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Asthe year of the much-anticipated presidential elections in Rus-

sia, 1996 was marked by intense speculation in the West about Russia’s
political leadership, both before and after voters went to the ballot
box to re-elect President Boris Yeltsin in June. Throughout this period
the Russian media duly reported every detail of the corruption scan-
dals, the dramatic confrontations between different political factions
in the parliament, and the ups and downs of Yeltsin’s health. To ob-
servers in the West all this excitement pointed to one thing: Russia
was finally becoming a democracy. To be sure, given Russia’s eco-
nomic problems and its unsettled political environment, there was still
away to go. But Russians now enjoyed a free press and the ability to
leave the country freely (if they could afford it), to pursue profits on
the free market, and to vote in democratic elections. All this added up
to the outward trappings of democracy.

As several political theorists have pointed out, however, free elec-
tions do not always produce liberal constitutional democracies, par-
ticularly when they are introduced in societies without a tradition of
civic liberties and rule of law. Initially, elections in Russia brought
new faces into power, suggesting that the old order was crumbling.
But the new men—Yeltsin in particular—were more interested in le-
gitimizing their claims to govern than in instituting liberal reforms.
As one Russian political scientist has pointed out, the fact that Yeltsin
was popularly elected, “made him confident that his authority was
unlimited.”?

Instead of transferring state-owned property to private owner-
ship by means of a regulated process that would lead to genuine mar-
ket reforms, Yeltsin doled out the nation’s vast economic resources to
his cronies and their families, thereby creating financial oligarchs, who
used their new riches to buy political influence. Instead of developing
a real parliamentary government, with a system of checks and bal-
ances, Yeltsin increasingly disregarded democratic procedures and
ruled by decree. As his authoritarian methods and seemingly capri-
cious governing style led to a dramatic decline in his public support,
herelied more and more on the traditional Soviet means of maintain-
ing power — a strong police and security apparatus.

Indeed, the enthusiasm of the West over Russia’s so-called demo-
cratic transition might have been less, if more attention had been paid
to the growing role of the security services, the successor agencies to
the KGB, in both domestic and foreign politics. Having ensured that
officials loyal to him were in charge of the various internal security
agencies, Yeltsin placed great reliance on them in his campaign to win



. re-election in 1996. The methods employed by these agencies raised
real questions about the democratic nature of the election.

Developments in the area of foreign policy were equally disquiet-
ing. Atthe beginning of 1996, Evgenii Primakov, head of the Foreign
Intelligence Service and a former KGB official, was named Russian
Foreign Minister. To be sure, few in the West were pleased about this
- appointment. People worried that Primakov’s background in the in-
telligence services, an institution which had always been hostile to
democratic states, might make Russia’s foreign policy less flexible. But
Primakov, who had been a part of Russia’s foreign policy establish-
ment for years, was a “known quantity,” who, rightly or wrongly, had
the reputation of being practical and businesslike. His background in
the KGB soon ceased to be an issue as he acquired the statesmanlike
stature of a foreign minister.

What people did not realize was the extent to which Primakov’s
appointment signified the resurgence of the KGB in the political life of
the country and the threat that this resurgence posed to Russian de-
mocracy. It was not simply a question of one former KGB official hap-
pening to get a top government job. More significant was that
Primakov could not have received this job if Russians had rejected
their Soviet past and rid themselves of the vestiges of an institution
that epitomized the evils of the Soviet system—the KGB. Initially it
had seemed that this was their intention. The KGB, it might be re-
called, was such a focal point of popular anger against the regime af-
ter the August 1991 coup attempt that crowds even toppled the statue
of Feliks Dzerzhinskii, chief of the first Soviet political police, which
had stood proudly in front of KGB headquarters for decades. A month
later Russian President Boris Yeltsin, responding to the public mood,
spoke in sweeping terms about disbanding the KGB: “Perhaps we
should leave, let’s say, the intelligence and counterintelligence ser-
vice, as in other countries, but all the rest of the tale-telling services—
surveillance, eavesdropping, informers, and so on—needs to be abol-
ished beyond any shadow of a doubt.”?

By 1996 Yeltsin's words had become an empty promise. The KGB
had been divided up into five separate agencies with new names; sev-
eral laws had been passed, enumerating the functions of the new agen-
cies; and some of the former KGB personnel had retired or been dis-
missed. But a substantial number of officials had remained in their
jobs, and, under Yeltsin’s auspices, the KGB’s successor agencies had
resumed many of their former functions. Far from what might have
been expected in 1991, the Russian security services had regained much
of the power and influence which they had lost in the immediate af-



termath of the coup attempt.

There are several reasons for the failure of the new Russian gov-
ernment to reform the security services. Firstand foremost is the fact
that Russia’s new leaders, Yeltsin included, were former communist
party apparatchiks, who had worked closely with the KGB bureau-
cracy for years. They were used to relying on the KGB to maintain
stability in the country and to suppress public discontent with the re-
gime. Old habits die hard; so when Yeltsin and his allies encountered
opposition from other political factions and criticism from the press,
they reacted by cultivating the support of the security services.

Another factor was that the new leadership made no effort to ad-
dress the problem of past injustices under the Soviet regime. With the
exception of former KGB Chairman Vladimir Kriuchkov and four of
his deputies, who were imprisoned for a time for their part in the Au-
gust 1991 coup attempt, security official were not called to account
for past actions. For several decades the KGB had deprived citizens of
basic freedoms, imprisoned innocent people after mock trials, covertly
murdered others, and forced millions to become spies and informers.?
Yet no one was punished for these abuses. It was difficult to reform
the security police without any kind of reckoning.

Finally, the new Russian Federation had no tradition of legality
upon which to build. Centuries of autocratic rule had deprived Rus-
sian people of any notion of the rule of law. Asonescholar observed,
“the beginnings of a civil society, that is, the government’s commit-
ment to the safeguarding of individual or corporate rights of person
and property, were discernible only in the second half of the nine-
teenth century.”* The development of a civil society was cut short by
the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution and the subsequent imposition of the
Soviet system of justice. This system had some of the outward trap-
pings of a democratic legal structure — judges, courts, prosecutors
and even lawyers. Butin reality it operated according to the dictates
of the party and the police, who called all the shots and determined
the fate of those who found themselves in the criminal justice process.
The idea that individuals had rights under the law simply did not ex-

ist during the Soviet period. In order for a true reform of the security

police to take place, there had to be an effective legal infrastructure
with judges, courts, and lawyers who actually operated according to
laws. There had to be a way to make the security police accountable
for their actions, just as they are in other countries. Although efforts
were made to build such an infrastructure, it could not be done over-
night.

s As time went by and the economic situation declined, people
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seemed to forget about the lofty democratic goals to which they had
aspired in 1991. Disenchantment with the Yeltsin leadership and cyni-
cism about the future setin. Economic woes became the primary con-
cern. Few people had the energy or optimism to demand change. Thus,
when Primakov’s appointment was announced in early 1996, it barely
raised an eyebrow among Russians. It was as if the inevitable had
happened. Everyone knew that the KGB had never disappeared; so
why be surprised that someone like Primakov would take over Russia’s
foreign policy?

Primakov’s appointment was part of a more general trend which
was taking Russia away from the democratic path upon which it had
embarked. The war in Chechnya which had begun in December 1994
and resulted in the deaths of thousands of innocent civilians was al-
ready an indication of the Russian government’s disregard for human
rights. Yeltsin and his colleagues defended the invasion of Chechnya
as an effort to keep the Russian Federation together by preventing
Chechnya from asserting its independence, but most people viewed it
as blatant aggression on Russia’s part.® Although the Russian army
withdrew from Chechnya in 1996, the democratic rights that Russian
people had gained after the Soviet Union collapsed continued to erode.

The purpose of this paper is to describe the growing influence of
the Russian security services in Russia and explain how this trend has
contributed to the decline of democracy. First, I discuss the role of
security services in democratic societies and how their governments
reconcile the need to ensure security without trampling on the rights
of citizens. I then describe the different security agencies that emerged
from the KGB and explain what role they play in Russian government
and politics. Next, I consider the effects on democracy: the interfer-
ence by the security services in the political process; their connections
with organized crime; their attempts to curtail freedom of the press;
their abuse of human rights in trials of critics; their imposition of a
regime of secrecy and their efforts to curb archival access; the dispro-
portionate influence that the Foreign Intelligence Service has had on
Russian foreign policy; and finally the often arbitrary and lawless be-
havior of the security agencies in Russia’s regional territories. In or-
der to better explain these developments, I discuss them in the context
of more general changes which have occurred in Russian politics from
1996 onwards.

I begin with the year 1996 because it marked the beginning of a
new, regressive period in Russian politics. Itis also a convenient start-
ing point because it takes up the narrative of developments (with a
few months’ interval) where my book Spies Without Cloaks: The KGB's
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Successors left off. Ishould say that, in giving my prognosis for the
future of Russian democracy at the end of that book, I was not as pessi-
mistic as | might have been, given what has happened in the past three
years.

Security and Democracy

All states need agencies that ensure domestic security and protect
them from foreign encroachments on their integrity, including espio-
nage. Security agencies perform many functions that are essential to
the well being of states and are considered to be completely legitimate.
These include: gathering intelligence about the hostile intentions of
foreign powers, protecting the state’s secrets, preventing attempts at
inciting internal unrest or possible terrorist attacks on the state, and
collecting information to enable the government to make informed
policy decisions in both the domestic and international arenas. Fight-
ing organized crime is another function which a security service might
legitimately perform in a democraticstate.® The challenge for demo-
cratic states is to maintain effective security and intelligence bodies
without infringing on the democratic process and on the rights of their
citizens. As Sir Karl Popper once wrote, “We must go on into the un-
known, the uncertain and insecure, using what reason we may have
to plan as well as we can for both security and freedom.””

The development of technology, which has offered security and
law enforcement agencies an increasing array of sophisticated elec-
tronic tools for the purpose of covert surveillance, has posed a par-
ticular challenge for democracies. The issue of wiretapping is a case
in point. Courts in the United States, citing the Fourth Amendment of
the Constitution, repeatedly struck down cases where authorities used
wiretapping as evidence in domestic criminal investigations. In 1968
the US Congress passed a law making exceptions to the ban on wire-
taps, but it allowed wiretaps only in exceptional cases where warrants
were obtained. The requirements for surveillance involving national
security are less stringent, but also guard against abuse of government
power by means of a Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court, which
rules on requests for secret surveillance. Through congressional acts
and judicial decisions a balance has been achieved in the United States
between the protection of individual privacy and the needs of secu-
ri 8

ak Democratic governments have adopted a number of safeguards
to keep their security and intelligence services in check. The most
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important of these is an effective system of independent oversight to
ensure that their operations are in conformity with the law and with
the state’s policy objectives. In countries like the United States and
Great Britain, both the executive and legislative branches of govern-

- ment carry out oversight. Although the US model is hardly perfect,

its congressional system gives select committees the power to request
testimony and documentation from the FBI and the CIA, as well as
from the National Security Agency. The committees approve appoint-
ments of agency directors and, most importantly, determine their bud-
gets. As demonstrated by the issue of wiretaps, judicial oversight, car-
ried out by an independent court that reviews the legality of actions
by security agencies, is another key element in a democratic system of
oversight.’

In most western democracies, the security services are excluded
from participation in the electoral process. Although their employees
of course have the right to vote, they are not allowed to work on po-
litical campaigns, and their agencies are prohibited from supporting
candidates by means of public statements or campaign contributions.
The reason for this is fairly obvious: the security and intelligence agen-

. cies have formidable powers of law enforcement and information-
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gathering which might unduly influence the political process.” Fi-
nally, a free and independent press serves as another guarantee that
the security agencies will not commit illegalities or abuses their pow-
ers. If the press is able to investigate and publicize abuses, this serves
as a strong deterrent. Recall, for example, that it was in response to
highly critical press accounts of illicit CIA domestic intelligence op-
erations, that the Church and Pike Committees were established in
the Senate and House to investigate the CIA in 1975."

Given that Russia only began making a transition toward democ-
racy in 1991, after almost 75 years of political dictatorship and centu-
ries of autocratic rule, it would be unreasonable to expect that its new
government would institute all these safeguards overnight. Even in
western democracies the system of oversight and control evolved
gradually, often in response to abuses which were brought to the at-
tention of the public. Nonetheless, it useful to have some criteria upon
which to measure Russia’s situation and to determine the extent to
which it goes against democratic norms.

Russia’s political development is inextricably linked to its secu-
rity and law enforcement system, just as with all states. Speaking about
regular police organizations, one British scholar observed: “The prac-
tice of policing provides citizens with one of their most immediate
and tangible experiences of the state. To measure the extent to which



a state works for, and on behalf of, its citizens, look to its police and
what they are up to.”’2 The same could be said of Russia, where the
actions of police and security agencies are a direct reflection of the
existing political order. One cannot speak about democracy in Russia
without a close look at the security agencies that arose from the KGB.

Russia’s Security Agencies

As mentioned, one of the first decisions made by Yeltsin regard-
ing the security services was to divide the KGB into separate agencies,
a seemingly positive step from the democratic point of view, since it
dispersed the KGB's substantial powers. Russia’s main domestic se-
curity agency evolved from the KGB’s Second Chief Directorate (coun-
terintelligence), Third Chief Directorate (military counter-intelligence),
Fourth Directorate (transport security), the Directorate for Protecting
the Constitution (suppression of political and nationalist dissent), Sixth
Directorate (economic crime and corruption) and Seventh Director-
ate (surveillance and wiretapping). After undergoing several reor-
ganizations and name changes, this agency became the Federal Secu-
rity Service (Federal’naia Sluzhba Bezopasnosti) in mid-1995. The
lengthy statute establishing the Federal Security Service outlined a
broad range of functions, which included traditional counterintelli-
gence, protection of strategic (primarily nuclear) facilities, combating
economic crime, and counter-terrorism.

Rather surprisingly, the Federal Security Service was also autho-
rized to carry out intelligence operations both within Russia and
abroad. This presumably was to enable its operatives to gather intel-
ligence in the former republics of the Soviet Union, now part of the
Commonwealth of Independent States. In the Soviet period a key func-
tion of the KGB’s domestic branch was to monitor events in the non-
Russian republics and to suppress any manifestations of nationalism
or ethnic unrest. The Federal Security Service’s intelligence opera-
tions in the Commonwealth of Independent States, where they still
maintain a network of former KGB operatives, represent a modified
version of what the KGB used to do.

Although the statute gave the parliament and the judiciary vague
powers of oversight, it stated clearly that the president “directs the
activity” of the Federal Security Service. As it has turned out, neither
the parliament nor the courts have exercised any control whatsoever
over the service. The executive branch has had the ultimate control in
determining the service’s personnel, material resources, functions, and
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prerogativeés. All the parliament can do is summon security leaders
for questioning and discuss the budget of the Federal Security Ser-
vice.?

The Federal Security Service is a formidable organization in terms

- of both size and prerogatives. In addition to a staff of 120,000 to
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130,000, it has special anti-terrorist forces, the so-called Alpha unit,
comprised of highly trained crack troops for deployment in emergen-
cies. (It was the Alpha group which stormed the White House in Oc-
tober 1993, during Yeltsin’s confrontation with the parliament.) More
recently the service acquired the federal border troops, numbering
some 180,000 men. Established as a separate agency in 1992, they
were placed under the service’s jurisdiction in early 1998, as part of
what some observers consider a trend towards consolidating the se-
curity agencies. Following the announcement about the incorpora-
tion of the border troops into the Federal Security Service, there was
press speculation that other security agencies would also be merged
with the service, but that has not yet happened.*

The Federal Security Service is the country’s main investigative
agency for serious crimes, such as espionage, terrorism, drug-traffick-
ing and large-scale economic crimes. According to the procedural
laws, investigators have the right in certain cases to install wiretaps,
carry out searches without warrants, and hold suspects in prison for
up to a week before charging them.”” Given the extent to which
Russia’s politicians and government leaders have been implicated in
corruption, the Federal Security Service’s investigative powers are a
formidable political weapon.

Another key security agency deals with physical protection. In
the Soviet period the KGB's ninth directorate was in the front-line
when it came to ensuring the physical safety of the leadership and
preventing violent attacks against government and party installations.
Under Yeltsin this directorate became the Main Guard Directorate
(Glavnoe Upravlenie Okhrany), which included a separate Presidential
Security Service for guarding Yeltsin. In the years leading up to the
June 1996 presidential elections, this guard agency increased its staff
from 8,000 to 20,000 employees and took on many functions that were
not immediately related to the physical security of the leadership. New
laws authorized the agency, for example, to carry out investigative
work, including covert surveillance, secret bugging, and wiretapping.

In early 1992 Yeltsin had appointed two reliable KGB old-timers,
Mikhail Barsukov and Aleksandr Korzhakov, to run the Guard Di-
rectorate and the Presidential Security Service respectively. In his
memoirs, published in 1997, Korzhakov relates how Yeltsin told him



after the bloody confrontation with the parliament in October 1993:
“Itrust no one but you, Aleksandr Vasilevich. I want you to createa
tiny KGB. My personal mini-KGB.”* In 1995, when Barsukov was
appointed chief of the Federal Security Service, his deputy, Iurii
Krapivin, took over the guard directorate, which was renamed the
Federal Protection Service (Federal naia Sluzhba Okhrany) in mid-1996.
This agency, and the Presidential Security Service subordinate to it
are under the direct control of the Russian president. The president
determines the budgets and personnel, as well as the general guide-
lines for their operations. The protective services have no account-
ability whatsoever to the parliament, the courts, or even the prime
minister’s government."”

A less visible, but no less powerful body is the Federal Agency for
Government Communications and Information (Federal noe Agenstvo
Pravitel’stvennoi Sviaza i Informatsii), which emerged from the KGB’s
Eighth and Sixteenth Directorates. This agency handles electronic in-
telligence, cryptography, and the interception of foreign communica-
tions. Headquartered in Moscow, FAPSI has research institutes, a spe-
cial training academy, and its own special troops, numbering around
50,000 men. This powerful and highly secretive body, headed until
recently by the former chief of the KGB'’s Eighth Directorate, Aleksandr
Starovoitov, also is authorized to regulate commercial and financial
communications, which means that it can monitor banks and private
commercial enterprises.®

Finally, the KGB’s First Chief Directorate, for foreign intelligence,
became the Foreign Intelligence Service, headed from 1991 to 1996 by
Evgenii Primakov. This service, like its predecessor organization, was
tasked with political, economic, and scientific intelligence-gathering
abroad. By all accounts the new Foreign Intelligence Service retained
the personnel, organization, and methods of its KGB predecessor. Of
course, as was the case with other gbvernment agencies, it incurred
budget cuts and a reduction in staff when the Soviet Union was dis-
banded. Also, the end of the Cold War left the Foreign Intelligence
Service without its ideological mission of spreading communism
abroad and defeating capitalism, leading to a decline in morale and
an exodus of intelligence officers to the private sector. But, as events
would show, Russia still had ambitious foreign pohcy goals and thus
stillneeded a powerful spy network."”

Much of the spying was directed at NATO countries. Between
1991 and 1993 intelligence collection efforts in the United States and
Germany reportedly rose by 12 per cent. In early 1996, Great Britain’s
parliamentary Security Services Committee released a study claim-
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ing that Great Britain and the United States had underestimated the
need for aggressively counting the resurgence in foreign intelligence
gathering by the Russians. The focus of the Russians was less on po-
litical secrets than on scientific and technological intelligence.?

It should also be mentioned that under Primakov’s leadership the
intelligence service assumed a visible and influential role in policy-
making. Whereas the KGB never issued public statements on policy,
PrimakoV’s service came forth with independent statements on issues
such as NATO expansion, the reintegration of the states of the former
Soviet Union, and nuclear proliferation. In democratic countries, in-
telligence services are prohibited from making policy recommenda-
tions because this might give them an incentive to manipulate intelli-
gence collection in a way that would support their policy views. Policy
is supposed to be made by elected officials who are accountable to the
public, rather than by the agency which provides them with informa-
tion. In Russia, where the director of the Foreign Intelligence Service
reports directly to the President and has no accountability to parlia-
ment, such policy making is even more problematic from the point of
view of democracy. When Primakov moved to the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs in early 1996, his first deputy and a career KGB intelli-
gence officer, Colonel General Viacheslav Trubnikov, replaced him as
head of the Foreign Intelligence Service. Trubnikov, a close associate
of Primakov’s for years, could be counted upon to continue with
Primakov’s policies, which by all accounts, he has done.?

Corruption and Politics

The volatile political climate in which Yeltsin soon found himself
after 1991 gave him a strong incentive to turn to the security agencies
for support. From the beginning he made efforts to ensure the loyalty
of the domestic security services, whose troops and impressive inves-
tigative authority were powerful political weapons. In the period from
1991 to 1996, Yeltsin made several changes in the leadership of the
security services to make sure that his orders would always-be fol-
lowed. Theloyalty of the security bodies became especially important
during the presidential election campaign in 1996. Both Federal Secu-
rity Service chief Barsukov and presidential security chief Korzhakov
were on Yeltsin’s re-election committee, and they played a key role in
his winning the presidency, using their arsenal of listening and moni-
toring devices, their investigatory powers and their access to secret
files on Russian politicians. But they were not rewarded for their ef-
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forts. In fact, Yeltsin dismissed both of them just days after he had
won the first round of elections on 16 June. The pretext was the arrest
by Korzhakov’s service of two campaign aides who were allegedly
cartying large sums of money out of the Kremlin. Apparently theaides
were connected with the newly appointed presidential chief of staff,
Anatolii Chubais, who did not see eye-to-eye with Yeltsin’s security
chiefs and was looking for an excuse to get rid of them. It is unclear
why Yeltsin did not stand behind Korzhakov and Barsukov, given the
strong personal loyalty to him which they had demonstrated, but it is
possible that Yeltsin's deteriorating health prevented him from with-
standing pressure from Chubais.?

Whatever the case, Yeltsin moved quickly to fill the vacancies,
promoting the immediate deputies of Barsukov and Korzhakov:
Nikolai Kovalev, who had worked in the KGB’s notorious directorate
for fighting dissidents in the seventies and eighties, became chief of
the Federal Security Service; and Anatolii Kuznetsov, a veteran of the
KGB’s Guard Directorate, took over as head of the Presidential Secu-
rity Service, with Krapivin remaining as chief of the Federal Protec-
tion Service. As before, Yeltsin was relying on seasoned security offi-
cials with solid KGB credentials to fill these key security posts. He
made a point of assuring them that he would continue giving their
agencies his strong support. Addressing Federal Security Servicelead-
ers at their headquarters not long after his re-election in July 1996,
Yeltsin stressed the important role their agency had to play in ensur-
ing security. He talked of the threats that Russia faced from spies and
terrorists and urged security officials to take the “harshest of mea-
sures” to stop them.?

Neither Kovalev nor Krapivin meddled in politics to the extent
that Korzhakov and Barsukov did. But this did not make their agen-
cies any less essential for Yeltsin. As the Russian parliament became
increasingly more hostile toward Yeltsin, the fact that he controlled
these powerful security bodies gave him the necessary strength to as-
sert his authority, even as his health so visibly declined. In November
1996 Yeltsin underwent a multiple bypass heart operation, which left
him incapacitated for months. Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin
and his first deputy Anatolii Chubais were running the country. Both
men were tainted with involvement in corruption scandals, which grew
to such proportions that they lost political credibility in the eyes of the
public. They were by no means exceptions. The Russian “oligarchs”
around Yeltsin were all corrupt, and their links with mafia groups
were becoming stronger. Observing Russia in 1998, the British jour-
nalist Anatol Lieven wrote: “A situation has been created akin to that
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of Pakistan and other countries where official corruption is so perva-
sive that for an official not to steal and take bribes is pointless and
irrational—like chastity at the Court of Naples.”*

So-called power elite crime has inflicted serious economic dam-
age on Russia and has also caused considerable dysfunction in the
governing branches of the state. Instead of focusing on the business of
running the country, top officials are preoccupied with covering up
their corrupt activities and defending themselves against accusations
raised by political opponents and publicized in the media. Corrup-
tion at the top levels of the state has also led to cynicism and apathy
toward the government on the part of the citizenry. In the words of a
Russian legal expert, power elite crime “undermines the foundations
of the people’s legal consciousness, their belief in justice and the inevi-
tability of being held accountable for breaking the law, and the prin-
ciple of equality before the law.”%

The Federal Security Service has refrained from criminal investi-
gations within the oligarchy, even though one of its main jobs is to
fight economic crime. In fact, the service has its own corruption prob-
lems, which then Federal Security Service chief Kovalev admitted in
1996, saying that some of his officers were highly bribable and that he
hoped that the service would be able to “cleanse itself.”* Unfortu-
nately, there is little evidence that the Federal Security Service has
become less corrupt since then. On the contrary, its employees, lured
by profits, have reportedly moved into the criminal underworld in
droves. A 1997 study by the Center For Strategic and International
Studies in Washington D.C. confirmed that the epidemic of crime in
Russia had penetrated the Federal Security Service, whose staff was
easy prey for the mafia.”

Itis of course difficult to estimate how extensive corruption actu-
ally is within this agency, but the stories that abound in the media
about its illegal activities create the impression that it is fairly wide-
spread. It is not confined to the Federal Security Service. In 1996
Valerii Monastyrestskii, chief of the Financial-Economic Administra-
tion of the Federal Agency for Government Communications and In-
formation, was arrested for embezzlement of billions of rubles worth
of state funds. The director of this agency, Aleksandr Starovoitov,
was later implicated in the scandal by one of his deputies, Aleksandr
Orlov. Orlov was quoted in a Russian newspaper as saying: “Could it
be that General Starovoitov is charmed? The accusations, one-tenth
of which would be enough to get any other minister fired in disgrace,
bounce off him like peas off an armored vest. We hear that the Presi-
dent likes him a lot. Maybe for his help during the elections.”? (The
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communications agency developed the automated system that
counted the votes.) It was not until well after the scandal had broken,
in December 1998, that Starovoitov finally was dismissed, to be re-
placed by a subordinate, Vladislav Shirstiuk.”

Indeed Yeltsin has consistently ignored the accusations of corrup—
tion against his subordinates in the security organs, just as he has ig-
nored corruption charges against others in his government. During
his long convalescence from heart surgery, Yeltsin appointed Boris
Berezovskii, a billionaire who had financed much of his re-election
campaign, as a deputy to the Security Council. Amazingly,
Berezovskii, who had close ties with the mafia and whose business
deals were highly suspect, had the job of overseeing the security ser-
vices on Yeltsin’s behalf. Not surprisingly, despite a promise by secu-
rity chief Kovalev that his agency would fight crime with a “sword of
vengeance,” the rule of corrupt elites has continued, stifling democ-
racy and economic development. Yet Yeltsin has had nothing but
praise for his security agencies. Speaking in December 1997 in honor
of the eightieth anniversary of the founding of the secret police, the
Cheka, in 1917, Yeltsin was upbeat about the accomplishments of the
security services under his leadership: “The principles of democracy
and the work of the security bodies do not clash in this country. True
patriots of their cause are now working in our secret services.”*

Instead of making some effort to reform the security services and
make them accountable for their dismal record in fighting crime,
Yeltsin took a hands-off approach and left them to their own devices.
Moreover, as he became increasingly incapacitated because of illness,
he brought several security professionals into his government, thereby
strengthening the ties between the security agencies and his adminis-
tration. Vladimir Putin, who began his career in KGB counterintelli-
gence and later worked for the mayor of St. Petersburg, became head
of Yeltsin’s Main Control Directorate (for administering Russia’s re-
gional governments) in 1997. Later, in September 1998, Yeltsin fired
Federal Security Service Chief Kovalev and appointed Putin in his
place. That same month, Yeltsin appointed as his chief of staff Nikolai
Bordyuzha, formerly chief of the border guard and the veteran of many
years’ service in the KGB’s military counterintelligence branch. Re-
portedly Bordyuzha’s appointment was strongly supported by

Primakov because they shared the same views on the necessity fora -

strong central government. Yeltsin also brought in two other KGB
veterans, Viktor Zorin and Vladimir Makarov to serve in the Presi-
dential Administration. Zorin had most recently directed the Federal
Security Service's anti-terrorism department.
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The influence of the KGB old guard became even stronger with
the appointment of former KGB spymaster Evgenii Primakov as Rus-
sian prime minister in August 1998. Primakov soon assumed many
presidential powers as Yeltsin lay on his sick bed. Primakov appointed
a former subordinate at the intelligence service, Iurii Zubakov, as the
chief of staff of his cabinet. Zubakov had a long career with the KGB,
working in military counterintelligence in the Soviet period. Another
former intelligence official, Robert Markarian, became head of
Primakov’s secretariat. Thus by the end of 1998, a coterie of former
KGB officials was running much of the government.

Later, as signs of conflict between Yeltsin and Primakov emerged,
Yeltsin made further changes in his administration, changes that en-
sured the domination of Yeltsin loyalists. In mid-March 1999, Yeltsin
dismissed Bordyuzha as his chief of staff (apparently because he was
too close to Primakov and his chief of staff Zubakov) and replaced
him with a former subordinate of Berezovskii, Alexander Voloshin.
Yeltsin then made two other key appointments: Vladimir Putin, chief
of the Federal Security Service, became head of Yeltsin’s Security
Council, while holding on to his other job; and Sergei Stepashin, Min-
ister of Internal Affairs, was given the simultaneous position of first
deputy prime minister. A former chief of the Federal Security Service,
Stepashin had masterminded the invasion of Chechnya in December
1994 and had a reputation for hard-line solutions to political prob-
lems. Having supported Yeltsin in October 1993 when he used troops
to storm the parliament, Stepashin could be counted on to back Yeltsin

" with his Ministry of Internal Affairs troops in the event of a crisis. In
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addition, because Putin and Stepashin controlled the agencies which
investigated corruption, they were in a position to protect Yeltsin cro-
nies like Berezovskii, who had been charged with economic crimes by
the Russian prosecutor-general, Iurii Skuratov. In fact, this is exactly
what has happened. Neither Stepashin nor Putin arrested Berezovskii,
although Skuratov had issued a warrant for his arrest in April 1999.
None of this boded well for Primakov, whom, as an opponent of
Berezovskii, Yeltsin clearly wanted to fire.*

Facing an impending vote on impeachment by the Russian Parlia-
ment in mid-May 1999, Yeltsin took a bold step. Over the vehement
objections of parliamentary deputies, he fired Primakov and appointed
Stepashin in his place. Yeltsin then let it be known that if the parlia-
ment voted for his impeachment this would amount to a declaration
of war against the Kremlin, thus hinting strongly that troops would
be called out. His gambit worked: the parliament backed down and
did not vote for his impeachment. Moreover, the deputies approved



Stepashin’s nomination as prime minister on the first vote.

Whether or not the special troops of the Ministry of Interior and
the Federal Security Service would follow the orders of their superiors
in the event of a confrontation with the parliament is an open ques-
tion. If Yeltsin decided on a show of force, his first act would be to
declare a state of emergency, which is basically a declaration of mar-
tial law. Although Yeltsin might call on two airborne divisions of the
regular military for support, as he did in October 1993, he would prob-
ably rely mainly on the special troops of the Ministry of the Interior,
numbering several thousand, and the security service’s elite Alpha
unit, numbering around 300. Although these troops are considered
more reliable that the army troops, it by no means certain that they
would agree to employ force. They were slow to move in 1993—Al-
pha leaders demanded written orders before they finally agreed to
storm the parliament building—and today they would be defending a
president who is far more unpopular that he was in 1993. Nonethe-
less, the fact that Yeltsin was able to cow the Duma with threats of
force suggests that Duma deputies did not think they could countona
mutiny if troops were asked to use coercion.®

Attacks on Civil Rights

The rampant corruption in Russia has hampered the democratic
process in Russia by depriving ordinary people of the economic op-
portunities that would be available to them in a properly regulated
free market economy. While the oligarchs and mafia leaders have
amassed billions of rubles in secret bank accounts abroad, the Russian
people have experienced a steady deterioration in their standard of
living. The collapse of the ruble and the government default on its
foreign debt in August of 1998—the result of government failure to
collect taxes, arrears on wages and pensions, and the widespread cor-
ruption—have brought the economy to a near halt. According toa
recent statistic, over thirty per cent of the Russian population is living
below the poverty line.* The economic crisis has become so severe
that even robber barons like Berezovskii have suffered huge financial
losses.

The spread of corruption and the mafia’s domination of businesses
have also led to a marked rise in violence. Contract killings (the going
rate for which is said to be $2,000) and kidnappings of businessmen
and bankers have become an everyday occurrence in Russia, and the
perpetrators are rarely caught. Even more disturbing have been the
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numerous murders of journalists and politicians, which also remain
unsolved. According to the Glasnost Defense Foundation, at least nine
journalists were murdered in the first eight months of 1998 alone.
Several of them were apparently killed because they had been investi-
gating corruption in the government. The most notorious case was
that of Larisa Iudina, editor of an opposition newspaper in the Rus-
sian republic of Kalmykia. She was stabbed to death on 7 June 1998
on her way to receive documents incriminating Kalmyk President
Kirsan Iliumzhinov in the embezzlement of state funds. Beatings and
threats against family members of journalists are also commonplace.*
Six members of the Russian parliament have been murdered since
1993. None of the murders has been solved. In November 1998, Rus-
sian parliamentarian Galina Starovoitova, who was known for her
outspoken defense of human rights and interethnic cooperation, was
shot to death in the stairwell of her St. Petersburg apartment building
by two attackers using sophisticated machine guns. A former close
associate of human rights activist Andrei Sakharov, Starovoitova had
reportedly requested a Kremlin meeting on the growing dangers of
political extremism just hours before-her murder. The Federal Secu-
rity Service, along with the police from the Ministry of Internal Af-
fairs, assumed charge of the investigation because the crime involved
the killing of an elected official. Security chief Vladimir Putin expressed
outrage over the murder and vowed that his agency would find the
assassins, but, as the Russian media predicted, after several months
the Federal Security Service has failed to come up with a suspect. Typi-
cally, the Kremlin used the murder as a pretext for introducing tough
new anti-crime measures, which gave the security police significant
new powers. (The usually reserved Primakov even announced: “we
will physically eliminate all criminals.”) But the new measures did
nothing to further the investigation of the Starovoitova case.*
Starovoitova, who had been a victim of KGB persecution in the
Soviet period, was no friend of the security services, which may ex-
plain why they had little motivation to get to the bottom of her mur-
der. Some observers have even suggested that employees or former
employees of the Federal Security Service had a hand in the crime. In
order to ascertain that Starovoitova would be flying up to St. Peters-
burg from Moscow at that time wiretapping and covert surveillance
would have been necessary, and the murder weapons were of the type
used mainly by the special services.”” The security services have been
linked to contract killings on other occasions. In October 1994 inves-
tigative journalist Dmitrii Kholodov, who was probing corruption in
the Ministry of Defense, was killed when he picked up a satchel left
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for him by a source working in counterintelligence; the satchel had
beenbooby-trapped® Shortly before the Starovoitova murder, a group
of Federal Security Service employees claimed publicly that their
agency was being used to “settle accounts with undesirable persons,
to carry out private political and criminal orders for a fee, and some-
times simply as an instrument to earn money.” They went on to assert
that one of them had been ordered by a Federal Security Service offi-
cial to kill business tycoon Boris Berezovskii.*

Whatever the case, the murders of journalists and politicians who
criticize the regime and investigate corruption have created an atmo-
sphere of lawlessness and fear that threatens the democratic process
in Russia. It is all very well to have an independent press and an
elected parliament, but if journalists and parliamentary deputies face
a possible death penalty for expressing themselves freely, these insti-
tutions lose their effectiveness. The security services are not only fail-
ing to protect Russian society from this lawlessness; they themselves
may be involved in the violence.

Meanwhile, the Federal Security Service has cracked down harshly
on religious freedom, devoting considerable time and effort to perse-
cuting believers of all persuasions. A new law “On Religious Associa-
tions and Freedom of Conscience,” signed into effect by Yeltsin in Sep-
tember 1997, has provided the legal basis for such persecution. The
law actually countermands the 1993 Constitution by depriving reli-
gious organizations of basic rights if they were not officially regis-
tered as religious institutions in the Soviet period. Shortly after the
law was passed security and militia forces assaulted the complex of
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church in the city of Noginsk near Moscow,
beating and arresting close to a hundred worshipers. Similar instances
were reported elsewhere in Russia. A year later Primakov, at the time
Foreign Minister, issued a secret instruction requiring all foreign clergy
and their families to leave Russia every three months for the purpose
of obtaining new visas at Russian embassies abroad. This crackdown
onreligion, carried out in large part by the security agencies, caused
the Moscow Helsinki Group to express its grave concern to the Rus-
sian government “over the erosion of religious liberties in Russia.”*

Environmentalists are another category of targets for the Federal
Security Services. Two recent criminal cases against environmental
whistleblowers have drawn widespread attention both in Russia and
the West. These cases illustrate the Soviet-style modus operandi of
the Federal Security Service, which has blatantly disregarded the civil
rights of the defendants and flouted the criminal procedural laws. In
1996 the service arrested Aleksandr Nikitin, a retired navy captain
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who had worked in the navy’s nuclear safety division. Nikitin was
helping a Norwegian environmental group, Bellona, with a report on
the dangers of nuclear contamination caused by the Russian North-
ern Fleet. He was accused by the Federal Security Service of passing
top-secret information on the nuclear submarine fleet to the Norwe-
gians and charged with treason in the form of espionage (article 64 of
the Russian Criminal Code).*

According to the charges, the exact contents of which are unknown
because the Federal Security Service labeled them secret, Nikitin gave
evidence to Bellona that caused damage to the defense interests of
Russia, but the Federal Security Service did not specify what parts of
the Bellona report actually contained state secrets. Bellona employees
and Nikitin claim that all the information in the report had come from
publicly available sources and that the Russian nuclear submarine fleet
had been described in greater detail in numerous publications. The
difference from the other publications was that Bellona’s intention
was to research and publicize the dangers of nuclear contamination
in order to prevent an ecological disaster in the future.*? (The Norwe-
gians had a particular reason for concern about a Russian cover-up of
ecological information: in 1985 authorities in Moscow persistently de-
nied that a disaster had occurred at Chernobyl while radioactive fall-
out was covering Scandinavia.)

In complete violation of the law, the Federal Security Service de-
nied Nikitin the lawyer of his choice—on the grounds that the lawyer
had to have a top-secret security clearance—and did not formally
charge him for over six months. The service kept requesting continu-
ances of Nikitin’s detention from the prosecutor’s office until Nikitin’s
lawyer finally received permission to represent him and requested bail.
Ten months after his arrest, after the case aroused an outcry from hu-
man rights groups, Nikitin was finally released on bail.* But his case
has dragged on ever since. In early February 1999, the.case finally
went to the Russian Supreme Court after appeals from Nikitin’s law-
yers, who were hoping their client would finally be acquitted. But,
clearly succumbing to pressure from the Federal Security Service, the
court refused to dismiss the treason charges, instead sending the case
back to the St. Petersburg branch of the Federal Security Service for
further investigation.

Human rights activists and international law experts responded
to the ruling by expressing dismay about the growing influence of the
Federal Security Service over the Russian legal system. “We are con-
cerned that Russia is returning to Soviet days,” was how a member of
the Norwegian Helsinki Committee putit.* It is probably no coinci-



dence that the recently appointed first deputy chief of the Federal Se-
curity Service in Moscow, Viktor Cherkesov, initiated the Nikitin case
when he was chief of its St. Petersburg branch. Cherkesov’s notorious
reputation as a ruthless persecutor of dissidents in the seventies and
eighties is well known, but that did not prevent the Yeltsin adminis-
tration from promoting him to Moscow.**

More recently, Grigorii Pasko, a navy captain and a reporter fora
navy newspaper was arrested in Vladivostok in November 1997 and
accused of selling classified documents to a Japanese television sta-
tion. Pasko had first incurred the wrath of the Federal Security Ser-
vice in 1993, when he shot video footage of the Russian navy dump-
ing nuclear waste into the Sea of Japan. When it was shown on televi-
sionin Japan, it caused a furor, embarrassing the Russians. The docu-
ments which led to Pasko’s arrest and indictment on charges of mili-
tary espionage reportedly provide further evidence that the Russian
Pacific Fleet is dumping dangerous amounts of radioactive materials
into the sea. Pasko’s trial, in a military court closed to the public, has
been dragged out by postponements. Unlike Nikitin, Pasko was not
granted bail, so he has languished in prison for well over a year, with
his health deteriorating from the harsh prison conditions. Pasko has
insisted that the documents found on him by the Federal Security Ser-
vice were not classified and that in passing on evidence of nuclear
dumping into the sea, he was only doing his duty as a reporter.*

Why would the Kremlin allow the Federal Security Service to con-
tinue with these cases, despite the universal condemnation of them by
human rights activists? Officials in the Yeltsin administration prob-
ably do not want to alienate the Russian military establishment by
allowing their haphazard nuclear practices to be exposed by
whistleblowers. With the political situation so unstable and their own
fates uncertain, the military is a constituency which could be crucial
in any future power struggle. Also, there is presumably a lot of public
support for a hard-line, Soviet-style policy when it comes to dealing
with people who collude with foreigners in exposing Russia’s short-
comings, especially in the military, which still is a source of national
pride. Finally, the publicity surrounding these cases serves asa warn-

. ing to other journalists and environmentalists not to delve into sensi-
tive topics like nuclear safety.
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Return of a Secrecy Regime?

As these cases show, secrecy laws can be a powerful political
weapon, even in today’s Russia. In the Soviet period, secrecy was the
glue which held the system together, enabling its officials to get away
with all sorts of malfeasance, and the authorities continued after 1991
to revert to secrecy sanctions when potentially damaging revelations
threatened them. Control of information, enforced by the Federal Se-
curity Service, is still seen as a key element of political control. In
contrast to most democratic societies, where the free flow of informa-
tion is seen as an essential prerequisite for good government and only
information which is strictly related to national security is classified
as secret, the Russian government has, through its secrecy laws, re-
stricted public access to a broad range of information.

These restrictions relate to both current and historical informa-
tion. In the initial period after the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
when the doors of the archives were opening up and the Russian press
was granted unprecedented freedom, it appeared as though the re-
gime of secrecy had ended. Up through 1993, access to the archives
was liberalized, and large numbers of historical documents were de-
classified. Collections in the archives of the former KGB (both intelli-
gence and counterintelligence), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and
the Ministry of Defense remained closed to researchers, but large num-
bers of documents in the archives of the former Communist Party,
especially those that pre-dated 1952, were made available. More re-
cently, however, the atmosphere of openness in the archives has re-
versed itself. The declassification process has been slowed down by
complicated and laborious bureaucratic regulations, and officers from
the security services were making their presence known in the archives.
As The New York Times observed:

In the immediate aftermath of the collapse of the Com-
munist Party in 1991, the prevailing mood in Russia
was to distance the new system from the old. It was
then that the archives were opened, and that many of
the most revealing documents emerged. But the initial
euphoria soon waned under economic and political
turmoil, while Russia’s foreign policy recovered from
the early infatuation with the West.?

There were several factors involved in the tightening up of access
to archives. Money was one consideration. Those in charge of archi-
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val collections often considered them their personal property and
wanted to sell them to foreigners for a profit rather than to release
them for public access.® Also, especially with the archives of the
former KGB, there was a strong incentive to keep the past hidden.
Most of the KGB old guard was still around, and its members natu-
rally did not want their sinister deeds during the Soviet period to come
tolight. By guarding the secrets of the past, they could ward off pub-
lic scrutiny of their actions in the present.

The former party apparatchiks who were running the country went
along with the imposition of secrecy. They too had much to hide. The
situation in Russia was very different from that in the Eastern Euro-
pean countries, where new governments responded to public pres-
sure and opened up at least some of the files. In Poland, for example,
the government just recently passed a law requiring top civil servants
to reveal past ties with the secret police.** The Russian ruling elite, by
contrast, was able to prevent this from happening, mainly by tighten-
ing up secrecy regulations. Yeltsinissued the first law on state secrets
in 1993, a law that was harshly criticized by human rights activists
because the categories of secret information were so broad and pun-
ishment for revealing any such information was imprisonment for up
to five years. The next year Yeltsin issued a directive, authorizing the
heads of thirty-eight ministries and departments to decide what ma-
terials should be classified. Once materials were classified as secret, it
was the responsibility of the Federal Security Service to safeguard
them. This meant that security officers, in order to ensure that minis-
tries were following the required security procedures, were drawn back
into government institutions. Even more disturbing, since many priva-
tized enterprises still had access to materials that were considered se-
cret, the Federal Security Service could enter their domain as well.*

Tightening up the regime of secrecy even more, the Yeltsin Ad-
ministration came out with additional laws. In March 1995, a lengthy
statute elaborated the procedure for de-classifying documents, car-
ried out by a so-called Interagency Commission for the Protection of
State Secrets, whose members were mainly from the security agen-
cies. The complicated review process meant that the process of de-
classification of archival documents would be dragged out further. In
December 1995, a presidential edict approved a list of the categories
of information classified as secret. The list was so comprehensive that
it raised doubts about further declassification efforts.”

In early 1998, a new law replaced this list with an even more com-
prehensive “list of information to be categorized as a state secret.”*
With the concept of what information is secret so broad, it is easy for
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the Federal Security Service to claim that just about any troublesome
journalist or political activist is violating secrecy laws, or even, as in
the cases of Nikitin and Pasko, committing treason. Although such
cases are still rare, the possibility for more widespread abuse is there.
A growing atmosphere of spy mania in the government makes this
possibility even greater. The Federal Security Service now has a spe-
cial hotline to receive citizens’ reports about suspected spies and ap-
pears to be trying to stir up public fears about spies by means of a
propaganda campaign. In February 1999, for example, the Federal
Security Service’s chief of military counterintelligence, Boris
Pratskevich, claimed in a rare interview that the West is intensifying
efforts to steal Russian military secrets by recruiting hundreds of new
agents in Russia.®

Apparently the heightened concern about foreign spies is the pre-
text for a new regulation that is about to be introduced in the name of
protecting internal security. This regulation, which is due to be ap-
proved by the Ministry of Justice, would allow the Federal Security
Service to monitor all e-mail messages and web sites sent or received
on the Internet in Russia. It must be said that the US government
monitors international e-mail traffic through the National Security
Agency. But, given the security services’ history of abuse of their pow-
ers and of violating individual rights, this new regulation is a cause
for concern on the part of democrats. Observers point out that, while
the stated purpose of the new regulation is to curb crime and corrup-
tion, the Federal Security Service could well target its monitoring on
politicians, social activists and journalists and use the information to
pressure them.>

The regulation would reportedly require the Internet providers
themselves to bear the costs of installing the surveillance hardware
that the Federal Security Service needs to monitor the Internet. Be-
cause the providers would have to pass these costs on to the consumer,
the result would be that the number of Internet users would decline,
thus making the Federal Security Service’s job of monitoring Internet
communication easier. As one Russian newspaper assessed the situa-
tion: “At a time when nearly every country in the world is making
great strides toward embracing the Internet as the greatest tool in the
history of civilization for the exchange of information and ideas, Rus-
sia is retreating back toward its dark, despotic past.”*
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A Chill in Relations with the West

As some experts predicted, Primakov’s move from the Foreign
Intelligence Service to the post of Russian Foreign Minister in early
1996 led to a more confrontational foreign policy on Russia’s part.
Although the change has been subtle, the past three years have wit-
nessed a growing chill in Russia’s attitude toward the United States
and other western democracies. Almost immediately after Primakov
became foreign minister there was more aggressive talk about espio-
nage. Indeed, speaking in February 1996, Yeltsin ordered the intelli-
gence services to step up their economic spying in order to close
Russia’s technology gap with the West. By all accounts they did in-
crease spying. According to some reports, Russia has concentrated
not only on western civilian technologies, but also on sophisticated
military equipment and on NATO military capabilities.* In late 1998
a western diplomat was quoted as saying: “The surge in Russian es-
pionage is astonishing. It’s like the good old days of the KGB.”*

At the same time, the Russians have accused the West of stepping
up its espionage against them. In early 1998 Yeltsin praised the ac-
complishments of the Federal Security Service for exposing almost
thirty foreign agents during the previous year.® A year later, in early
1999, a deputy director of the Federal Security Service told the press
that his agency had tracked several hundred persons suspected of spy-
ing in Russia and had prevented nineteen espionage attempts, one of
which could have cost Russian security $140 million dollars.”

Anti-American statements on the part of Yeltsin and his colleagues
were accompanied by moves to build stronger contacts in Asia, by
making overtures to countries like China and India. The purpose of
the strategy was apparently to counter the threat to Russia posed by
NATO expansion and to establish Russia as a power equal to the United
Statesin Asia. By 1997 Russian and Chinese leaders were talking about
a “strategic” relationship, which included Russian sales of advanced
weapon technologies to China. Russia was also presenting itself asa
friend of the Arab cause in the Middle East, as evidenced by its rap-
prochement with Iran and its attempt to lift UN sanctions against Iraq.
Much of this new anti-Westernism was the direct handiwork of
Primakov, who as the Kremlin’s Middle Eastern expert in the 1970s
and 1980s was a strong advocate of providing arms sales and intelli-
gence support to authoritarian regimes like Libya, Iran, and Syria.®

Nonetheless, Russia’s hardening attitude toward the West was not
attributable to Primakov alone. His appointment as foreign minister,
made by Yeltsin, was a reflection of deeper changes which were oc-
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curring in Russia. Communist and right wing groups had gained a
strong influence in the parliament and they needed to be appeased.
The deteriorating economy made many Russians resent westerners
and feel that they were losing ground to them. Russians increasingly
began to resent organizations like the International Monetary Fund,
which imposed what many viewed as draconian conditions on their
loans to Russia. The idea that the United States and its allies bore the
blame for Russia’s situation because they were interfering with Russia’s
internal situation, to the point of actively subverting the country’s de-
velopment, was appealing. Also, of course, stories of foreign spies in
Russia and of alleged Russian traitors like Nikitin and Pasko diverted
attention from the economic miseries and the growing political chaos
in the country. ’

Primakov’s accession to the job of prime minister in August 1998
and Yeltsin’s almost total abnegation of the presidency since then
served to accelerate the growing split with the West and the conse-
quent clamp down on freedoms at home. Primakov’s refusal to sup-
port US efforts to deny Saddam Hussein weapons of mass destruction
and his exploitation of anti-American sentiments in the Middle East
are examples of how he has challenged America’s leading role in glo-
bal security. His reluctance to comply with International Monetary
Fund conditions on restructuring the economy and his failure to deal
with Russia’s mounting foreign debt soured relations with foreign in-
vestors and erected further barriers to improved relations with the

‘West.

Not surprisingly, the war in Kosovo, which began in March 1999,
added fuel to the flames of anti-Westernism in Russia. It was not so
much traditional Russian allegiance to the Serbs, but rather resent-
ment at NATO's interference in a country belonging to Russia’s sphere
of influence, which caused outrage among politicians, journalists, and
average Russians. They ignored MiloSevi¢’s policy of ethnic cleansing
in Kosovo and focused instead on the damage and loss of life caused
by NATO's air campaign. As former Russian Prime Minister Andrei

Kozyrev put it;

Russia’s strong official condemnation of NATO's ac-
tion against Yugoslavia as ‘flagrant aggression’ and its
early threats to take military countermeasures have
dramatically revealed the anti-American, anti-Western
sentiments prevailing in Russian foreign policy. The
Russian government explains the need to meet NATO
with an iron fist not by reference to the idea of Slavic
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brotherhood, but in terms of opposition to the Ameri-
can policy of ‘world domination."s!

For all the belligerent talk, the Yeltsin Administration clearly has
not been willing to break its ties with the West over Yugoslavia. There
is too much at stake in terms of economic aid that Russia desperately
needs. Yeltsin's sudden dismissal of Prime Minister Primakov in mid-
May 1999 raised Western hopes that Russia would follow throughin
brokering a peace with MiloSevi¢. But the new prime minister, Sergei
Stepashin, whose entire career has been spent in the police and secu-
rity apparatus, may do little better than Primakov in furthering the
process. Stepashin, who is best known for his leading rolein the bloody
Russian war against Chechnia, has in the past advocated an iron fist
against ethnic separatists and thus it is unlikely that he has any sym-
pathy for the Kosovars.

Russia Fragmenting?

The growing assertiveness of Russia’s regional governments in
response to a failing leadership in Moscow and the tendency for local
regional bosses to disregard Moscow’s orders has become a real cause
for concern in the Kremlin. Trends toward separatism have emerged
in certain key regions such as Western and Eastern Siberia, the Urals
and the Far East, where political leaders—dubbed “naughty little tsars”
by The Economist magazine— have challenged Moscow’s authority by
refusing to pay taxes and taking control of local resources.® The
Primakov government responded to the signs of separatism by admit-
ting that it is a serious problem and pledging to take strong measures
to stop the trend. InJanuary of this year Primakov vowed that Mos-
cow “will not allow Russia to be lost” and promised to work together
with regions “to stifle, liquidate, and root out separatist tendencies.”
Exactly how Primakov planned to combat separatism is unclear. A
proposal he made to have governors appointed by Moscow rather than
elected met with vocal opposition.*

The new prime minister, Sergei Stepashin, has little experience in
economic matters or in negotiations with the West, but his past work
in the government, first as head of the Russian security services and
later as Minister of Internal Affairs, suggests that he will place a new
emphasis on reining in Russia’s recalcitrant regions. In public com-
ments made after he joined Yeltsin’s cabinet as first deputy prime min-
ister in late April, Stepashin indicated that one of his main tasks was

31



32

to fight crime. The focus, he said, would be on lawlessness in the out-
lying regions of Russia. According to Stepashin, Yeltsin was “particu-
larly concerned with the upcoming elections and specifically with ways
to prevent criminals getting into power.”%

Stepashin might advocate using the threat of force to back up
Moscow, but this approach has serious problems. In the words of one
expert, “the Center does not enjoy the monopoly over the legitimate
institutions of coercion it once did, nor does it necessarily reliably con-
trol those nominally subordinate to the Center.”% The military is de-
moralized and weak, with many of its units having been unpaid for
months. The regular police, under the Ministry of Internal Affairs,
are corrupt, inefficient and unreliable. As for the Federal Security Ser-
Vice, its officers are better trained and more efficient than the regular
policemen, but they may not be willing to oppose the local powers on
behalf of the center. Some regional authorities have tried to exert con-
trol over their security and law enforcement agencies, forming their
own security councils with representatives from these agencies as
members. The fact that Moscow is often unable to pay salaries of se-
curity and police personnel in the regions makes it more difficult to
assert federal authority.5

Although this situation may prevent the Federal Security Service
from using force in the regions, it is not necessarily a “plus” for liberal
democracy. Local authorities often have free rein in imposing law
and order in the regions, which can mean egregious human rights vio-
lations. Security police frequently harass religious groups, and more
than twenty regional governments have passed laws restricting the
activities of religious minorities. Whereas the mainstream press in
Moscow and other large cities publish relatively freely, journalists in
the provinces are often threatened, arrested, beaten, and even mur-
dered (as in the case of Larisa Iudina) when they criticize the local
authorities. According to the 1999 Human Rights Watch Report,

Russia’s provinces continued to devolve into fiefdoms
that engage in civil and political rights violations with
impunity from Moscow. In an apparent exchange for
support of its policies or promises not to seek secession,
the central government turned a blind eye to corrup-
tion by regional leaders, and refused to react to blatant
human rights violations in the regions. Chief among
these were harassment of ethnic minorities and viola-
tions of press freedom, freedom of conscience, and elec-
toral rights.®



Even if Moscow was able to curb human rights abuses in Russia’s
" eighty-nine regions, it would not be a high priority. Moscow is more
concerned with imposing political and economic control than with
establishing democracy in the regions. Whatever the scenario in cen-
ter-periphery relations, the future does not bode well for westem-style
liberal democracy in Russia. This should come as no surprise to long-
time observers of the Russian scene. The collapse of the traditional
Soviet order could hardly lead to a democracy and an efficient free-
market system when the old communist elite was allowed to run the
country by relying on the agencies which emerged from the old KGB.
The growing influence of the security services at the national and re-
gional levels has been both a symptom and a cause of the deteriora-
tion of civil and economic rights in Russia and the decline of the demo-
cratic process.

It might even be argued that Russia is worse off in terms of its
democratic development than it was in the late Gorbachev era, when
elements of western liberal democracy—freedom of the press, free-
dom of movement and popular elections—first began to take hold. At
that time, elections were freer and more expressive of the people’s
will, and there was a real popular momentum behind the movement
for political reform. Significantly, the security apparatus, the KGB,
was confronted with widespread public criticism and demands that
its powers be curtailed. But the Gorbachev era led only to the destruc-
tion of the communist structure, not to the establishment of a viable
system of government characterized by liberal democracy. As politi-
cal scientist Alexander Lukin observed: “The elections do not create a
new, effective system of government based on law and separation of
powers, but are used by various clans in their struggle for powerand
even by criminal groups to evade justice.”®

Given Russia’s communist legacy, there was probably little that
the West could have done differently in its policy toward Russia that
would have changed this situation. But the reluctance of the West,
and the Clinton Administration in particular, to acknowledge the re-
alities of Russia’s failed reform and the depth of its current crisis could
have serious long-term consequences, especially given Russia’s arse-
nal of nuclear warheads and its expressed goal of maintaining its sta-
tus as a superpower. It is time to recognize that, at least for the next
few years, there is little hope for more progress toward democracy in
Russia. As Anatol Lieven expressed it:
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Unfortunately it now seems that the decline of the state
has gone so far that little repair may be possible, cer-
tainly not from a regime so closely tied to the magnates.
Western demands for further ‘reform’ miss the point.
Anything now done in Russia will be not so much re-
form or anti-reform as desperate crisis management in
extremely adverse circumstances.”

It will take a complete change of guard in the Kremlin and a new gen-
eration of political leaders unschooled by the communist party and
the KGB before Russia can return to the process of reform.
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