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Did you know that nearly twice as many Russian journalists were killed in the 1990s when Boris 
Yeltsin was president of Russia as in the seven years of Vladimir Putin’s presidency? According to 
the records of the Committee to Protect Journalists, a New York–based organization that tracks 
violations against free journalism around the world, in Yeltsin’s Russia, 42 journalists were killed 
and 3 disappeared. Since Mr. Putin became president, 22 journalists have been killed and 2 
disappeared. As in the Yeltsin years, the motivations for the great majority of these tragic killings 
are tied to the wars in Chechnya and/or criminal activities. And, as in the Yeltsin years, almost 
none of these murders has been solved. The truth is that in Putin’s Russia, like Yeltsin’s Russia, being an investigative 
journalist is a very dangerous profession. And today, as in the 1990s, Russia’s ramshackle legal system provides 
virtually no incentive for investigators to solve the crimes. They would only discover the same dangerous information 
that the journalists did, and you can bet they are not counting on the Russian legal system to protect them in that event. 
 
What is odd about this sad situation is how quickly the media and Western public opinion seems ready to attribute to 
Mr. Putin responsibility for ordering the murders in some cases. In the 1990s, nobody ever accused Mr. Yeltsin or his 
associates of ordering the epidemic of contract killings during his years of leadership. People inside and outside of 
Russia tended rightfully to point to criminal elements, the dangers of war reporting in Chechnya, or other factors outside 
the control of the Kremlin. But when the brilliant and courageous Anna Politkovskaya was brutally murdered in her 
apartment building last year, we immediately heard accusations from many quarters that “Putin, Inc.” was the 
perpetrator. To date there is no evidence to support that conclusion. It seems far more likely that her murder was 
ordered by those she was directly investigating and reporting on in her stories, especially those in Chechnya. 
 
When Alexander Litvinenko was killed exotically with Polonium 210, making him the first victim of “nuclear terrorism,” 
fingers around the world again pointed directly at Mr. Putin. Now, Litvinenko was no journalist, unless you count blogs 
on an obscure Chechen Web site; he was a former spy, an unsuccessful writer, and a businessman dependent on 
handouts from exiled Russian oligarch Boris Berezovsky. Litvinenko’s obscurity in life contrasts with his celebrity in 
death. A typical explanation for Litvinenko and the rash of other contract murders in and related to Russia recently was 
offered by Bryan Burrough in the April 2007 issue of Vanity Fair, 
 

Russia has been violent for so long that few in the West seem to realize that the kinds of deaths and 
murders in Moscow today are wholly different from those of the 1990s. Then the killings were 
products of the struggle to control Russia’s newly privatized businesses and factories. Today the 
people who are dying are mostly “enemies of the state”—crusading journalists, whistle-blowers, over-
active regulators, dissidents (p. 231). 

 
This kind of explanation has become very fashionable, but unfortunately it is not grounded in fact. I have already 
pointed this out with the journalists, but I would submit that a whole lot of “whistle-blowers” and “overactive regulators” 
were getting killed and intimidated in the 1990s as well. And no political figure or “dissident” has been killed who had 
anywhere close to the authority and high profile of the remarkable democratic politician and crusader Galina 
Starovoiteva who was tragically gunned down in St. Petersburg in 1998. 
 
 
 

 



 
 
Some things have changed in Russia over the past seven years. A remarkable economic recovery has taken place, 
thanks largely to high oil and commodity prices. A middle class is rapidly growing, which for now is apolitical, but that 
may change over time. Russian foreign policy is more assertive, given its stronger economic underpinnings. But the 
dangers for investigative journalists, the endemic corruption at the highest levels of government, and the weakness in 
government institutions and the legal system remain persistent and pervasive problems in Putin’s Russia as they were 
in the 1990s. Mr. Putin has centralized much authority, at least on paper, but the extent to which this authority can be 
actualized is a big question. It is also unclear how much authority will convey to his successor, assuming there is one 
next year. Signs of real rather than surface change in Russia, regardless of who is president there, would be if some of 
these contract murders were solved, if Russian legal authorities could generate enough credibility that the outside world 
accepted their findings and conclusions, and if those guilty were punished. 
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