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Dagestan’s minister of national, religious and foreign affairs was injured by a car bomb 
in the capital, Makhachkala, on 4 September 2010. - AFP
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Cover photo (STR/AFP): A car bomb explosion in Kizlyar 
(Dagestan) on 31 March 2010 killed 12 people.

T
wo and a half years after its last visit, 
Reporters Without Borders made a return 
visit to the North Caucasus from 9 to 13 
September 2011 to assess the current state 

of media freedom in the troubled region. 

Chechnya and Dagestan were visited this time – the 
first because of the gravity of the situation there 
during the last visit and the second because it has 
suffered a marked decline in security since then. 
Reporters Without Borders met with journalists of 
every kind, local officials and human rights defenders.   

Reporters Without Borders presented its initial 
findings and recommendations for the local and 
federal authorities at a news conference, which it held 
together with the Russian human rights organization 
Memorial in Moscow on 14 September.

From 5 to 15 September, Reporters Without Borders 
also conducted a visual campaign in the media 
to draw attention to the impunity that the murderers 
of journalists enjoy in Russia.

Report of fact-finding visit to Chechnya and Dagestan 
by Johann Bihr and Tikhon Dzyadko
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B
ombings, “special operations” by the security 
forces, and murders of imams, officials or or-
dinary citizens – not a day goes by with more 
violence in the Russian Caucasus. The many 

official celebrations fail to hide the destructive reality. A 
week after lavish celebrations for the First Day of Unity of 
the Peoples of Dagestan, a double bombing in the centre 
of the capital, Makhachkala, on 22 September left at least 
one dead and 60 wounded. In Chechnya, the Day of Na-
tional Harmony and Unity was celebrated for the ninth time 
on 6 September, a week after a suicide bombing near the 
parliament in Grozny killed nine people. According to the 
news website Kavkazsky Uzel , at least 754 people were 
killed and 956 were wounded in the Russian Caucasus in 
2010. On 14 September, the toll so far for 2011 was at least 
593 dead and 414 wounded.

The centre of the storm has shifted from Chechnya to 
the neighbouring republics and is now hitting Dagestan, 
Ingushetia, North Ossetia and, of late, Kabardino-Balkaria 
and even the Stavropol region. Behind the more visible 
conflicts between security forces and the various Islamist 
insurrections, a less well-covered “low intensity” violence 
has taken hold, one in which civilians are the leading 
victims, one involving abductions and disappearances, 
trumped-up charges, torture, extra-judicial killings of 
alleged “terrorists” and widespread impunity for the corrupt 
armed sectors that prosper amid chaos . The inability 
of the authorities to restore order and the indiscriminate 
repression that affects conservative clerics and human 
rights defenders, in particular, is fuelling resentment and 
incomprehension. The gulf between the authorities and 
civil society is growing.

Although they are subject to the same system of massive 
corruption linked to abuses by armed militias, the various 

Caucasian republics are very different and are evolving 
in contrasting directions. After been shattered by two full-
blown wars, Chechnya still suffers from violence but is now 
largely rebuilt and offers a semblance of “stabilization” 
based on the imposition of cruel and autocratic rule from 
above. At the other end of the spectrum, the neighbouring 
republic of Dagestan is currently being ripped apart by an 
explosion of violence.

Two and a half years after its last visit to the Russian Cau-
casus, Reporters Without Borders wanted to see how me-
dia freedom is evolving in these two very different contexts. 
Unfortunately it found no improvements. On the contrary, 
the Chechen media continue to give their uniformly “po-
sitive” take on events, while the relative pluralism of the 
Dagestani media is being threatened by economic pro-
blems and growing polarization. The fact that Dagestan’s 
journalists think they are relatively “lucky” compared with 
their Chechen and Ingush colleagues, despite being very 
exposed to violence and experiencing other serious pro-
blems, is evidence of the gravity of the situation in these 
neighbouring republics. The lowest common denominator 
is imposing itself in the Russian Caucasus.

We do not deny the enormity of the challenges that the 
authorities are facing, or the atrocities by armed groups 
that are partly out of control. Nor do we deny the reality 
of Chechen reconstruction. But it is up to the authorities, 
including the federal authorities, to end the spiral of cor-
ruption and impunity and to reestablish a favourable cli-
mate for the media. This is an essential precondition for 
recognition of the tragedy endured by the local population 
and the start of a real dialogue among all the components 
of Caucasian society. And without this, it is imposable to 
envisage any lasting solution to the violence. 

 Limited media



Many of the people Reporters Without Borders met 
stressed the diversity of contemporary Dagesta-
ni society. It consists of a mosaic of peoples and 

languages with very marked local identities and dispersed 
centres of power. And many argue that the inability of any 
group to impose an absolute majority on its rivals means 
that a degree of pluralism of expression and governance 
is almost inevitable. The media are characterized by a re-
lative diversity that is unique in the Russian Caucasus and 
is all the more remarkable when compared with the media 
deserts in Chechnya and Ingushetia.

But this pluralism is more precarious than ever and is 
exposed to an extremely fraught environment. The creation 
of Day of Unity of the Peoples, celebrated for the first time 
on 15 September 2011, shows that the dream of a diverse 
nation of harmonious cohabitation is in greater need of 
support than ever. As instability spreads, the republic’s 
many centres of power seem increasingly to be escaping 
any form of control by the authorities in Makhachkala. The 
civilian population is the leading victim of the vicious circle 
of terrorist attacks and atrocities by the security forces, 

and the divorce between society and its institutions is 
being consummated at a dizzying speed. This extreme 
polarization has turned the press into an ideological 
battleground and exposed independent publications to 
grave threats.

Relative pluralism
Last June, President Magomedsalam Magomedov hailed 
the fact that Dagestan has “around 180 newspapers and 
magazines and more than 100 broadcast media .” But 
most of the publications are either produced by the local 
authorities or specialize in religious education. The leading 
media company, Assalam, is dedicated to the promotion 
of moderate Islam. Its biweekly, Assalam, is distributed in 
seven languages by volunteers going from door to door 
throughout the republic. 

After Assalam, the national publications with the biggest 
print runs are the independent Russian-language weeklies 
Novoye Delo and Chernovik (with 23,000 and 17,000 

Novoye Delo front page - dr
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Dagestan : fraught climate and 
growing violence for media



 RUssian CAUCASus : Report of fact-finding visit to Chechnya and Dagestan ///////////////////////////////////////////6

copies, respectively, at peak periods), which do inves-
tigative reporting and are readily critical of the authorities. 
They often tackle sensitive subjects such as the extent of 
corruption, abuses by the security forces, the enforced di-
sappearance of members of the civilian population and 
the demands of the republic’s Salafi Muslims.

The print media continue to enjoy a great deal of popu-
larity compared with the broadcast media, which are do-
minated by the state-owned broadcasters such as GTRK  
and by a number of influential religious TV stations. Use of 
the Internet is growing rapidly but Dagestan has few blogs 
so far and the main sources of online news continue to be 
two news agencies, the state-owned RIA Dagestan and 
privately-owned Dagestan Times.

The staff of Chernovik and Novoye Delo say they are not 
under any direct pressure. “Some people try to intimidate 
us but without going very far and without succeeding,” 
Novoye Delo editor Marco Shakhbanov said. “Above all, 
they are businessmen who feel threatened or defamed by 
our investigative reporting.” Referring to the Federal Secu-
rity Service (FSB), the KGB’s successor, and Roskomna-
dzor, the federal supervisory agency for communications, 
Chernovik editor Biyakay Magomedov said: “We get far 
fewer threats than in 2008-2009, when the FSB and Ros-
komnadzor were hounding us. The recognition we recei-
ved outside of Dagestan, in Russia and the international 
community, from 2010 onwards was a turning point . The 
pressure was forced to take a legal form.”

A legal battle between Chernovik and the prosecutor’s 
office over a July 2008 article headlined “Terrorist No. 
1,” which quoted Rappani Khalilov, the leader of a rebel 
group, finally ended in May 2011. The court had no choice 
but to acquit the newspaper and its journalists of inciting 
hatred after federal forensic experts in Moscow said the-
re were no grounds for a prosecution. The acquittal was 
hailed as a positive development by the media.

“The prosecutions of newspapers are more bizarre than 
really dangerous,” Dosh correspondent Natalia Krai-
nova said. “The judges know how far they can go.” For-
mer Chernovik editor Nadira Isayeva even said: “It’s the 
president who fears the press rather than the reverse.” 

Shakhbanov of Novoye Delo, which is currently involved 
in three lawsuits, said: “The lawsuits are a nuisance and 
take up valuable time, but do not affect how outspoken we 
are. We win about one case in two, and in most cases, the 
damages sought are symbolic. What most plaintiffs want 
is the publication of a retraction that restores their honour 
and reputation.”

Presidential press attaché Zubayru Zubayruyev ack-
nowledged that the prosecutor’s office does not work “in a 
professional manner.” He added: “Personally, I advise the 
president not to prosecute newspapers. Even if they are 
part of the radical opposition, you should let them speak.”

Collateral victims of surging 
violence

With more than 15 journalists murdered since 2000 (at 
least five of them in connection with their work), Dages-
tan makes a significant contribution to Russia’s rating as 
a dangerous country for the media. Journalists are often 
the victims of very violent attacks. Chernovik photogra-
pher Magomedsalam Khanmagomedov was attacked on 
2 May in the southern city of Derbent. Yakhya Magome-
dov, the editor of the Avar-language version of Assalam, 
was gunned down at the entrance to his brother’s home 
in Kokrek, a village near the northern city of Khasavyurt, 
on 9 May.

Those responsible for attacking or killing journalists are 
never punished. None of the murders of journalists has 
been solved. The question would produce a smile in the 
newspapers visited by Reporters Without Borders. “It 
would be wrong to say that these murders are not solved,” 
Shakhbanov said. “Most of them are. It’s just that no one is 
arrested, no one is brought to justice.”

Dagestani journalists play down the impact of this violence 
on their work. The staff at Chernovik and Novoye Delo, like 
the staff at Dosh and Assalam, say they do not feel parti-
cularly targeted and liken the violence against journalists 
to the violence against the civilian population in general. 

>
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“The court rulings and fines represent a more serious obs-
tacle for us than the physical threats,” Shakhbanov said.

Emblematic cases, such as Abdulmalik Akhmedilov’s 
murder in August 2009, nonetheless show that investiga-
tive journalism can prove fatal. Magomedov of Chernovik 
acknowledged that photographers, who are more visible, 
are particularly exposed to physical attacks and arbitrary 
arrest. “One of our photographers was arrested last week 
while covering a political demonstration. They eventually 
released him but did not return his material. Generally 
speaking, the police do not like 
journalists.”

Unlike in Chechnya, this has not 
led to journalists feeling particu-
larly intimidated. They say they 
share the fate of their fellow ci-
tizens. This was confirmed by 
Svetlana Isayeva, the head of the 
“Dagestan Mothers” NGO: “Jour-
nalists are not particularly targe-
ted. Anyone can get killed, regar-
dless of who they are.” Not a day 
goes by without a murder in Da-
gestan. The republic headed the 
list in the breakdown of victims of 
violence released by Kavkazsky 
Uzel on 14 September: 315 killed 
(of whom at least 102 civilians) 
and 224 wounded since the start 
of the year (out of the total of 593 
killed and 414 wounded throu-
ghout the North Caucasus) . 

Isayeva said: “The situation has in no way stabilized. On 
the contrary, it is getting worse and each day is harder 
to live than the last one.” Shakhbanov added: “The total 
impunity encourages the use of violence. Contract killings 
have become a standard way of resolving political and 
business problems.”

Like the rest of the population, journalists are caught 
between an Islamist insurrection that inflicts many 
civilian casualties in the course of targeting government 

representatives and the frequent violent raids and 
abductions by security forces motivated by revenge or 
“boyevye” (sizeable bonuses for participating in special 
operations) or the possibility of ransom payments. The 
confrontation between the insurrection and security 
forces is fuelled by a range of private militias and criminal 
gangs.

Economic difficulties
“Economic problems are our 
biggest headache,” said Mago-
medov of Chernovik. The news-
paper is weakened by depen-
dence on an aging readership 
and growing distribution difficul-
ties. Most of its subscribers live 
in mountainous areas and delive-
ring their copies to them is cos-
ting more and more. In response 
to the higher tariffs charged by 
the state monopolies Rospechat 
and Pochta Rossy, Chernovik is 
trying to diversify its distribution 
methods and use private-sector 
intermediaries, but they someti-
mes end up increasing the news-
paper’s retail price, which is hur-
ting its accessibility.

Magomedov also complains of 
unfair competition from govern-
ment newspapers, to which state 

employees are obliged to subscribe in the best Soviet tra-
dition. “Teachers, for example, are automatically subscri-
bed to Dagestanskaya Pravda and to local government pu-
blications such as Khasavyurtskaya Druzhba. It is already 
dear enough to pay for two, three or even four obligatory 
subscriptions. So how are they going to pay for indepen-
dent newspapers as well?”

Shakhbanov of Novoye Delo shares the same concerns 
about readers. He also mentioned a lack of inde- >

Chernovik front page - dr
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pendence on the part of advertisers. “The economy 
and the government are one and the same. There are no 
independent entrepreneurs. Resources are monopolized 
by rival poles of government that defend their own inte-
rests.” The existence of real competition at least ensures 
that advertising market does not dry up altogether. Even if 
newspapers deny that there is any interference in their edi-
torial policies, collusion between businessmen and politi-
cians leaves a permanent suspicion hanging over the pri-
vately-owned press and spotting “commissioned articles” 
seems to have become a national sport among readers.

Smears and intimidation
The media do not escape Dagestan’s increasingly poiso-
nous climate and social disintegration. Journalists are very 
divided; they suspect each other; they tend to think that 
the others have been bought. Government officials and 
opposition members alike try to read between the lines of 
individual articles in an attempt to identify who or what was 
behind it. A “radical blogger’s style” might be perceived in 
one article. Another might be identified as reciprocation 
for the placement of an ad.

Honour is important in Dagestani society and rumours 
spreading like wildfire can be very effective methods of 
retaliation or intimidation. “Being shamed, or having one’s 
reputation attacked is worse than being shot,” said Svet-
lana Isayeva. “We are accused of being spies, agents of 
the west and of being mainly funded by foreign subsidies.” 
Her NGO, Dagestan Mothers, which supports the families 
of disappeared persons, like Chernovik, which interviewed 
her, have been the targets of a vast smear campaign to 

portray them as the accomplices of terrorists. She has 
always had difficulty recruiting staff and has not managed 
to rent an apartment to shelter the wives of people who 
have disappeared or who are rumoured to have joined the 
insurgents. Last year, her NGO’s premises were torched 
and all of its archives were destroyed.

Anyone who criticizes the security forces or accuses them 
for helping to destabilize Dagestan quickly becomes 
the target of rumours. The rumours sometimes get quite 
violent. This was the case in September 2009, when a 
hit-list of “leading figures to be gunned down” circulated 
in Makhachkala. A group claiming to be the relatives of 
murdered officials called for revenge to be taken on lea-
ding human rights activists and independent journalists 
regarded as the accomplices of the terrorists. An investi-
gation into the hit-list drew a blank.

>
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Ideological role?
“As soon as we start talking about the terrorists, we are 
accused of supporting them,” said Magomedov. “But it is 
our job to put questions to the Wahabis. They exist. It is a 
reality. We have nothing to do with them and reporting the 
facts is not the same as making propaganda for them. We 
are accused of ‘negative content’ when all we want to is do 
report the facts. Extremists existed long before Chernovik 
was created and our newspaper does not incite hatred.” 
Chernovik’s trial on a charge of inciting hatred highlighted 
the way independent coverage of Dagestan’s tensions is 
perceived as defending terrorism.

Journalists are under pressure to take sides. There is no 
room for independence in the perception of two mutually 
exclusive camps, a perception supported by the authori-
ties. “There isn’t really any choice,” said former Memorial 
representative Zaur Gaziyev, now the editor of the pro-go-
vernment newspaper Svobodnaya Respublika. “Either you 
submit to the growing influence of the clerics, or you are 
with the government. Islamism represents the main threat 
to our republic.”
Anyone referring to the security forces’ contribution to the 
instability, criticizing the government’s stance on the Salafi 
conservatives or questioning the way that the “war on ter-
ror” is being waged is liable to be accused of defending 
terrorism. Zubayru Zubayruyev, a former Chernovik journa-
list who is now a presidential press attaché, says that his 
old newspaper and Novoye Delo “have abandoned objec-
tive and constructive criticism for systematic opposition to 
the government and in the past three or four years have 
clearly fallen under the control of the clerics and even the 
radicals.”

According to Zubayruyev, the “system of values” of these 
newspapers and human rights activists has changed, pos-
sibly because it is adapting to the region’s Islamization, 
possibly as a result of deliberate infiltration by extremists. 
The press is seen as a battleground that must be captured 
from the enemy. “I have myself criticized the authorities a 
great deal for their ineffectiveness, but that is not the is-
sue. The issue is whether or not we are going to live under 
the sharia. This a question of life or death (...) The media 
are nowadays doing ideological work. Like the ‘professio-
nal revolutionaries’ of 1917, they are doing destabilization 
work.”

In this civil war climate, criticism becomes suspect and 
the media are expected to be on a war footing. According 
to Zubayruyev, Dagestan is cruelly lacking in media that 
could wage an ideological struggle against radical Islam. 
He deplores the mediocrity of the government media and 
their inability to wage this battle. “The state media are do-
minated by self-censorship (...) They have no authority. 
They are definitely not competitive. They could be refor-
med but it would take a long time and by then we would 
be already governed by the sharia. What we need instead 
is for other well-run newspapers to quickly compete with 
Chernovik and Novoye Delo. But at the moment they do 
not exist and our society is unaware of the mortal danger 
lying in wait.” Zubayruyev would like to see the creation of 
an independent media company whose media would pro-
mote democratic and secularist values. The president’s 
office is working on such a project but so far no business-
man seems interested, he added. 
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O
n TV, in the newsstands and at the House of 
the Press, Reporters Without Borders found a 
wide range of publications and news outlets 
in Grozny, but also a striking similarity in their 

content. Examples of Chechnya’s rapid recovery, the go-
vernment’s effective work, and praise of President Ram-
zan Kadyrov and his late father, Akhmat Kadyrov, were 
everywhere in the media. During Reporters Without Bor-
ders’ visit, the newspapers were still ringing with tributes 
to the elder Kadyrov for the 60th anniversary of his birth 
on 23 August. The enthusiasm was such that a new regio-
nal newspaper called Put’ Kadyrova (Kadyrov’s Path) was 
created in the mountainous district of Itum-Kala.

The path taken by Chechnya is portrayed everywhere in 
a resolutely optimistic light. There is universal unanimity 
about the system established by President Kadyrov with 
the help of Moscow’s petrodollars – restoration of relative 
order and rapid reconstruction of the republic’s infrastruc-
ture in exchange for complete domination by the ruling 
faction. Nowhere in the Chechnya-based media could 
Reporters Without Borders find any trace of the concerns 
of human rights organizations about the corollaries of this 
consensus: the total absence of political competition, arbi-
trary behaviour by the security forces, large-scale corrup-
tion, submission to puritan Islam and a personality cult.

The “New Grozny” – the central mosque and a building under construction in “Grozny City.” - dr

“ Everything fine in Chechnya ” 
unanimously “ positive ” media
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“We place no restriction on journalists’ work,” presidential 
press attaché Alvi Karimov said. “If some of them tell you 
they don’t dare tackle this or that topic, that’s their pro-
blem. If they are too scared to be journalists, they should 
change jobs and become taxi drivers. No one interferes in 
their editorial polices, no one spies on them. I have never 
had the police summon journalists for questioning. On the 
contrary, they know we are always available to them if they 
need us. They all have my phone 
number. The president invites all of 
them.

 “We obviously would not tolerate 
newspapers that urged the popu-
lation to join the boyeviki [armed 
separatists] and we disapprove 
of the ones in Moscow or abroad 
that romanticize their fight. But for-
tunately we have no such media 
here (...) Those who claim in the 
international press that the media 
aren’t free in Chechnya are igno-
rant, they don’t know what they are 
talking about. Some of them are 
just motivated by hatred or malice. 
They cannot accept the speed 
with which our republic has reco-
vered from the war.”

Karimov compared Chechnya fa-
vourably with the outer Moscow suburb of Khimki, where 
the proposed construction of a motorway through a fo-
rest is the subject of widespread opposition. “The situa-
tion near Moscow is no great example. Look at the attack 
on Beketov [a journalist left for dead in November 2008]. 
Look at what happed to the journalists covering the Khimki 
forest story.”

Asked if there was an opposition press in Chechnya, Ka-
rimov mentioned the Moscow-based newspapers Kom-
mersant, Vlast, Kavkazsky Uzel and the local Groznensky 
Rabochy. The staff of Groznensky Rabochy confirmed to 

Reporters Without Borders that they were free to criticize 
anything and anyone “except the president.” But Repor-
ters Without Borders was unable to find any article critical 
of the authorities in the issue it found on the newsstands, 
with the notable exception of a scathing editorial about the 
federal government in Moscow. The issue had a full-page 
story on the cover about the Day of National Harmony and 
Unity headlined “Symbol of the republic’s recovery.” 

The magazine Dosh (The Word in Chechen), which Repor-
ters Without Borders was able to find only at the airport du-
ring its visit to Grozny, offers a different picture. Edited by 
two Chechens, this independent quarterly has been cove-

ring the entire Russian Caucasus 
with an extensive network of cor-
respondents since 2003. Based 
in Moscow, it initially used a small 
office in the House of the Press in 
Grozny, but its rent was increased 
drastically after 18 months, forcing 
them to abandon it.

Dosh tackles subjects that are 
missing from the Chechen media: 
the continuing instability and its 
accompaniment of violence, hu-
man rights abuses and enforced 
disappearances; the ubiquitous 
corruption that hobbles business 
activity and access to essential 
services such as education and 
health; and the grave after-effects 
of the two Chechen wars including 
psychological problems and ven-
dettas.

The latest issue  has a long interview with Oleg Orlov, the 
head of Memorial, about the human rights situation in Che-
chnya. At the end of August, a Moscow court acquitted 
Orlov of the defamation charge that President Kadyrov 
brought against him for publicly saying he thought Kady-
rov was responsible for the 2009 murder of Natalia Este-
mirova, the head of Memorial’s Grozny office. There was 
no mention of the outcome of the case in the Chechen 
media.
Karimov said he wanted “proper analysis” from journalists. 
“Not gratuitous criticism but the use of a true critical eye. 

Dosh front page - DR

“ If they are too scared to 
be journalists, they should 
change jobs ” 
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On the other hand, I don’t think it is 
fair to expect our press to meet in-
ternational standards immediately. 
Most of the experienced journalists 
left during the war. The journalism 
training system suffered. Our press 
lacks analytic capacity. It needs to 
recover and develop in order to be 
able to write about everything. Our 
journalists still need to grow, to be-
come more mature. But it’s not that I 
think we don’t have good journalists. 
I like the younger generation.”

When Karimov stopped and ques-
tioned three young passers-by, they 
said they had access to all the in-
formation they wanted. One of them 
said: “There is the Internet.” It is true 
that independent websites are not 
blocked in Chechnya. Russian, inter-
national and independent news websites such as Kavka-
zsky Uzel (www.kavkaz-uzel.ru) are just a click away – for 
those that have Internet access.

Climate of fear
Journalists who defy the watchword of unity and “positi-
vism” feel they are taking a big risk. “Even during the war, 
even when Akhmat Kadyrov was in charge, we were freer 
than we are now,” one of these journalists said. “I take 
much more care with what I write now, out of concern for 
my family (...)  The threats are so serious, especially when 
they are pronounced in Chechen, that there is no need 
to go any further. There is complete impunity. The way 
the president dares to speak is very frightening. We live 
outside the law.”

Unlike their Dagestani colleagues, journalists are no lon-
ger the constant targets of the violence in Chechnya, whe-
re at least 81 people had been killed and 103 wounded 
this year by 14 September. But, paradoxically, in a society 
traumatized by near 10 years of civil war, the persistence 
of “low intensity” violence combined with complete impu-
nity for those responsible for human rights abuses has a 
much more dissuasive effect. Also, the murders of Anna 

Politkovksaya and Natalia Estemiro-
va have reinforced the isolation and 
mistrust of journalists and human ri-
ghts activists, by reinforcing the idea 
that they are themselves vulnerable.

As Orlov said in his interview for 
Dosh: “We learn, for example, 
that a crime of violence has been 
committed. But the victims no longer 
come to see human rights activists. 
Or if they come, they ask us not 
to publish anything about what 
happened, not to mention them. 
They tell us, and they are partly right: 
‘They kill you too. You are unable to 
defend yourselves, so how can you 
defend us.’ In such circumstances, 
how can one get an objective 
picture of the situation? We often 
receive information about violations, 

including disappearances, on the strict condition that we 
publish nothing.”

“House of the Press” in Grozny - DR

Photos of Chechen President Ramzan Kadyrov are eve-
rywhere. This one, at the airport, is embellished with the 
phrase “Happiness in the people’s service.”  - dr
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Reporters Without Borders documented several cases of 
intimidation of independent journalists, including anony-
mous threats and insults by telephones, police summon-
ses to come and be interrogated, bringing copies of all 
published articles, and threats against relatives. But such 
cases seem to be relatively few in number. The wides-
pread self-censorship and acceptance of conformity ren-
der them unnecessary.

Journalists are not immune to the fear of division that per-
meates contemporary Chechen society. When unity is 
held up as a virtue, straying from the general consensus 
is readily seen as treason. And, in official ceremonies and 
speeches, this unity has repeatedly been attributed to the 
Kadyrovs, father and son, and has come to be totally iden-
tified with them.

Behind “new” Chechnya’s shiny 
facades
A controversy in the Russian press during Reporters Wi-
thout Borders’ visit highlighted the difficulty of introducing 
nuances into the Chechen media’s unanimity. An Izvestiya 
journalist caused a storm in Russia by writing a story for 
the Akhmat Kadyrov anniversary that was full of positive 
impressions of a Chechnya that had rebuilt and restored 
order. “The capital of Chechnya has been reconstructed,” 
he wrote. “The minarets of mosques and the summits of 
skyscrapers reach for the sky, flowerbeds line the bou-
levards. You could take your shoes off and walk in white 
socks along the shiny tarmac and paving stones of the 
sidewalks.” Many Russian newspapers mocked the “So-
viet-style” article  for painting such a one-sided picture, 
but Chechen newspapers including Groznensky Rabochy 
united in defence of its author and condemned the “anti-
Chechen campaign.” The new Chechen reality is a whole 
that you either hate or embrace in its entirety.

A Moscow-based journalist familiar with Chechnya said: 
“Recognizing the success of the ‘stabilization’ does not 
dispense with the need to ask about its corollaries and 
what it cost to impose. On the contrary, the lack of any 
criticism or mention of the Kadyrov model’s intrinsic pro-
blems raises doubts about the official discourse. This is 
counter-productive for the authorities.” 

No one uses Anna Politkovskaya’s desk at Novaya Gazeta’s 
Moscow headquarters. -  dr



 RUssian CAUCASus : Report of fact-finding visit to Chechnya and Dagestan ///////////////////////////////////////////14

S
ource of the violence that has spread through 
Russian society and brought the “siloviki” (for-
mer security or military officers) back to power in 
Moscow, the destabilization of the Caucasus un-

derlines the vital need for a determined fight against cor-
ruption and reform of governance in Russia. As has often 
been the case in history, the Caucasian abscess is where 
much of the entire country’s future will be determined.

Although the population is hostage to an armed conflict that 
is spreading throughout the region, the Russian Caucasus 
has disappeared from the international agenda. Even wi-
thin the Caucasian republics, information about violence 
against civilians and human rights abuses circulates with 
increasing difficulty. Those trying to monitor the slowly 
growing violence – the journalists and human rights ob-
servers – need more support than ever from their Russian 
colleagues and the international community. Forcing the 
authorities to recognize the extent of the problems, com-
municating the population’s exasperation, giving everyone 
a platform to express their views and to start an inclusive 
dialogue – the media’s functions are more essential than 
ever. They must not be left to fend for themselves.

Reporters Without Borders 
urges :

The Dagestani authorities 
• �To ensure fair competition between state and privately-

owned media by limiting state funding for media and by 
ending automatic subscriptions, and to carry out reforms 
of the state-owned broadcasters that guarantee their in-
dependence.

• �To demonstrate a clear political will to end impunity by 
giving the police and judicial system the required resour-
ces and by insisting that prosecutors obtain results in 
the investigations into the murders and physical attacks 
against journalists during the past decade.

• �To stop trying to turn the media into a system for relaying 
their directives and to stop lumping outspoken journa-
lists together with radical militants.

• �To continue and extend the national dialogue initiated 
in June 2011 and, to this end, to ensure that all points 
of view can be expressed and heard, which implies res-
pecting media independence. 

The Chechen authorities 
• �To encourage the emergence of media and political plu-

ralism, and to begin by allowing all publications equal 
access to resources, including the House of the Press.

• �To set an example by allowing freedom of expression 
on sensitive subjects such as corruption, human rights 
violations and the scars of the civil war.

• �To facilitate the ongoing investigations into murders of 
journalists and human rights activists.

The Russian federal authorities 
• �To turn the fight against impunity into a national priority 

and to accept that leaving the murderers of journalists 
and human rights activists at large plays a key role in the 
climate of fear and self-censorship prevailing in Chech-
nya and other regions.

• �To launch a determined campaign against corruption 
and to order thorough investigations into abuses by re-
presentatives of the security forces, whose uncontrolled 
actions are fuelling insurgent activity and instability.

• �To promote the development of Internet-related infras-
tructure.

The international community 
• �To express its concern about the state of media freedom 

in the Russian Caucasus in bilateral talks with Moscow 
and to raise the issue of impunity for the murderers of 
journalists and human rights activists.

• �To concretely support Caucasian journalists and human 
rights defenders by, for example, formally recognizing 
them and giving them long-duration multiple-entry vi-
sas. 

Conclusions and recommendations
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