 100,000—a bona fide private army 
fanatically loyal to one man, the president, that denounces political opposition groups as traitors and 
fascists, demonizes foreign enemies from Estonia to Georgia to Poland and dedicates itself to the 
glorification of the Soviet Union and Russian power. "We need to make Russia strong again," says Nikolai 
Panchenko, a Nashi "commissar," or leader. (Yes, the old nomenclature has returned.) "It is time to put an 
end to America being the strongest and most influential empire. We won't let America make Russia another 
one of its colonies."

Back in Russia's communist heyday, the Soviet youth group, Komsomol, sprang from the ruling party's 
obsession with "shaping the political consciousness" of a young generation. And so it is today. The 
Kremlin's drive to win—or control—the hearts and minds of Russia's youth took root in the aftermath of 
popular revolutions in Ukraine, Georgia and Kyrgyzstan in 2003-05. Realistically or not, many in the Kremlin 
worry that Russia might somehow be next. "The crucial role that young people played in those revolutions 
made us realize that something should be done," says Sergei Markov, a Kremlin-connected ideologue who 
helped found Nashi in 2004. "The plan was simple," he explains. "We launched Nashi in towns close to 
Moscow so that activists could arrive overnight on Red Square, if needed. The idea was to create an 
ideology based on a total devotion to the president and his course."

With parliamentary and presidential elections coming up, Nashi and its sibling movements have an obvious 
target—anyone who presumes to challenge Putin and his ruling clique for power. Who might they be? Nashi 
recently issued a leaflet identifying them. This "Gallery of Traitors," appearing in print and online, featured 
twisted portraits of such opposition leaders as former prime minister Mikhail Kasyanov and radical writer 
Eduard Limonov. They were declared enemies of the people, scheming to subvert their nation and turn it 
over to foreign spies and conspirators. Among them, too, are exiled Yeltsin-era oligarch Boris Berezovsky 
and Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the former billionaire brought down after he began funding opposition to Putin in 
2004.

Last month Nashi staged its boldest and most organized mass rally yet. Some 15,000 volunteers donned 
red jackets, with putin's communicators emblazoned on the back, and spread out across Moscow 
distributing brochures and 10,000 specially made SIM cards for mobile phones. The cards allowed users to 
send text messages to the Kremlin—to be answered promptly by Nashi volunteers. Recipients were also 
instructed to use the cards to report any signs of an incipient Orange revolution. In that event, the cards 
would instantly relay text-message instructions on what to do and where to rally. "We explained to 
Muscovites that we should all be prepared for the pro-Western revolution, funded by America," says Nashi 
activist Tatyana Matiash, 22. "People must know what to do to save their motherland in case their radio and 
TV stop working."



15

Not to be outdone by Nashi, the Chelyabinsk chapter of the Young Guards recently staged a training 
session in how to combat a possible Orange revolution in their city. A hundred volunteers with orange 
bandannas pretended to storm the local television station; Young Guards mobilized to defend it. The day 
ended with Guards wielding baseball bats to smash up an "Orange" tent camp, much like that erected on 
Maidan Square in Kiev two years ago. Last week in Sosnovy Bor, 120 kilometers from St. Petersburg on the 
Estonian border, Nashi volunteers toured village schools with a film entitled "Lessons in Courage." The 
movie opened with images of a vast Nashi meeting of youths in identical white T shirts, red stars on their 
chests, and continued with shots of Putin juxtaposed against photos of a noble-looking wolf, followed by 
images of rats symbolizing corrupt government bureaucrats. "Putin is a lonely wolf surrounded by rats," 
says Panchenko to the schoolchildren. "Russia has become too corrupt—it is time to change things, time for 
stronger leaders, like us."

The paramilitary flavor is unmistakable. Every summer, Nashi runs recruiting camps all across Russia. New 
members watch propaganda films and receive basic military-style training, says Nashi boss Vasily 
Yakimenko. They are lectured by top bureaucrats and politicians, including Deputy Defense Minister Yury 
Baluyevsky and the thuggish Chechen President Ramzan Kadyrov—honored as a "Young Politician of the 
Year" at last year's Nashi congress. Activists who sign up a hundred new members qualify for promotion to 
commissar, so long as they pass a grueling three-day series of paramilitary assault courses and physical 
tests. "We had to demonstrate physical strength, endurance and team leadership," recalls Leonid Kurza, 23, 
the leader of the St. Petersburg chapter of Nashi, inducted last winter. Nashi also runs volunteer police 
troops, who wear black uniforms and, according to the movement's press service, "help police to patrol 
streets—and if necessary beat hooligans."

Earlier this month Nashi's army staged a paramilitary exercise at a boot camp near Podolsk, 25 kilometers 
outside Moscow. About 50 activists in military fatigues marched in formation and ran obstacle courses. They 
practiced field-stripping Kalashnikov rifles and Makarov pistols, followed by an hour of target shooting. Less 
militaristic members can join a Nashi corps called SplaMeran abbreviation of "unification activities"—which 
offers psychology courses for team leaders. "We learned gestalt therapy and different methods of helping 
people relax and stay cheerful in the most severe conditions," says Matiash, a psychology student. "The 
enemy is using manipulation and provocations against us. We need to be ready to fight, shoot if we need to, 
to defend the principles of our current government."

Veteran dissident Valeria Novodvorskaya likens Nashi to "a new Putin-jugend" modeled on the Hitler Youth. 
That's an overstatement. Nashi and other groups may be fanatically loyal to Putin, but their rhetoric and 
methods are more like a sinister parody of democracy movements in Ukraine and elsewhere. Much of their 
activity is orchestrated by Vladislav Surkov, Putin's right-hand man for political and media issues, who 
meets regularly with the groups' leaders to organize propaganda and political campaigns. The Kremlin is 
lavish with its funding, too, says analyst Ilya Ponamarov of the Institute of Globalization Studies, both in 
direct cash contributions and encouraging state-owned businesses to sponsor programs. The institute 
estimates that the "Putin's Communicators" campaign alone cost $220 million. And like the old Komsomol, 
the perks of membership are considerable. Members enjoy free admission to various schools of 
management, where they study government, business administration or public relations. They go on to 
allocated internships in top state enterprises such as Gazprom, Rosneft, state-owned television stations and 
even the Kremlin.

Western leaders are growing increasingly alarmed at Russia's new direction. They have watched as it has 
retreated farther and farther from democracy under Putin's rule. They have been dismayed at the spectacle 
of thousands of riot police beating down small numbers of protesters mustered by the country's increasingly 
weakened political opposition parties. Last week U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice was in Moscow 
to take the temperature of relations, which have reached close to freezing. In his Victory Day speech Putin 
appeared to compare America to Nazi Germany, warning of the threats from countries with "contempt for 
human life and the same claims [as the Nazis] of exceptionality and diktat in the world." Putin has also 
vehemently denounced U.S. plans to station ABM missiles in Eastern Europe. "Everyone is frankly scared 
of the way which Russia is going, but no one knows what to do about it," says one European diplomat in 
Moscow, not authorized to speak on the record. With the Kremlin aggressively pursuing its enemies at 
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home and abroad, and grooming a militant youth movement as de facto enforcers of its nationalist vision, 
Russia's neighbors are wondering with growing concern which of them could be next.

#11
Ukraine Political Crisis Deepens After Prosecutor's Dismissal 
RFE/RL, May 25, 2007

KYIV – President Viktor Yushchenko today placed the country's Interior Ministry troops under his control as 
the country's political crisis intensifies. 

The move comes after riot police from the ministry -- which is loyal to Yushchenko's rival, Prime Minister 
Viktor Yanukovych -- occupied the office of Prosecutor-General Svyatoslav Piskun in an attempt to block his 
sacking yesterday by the president. 

Yushchenko issued the decree a day after he accused Interior Minister Vasyl Tsushko of breaking the law 
by ordering riot police to protect the Prosecutor-General's Office in Kyiv. 

Tsushko had given the order after accusing Yushchenko of an "attempted coup" for firing Prosecutor-
General Piskun. 

The riot police, for the meantime, continue to occupy Piskun's office. In a statement, the Interior Ministry has 
said it rejects Yushchenko's decree. 

Interior Minister Tsushko appeared defiant earlier today, telling lawmakers he did not abuse his powers in 
calling for the riot police to protect Piskun's office. 

"It was said yesterday that I exceeded my authority," Tsushko said. "I didn't exceed anything. I gave my 
orders in full consciousness." 

Calm Urged 

Defense Minister Anatoliy Hrytsenko, who is loyal to Yushchenko, warned security forces not to escalate the 
conflict. 

The president and the prime minister have both sought to assure the country that there will be no use of 
force as the two sides look to resolve their political standoff. 

In a nationally televised address on May 24, Yushchenko said the security services and armed forces will 
not be drawn into the dispute. 

"There is one way out of the current situation. It is a political agreement," the president said. "People with 
arms will not help resolve this conflict. On the contrary, their involvement in this conflict would delay a 
political resolution. The manipulation of the work of the Prosecutor-General's Office is delaying a resolution 
of this issue." 

Yanukovych, in his own televised statement the same day, affirmed that the country will not descend into 
anarchy. 

"Let me assure you, my fellow countrymen, the government will allow no anarchy in Ukraine," Yanukovych 
said. "It will allow no civil war." 

Piskun, however, isn't going to go quietly. Yushchenko justified the sacking by saying Piskun should not 
serve simultaneously as prosecutor-general and as a member of parliament. He said the current political 
stalemate is due in part to Piskun's dual roles. 
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Piskun, however, has called his sacking illegal and pledged to defy it. 

"I wrote a request asking to resign as a member of parliament and sent it to the Verkhovna Rada within the 
term prescribed by the law," Piskun said on May 24. "You understand that this decree [to fire me] is 
absolutely illegitimate and even absurd, because on the 14th of -- well, everybody knows that I wrote this 
request, all staff members know that." 

Yushchenko and Yanukovych have been locked in a power struggle since the president dissolved 
parliament in April and called for early elections. 

Yushchenko has named Crimea's prosecutor-general, Viktor Shemchuk, as the country's acting prosecutor-
general. 

Yanukovych cut short a trip to Crimea and returned to Kyiv to convene an emergency cabinet meeting. 

And Yushchenko has canceled a trip to meet with Central European leaders in the Czech Republic. He is 
currently in a meeting with security officials. 

Yanukovych's allies are planning a rally for later today in downtown Kyiv.

#12
Lithuania Remembers Jewish Leader Who Inspired 'Dr. Ouch'
Reuters, May 20, 2007 

VILNIUS—A statue of the Jewish doctor who inspired popular Russian fictional hero "Doctor Ouch" was 
unveiled this week on the site of the Vilnius ghetto, where some 100,000 Jews perished in World War II. 

Lithuania's Prime Minister Gediminas Kirkilas attended the unveiling of what local Jewish leaders called a 
symbol of rebirth for a community all but wiped out by the Nazis. 

Doctor Tsemakh Shabad, known for his kindness and acts of charity, was a prominent member of the 
vibrant Vilnius Jewish community until his death in 1935. "He was a great caring person and he has always 
been with his people," said George Shabad, a descendant of Dr. Shabad. 

Popular Russian children's author Kornei Chukovsky revealed before he died in 1969 that Shabad was his 
model for fictional character "Doctor Ouch," or "Doctor Aibolit" in Russian. Told in verse and published in 
1929, Chukovsky's book tells of a gentle veterinarian who travels from Russia to Africa to save the jungle 
animals. Some critics believed it was a loose adaptation of Hugh Lofting's Doctor Dolittle. 

Kirkilas, who watched the unveiling of the statue of an old man with a cane talking to a little girl, said the 
book was a favorite as a child. 

Sigitas Babilius, head of the Litvak foundation, which conceived the idea of the statue, said Chukovsky 
knew Shabad personally and visited him several times in Vilnius. 

#13
Ahmadinejad vows friendship, skirts Holocaust on Belarus visit 
AFP, Monday May 21, 2007   

Belarussian President Alexander Lukashenko hailed a kindred spirit as he welcomed Iranian counterpart 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad Monday, in a visit criticised by democracy supporters and the Jewish community.
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At the start of a two-day visit by the Iranian leader to Belarus the two men, both viewed as pariahs by the 
United States, exchanged vows of friendship and Lukashenko voiced his commitment to a "multi-polar" 
world.

But the visit was criticised by democracy activists, who said it was a desperate bid by Lukashenko to fend 
off increasing international isolation.

And one of Belarus' Jewish leaders likened Ahmadinejad to Nazi leader Adolf Hitler.

The Iranian leader drew worldwide condemnation for hosting a conference last December, which cast doubt 
on the existence of the Holocaust and has himself referred to it as a myth. He has also repeatedly called for 
the Jewish state to be wiped off the map.

Hundreds of thousands of Jews, including an estimated 53,000 transported here from western Europe, 
perished on the present-day territory of Belarus as part of Hitler's campaign to annihilate the continent's 
Jewish population.

"There is no worthwhile alternative to forming a multi-polar system of international relations," Lukashenko 
told Ahmadinejad as officials from the two sides faced each other across a long table.

"I'm sure that Iran, with its rich history and culture and its strong economic potential, can become one of the 
most influential centres of the international community," Lukashenko said.

Lukashenko announced that Iran had agreed to let Belarus develop a modest-sized oil field in the Islamic 
republic, the Jofeir field, near Iran's border with Iraq. Iran has estimated it could produce 30,000 barrels of 
oil a day.

Ahmadinejad said: "Relations between the two countries are developing on principles of friendship and are 
helping the development of stability, both regionally and on a world level."

The Iranian leader went on to lay a wreath at a memorial to the Soviet Union's massive losses in World War 
II.

But he avoided any reference to the Holocaust, evidence of which can be found at a pit in central Minsk 
where several thousand Jews were shot en masse.

Yakov Basin, deputy head of the Union of Jewish Associations of Belarus, said he was opposed to the visit.

"How is it possible to invite a person, the leader of a state, who thinks that in order to resolve the Middle 
East problem it is necessary to destroy a whole state and people?" he asked, referring to Ahmadinejad's 
verbal attacks on Israel.

"It's shameful to talk with a man who today plays the role of a modern Hitler," he said.

Lukashenko has repeatedly said he wants to find alternative energy resources for this country of 10 million 
people, which lies sandwiched between Russia and European Union and NATO members Latvia, Lithuania 
and Poland.

While Belarus has a major oil refining industry, it has no oil reserves of its own and its relations with 
traditional partner Russia, which has supported the Belarussian economy with subsidized energy, have 
recently been tense.

Belarus has been dubbed "Europe's last dictatorship" by the United States, which is also locked in a 
diplomatic struggle with Iran over its nuclear programme.
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But Lukashenko has supported Iran's controversial nuclear programme and has also sold Russian-made 
conventional military equipment and spare parts to Iran despite Western criticism.

Iran insists that its nuclear plans are purely aimed at producing civilian energy, while Western governments 
suspect Tehran may be hiding a nuclear weapons programme.

Former deputy foreign minister Andrei Sannikov, now a vocal critic of Lukashenko, predicted that little of 
substance would emerge from the visit.

"This is a meeting of like-minded people, who are close to each other due to their anti-Americanism and 
who in large part don't recognise international law and the decisions of international organisations," he said.

The Iranian side "needs Lukashenko to show that they have an ally in Europe who supports them," 
Sannikov said.

#14
Kazakhs pave way for president for life
By Natalia Antelava
BBC News, May 21, 2007

Almaty -- Nursultan Nazarbayev, who prides himself on leading the most advanced and democratic country 
in Central Asia, may have just become president for life.

The Kazakh parliament voted overwhelmingly to allow Mr Nazarbayev to run for office as many times as he 
likes.

Mr Nazarbayev is not the first Central Asian leader to gain the option of life-long presidency. In 
Turkmenistan, Saparmurat Niyazov was president for life, until he died in 2006.

But few expected Mr Nazarbayev, who is Washington's closest ally in the region and the man in charge of 
the former Soviet Union's fastest growing economy, to follow in the footsteps of Turkmenistan's eccentric 
dictator.

Mr Nazarbayev, 66, has ruled this nation of fifteen million for 17 years.

The result has been a booming economy, fuelled by billions of dollars worth of Western investment, and a 
standard of living much higher then elsewhere in the region.

But in Kazakhstan political development has been lagging far behind the country's impressive economic 
growth.

Constitutional change

Mr Nazarbayev's family is accused of controlling much of the country's business, no election here has ever 
lived up to international standards, most of the media is tightly controlled by the state and two leading 
opposition politicians have been murdered here in the last year and a half.

Still Mr Nazarbayev has always insisted that democracy was his goal. He has also been ambitious about 
turning Kazakhstan into a serious international player and is very sensitive about his country's image 
overseas.

With plenty of oil cash to spare, the government has been buying space in international newspapers and 
air-time on television channels, and promoting Kazakhstan as an island of stability and prosperity.
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But Mr Nazarbayev's critics have long said that genuine political reform is what is really needed to boost the 
country's image.

For months now many of them have been waiting for constitutional changes that the president said would 
give more power to the parliament and make the country more democratic.

A much more powerful president is what they got instead.

The new constitution increased the number of the legislators and cut the length of the presidential term from 
five to seven years, but these changes are overshadowed by a generous exemption the law makes for Mr 
Nazarbayev himself.

The MPs said as a founder of the modern Kazakh state, Mr Nazarbayev should be able to take part in the 
elections after his term expires in 2012.

"The government just spat into our faces," said Yevgeny Zhovtis, Kazakhstan-based analyst and human 
rights defender "It's sad, it's disappointing, and it shows that they are creating an increasingly authoritarian 
system."

Regional trend

The impact of the Kazakh decision spreads far beyond the country's borders.

Across much of the former Soviet Union, and especially in Central Asia, succession is a serious political 
issue.

Over the past two decades, the former communist bosses in charge of this energy-rich region have built 
systems based on clans and powerful elites.

And as the elites got richer in each Central Asian country, observers saw governments rig one election after 
another, close down opposition parties, shut down independent media and tighten the grip on freedom.

Having long exhausted their tolerance for dissent, Central Asian presidents did not groom obvious 
successors, but concentrated on holding on to power instead.

In Uzbekistan, President Islam Karimov has been ignoring the issue of the next presidential elections, 
despite the fact that according to one reading of the law his term has already expired.

In Tajikistan, Immomali Rakhmon has recently changed the constitution to allow him to run for the third 
term.

But it was Mr Nazarbayev who invented what seems to be a perfect, constitutional solution to staying in 
power.

And he is likely to have created a precedent too. As Central Asia's ageing leaders watched him cement his 
position they are likely to have felt inspired by his example.

"The rule of personality has just won over the rule of law," said Yevgeny Zhovtis.

"And this is a huge blow to the young, fragile democracies like in Kyrgyzstan or Georgia and a huge boost 
to the totalitarian governments in places like Belarus or Uzbekistan," Mr Zhovtis said. 
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#15
Azerbaijan – Model Country that We would Like to Have Elsewhere in The Muslim World: Israeli 
Ambassador
By A. Gara
TREND News Agency, May 22, 2007

On 21 May, the chairman of the State Committee of Azerbaijanis Living in Foreign Countries - Nazim 
Ibrahimov and the Ambassador of Israel to Baku – Arthur Lenk attended a talk in New York, organized by 
the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organization. 

In his speech, Mr Ibrahimov emphasized the long history of coexistence between Azerbaijanis and Jews 
and the high tolerance in Azerbaijan. “Jews have been living in Azerbaijan for 2,500 years and anti-
Semitism has never existed as a phenomenon in our country,” he said. He mentioned that even during the 
days when anti-Semitism was rampant in the Soviet Union, the Jews in Azerbaijan did not encounter any 
problems. Today there are 16,000 Jews in Azerbaijan with seven registered Jewish organizations and many 
synagogues, cultural centres and schools. 

Mr Ibrahimov also called to attention the close cooperation between Israel and Azerbaijan. “ Israel was one 
of the first states that recognized Azerbaijan’s independence. Today we have very close relationships with 
Jewish organizations around the world. Recently I was in Israel and participated in a meeting aimed at 
creating an association of Jews who emigrated from Azerbaijan. These people constitute the basis of 
human contacts between our countries,” he said. 

Ambassador Lenk stated that relationship between Israel and Azerbaijan is the best response to those who 
argue about the clash of civilizations. “ Azerbaijan as a secular and tolerant country, where our people are 
comfortable both in terms of living in and immigrating from, it is a model country that we would like to have 
elsewhere in the Muslim world,” he said. 

Ambassador Lenk also emphasized that the relationship between Azerbaijan and Israel is multidimensional 
and based on mutual interests. According to him, the Jewish community in Azerbaijan and Azerbaijani Jews 
in Israel constitute a human bridge between the two countries. “ Azerbaijan is very important for Israel’s 
energy security; currently 16 % of Israel’s oil is exported form Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan and Israel also have 
common security interests. Azerbaijan is very sensitive to many issues we have with Iran. Israel’s economic 
interests in Azerbaijan are not limited to energy. Israel’s overall exports to Azerbaijan have increased by 
400% from 2005 onwards and Israeli companies are taking part in large Azerbaijani projects,” Ambassador 
Lenk said. He also stated that Israel is willing to support Azerbaijan’s WTO membership application. “There 
is room for improvement in relations between Azerbaijan and Israel and I hope that the positive trend in this 
regards will continue,” he concluded.


