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MARTINS ZVANERS:  Good morning, everyone, and welcome to a snowy Washington morning.  My name is Martins Zvaners and I’m the associate director of communications here at the radios.  It is my distinct pleasure to welcome all of our guests here in the office, in Prague and also who are watching this presentation by a live stream on our Web site, www.rferl.org.  

We are looking today at the issue of Russia’s extremism law and the way that it is being used and, especially, misused and are extremely pleased to be able to welcome four people here who we don’t often get to see in Washington to talk about this law which was ostensibly passed to give law enforcement better ways to monitor and prosecute violent extremists but is being used to harass human rights defenders, minority religious groups, journalists and NGOs.
People don’t know much about the law here in Washington and these are the people, I think, who can help us get a much better idea of what the law is and is not and what it is doing and not doing.  

In order of presentation, Ludmila Alekseeva.  We’re happy to have her here.  We see that she hasn’t suffered too badly from the police harassment on the 31st this past weekend.

She has served since 1996 as chair of the Moscow Helsinki Group and has been a long time contributor to our Radio, Radio Svoboda broadcasts.

Irina Lagunina will speak second.  She is in Prague.  Welcome, Irina.  She is a correspondent to our Russian service and hosts the daily radio show, “Time and World”.  She covers international relations, world politics, security, economic and energy issues.  Good morning – or good afternoon actually.

The next will be Alexander Verkhovsky who has been researching political extremism, nationalism and xenophobia in Russia since 1994.  He works for the Sova Center and was last here in our offices in 2005 talking about this topic as well – the extremism law and its impact on religious communities.
And we’re also happy to have Ivan Pavlov here, who is a human rights attorney in St. Petersburg, and chairman of the board of the Institute for Information Freedom and Development, looking into pushing for more transparency in the Russian – in access to information in Russia.  And for our purposes, most significantly, he represented the Memorial human rights group in its case against the government following the December 2008 raid on its St. Petersburg headquarters.

I will turn it over to Ludmila.  Thank you very much.

LUDMILA ALEKSEEVA:  Thank you.  

(Note:  Ms. Alekseeva’s remarks delivered via translator.)

Unfortunately, I’ll be speaking Russian.  I know that there are many people in this audience who speak and understand Russian, so they will be listening to me both in English and in Russian.  I’ll try not to exhaust you too much.  So I’ll try to be as concise as possible.  Therefore, I put everything in writing so I would not bore you.  

The law on correcting extremist activity was passed in 2002 and from the very beginning it caused serious criticism, on behalf of human rights advocates and not just rights advocates.  First of all, the subject of the criticism was the vagueness of the definition of extremism -- primarily, it was impossible to discern between the definition of extremism and the definition of terrorism.  
And I will now quote from the definition of the law in a more concise form what they define as extremism:  “Forcible change of constitutional order and infringing on integrity of the Russian Federation, seizure or usurpation of government authority, establishment of illegal military units.  And then conducting terrorist activities that would be equal to extremism.”

At the same time, the law makes reference to public and religious organizations and associations as possible carriers of extremist activities.  This very broad interpretation of extremism inevitably would have led to the interpretation by the representatives of Russian bureaucracy as an explicit ban on any type of criticism of official point of view on a very broad range of issues.  And the criticism not just public, but let’s say on a personal blog in the Internet.  That’s exactly what I wanted to say.  
And as it was expected, the judicial practice of – in the realm of this law gave impetus to persecution on very awkward and ridiculous incidents.  And this was conducive and the impetus was given by the establishment in the fall of 2008 of a special department that was titled, “Center Eh.”  

This new service was staffed by former employees of the department on countering crime and terrorism.  Their understanding of the term extremism was even less than of those members of the parliament who passed the law on extremism.  The prior experience of these officers was encountering real criminals and terrorists.  And now they were dispatched to root out extremism in youth organizations and political opposition.

They are in charge of monitoring public organizations, primarily those that are involved in rights advocacy and in environmental protection.  And they also look into various associations on religious basis of various religious denominations.  And they have a very vague understanding of what extremism is and who can be an extremist and who cannot.

And it’s not just very challenging for these officers to work in this new environment, but it’s also not very profitable because there’s nobody to take bribes from.  They’re used to taking large sums of money for dropping criminal charges.  (Laughter.)  And the lack of opportunity to make money by – (inaudible, background noise) – doing so causes a great deal of frustration in the officers of this "Department Eh".  They are genuinely irritated and upset with those who they are compelled to deal with.  

So how do they catch those extremists?  First of all, they would go with a fine comb through the Internet in search of extremist organizations – again, “extremist” according to their point of view – and looking for extremist personalities.  But their genuine objective, judging by their activities, is the warfare against those who are independent thinkers.  I don’t know if they are instructed to do so or it’s their own understanding of who extremists are, but what it burns down to is that they are fighting those who are independent thinkers.
I will give you just one example.  The officers of Center Eh were conducting surveillance over Sergey Shimovolos in 2007 when he traveled from Nizhny Novgorod where he resides to the city of Samara in order to conduct an independent investigation on – a restriction on rallies, protests that were tied in with the G-8 summit in the city of Samara.  Sergey sued officers of the "Department Eh," considering the surveillance illegal and restricting his right to privacy.  We have the special law on protection of privacy.

The judge dismissed the lawsuit and in the decision he wrote that the surveillance is one of the duties of the officers of "Department Eh" for the reason that Shimovolos is the representative of Moscow Helsinki group and he’s a public activist.  Also, he’s a chairman of Nizhny Novgorod rights advocacy union.  And he’s also an organizer of workshops and roundtables for rights advocates.  And therefore, it was warranted for the department A to conduct surveillance over this person.  And I can cite dozens of examples of such cases.  

The same can be said about accusations of journalists in extremist activities.  The administration of 2x2 TV channel in the end of 2008 filed a lawsuit in the commercial court in the city of Moscow that was complaining about the actions of the district prosecutor which made a warning – issued a warning to this TV channel accusing it in extremism because of the showing “South Park”, “The Simpsons” and “The Griffins” cartoon series.

As far as religious organizations are concerned, the officers of "Department Eh" make no distinction between religious fundamentalism, extremism and terrorism.  And Muslims fall under extra suspicion.  If someone frequents the mosque that is not in the “white list” with the local administration, there is a high probability that this person be arrested and accused of extremism and could be accused in terrorism and as a result might be sentenced from eight to 15 years of imprisonment.  And it’s just because someone frequents not the good but the other mosque.  

And in addition to that, not just Muslims but also Catholics and representatives of various Protestant denominations.  I think that the root significant cause for this persecution is incompetence of both the lawmakers and those who are in charge of executing these laws in these matters.  
But it’s not just incompetence alone.  This is also what now became a habit of Russian bureaucracy to resolve every or any issue by force.  Not through analysis and through persuasion; not through consensus but through coercion, through intimidation, through repression of will in order to instill fear and demand full obedience.  
We have a Russian saying, “If you are well-endowed with physical force, you don’t have to have any wit.”  I’m afraid that this Russian saying is a good characterization and a directive to action for the entire government system, not just for the "Department Eh."  Thank you for your attention.

MR. ZVANERS:  And thank you, Ludmila.  Irina?  

IRINA LAGUNINA:  Thank you for the opportunity to speak here.  I wanted to put this law in the context of the Russian legal system a little bit.  As you know, Putin came to power under the slogan “the rule of law.”  Now, that was cheered by the West as Mr. Putin bringing stability to Russia.  The two questions that arise from this is, what kind of law, and what kind of rule?

The laws that defined the present regime are basically three.  (Audio interference.)
The first law was the law on election that successfully dealt with the party system in Russia and eliminated any legal opposition representation in parliament, except for Communists.  The second law was the law on NGOs.  That successfully wiped out the civil society and social activity – grassroots activity – in Russia.  And extremist law is actually the third law that is supposed to deal with any form of opposition, dissent and free thinking.

I wanted to stress that in 2006 there were additional restrictions put in the law of 2002.  And ever since, journalistic organizations – answering the question, what kind of rule did Putin install in Russia, the journalistic organizations call is going on with the media in Russia “legal terror.”  
And there are four articles in Russian criminal court that deal with journalists.  And I want to say there were – over the last 6 years, there were over 300 lawsuits against journalists in Russia.  That’s about a 50.5 figure. 
Basically, the articles in the criminal court that are used to deal with journalists are 129 – this is slander, calumny; 130 – personal insult; 390 – dissent; and 280 – extremism.  There is no statistics of how many journalists are actually in prison right now thanks to the article on extremism.  
In 2006, additional restrictions to the law tightened specifically the press.  There are three mentions of press in this law, specifically for extreme activity.  But these additional articles were adopted on the 27th of July, 2006.  The first lawsuit against a journalist – two journalists, actually – happened on the 1st of August, 2006.  That’s how quickly the authorities were implementing the U2 to deal with free media and free thinking in Russia.

Now there is still – one journalist was put in a psychiatric clinic; that’s the guy who was the head of the Chechen press server.  And one person is still in prison.  He was sentenced to 5 years in prison for so-called extreme activity.  
And one blogger in Russia was put in prison for one year in Komi just because he wrote in LiveJournal not probably a very clever phrase, saying that the rule of police is so oppressive in Russia and so overwhelming that you should hang a policeman every day.  Now, the court suggested that the police in Komi – the Republic of Komi – was a social group – because the law actually protects social groups from extreme comments and from extreme activity.  So police was a social group, thus it was protected by the court, thus the blogger was imprisoned for 1 year.  This is how the law is being applied.

In our personal case, since we are a journalistic organization, we did not have any direct threats yet. But we know that one of the newspapers was sued actually, because, for example, they published an article and in the comments on the Web page, one of the readers just wrote a pretty nasty comment against Muslims. Now, the newspaper took it off. Nonetheless, for the two hours that the comment was up there, they got taken to court. So that's what we don't want to do, so we have to monitor what is being put, even by our readers' comments, even by our listeners' comments. We know we will still be responsible for those.
We also found out that you cannot – after the adoption of this law – you cannot – period – put any Chechen opposition leaders on the air. This is something like a red banner for Russian authorities. That's where they react immediately, and violently. We cannot put the voice, we cannot – according to this law – even explain why the North Caucasus is such a violent place at the moment. So this resulted, not in our case, but in the case of Russian official media, resulted very much in self-censorship – restrictions journalists put on themselves if they don't want to go to court. And actually, from our own experience, when we once aired an interview with Doku Umarov, who then was the deputy and now is the leader of the Chechen resistance, we were warned that next time you do it, you will be in court, and we were also warned that we will have to provide all the tapes and all the data that we have for the prosecution. And, well, we don't want to do it, so the way out is to be professional and restricted.

ALEXANDER VERKHOVSKY:  We investigate extremist activity and also measure extremist activity and we publish reports like that – there are three reports inside and with some pictures – and everyday news, so if anybody is interested you may everyday look on our Web site.  
So here, I will try to be as short as I can.  First, about the definition of extremism.  The full definition would take the whole page, like that, and it starts from terroristic (sic) activity and to such things like incitement of social and religious discord – and nobody knows, what does it mean?

But discussing this issue, we have to take in mind that this legislation has both negative and positive impact at the same time.  The legislation is implemented also against really dangerous groups, which are involved in hate crimes.  
And last year we, according to our data, have less hate crimes than a year ago.  It is the first time for many years.  For those who are interested, I might leave some statistics here.  And that’s the result of the activity of law enforcement bodies, so not everything’s bad here.  
But we have to underline that the same law enforcers use the same legal norms against real crimes and against human rights.  That’s a problem for criticism against them.  And my impression is that many things depend here from some personal attitude of officers of law enforcement bodies – prosecutors, heads of these anti-extremism units in regions.  

For example, the Moscow leadership of this anti-extremism unit is really focused on violent action, on real hate crimes, but in many cities, the situation is completely opposite, like in St. Petersburg or Voronezh, where they hunt mostly for small oppositional groups.  
But of course, they all have to do both – I repeat it.  And so I may talk along about this proper kind of counteraction to hate crime and hate speech, but here I would focus on inappropriate law enforcement, which I may describe as, kind of, war on extremism.  

The basis for that, of course, is this vaguely and completely unclear definition in the law.  But there are two levels of misuse.  First, because the definition is unclear, it’s sometimes against constitution and our international obligations of Russia.  But even this law is misused in many times.  This anti-extremism legislation may be misused against political opposition, of course, human rights activists – that’s well-known but such cases are less frequent now than a couple of years ago.  There are many other targets.  First of all, mass media – but even libraries.  Usually libraries are under some pressure from prosecutors.

And my impression is that the purpose of these improper measures may be not political, even on a regional level, but I would say statistical because law enforcement bodies in every next report must show better results in their fight against extremists.  So they have to invent something to fight.  
Not recounting all main cases of an abuse of the law, I would mention just several most important problems.  And please stop me when the time is over.  (Chuckles.)  First, and maybe most serious is that anti-extremism law is frequently used against freedom of conscience.  It includes ill-founded or even completely unfounded persecution of some Muslim groups, as we have mentioned.  And here, we see a wrong perception of security issues.  But such cases, which are most known, are a little less frequent now, again, than before.  

Falun Gong is another target now and the reason is obvious, I think.  And law enforcement against them sometimes is, I would say, too open.  In Yekaterinburg, we have a criminal case against the book which criticized the Communist Party of China.  
But the main target for the last year are Jehovah’s Witnesses.  Dozens of their published materials are banned as extremist.  And at least now one regional organization in Rostov-on-Don region is banned also as extremist.  And this decision is approved by supreme court, so it is final.  And it means that many Jehovah’s Witnesses may meet administrative or even criminal persecution from now.  And, frankly speaking, I don’t know what is the reason for the campaign against Jehovah’s Witnesses.  They always had problems but not on such a scale.  
And last but not least, here, is that anti-extremism law is used against what may be called defamation of religion writing – U.N. documents, you know, or simply saying against blasphemy.  Like in criminal case on forbidden art at 2006 exhibition.  
The thing is that in our definition of extremism, it is possible to interpret criticism against religious or anti-religious views as what is called incitement for religious hatred.  And it is done, sometimes.

Second problem is related to another part of the definition.  It’s an incitement to hostility to a certain social group.  There is no definition, again, of what a social group is – not in the law, neither in common language – and as a result, we have several very bad court sentences based on this norm.  
The last and most serious one – Irek Murtazin, a former press secretary of the president of the Tatarstan Republic, was sentenced to a real prison term, inter alia, for incitement against a certain social group, which group is the authorities of Tatarstan. 

Next thing is the federal list of print materials banned as extremist.  Some of these – now, there are four, almost 500 materials on the list.  Some of these materials are really inciting hatred, violent things – it is true.  Some others are well-known religious texts, for example.  And some positions of the list are completely misleading, like some lists of files from some unknown computer.  Nobody knows what does it mean.  

And this legal mechanism itself, invented especially in this law, is very weak and controversial now.  We have examples which show how easy it is to avoid any persecution related to this federal list – to republish, for example, the book with another title just to change a couple of pages.  And we have, of course, many examples when certain pieces were included without any proof.  The serious problem is that ill-founded court decisions especially, which banned certain organizations as extremist have a long-term negative impact.  
Of course, if the organization is banned, to continue its activity is a crime for any person.  For example, Hizb ut-Tahrir Islamic party, it was banned as a terrorist organization at the very beginning of this law’s existence in 2003, while it is not terrorist.  And there was not any explanation, any evidence, for that in the supreme court decision.  But anyway, after this, dozens of real or supposed Hizb ut-Tahrir members were sentenced just for membership.  We may condemn Hizb ut-Tahrir’s radical propaganda, of course, but I’m sure this supreme court decision must be revised.

And more or less the same things happened with the National Bolshevik Party.  The decision to ban the party was based on several mistakes, at least.  But anyway, the number of activists sentenced already – last year, 13 of them were sentenced just for membership and five of them for real prison terms.  
Just finishing, I would say that of course it would be better if we have none of this special legislation at all.  But we can’t come back to this 2002 year to decide once again, and anyway, we do not decide.  But I believe it’s still possible, maybe, to revise, at least, this legislation – this ugly definition of extremism – to make it focused on really dangerous crimes related to violence.  
Unfortunately, anti-extremism legislation is used by authorities on all levels for their own purposes, maybe not political, so it’s very difficult to convince them to change anything here.  But as we see some positive changes during the last year or two, I suppose we at least have to continue to try to convince them to change this legislation, to amend it to more clear forms and less abuse it.  Thank you.  

(Note:  Mr. Pavlov’s remarks delivered via translator.)

IVAN PAVLOV:  I’ll start with a disclaimer, in that the law on countering extremism is not in the realm of my professional interests.  But in my legal practice, I have to deal with this law.  So I will just tell you about this case.  As a defense attorney, I can tell you that the most horrifying in Russia is not the law but how the law is applied.  Even the best of laws can be implied in such a way that you wish that these laws were never written.  As a result, it might be an unintended effect:  Even the best of laws can have a very negative outcome.

In a particular case I’m going to refer to, the law on countering extremism played an indirect role.  You might have heard of this incident when, on December 4, 2008, a search warrant was executed at the offices of the Memorial Society in St. Petersburg.  And the search warrant was executed by the officers of this "Department Eh."  
But the most curious thing is that the person of interest in the criminal case – that had this warrant issued under – was not any member of the Memorial organization but an editor of an ultra-extremist newspaper published in St. Petersburg.  The paper contained an article that, according to the prosecutor, was of extremist nature.  That was the only substantiation for the search warrant that was issued within this criminal case, a search warrant against the premises of Memorial group.  
So this indirect relation just adds to the absurdity of the situation.  And the brief that accompanied the search warrant that we obtained contained the allegation that the editor of the newspaper handed over the finished copy of the article to somebody at the Memorial.  And for some reason, there was no search warrant issued for the offices of the newspaper, or for the home of the editor.  The search warrant was issued for the offices of the Memorial Society.  But no reasonable person could see any connection between a xenophobic paper and a quite cosmopolitan, tolerant society.  
It’s perfectly clear that the stance and the position of the newspaper and of the Memorial group are diametrically opposite.  They had no common history; they never intersected or interacted in any way.  So it was all the more amazing.

Since in the petition and in the brief, there was no substantiation why there is a link between this particular newspaper and the Memorial Society, we decided to ask the court for clarification why the search warrant was actually issued for the offices of the society.  And in the process, the investigators were compelled to disclose some information that was, prior to that, shrouded in mystery.  

Confidential documents were provided to the plaintiffs that revealed the existence of a surveillance over the offices of the Memorial Society.  And the operatives reported an individual that looked like the editor of the newspaper entering and exiting the building.  
But what this lawsuit revealed is that the surveillance was conducted and that the target of the surveillance was not the editor of the newspaper.  The target of the surveillance was the office of the society.  And this surveillance was ongoing for the entire year 2008.  We have documentary proof indicating that throughout 2008, Memorial Society was under surveillance.  And the court procedure revealed, and it became clear, that it was just an artificial pretext for entering the offices of the Memorial Society and to wreak havoc there and to remove computer equipment with valuable data.  
I’m not going in greater detail of this whole trial, but we have two hearings within that case.  Basically, two sets of hearings that took almost half a year.  And in both instances, the courts found in favor of Memorial society, deeming the actions by the department illegal.  And certainly, there are certain conclusions based on the experiences that we had.  
I think the Memorial case is indicative of the environment that rights advocates find themselves in Russia these days.  Despite some positive remarks coming out of the mouth of President Medvedev, the government establishment in its mass has enormous inertia, so it’s still bothering and tormenting non-governmental organizations and civil society at large.  They make their life a living nightmare, and this nightmare has different forms.  Some of them are just perpetual inspections and audits, but sometimes the government uses more forceful means of oppression.  
But I am an optimist, so I want to end on an optimistic note.  Despite that our courts, and particularly, courts in St. Petersburg, in Dzerzhinsky district – it’s not just Russians, Ludmila adds, it’s just because it’s in St. Petersburg and they were able to handle that case.  And of course, it was an exception.  But we never saw such an exception in our prior experience.  

Sometime later, there was another judicial precedent, when a search was deemed illegal in our sister organization in Kazan; it’s called Agora.  But I don’t want to exaggerate the significance of these two exceptions.  We would have to deal with the courts that we have, because we don’t have any other ones.  Thank you.

MR. ZVANERS:  Thank you very much.  Before we go to question-and-answer, I wanted to offer an opportunity to our colleague and good friend Cathy Cosman from the U.S. Commission for International Religious Freedom.  Cathy helped facilitate this briefing for us, for which we’re very grateful.  And the commission has done quite a bit of work on the law.  Cathy?

CATHY COSMAN:  Hello.  Thank you for giving me the opportunity to speak, and I just want to add briefly a few highlights, especially to what Sasha added about the impact of the law on religious communities, and also touch on a few other things.  
As we discussed, the law was passed in 2002 and has always defined extremism including also a religious context.  Amended several times, most recently in 2002 (sic), when extremism was defined also to include, quote, obstruction of the lawful activity of social, religious, or other organizations without requiring the threat or use of violence.

Furthermore, those alleged to have defended or ever expressed sympathy with those charged with extremism are also liable for charges of extremism.  The commission where I work has reported on this law since 2007, including its impact on freedom of expression for religious and other groups.  

In 2007, for example, we called attention to an official warning against Sheikh Ashirov, the chairman of the Spiritual Directorate of Muslims of Asiatic Russia, because after a court had requested an expert analysis from him of the writings of Hizb ut-Tahrir – which he found not to constitute terrorist writings – he published his own conclusions.  And he was then threatened with charges of possible extremism.  Furthermore, when Memorial published Ashirov’s analysis, this group was also then warned by Russian officials that it, too, may be charged with extremism just for publishing Ashirov’s official analysis, which had been requested by a court.

We also called attention to another court case, this time in Moscow, which ruled as extremist Russian translations of the writings of a well-known Turkish theologian, Said Nursi.  In that ruling and that finding, the court ignored the semi-official council muftis as well as the protests of the Russian human rights ombudsman.  
Regional procurators and secret police since then have searched the homes of Nursi readers, confiscating his writings.  In 2008, students of his works in Tatarstan were held in psychiatric detention.  And this year, Nursi readers were raided by police in Dagestan.  In 2007, I wanted to mention that 3,000 Muslims signed an open letter to Putin, which was published in the mainline media, protesting the ban on Nursi’s writings and calling for the release of several Muslim leaders allegedly imprisoned for their religious beliefs.  

And we pointed out that in 2008, despite lack of legal evidence, a popular imam in Bashkortostan had been tried for alleged extremism.  In 2008, the same year, a local prosecutor in Adygea without court sanction banned two Muslim texts, including an official primer on Islam.  

Last year, we noted that the, quote, “the gravest current threat to freedom of religion or belief in Russia comes from the federal governments approached to combating religious extremism were citing also their form 18 religious news service.  Any Russian court – any Russian court – on any level may rule literature extremist, thereby that text is automatically added to the justice ministry’s federal list of extremist literature and that work – or at least the Russian translation of that work – is banned throughout Russia, as Sasha has pointed out.

Furthermore, those who translate print or read banned literature are liable for a possible 4-year prison term.  The list, which was set up in July 2007 with 14 titles, by April of last year had expanded to 365.  
And I’m getting signals that I should stop so that we leave for time for questions.  But those of you who are interested, we have our annual report from last year outside and I’m happy to answer more questions.

MR. ZVANERS:  Also outside, I’d like to add that there’s a report by the Law Library of Congress looking into the extremism law and its uses and misuses, as well as a report by RFE/RL on a recent decision to ban the airing in Russia of a movie looking at the Russian skinhead movement, “Russia-88,” which has been accusing of violating said anti-extremism law.  Hope you’ll all get a chance to take a look at those.
I’d like to open it up for questions now.  Please raise your hands, allow the microphone to get to you and identify yourself. 

Q:  Hi, my name is Lauren Wilhelm from the U.S.-Ukraine Foundation.  I was asking if there has been any known occurrence of this law being used against Ukrainian nationalist groups possibly in Russia.  

MR. VERKHOVSKY:   I know only one case when one man named – (inaudible, background interference) – was sentenced for propaganda of hatred against ethnic Russians from Ukrainian point of view.  He was an ethnic Ukrainian, lived in – (inaudible).   It was several years ago.


MS. ALEKSEEVA:  But it’s no special law about Ukraine.  

MR. VERKHOVSKY:  No, no, of course without any special law, just article 282 of the Criminal Code.  

Q:  I’m Nikolay Rudenskiy, a journalist from Russia, now a fellow at National Endowment for Democracy, and I have a kind of general question for all the panelists.  Do you think that nonviolent hate crimes, or for that matter, incitement of racial, ethnic, religious hatred without violence should be punishable at all?  Thank you.

MR. VERKHOVSKY:  It’s a very big question, I’ll say. 

Q:  Yes or no?

MR. VERKHOVSKY:  Me, personally, I would say, no.  But Russia signed several international conventions which urge Russia, as all European countries, to punish hate speech in at least some forms.  So it has to be in our law.  The question is how it is described; what kind of speech is prohibited and which kind is not. 

MR. PAVLOV:  From my point of view, there is a view kinds of – possibility.  There is criminal, civil, administrate.  If you ask about criminal, my answer is, no.  But if you ask about another, I think it can be – maybe. 

Q:  Louise Shelley, professor at George Mason University.  I have a question on this branch – "Center Eh."  You’ve described a little more about it.  Is it a central organization of the MVD?  How many parts of the country is it working in that in – (inaudible, off mike) – how much difference is noted in its policy in different parts of the country and how much collaboration is there between their investigators and those of – (inaudible)?

MS. ALEKSEEVA:  Louise, I believe you know the answers to your questions more than I do because you are an expert in this particular field.  I’m not positive what the organizational chart looks like and their internal operating procedures.  I just know how they’re implemented in practice.  I know that they primarily closely collaborate with the police.  

As far as I know, there are certain official arrangements between the police and department A.  But in this relations, the police is playing a subordinated role.  For example, I don’t know if it falls within the law or the regulations within the law, but I know that the department A has the authority to accost and detain persons of interest when they move from one location to another.  

And let’s say, rights activists and advocates frequently move from one city to another.  So we already figured out which ones of the human rights advocates and activists are on this extremist list because as soon as they enter a commuter train or a railway station, then they get detained, but not by the department A officers, but by local police officers.  What happens is they accost them and they temporarily detain them.  They check their travel documents, their passports, they make phone calls, and they detain them long enough for the train or that airplane to leave.  

And in our practice, what we do is, knowing who these people are that are included in this list, we usually prior to arranging for a seminar or a roundtable, write a petition to the department A, telling them that we do have plans for this event and please make sure that these people are allowed to travel from the city of their residence to Moscow for the seminar; we personally vouch for them that they’re not going to engage in any extremist or illegal activities.  And more often than not, these people are given a rite of passage after we send these letters.  

But again, in all of these cases, officers who were detaining activists were not officers of department A but local police officers.  But again, I don’t know what type of official arrangements department A and local police departments have. 

MR. VERKHOVSKY:  This department, it is a part of ministry of interior.  And these people, they are detectives.  Investigators are in another agency.  But in practice, the police officers, in practice, are investigating and investigators are just doing paperwork.  So all this department – (inaudible, off mike) – department, people there are investigating what they call extremism.
MR. VERKHOVSKY: – yeah, and as to FSB, some cases I investigate together, I know such things in some other cases when FSB investigated the case, they do not allow contact with the department even to the country.  And because FSB has prior – (inaudible, chuckles).  

Q:  My name is Leah Gilbert.  I’m a Ph.D. student at Georgetown University.  I’m very interested in the atmosphere and we’ve talked a lot about it with each panelist, so I’m very interested in the kind of atmosphere that this forges for your work.  And I’m wanting to see if any of you could comment about how you’ve actually really personally felt as an activist how this law has impacted your work, or the work of your organization.  And has it changed over time?  So this law was passed in 2002 but have you felt in certain years more threat as a result of this law? 

MR. ZVANERS:  Irina, maybe I’ll ask you to comment from the point of view of our professional media operations.  

MS. LAGUNINA:  Well, I kind of touched on this a little bit already but you’re right; the main reason why this law was created and why it made so much emphasis on the media is to create an atmosphere.  It’s not that many journalists who are actually imprisoned, who are sentenced, for this law.  But what they do, they constantly keep you on the hook and they constantly intimidate you and they constantly show you that you are on their surveillance; you are being watched; you have to be careful; you have to control yourself. 

And I gave you an example of Umarov when we were called in immediately and told that we have to be careful because this is an official warning; next time, we will end up in court.  

There was another example – started not by us, but we adopted the same practice.  At some point, the newspaper Kommersant got a warning, a prosecutor’s warning, because they used the name of the party, the National Bolshevik Party, which – as Alexander, I think, was talking about – is banned.  I mean, this party officially does not exist; it’s not registered, so you cannot mention the name of this party.  

Now, what did the journalist – and we all know about those cases so, okay, we cannot use National Bolshevik.  What do we do? The head of the party is Eduard Limonov.  The party members are also called “limonovtsy.” So the ban was against National Bolshevik Party but it’s not against limonovtsy.  

So we use the term “limonovtsy.”  That’s how we kind of survive; that’s how we, well, reapply the law to our work like this.  There are always – you know, the law – as we were discussing, the law is so vague and the definitions are so vague.  So as much as the authorities can use it, we can use it as well.  

MR. VERKHOVSKY:  Just a couple words.  Our organization isn’t under the pressure of the law.  We have other problems, I would say.  Just once, when our book was discussed in the court, it was confiscated during the search for one National Bolshevik.  And the court decided this book is not extraneous so we are glad, but anyway, it was destroyed with all other items confiscated from this guy.  That’s it.  The law is used when somebody wants to use it.  If you have an enemy – (inaudible, off mike) – wait for problems.  For that moment, you have no – (inaudible).  

MS. ALEKSEEVA:  Well, you know, of course, let’s leave the law where it is.  But I personally know that you were a target of threats against you and not because you are somebody named Alexander Verkhovsky; it’s because you are who are, a director of an organization.

(Cross talk.)

MS. ALEKSEEVA:  Yes, a lot of us have received the threats but I know that you were a target of a serious threat.

(Cross talk.)

MS. ALEKSEEVA:  Yes, that’s true but the question was about the atmosphere, the environment we work with.  And being targeted or having these threats launched against you is one of the features of this new environment.  And I had many threats issued against me in so many years but I never took them seriously.  

But just yesterday, I was informed with certain displeasure that Ramzan Kadyrov is suing me for libel.  I don’t know what particular incident he is referring to but on many occasions I referred to his bad behavior within the borders of the Chechen Republic.  And I’m at a loss.  I really don’t know which standard the courts will use to define my speech as a libel.  So I’m not certain of the outcome of the lawsuit.  

Well, I don’t have any documental evidence but I’m quite confident that both my home phone and my mobile phone and my work phone are wiretapped and I’m sure that Sasha and Ivan are also under a surveillance.  Maybe they have limited capabilities and resources as far as staff is concerned but at least you know I’m sure that they do have time to wiretap and conduct surveillance over us.

MR. VERKHOVSKY:  But we don’t have secrets for them.  (Laughter.)  We’re for transparency.  

MS. ALEKSEEVA:  But of course, we have nothing to hide; we have no secrets for them.  But it doesn’t mean that they might not somehow construe from what they gather within those wiretaps and surveillance that would constitute some sort of violation or a crime because the courts, just like Ramzan Kadyrov, are unpredictable.  And it doesn’t mean that we are depressed or we’ll be ready to drop everything and abandon the cause. 

MR. VERKHOVSKY:  And in other words, Russia has a lot of loss.  Good and bad.  And you never know which government will use against you, you know.  Not on the law on extremism, under extremism, yeah but – for example, my organization now just finished inspection under ministry of justice.  And they use their law about NGO against our organization to send us a warning because they didn’t like that our activity expand on interest of the members of organization.  They think that our social expansion, let’s see, that organization work on a social (sphere ?) – it’s too much for such organization.  They want that we work only with our members.  So it was reason to send us a warning.

MR. ZVANERS:  We are nearly at the end of our time and I know that Ludmila had some appointments on Capitol Hill and elsewhere.  So I’ll take two more questions and very short answers and then we’ll have to wrap it up.  Why don’t we have Frank and then – 

MS. COSMAN:  Judyt.

FRANK SMYTH:  I thank you, Martin.  My name is Frank Smyth.  I’m with the Committee to Protect Journalists.  We’ve seen other governments use these same kind of extremist laws to crack down on dissent in Ethiopia and Venezuela.  And just to respond to the point – the Committee to Protect Journalists’ most oppressed freedom groups would only sort of acknowledge hate speech – a need to be limited when it’s actually directly inciting violence, not when it’s being used as a cover for other things.  

But my question is, what can we do in terms of advocacy?  It seems that the advent and the role that the news outlet Russia Today is playing would suggest the regime is concerned about its image.  It’s attempting to respond to criticism, however haphazardly.  And I wonder if there are points of leverage where we could focus on advocacy to try to get some traction.

MR. ZVANERS:  And if we could get Judyt’s question as well.

JUDYT MANDEL:  Judyt Mandel, I’m with URS Corporation from the embassy in Moscow.  (Off mike.)  I wanted to ask if any of you were either aware of or participants in the dialogue on civil society which was set up under the bilateral presidential commissions established by President Putin and Presidents Dmitry Medvedev – what you thought of that process and how or whether it can be used to any effect to alleviate some of the conditions you mentioned. 

(Cross talk.)

MR. VERKHOVSKY:  My impression is that the possibility to influence our government from outside are very limited.  But I think that if to talk systematically about such relations, it makes some effect.  But it’s important to talk not only about most-known cases, but about many incidents because if to talk about two, three most well-known things, it may be seen as exclusion.  But it’s not an exclusion; it’s a permanent practice.  And you and your – I mean, not your person – in your statements have to show this side systematically; there are many cases, not two or three.

MR. ZVANERS:  Irina?  I believe you had a comment as well?

MS. LAGUNINA:  Yes, I had a very brief comment.  First of all, I want to thank Committee to Protect Journalists for the work that you are doing, guys – both in English and in Russian.  And we’re getting your systematic newsletters on what’s going on in Russia and it’s very accurate.  Thank you so much.  

I think what can be done in order to support, to help us is there are independent journalistic organizations in Russia like the Committee for Extreme Journalism; for example, recently started a campaign to end legal terror against journalists and they include all four articles of criminal code that have been used against journalists.  

And this is an appeal to the Russian government to change the law and stop applying certain articles against journalism and misusing the law against journalists.  I think that this kind of grassroots activity within Russian journalistic society can be supported and can be brought to life.

MS. COSMAN:  Just very briefly on the dialogue question which has come up many times.  Many of us are asking why there was the necessity for this structuring of the dialogue in the first place and why civil society groups both in Russia and here could not organize themselves as competent organizations and very knowledgeable ones and talk about the problems they themselves consider important and then let the relevant governments know.  Seems to me that would be very straightforward and useful way to proceed.

MR. VERKHOVSKY:  And of course it’s a question of who is participant from their side, yeah?  Or is chosen people, special people who has like a connection to the proper people in the national government, yeah?  It’s one thing, yeah?  If it’s real grassroots NGOs which working with the – and know what, how people lives in Russia and knows about their problem, I think it’s another way.  More preferable is second way.
MR. ZVANERS:  Very good.  And I’ll have to let that be the last word.  Thank you, Irina, for sharing some of your time today with us.  Thank you, Ludmila.  Thank you, Alexander.  And thank you Ivan for your insights into this complex and very important question.  And thank you, Cathy, very much for your cooperation with us in helping to mount this briefing.  Thank you to everyone who attended.  We look forward to seeing you here again at Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty.  Thanks.  (Applause.)
(END)
