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			This article examines Russian television news coverage of the 2016 US presidential election. The article has three main aims: to assess Russian media bias in covering presidential candidates Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump; to illuminate the frames used to present the U.S. election to Russian audiences; and to further understanding of Russian government influence over domestic television news. It concludes that although Russian television reporting favored Trump over Clinton, the choice between them was not presented as black and white. The weakness and hypocrisy of U.S.-style democracy was a more pervasive feature of news reporting than efforts to frame either candidate. Rejecting claims of Russian election meddling was another key theme of coverage. The article also finds that Russian television news offers audiences more diversity than is often perceived outside Russia. Election reporting on the nightly news was mainly factual, while weekly roundup shows featured more opinionated analysis. Findings further suggest that commercial considerations, as well as government influence, shaped the framing of Russian television reporting on the US election.

			Did Russia interfere in the 2016 US presidential election? If so, did the Kremlin sanction this interference? And did individuals connected to Donald Trump’s campaign know about Russia’s activities? Questions about relations between the Trump campaign and the Kremlin, first raised prior to President Trump’s election in November 2016, remain subject to media speculation and official investigation. Reporting on the 2016 U.S. election by Russian state television may offer some clues as to the Kremlin’s preferred outcomes from the presidential race. 

			The Kremlin’s influence over political reporting on Russian state television is well documented.1 Political and news programing on state-controlled channels predominantly promote the Putin administration’s policies and political priorities. Favorable reporting on Trump over his presidential rival Hillary Clinton on Russian state television would provide evidence of motivation for Kremlin interference in the U.S. election, even if—and this is an important caveat—it could not prove the Putin administration’s involvement in any such action. More concretely, Russian state television reporting on the election may shed light on the Kremlin’s priorities in its relations with the Trump administration and on Russia’s U.S. policy more broadly.

			This article examines coverage of the 2016 U.S. presidential election on Vremia (Time), Russia’s most widely watched nightly news program, broadcast on the state-controlled Channel One.2 It qualitatively assesses all reports referencing the U.S. election campaign and/or the two main presidential candidates, Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton, broadcast over a six-week period beginning on October 1, 2016. This period includes news coverage of all three presidential debates, the election results, and initial reactions to Trump’s victory. Reports are analyzed for political bias toward the candidates and in terms of the context in which they and the wider election process are presented. 

			Analysis found that disparaging the quality of U.S. democracy was an overarching and frequent theme of election coverage on Vremia. This narrative made repeated references to: the unpopularity of the Republican and Democratic candidates; the poor quality of political debate; the drawbacks of the Electoral College system; and allegations of widespread voter fraud and disenfranchisement. Another major practice was to reject and ridicule the accusations of Russian interference in the election made by Clinton and other U.S. politicians. Overall, Vremia’s reporting clearly favored Trump over Clinton. Criticism of Clinton focused on: her use of a personal email server while Secretary of State; her alleged attacks against women who had accused her husband of sexual harassment; her links, via the Clinton Foundation and her staffer Huma Abedin, to Middle Eastern donors with purported ties to terrorism; and what were termed her foreign policy failures in Syria, Iraq, and Libya while at the State Department. Scandals surrounding Trump, including his refusal to publish his tax returns and an audio recording of him boasting of making uninvited sexual advances, were also featured on Vremia. But Trump’s misdemeanors were mostly downplayed and excused. His difficulties were given much less airtime than Clinton’s troubles. Interestingly, however, reporting on Trump took a negative turn following his victory over Clinton.

			Vremia’s reporting on the U.S. election was framed to reinforce official narratives long promoted by the Kremlin and the media under its influence, in order to maintain domestic support for President Putin and his foreign policy objectives. These narratives include: the need for a strong state and stable government; the weakness of Western-style democracy; U.S. hypocrisy regarding election interference in other countries; the failure of American foreign policy, especially in the Middle East; and a general and pervasive anti-Russia attitude in Washington.3 Framing theory contends that the media focus audience attention on certain events and then place these events within a field of meaning. It suggests that how something is presented to the audience influences the choices people make about how to process that information.4 

			To present the U.S. presidential race through the Russian authorities’ preferred frames, Vremia employed well-established tactics honed through its reporting on domestic elections.5 Rather than journalists editorializing directly, “expert” interviewees were invited onto the program to provide commentary supporting the official line. Interviews with ordinary U.S. citizens were used in a similar way to suggest that the program’s reporting coincided with public opinion. Reports from well-respected international news organizations were cherry-picked for analyses that supported the preferred frames. Irony was liberally deployed to draw attention to key events and to cast aspersions on opinions that contradicted official narratives. This was especially true of Voskresnoe Vremia, the Sunday edition of the program, which takes a more barbed and opinionated look at the week’s main news stories.

			This article focuses on Channel One for two reasons. Firstly, it is the channel with the widest reach in Russia. Its signal is received by 99.8 percent of Russian households.6 Channel One broadcasts Russia’s most popular television news, with 54 percent of Russians watching its programs, compared to 48 percent for second-place Rossiia (as of June 2017).7 Channel One’s flagship news program, Vremia, is routinely watched by more Russians than news broadcasts on rival channels. Since the Soviet era, Vremia has positioned itself as the nation’s leading news source, akin to the BBC. The program is a popular choice among overseas Russians and the first preference for many domestic viewers at times of national crisis. Secondly, although only partially owned by the state, Channel One has reverted, under President Putin, to its traditional Soviet-era role as the mouthpiece of the government.8 This article contends, therefore, that news framing of the 2016 U.S. presidential election on Channel One will reflect Russian government interests. The purpose of the article is to investigate the nature of these frames and, in so doing, provide international policymakers with potential insights into Russian government priorities in bilateral relations with the United States. The article further aims to add to the scant existing literature on how government policy shapes Russian television news content.9 The article’s conclusions about the nature of the Kremlin’s media manipulation methods, however, are limited by its small sample size, which includes analysis of only one news program broadcast by a single channel. These conclusions could be improved by comparing reporting on Vremia to other Russian news sources, such as Rossiia’s Vesti or NTV’s Segodnia. Although detailed analysis of other news programs lies outside the scope of this article, Vremia’s election reporting is compared to coverage by its Russian and Western competitors where secondary sources allow. The article’s conclusions could be further strengthened by surveying Russian journalists and editors with firsthand experience of working in the Moscow-based media. Existing research suggests that Russian news professionals seldom experience direct political pressure.10 Rather, government influence over the media operates through Kremlin coordination and collusion with media owners and executives and through journalists’ self-censorship. The shutdown or takeover by Kremlin-friendly elements of television channels critical of Putin during the latter’s first presidential term in 2000-2004 provides further incentive for news providers to toe the government line.11

			This article analyzes all news reports on the U.S. presidential election broadcast between October 1 and November 10, 2016 on Vremia (and its Sunday counterpart Voskrenoya Vremia), which airs nightly on Channel One at 9pm. The channel’s other daily news programs (Novosti, broadcast at 12pm, 3pm, and 6pm) were not included in the analysis, as they have a smaller audience share and mainly show the same reports as Vremia. Reporting from or about the United States was excluded unless there was a specific reference to the presidential election or to the Republican and/or Democratic candidates (this exclusion therefore applied to the majority of reporting on U.S. involvement in the Syrian conflict, which received significant attention on Vremia during the analysis period). In total, approximately 50 news segments were analyzed. As many reports were less than five minutes in length, it was possible for analysis to be conducted by a single researcher. Drawing on media discourse theory, reports were analyzed qualitatively for changes in framing (emphasizing or excluding specific facts and values to promote particular definitions and interpretations),12 narrative, rhetorical strategy, visual imagery, and lexicon.13 Quantitative methods were deliberately eschewed, as data-driven analysis would not adequately capture linguistic and/or visual evidence of the Kremlin’s priorities in its relations with the U.S. 14 Nor would quantitative methods alone verify the article’s hypothesis that coverage on Vremia would favor Trump over Clinton.

			Perhaps surprisingly to those familiar only with Western media reporting on Russian television, the hypothesis that news reporting on Channel One gave preference to Trump over Clinton was only partially proven. Vremia’s reporting on the two candidates was relatively balanced at the start of the analysis period. But coverage of Clinton quickly became distinctly more negative after her accusations of Russian interference in the election process. Overall, generalized criticism of U.S. democracy was a more pervasive theme of Vremia’s election coverage than efforts to frame audience perceptions of either presidential candidate. The article’s findings confirm that Russian television news is more diverse than is often acknowledged by Western policymakers.15 Vremia was less blatantly pro-Trump than its main Russian rival, Vesti, or U.S. broadcaster Fox News.16 Its election reporting was often surprisingly matter-of-fact, aside from the Sunday edition, which, like its domestic competitors, has an infotainment format featuring opinionated analysis from the program’s host. 

			Vremia presented the 2016 U.S. presidential election through four main lenses:

			
					The weakness of U.S. democracy

					The rejection of claims of Russian interference in the election

					The positive case for Donald Trump

					The negative case for Hillary Clinton

			

			Media theory suggests that the prevalence and framing of an issue in the media affects audience perceptions regarding its significance.17 Studies by Elmer Schattschneider and Bernard Cohen conclude that although the media does not affect what people think, it influences what they think about.18 Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw term this phenomenon the “agenda-setting function of the mass media.”19 What agenda is set by Vremia’s framing of the 2016 US election through the four lenses identified above? In order to answer this question, news reports will be analyzed in the context of both the domestic and international strategic political needs of the Russian government. Although the state owns a majority stake in Channel One, the over-saturation of the Russian television market, coupled with high production costs, means executives at the channel must consider the commercial appeal of news programing.20 Analysis of news content on Vremia will therefore also consider the need to attract, entertain, and retain audiences as a factor influencing the framing of reporting on the 2016 U.S. election. 

			The following sections analyze Vremia’s reporting on the election through each of the four main frames identified above. Where appropriate, attention is also paid to the tactics employed to build the credibility of Vremia’s framing of the U.S. presidential race.

			The Weakness of U.S. Democracy

			The deficiencies of the U.S. system of democratic government in general, and of the 2016 presidential campaign in particular, were frequent themes in Vremia’s election coverage. The quality of U.S. democracy was negatively portrayed on Vremia by repeating several key narratives, including: the pro-establishment bias of U.S. media outlets; the unpopularity of the Republican and Democratic presidential candidates; the low standard of political debate in the 2016 campaign; the problems of the Electoral College system; and accusations of voter fraud and disenfranchisement. In light of these alleged deficiencies, U.S. policymakers were presented as hypocrites for lauding the merits of American-style democracy. U.S. political elites were further accused of hypocrisy for claiming to uphold democratic norms while engaging in and supporting non-democratic practices at home and abroad. Donald Trump’s eventual victory was presented as a backlash against the U.S. political establishment and the concepts of liberalism and globalization underpinning political elites’ domestic and international power:

			The U.S. presidential elections provide another sign of the bankruptcy of liberalism and globalization, and of the political class that has propelled these ideas onto the global stage over the past quarter-century. Along with Brexit, the U.S. election shows the huge gap between ordinary citizens and the political class in these countries.21 

			Trump’s win was portrayed not only as a blow to the neo-liberal ideas that have dominated the international system since the end of the Cold War, but also to the alliance between the U.S. and its European partners that has been essential in upholding a global liberal consensus:

			The West doesn’t know how to react to Trump’s victory. Only a month ago, European Council President Donald Tusk called his ideas “an anti-liberal virus.” ... During the campaign, British Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson said, “I think Donald Trump is completely out of his mind. He plays games with terrorists and those who seek to divide us. His stupefying ignorance makes him completely unsuitable to be president.” Yet today Johnson congratulated Donald Trump on his victory, saying, “I look forward to working with his administration on matters of security, stability, and prosperity, values that are shared by both Britain and America.”22

			Challenging the international dominance of the U.S. and its liberal agenda has long been an aim of the Putin administration’s foreign policy.23 Washington’s declining global influence, the flaws of American-led globalization, and Putin’s defiance of U.S. attempts at hegemony are central tenets of the Kremlin’s official nationalist narrative.24 The U.S.’s weakening power and Putin’s successful outmaneuvering of Washington are themes that have been echoed by state-controlled Russian television for many years.25 Content analysis of Vremia’s overall coverage of the 2016 election suggests that furthering a narrative of U.S. international decline and domestic division was a greater imperative than promoting a particular presidential candidate. 

			To build a narrative of flawed American democracy, Vremia took aim at the U.S. media, calling into question its objectivity as a watchdog of political elites. Vremia presenters and their guests frequently asserted that, “most leading U.S. media, despite appearances, clearly favor one candidate.”26 Hillary Clinton was portrayed as the establishment favorite, representing the interests of media and political insiders against political upstart Donald Trump. Broadcasters CNN and ABC were accused of falsely citing technical difficulties to deliberately cut off interviews with Clinton critics. On October 23, for example, the program’s Sunday edition, Voskresnoe Vremia broadcast a clip of an ABC interview with Donald Trump in which the Republican candidate was cut off while suggesting that Hillary Clinton’s failures as Secretary of State meant that, “she should be given the credit for founding ISIS.”27 The report ends with the program’s presenter arguing that, “Western journalism has no principles or morality. The only principle is that anything goes, including distortion, slander and cheating.”28 Deploying a frequent tactic of its election coverage, on November 6, Voskresnoe Vremia broadcast an interview with a U.S. voter repeating the accusations made earlier by the program’s presenters. The unnamed young male voter claimed, “Our main television channels cannot be trusted. Fox News is the only one trying to cover the campaign objectively—at least sometimes.”29 In the same report, adding to the narrative of a pro-Clinton bias among the U.S. media, another male voter alleged that, “CNN gave Clinton the questions they planned to ask her in the presidential debate in advance.”30 

			The widespread unpopularity of both the Republican and Democratic candidates and the poor quality of political debate during the 2016 campaign were also frequent themes on Vremia. Perhaps not unreasonably, the 2016 presidential race was not presented as the finest hour for U.S. democracy. On October 5, Vremia reported on the record-breaking unpopularity of the main candidates, stating that, “according to Gallup, 57 percent of Americans don’t want any candidate elected.” In another report, the unpopularity of both candidates was termed “a crisis of the system.”31 

			Interviewing experts who corroborate Vremia’s editorial line is one of the program’s regular strategies.32 This strategy was utilized with aplomb to pour scorn on the electoral choice facing U.S. voters in 2016. On November 6, for example, Voskresnoe Vremia broadcast an interview with Professor Peter Kuznick, in which the American academic states: 

			We have a choice between Clinton’s dangerous policies and Trump, who is a charlatan and xenophobe. Clinton’s ideas are militaristic, but Trump is even more dangerous….[S]he at least is not crazy and wouldn’t press the nuclear button.

			Kuznick’s comments contribute to disproving the hypothesis that reporting on Vremia would favor Trump over Clinton. As Americans voted on November 8, Vremia’s presenter lamented that, “no matter who enters the White House, the result will stir negative emotions in more than half the country.” The next day, Vremia reported on the riots greeting Trump’s victory in traditionally Democratic California and Oregon. Against a video backdrop of protestors hurling burning garbage cans, the presenter stated that, “Protesters burned images of the new president, broke windows, set fire to tires, blocked traffic, and marched, chanting, ‘You are not America, we are America.’” By reporting on post-election riots, as well as on the jubilation among Trump supporters, Vremia furthered its narrative of a divided America.

			Vremia presented U.S. voters’ disappointment in their presidential candidates as unsurprising in view of its reports on the poor quality of political discourse during the 2016 campaign. Russian television was not alone in suggesting that the quality of debate reached a new low in 2016. Researchers at Harvard University found that a narrative of scandal and mudslinging also dominated U.S. media reporting on the election.33 Voskresnoe Vremia’s coverage of the first presidential debate criticized both candidates for failing to “discuss issues of concern to ordinary citizens: taxes, healthcare, education, and housing.”34 Instead, the program’s presenter characterized the debate as being “about getting in rehearsed insults and wounding one’s opponent.” Following the second presidential debate, Voskresnoe Vremia’s presenter similarly lamented the candidates’ lack of focus on “America’s many problems: illegal immigration, the millions without health insurance, racial tensions, and huge national debt.” Rather, the debate “revolved around issues of a sexual nature.” To prove its point, the program showed Clinton condemning the now infamous audio recording of Trump’s lewd remarks about women made during an Access Hollywood appearance in 2005.35 The program also commented on Trump showing up to the debate with several women who claimed that Bill Clinton had sexually assaulted them in the past. These attacks and others led another Vremia reporter to term the election “the dirtiest in U.S. history.”36

			The problems of the U.S. Electoral College system were also highlighted on Vremia to cast doubt on American democracy. This narrative appeared mainly in the last two weeks of the campaign, possibly in response to FBI Director James Comey’s letter to Congress on October 28 regarding the discovery of new emails pertaining to the investigation into Clinton’s use of a private server while Secretary of State. The letter dominated the U.S. news cycle, cutting Clinton’s lead in the polls in half and imperiling her position in the Electoral College.37 Even before the Comey letter, Voskresnoe Vremia reported that, “four times in U.S. history, the candidate who won the most votes did not become president.” In an interview with the program, former Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) Deputy Chairman Willy Wimmer criticized the U.S. system, arguing that, “proclaiming victory for the losing candidate cannot be understood as democratic in any country.”38 On October 30, Voskresnoe Vremia reported on how Al Gore lost the presidency to George Bush in 2000, despite winning half a million more votes.39 The U.S. electoral system was labeled “archaic” for “not changing since the eighteenth century.”40 Vremia returned to this theme following Trump’s Electoral College victory over Clinton, who won almost 3 million more votes41 than the president-elect:

			[The Electoral College] process was invented more than 200 years ago, when there was widespread slavery and illiteracy but no strong political parties nor a national press. Today the context is completely different, but the system has not changed.42

			Despite characterizing the U.S. electoral system as antiquated, Voskresnoe Vremia seized on one innovation, electronic voting, as a potential source of “disruption and manipulation.” The program’s host, Valery Fadeyev, reported that U.S. laws allowing email voting had been criticized by the OSCE as a possible cause of electoral fraud.43 The following Sunday, Fadeyev opined that in voting by email, U.S. voters acted “as though they were choosing not a president, but rather the winner of the Eurovision Song Contest.”44 Criticism of electronic voting was only one element of a wider discourse on electoral fraud in the U.S. Vremia repeatedly broadcast Trump’s claims that fraud was rampant, as “nearly three million people are registered to vote in more than one state and nearly two million dead voters remain on the electoral rolls.”45 Former New York Mayor and Trump supporter Rudy Giuliani was also shown citing examples of voter fraud in U.S. elections:

			I know when I first ran for New York mayor, people were brought in to vote from neighboring states. Some of them voted eight to ten times.46 

			Demonstrating some balance in its coverage of the two main presidential rivals, Vremia also showed Hillary Clinton rejecting Trump’s claims of fraud as a sign of “weakness,” saying:

			He admits defeat even before the battle, demonstrating to the world his unsuitability for the role of commander-in-chief.47 

			Notably, Clinton’s attack on Trump was included in a midweek broadcast of Vremia and was not broadcast on the Sunday program Voskresnoe Vremia. Overall, Voskresnoe Vremia was more overtly biased in favor of Trump and more strident in its criticism of U.S. democracy than the regular Monday-to-Saturday editions of Vremia. Russia’s Sunday-evening analytical programs and their presenters are often, quite rightly, singled out as the most barefaced champions of Kremlin propaganda. Voskresnoe Vremia presenter Valery Fadeyev’s cheerleading for Trump struck a similar, albeit less aggressive tone to that of Dmitry Kiselyov, the notorious presenter of Rossiia’s flagship Sunday-evening Vesti Nedeli. Dubbed “Russia’s chief propagandist” for his extravagant tirades demonizing the West and homosexuals, Kiselyov has made Vesti Nedeli Russia’s top-rated Sunday news roundup.48 In September 2017, 58 percent of Russians reported having tuned in to Vesti Nedeli over the past two to three months, compared to only 46 percent for Voskresnoe Vremia.49 The popularity and commercial success of Kiselyov and his program has prompted other channels to ape his style and format. Since taking over as program host from Irada Zeynalova in 2016, Fadeyev has brought a more brash tone to Voskresnoe Vremia. His sensationalist style is likely motivated as much by ratings rivalry with Kiselyov as by his program’s function as a propaganda tool for the Russian government. Growing Internet penetration in Russia (71.3 percent as of 2016) is another source of commercial pressure.50 Today’s television news programs must compete with the steady stream of sensationalism and conspiracy theories available online. Despite these pressures, Channel One continues to broadcast Pozner, the weekly analytical show fronted by veteran journalist Vladimir Pozner. A television fixture since Soviet times, Pozner takes a more serious and independent look at the weekly news than Voskresnoe Vremia, demonstrating that greater—albeit still limited—diversity is available to Russian audiences than is often perceived in the West.51

			Not only electoral fraud, but also allegations of voter disenfranchisement were raised by Vremia and Voskresnoe Vremia to call into question U.S. democracy. On November 1, Vremia reported on a case in North Carolina where thousands of voters had allegedly been “illegally cleared off the electoral register.”52 Another report on the same program cited the gerrymandering of constituency boundaries and the exacting voter registration laws in some states as tools used to “deprive certain categories of citizens of their right to vote.”53 

			Ending his report on voting irregularity in the U.S. on October 23, Voskresnoe Vremia’s Fadeyev concluded, “all this happens in a country handing out evaluations of democratic elections around the world.” The hypocrisy of U.S. policymakers in criticizing electoral processes in other states, given the alleged deficiencies of American democracy, was an oft-repeated narrative on Voskresnoe Vremia. Reporting on the new documentary by director Michael Moore, Fadeyev noted the U.S. filmmaker’s findings that “American values work much better in countries where they have been imposed than they do at home, whether it’s the labor system, social protection, the rule of law, education, or even food.”54 American policymakers were further framed as hypocrites for claiming to adhere to democratic norms while U.S. agencies engage in non-democratic practices overseas. On November 4, Vremia broadcast an interview with Julian Assange in which the WikiLeaks founder accused the CIA of “manipulating elections, murder, staging protests, and paying journalists” to influence foreign political leaders and electoral outcomes.55 As a final sign of hypocrisy, Fadeyev noted the tendency of American diplomats to recognize elections held by U.S. allies, such as Georgia, even when international observers claimed evidence of fraud.56 American hypocrisy over election meddling, given Washington’s own history of interference in other countries’ political processes, is an accusation often leveled at the U.S. by President Putin and his Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov.57 In a 2017 interview with U.S. filmmaker Oliver Stone, for example, Putin accused Washington of “aggressively and repeatedly” interfering in elections in all post-Soviet states, including Russia.58 Vremia’s frequent references to U.S. hypocrisy, echoing Putin’s charges, provide some evidence of state management of the program’s news agenda.

			The Russia Threat

			Speculation over Russian government links to the Trump campaign and allegations of Kremlin-backed interference were key themes in U.S. media coverage of the 2016 election.59 Russia’s starring role in the U.S. presidential campaign also received prominence on Vremia. The program did not shy away from reporting on accusations of Russian interference by U.S. politicians, chief among them Hillary Clinton. Rather, Vremia presented accusations against Russia as evidence of widespread anti-Russian sentiments in Washington. As the campaign entered its final stages, on November 6, Valery Fadeyev noted that, “This election has been marked by the myth of Russian influence. The hand of Moscow is seen everywhere.”60 

			Republicans as well as Democrats were shown harboring negative attitudes towards Russia, among them Donald Trump’s running mate, vice presidential candidate Mike Pence:

			There is an old saying: “The Russian bear does not die, it just hibernates.” The weak and irresponsible policy of Clinton and Obama has awakened Russian aggression.61

			Even after Trump’s victory, Vremia continued its narrative of American suspicion of Russia, reporting on a Twitter post by Michael McFaul in which the former U.S. Ambassador to Russia stated that, “Putin is also a winner today.”62 

			A substantial portion of Vremia’s election coverage was devoted to repudiating claims of Russian interference in the U.S. presidential race. In explaining U.S. policymakers’ accusations against Russia, Vremia’s expert interviewees argued that casting Moscow as the enemy of U.S. democracy was essential to maintaining domestic support for America’s global dominance:

			For the U.S. to further its global influence requires the creation of enemies. It therefore becomes America’s mission to defeat these enemies and assert its global supremacy.63

			Hillary Clinton’s frequent accusations against Russia, in particular her claims that the Kremlin sanctioned email hacks against John Podesta, the chairman of her campaign, were framed on Voskresnoe Vremia as a tactic for diverting attention away from the investigation into Clinton’s own email scandal:

			Hillary Clinton’s propaganda machine is playing the Russia card. The purpose is to fend off the compromising information about her campaign and the Clinton Foundation published by WikiLeaks. It is alleged that Russia is behind the hacks [of the Democratic National Committee (DNC)], but there is no evidence. The U.S. Department of Homeland Security also alleges Russian involvement in cyber-attacks on U.S. electoral systems. But again, no proof is provided.64

			Vladimir Putin is usually a central character on Vremia.65 Yet the Russian president appeared in only three reports on the 2016 U.S. election. On two of the three occasions, Putin was shown dismissing allegations of Russian involvement in cyber-attacks against the U.S., repeating Vremia’s contention that such accusations were an attempt to distract voters from the real issues of the election:

			America faces many pressing problems to which the political elite has no solutions. [Accusations against Russia] are complete nonsense. They are just a way to manipulate public opinion on the eve of the elections. We do not know who will win and are indifferent to the result.66

			Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, another figure who usually appears frequently on state-television news, was featured only once on Vremia in connection to the U.S. election. Like Putin, Lavrov was shown rejecting accusations of Russian meddling:

			In the U.S. everyone is saying that Russia controls the presidential debate. It’s very flattering, but, alas, is not supported by the facts.67

			The incorporation of rebuttals from Putin and Lavrov into the program suggest that convincing domestic audiences of Russia’s non-interference was an important objective of Vremia’s reporting. The substantial number of reports Vremia dedicated to denying U.S. accusations of Russian meddling provides further evidence of agenda coordination with the Kremlin. 

			On November 7, Vremia devoted considerable time to discrediting claims by U.S. comedy show Full Frontal to have unmasked two Russian “trolls” involved in election meddling. Vremia’s reporter claimed to have identified the alleged trolls, who turned out to be actors paid by U.S. television, and not hackers employed by the Russian state:

			It transpires that these young people are employees of a private PR agency. A few weeks ago rumors spread in PR circles that an American TV show was looking for people to perform as trolls supposedly working for the Russian government.

			Overall, covering allegations of Russian state-sponsored interference in the U.S. election allowed Vremia to pursue three objectives: firstly, to further its narrative of widespread anti-Russian paranoia within the Washington establishment; secondly, to frame Clinton as hostile to Russia and its interests; and thirdly, to present Trump as potentially more friendly and respectful toward Moscow than the current U.S. administration. Vremia frequently broadcast footage of Trump praising Putin and Russia in response to Clinton’s accusations of Russian cyber-attacks. For example, in its coverage of the final presidential debate, Vremia included the following exchange:

			Clinton: That the Russians have engaged in cyber-attacks against the United States of America, that you encouraged espionage against our people, that you are willing to spout the Putin line, sign up for his wish list, rake up NATO, do whatever he wants to do, and that you continue to get help from him because he has a very clear favorite in this race….

			Trump: I don’t know Putin. He said nice things about me. If we got along well, that would be good. If Russia and the United States got along well and went after ISIS, that would be good. [Putin] has no respect for her. He has no respect for our president….She doesn’t like Putin because Putin has outsmarted her every step of the way.68

			Media reporting on the U.S. election and on Russia’s role in the campaign seems to have influenced Russian public opinion of the presidential candidates. Surveys by the Public Opinion Foundation found that on the eve of the elections (in October 2016), 61 percent of Russians had a negative impression of Clinton, up from 46 percent in May. Only 8 percent of Russians held favorable views of Clinton. In contrast, only 20 percent felt negatively about Trump, down from 23 percent in May. Trump’s favorable ratings went from 22 percent in May to 38 percent in October. On the question of who would better meet Russian interests as president, 44 percent cited Trump, up from 28 percent in May. Conversely, by October Clinton was seen as better for Russia by only 7 percent, down from 9 percent in May.69

			Vremia’s reporting suggested that the U.S. media presented Trump as Putin’s favorite as a means of discrediting the Republican candidate. In one of his rare appearances in Vremia’s election coverage, Putin alleged that the pro-Clinton media were framing her rival as Russia’s preference to damage Trump by association:

			First, they create the image of Russia as an enemy, then they announce that Trump is our favorite.70

			In an interview with NBC in June 2017, Putin further suggested that the Democrats might have published their own leaked documents as a means to tarnish Trump by insinuating links between his campaign and Russian hackers.71 

			Former CIA agent Ray McGovern expressed similar sentiments in an interview with Vremia broadcast on October 9:

			Clinton’s HQ decide to accuse Putin and Russia of hacking [the DNC]. Therefore, everyone will think that Russia wants Trump to win. 

			Quoting American or European experts is a tactic commonly used by Vremia to give credibility to its reports criticizing Western politics and policymakers. Citing Western experts suggests Russia is not alone in its criticism or the instigator of negative analysis. Again, the similarities between Putin’s allegations of U.S. deception and those made by Vremia’s guests support the hypothesis of state direction of the news. 

			Donald Trump

			Overall, reporting on Vremia was less pro-Trump than it was anti-Clinton. The program gave significant coverage to scandals involving Trump and his campaign, including to allegations of sexual harassment perpetrated by the Republican candidate. But Vremia also presented excuses for Trump’s misdemeanors. The Republican was portrayed as the people’s candidate, in contrast to the pro-establishment Clinton. At the time of the first presidential debate, however, reporting on the two candidates was relatively balanced. Voskresnoe Vremia’s coverage of the debate included Clinton’s jibes against Trump:

			Clinton: Donald is one of those who got rich as a result of the mortgage crisis. In 2006, he said that he hoped the housing market would decline so he could make money.72

			In Russia, where public hostility to native oligarchs is high, allegations of financial gains made at the expense of ordinary citizens’ misfortune would likely draw condemnation. Voskresnoe Vremia’s report also featured a New York Times story alleging that Trump might have used his business failures in the 1990s to avoid paying millions in taxes. Utilizing one of its common tactics, however, Voskresnoe Vremia presented analysis from Center for National Interests President Dmitri Simes that sought to explain and excuse Trump’s actions:

			Naturally, as a businessman, Trump tries to pay what he owes, and no more than is necessary to fulfill his obligations. This position is clear to most Americans. But Trump’s problem is that he’s not an experienced politician. He throws out statements without sufficient explanation.73

			Trump’s actions are treated as no different from what others would do in his position. He is accused of poor communication skills stemming from his lack of experience in politics—part of his appeal to many American voters—rather than of any wrongdoing.

			Voskresnoe Vremia’s coverage of the first debate was critical of Trump in other ways. Presidential debate rules expert David Birdsall was shown on the program criticizing the Republican for interrupting Clinton and for failing to capitalize on the time he took away from his opponent:

			Trump got 62 percent of airtime and Hillary 38 percent. Did he take advantage of this? He repeated himself a lot. He said the same things again and again, failed to answer questions, and went into unnecessary detail. It seemed as though he did not know what to say.74 

			Like media outlets around the world, Vremia devoted considerable coverage to the 2005 Access Hollywood recording of Donald Trump boasting about groping women with impunity. Sex, celebrity, and sensationalism attract audiences; Vremia could not afford to miss out on a story with all these elements.75 As an international news organization working in a poorly financed but crowded domestic media market, Vremia is subject to strong commercial as well as political pressure. Past research suggests both factors likely influence what stories are broadcast on the program.76 Responding to these dual imperatives often requires news editors to perform a delicate balancing act. The program’s coverage of the Access Hollywood tape provides a good example. On the one hand, Vremia reported on the senior Republicans deserting Trump over his comments:

			Party representatives are turning against Trump, including the former Governor of California, Arnold Schwarzenegger, former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Senator John McCain.77

			On the other hand, Voskresnoe Vremia made excuses for Trump’s behavior. When reporting the story, the program’s reporter reminded viewers that Trump’s lewd comments had been made 11 years ago, long before he entered politics: “Eleven years ago, he was just an eccentric businessman and organizer of beauty contests.”78

			Voskresnoe Vremia’s reporters also questioned the timing of the revelations, asking why the Washington Post only published details of the tape a month before the election. In relation to the scandal, Trump was shown favorably comparing his conduct to allegations of sexual harassment by Bill Clinton:

			I’m not proud of what happened. I apologize. But this was just locker room talk….If you look at Bill Clinton, he did far worse. Mine was just words, but his was action. He didn’t say much, but he did a lot of bad things to women. 79

			Hillary Clinton was also accused of hypocrisy for using female celebrities’ sexuality to win support for her campaign while condemning Trump for his lurid comments. A report on November 6 cited an alleged  campaign video for Clinton featuring Katy Perry cavorting naked at a polling station as evidence of hypocrisy:

			And what forced [Perry] to undress? Not Donald Trump, but her political support for Hillary Clinton. But Perry was surpassed by Madonna, who at one concert promised to provide sexual services to all those voting for Clinton.80

			Downplaying the significance of Trump’s actions, Voskresnoe Vremia broadcast interviews with two former beauty queens claiming they were unoffended by his advances:

			“When he approached and kissed me, I was a little surprised, but not offended. This is a man who has achieved a lot. He’s a terrific leader. Look at his children. He was a terrific father. He really will lift up our country,” said Jennifer Murphy from Oregon. “During the Miss USA contest in which I participated he was an absolute gentleman,” recalls the former Miss Wisconsin Melissa Young.81

			Perhaps to reinforce Trump’s image as representing the interests of “the little guy,” Vremia frequently included interviews with his supporters in its campaign coverage. Between October 2 and November 10, Vremia and Voskresnoe Vremia together broadcast interviews with 10 Trump voters. Over the same period, only two Clinton voters were featured, one on polling day and one after the election. Interviews with Trump supporters emphasized similar themes: his patriotism, his status as a political outsider, and his business experience as a perceived strength when managing the economy:

			“I think he really cares about the fate of the country, and I think that this is not just words, because he is not a professional politician. He is a successful businessman and is interested in growing the economy and, therefore, will make the right decisions,” said Terry Straight.82

			Trump’s promises to tighten border security and immigration rules were also emphasized in the interviews with his supporters included on Vremia:

			“Trump says publicly what many Americans have thought for years. Why do we not guard our borders? Why do we allow illegal immigrants to pass through? Everyone was silent on this issue. But he is ready to solve the problem,” says Ohio resident George Smith.83

			Immigration is also a concern for many Russian voters.84 Trump’s support for stronger border defenses might, therefore, be expected to resonate positively with Vremia’s viewers. Clinton, in contrast, was portrayed as favoring open borders:

			“If we choose Hillary, our borders will be opened, our Constitution will be undermined, and English will no longer be our national language,” said voter Ken Klump.85

			Despite his billions, Vremia presented Trump as the champion of ordinary Americans and their interests, while Clinton represented the elite. To reiterate her elite status, Clinton was shown in the company of film and music stars:

			On Friday, Hillary Clinton spoke in another city. With her on stage were the star couple Beyonce and her rapper husband Jay-Z.86

			The report on Clinton’s star-studded rally followed a story on unemployment among Ohio steel workers that included a reference to Bill Clinton’s support for the liberalization of steel trade at the WTO. Vremia’s reporting underlined a clear divide between the constituencies supporting Clinton and those backing Trump. In presenting Trump as the people’s candidate, Vremia drew on tactics honed through its reporting on President Putin, who is similarly portrayed as the defender of ordinary citizens and their values against globalist international and domestic elites.87

			Following his defeat of Clinton, however, Vremia’s reporting on Trump took a decidedly negative turn. In reporting his election victory, Vremia emphasized Trump’s wealth, political inexperience, and sexism, topics the program downplayed during the campaign:

			He was not born a poor man. And in his own words, “You just have to be born into the right family to make a career”…. He invested more than $50 million in his own campaign. Forbes estimates his wealth at $4 billion. However, it is impossible to confirm or refute this figure as Trump refused to publish his tax returns.

			His nomination at first looked like a joke. What to expect of Trump and his team appointments is a mystery. Unlike Clinton, he lacks political experience. 

			The words of the president-elect often included sexist comments…. [During the campaign], allegations of sexual harassment fell on him like a horn of plenty.88

			The turn against Trump extended to his wife, Melania, who had not been mentioned on Vremia or Voskresnoe Vremia during the campaign, but whose former career as a model become the subject of scrutiny following her husband’s victory:

			The first lady of the United States is a model without higher education from Slovenia, Melanija Knavs, who has posed nude on the cover of magazines.89

			After his win, Vremia also began to report on protests against Trump, a theme it had previously ignored. Vremia did not cover the assault on a protestor by Trump supporters at a pro-Trump rally on October 14. Nor did Vremia report Trump being bundled off the stage by security agents at a Nevada rally on November 5, when it was claimed a protester had a gun. The sensational nature of the latter incident attracted intense global media attention,90 and Vremia’s usual predilection for sensational stories casts suspicion on its editors’ decision not to include it.91 But Vremia did give prominent coverage to the protests that erupted across the U.S. following Trump’s victory:

			In New York, thousands of people came to Union Square. Among the posters, a clear allusion to Hitler, the cover of Mein Kampf. Protesters consider Trump a racist and a xenophobe…. “We made a huge mistake” is written on another poster. “I cried this morning,” says Vicki Davis from Wisconsin. “I do not mind that we have a Republican president, but that it’s Donald Trump! It is simply impossible!”92

			Vremia’s rapid turn against Trump following his victory suggests its earlier bias toward him was largely instrumental. Trump’s campaign speeches questioning U.S. democracy, defensive capabilities, and foreign policy achievements meshed with established Russian government narratives. During the second presidential debate, for example, Trump argued that:

			She [Clinton] talks tough against Russia. But our nuclear program has fallen way behind and they’ve gone wild with their nuclear program. Not good. Our government shouldn’t have allowed that to happen. Russia is new in terms of nuclear. We are old. We’re tired. We’re exhausted in terms of nuclear. A very bad thing. She talks tough, she talks really tough against Putin. And against Assad. She talks in favor of the rebels. She doesn’t even know who they are. Every time we’re arming the rebels, in Iraq and in Syria. And you know what happens? They end up being worse…. The fact is, almost everything she’s done in foreign policy has been a mistake and it’s been a disaster.93 

			Trump’s praise for Russia and criticism of U.S. foreign and defense policies, especially in the Middle East, were useful ammunition for Moscow in its diplomatic war with Washington over the future of Syria. In contrast, Clinton’s attacks on Russia and close association with foreign policy decisions running counter to Moscow’s interests guaranteed her less favorable coverage on Vremia.

			Hillary Clinton

			Vremia’s framing of Hillary Clinton was largely negative, especially in relation to her accusations of state-sanctioned Russian interference in the U.S. election. Clinton was subject to personal attacks. Vremia and Voskresnoe Vremia created the impression of an often arrogant and aggressive woman, citing her family’s allegedly poor treatment of staff and her purported attacks against women who accused her husband of sexual misconduct. Her failure to disclose her use of a personal email server and purported foreign policy blunders while Secretary of State were used to question Clinton’s character and judgment. She was further accused of receiving campaign funds from Middle Eastern donors with connections to religious extremists. These accusations served a triple purpose: to associate Clinton with a wealthy global elite; to cast doubt on her financial fidelity; and to question her commitment to combatting violent extremism. In Russia, rampant corruption and frequent terrorism are issues of significant public concern. Two-thirds of Russians rate domestic corruption as high, while 56 percent fear being a victim of terrorism.94 In this context, Vremia’s allegations of corrupt dealings between Clinton and those sponsoring terrorism could be expected to play badly with Russian audiences.

			On October 11, Vremia’s correspondent reported on Clinton-staff emails released by WikiLeaks, suggesting that the suicide attempt by former Clinton Foundation executive Laura Graham was caused by the stress of working for the Clintons:

			The ex-head of the Clinton Foundation, Laura Graham, almost took her own life because of Bill Clinton and Hillary’s daughter, Chelsea…. [The emails] frequently refer to the aggressive management style of the soft-looking Chelsea Clinton. A former Clinton staffer calls her a “spoiled child” with nothing to do but create problems. On the Internet, people are commenting that, “the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” A reference, of course, to Hillary.

			Even though the leaked emails do not directly accuse Hillary of causing Graham’s psychological distress, Chelsea Clinton’s allegedly poor conduct is attributed to her mother. 

			Vremia also used allegations of sexual misconduct against Bill Clinton to negatively frame Hillary’s character. On October 10, Vremia’s coverage of the second presidential debate included footage of Juanita Broaddrick accusing Bill Clinton of raping her when he was Arkansas Attorney General in 1978. Broaddrick attended the debate as Trump’s guest:

			Broaddrick: Mr. Trump may have said some bad words [about women], but Bill Clinton raped me, and Hillary Clinton threatened me. I don’t think there’s any comparison.

			On October 16, Voskresnoe Vremia ran a report on allegations of sexual assault by Bill Clinton, again casting aspersions on Hillary’s treatment of her husband’s accusers:

			Presenter: Hillary Clinton, of course, is not to blame in all these stories. But each time she tried to shield her husband.

			Political Scientist Dmitri Simes: [Hillary Clinton] doused these women in mud. She didn’t just deny the allegations [against Bill Clinton]. She said that these women were sluts, these women were corrupt, and these women were lying. 

			Given Hillary Clinton’s self-professed feminism and her condemnation of Donald Trump’s sexist behavior, attacks on her husband’s accusers, if true, could be construed as evidence of hypocrisy as well as of aggression.95 As noted above in reference to U.S. interference in overseas elections, hypocrisy on the part of American policymakers is a common theme on Russian television and in speeches by government officials. 

			Even a rather bizarre story about a fly landing on Clinton during the second presidential debate was used to remind Voskresnoe Vremia’s viewers of Bill Clinton’s past sexual transgressions:

			At one point in the debate, a fly landed on the Democratic candidate—was this a Putin drone? Social networks exploded with comments. In a Twitter poll, 28 percent of users voted that the fly was a Russian spy, while 52 percent supported the idea that it was later raped backstage by Bill Clinton.96

			At the end of the report, viewers were left with the rather undignified image of the offending fly on Clinton’s face, with a large red circle and arrow drawing attention to its location. Belittling graphics of this kind were not employed in coverage of Donald Trump.

			The scandal surrounding Hillary Clinton’s use of a private email server while Secretary of State received substantial coverage on Vremia and Voskresnoe Vremia. The attention given to this story, however, was proportional to its coverage in U.S. media.97 The FBI’s decision to investigate a presidential candidate days before an election was unprecedented, justifying widespread media coverage on the grounds of public interest. If anything, Vremia downplayed the significance of the story compared to its American counterparts. In the U.S. media, Clinton’s emails received more attention than any other aspect of her campaign.98 Until the FBI reopened its investigation on October 28, Vremia paid little attention to Clinton’s emails. On October 10 and 16, Vremia and Voskresnoe Vremia respectively reported on Trump’s allegations that Clinton had initially refused to hand over tens of thousands of messages to the FBI, not because the contents were personal, but because they confirmed that she had sent classified information via an unsecured server. The two reports were both very brief and included footage of Clinton apologizing for her mistake:

			Hillary Clinton: I take full responsibility for the fact that I used a personal email for my official correspondence. But there is no evidence that hackers were able to access my server, and that secret materials fell into the wrong hands.99

			Voskresnoe Vremia’s report on October 16 also confirmed that the initial FBI investigation into Clinton had been closed without charges. 

			Vremia returned to the email story when the FBI reopened its investigation following the discovery of new messages on the computer of former Congressman Anthony Weiner, the estranged husband of Clinton’s senior staffer and close confidante Huma Abedin. The program’s later coverage of Clinton’s email saga was much more salacious than its earlier reporting:

			U.S. official secrets are no longer secret. According to Fox News, at least five foreign intelligence agencies hacked Hillary Clinton’s private server. She took these devices on overseas trips, despite strong objections from the State Department. FBI Director James Comey said, “It is likely that our enemies hacked her private server. Safety rules were implemented precisely to prevent this.” 

			“This is treason!” said Chairman of the House of Representatives’ Homeland Security Committee Michael McCaul.100

			Vremia’s presenters, however, also highlighted Clinton’s “indignation” at the timing of the investigation and the “uncontained satisfaction at the FBI’s action” at Trump’s campaign HQ.101 Not only the unprecedented timing of the FBI’s decision, but also the fact that the Weiner emails were exposed during a separate investigation into “sexting” by the former Congressman guaranteed significant media interest. Chasing ratings likely contributed to the tone of Vremia’s coverage of the FBI’s investigation into Clinton’s emails, which nevertheless remained more balanced than reporting on the topic by right-wing U.S. media.102

			As discussed above, Vremia branded Clinton’s accusations of Russian election meddling as a tactic for distracting from her campaign woes. Predictably, the program returned to this theme when the FBI reopened its investigation: 

			As Clinton’s HQ struggles to save the remnants of her reputation, they are desperate to switch attention to anything else. Again, they return to the already familiar mantra of the “Russian threat.”103

			Given the seriousness of Clinton’s accusations against Russia, countering her claims would have been a key objective of Vremia’s election coverage with or without the renewed FBI investigation.

			Adding to its narrative of Clinton as a dishonest figure with things to hide, Vremia reported on dubious donations to her campaign and on financial irregularities at the Clinton Foundation:

			The infamous website WikiLeaks has published more than 2,500 emails from John Podesta, the head of Hillary Clinton’s election HQ. The messages refer to questionable share purchases and donations to the Clinton Foundation.104 

			The Clintons were accused of accepting money not only from vested interests in the U.S., but also from overseas elites, in violation of U.S. law:

			The Clinton Foundation, which is currently subject to an FBI investigation, admitted violating the law by receiving a million dollars from the Qatari authorities without informing the State Department. Reuters reports that the check was dated on Bill Clinton’s birthday in 2011. At the time, his wife, Hillary Clinton, was Secretary of State.105 

			Vremia also reported on a New York Times article alleging that donations to her family’s foundation influenced Clinton’s policy decisions at the State Department: 

			The New York Times claims that as Secretary of State, [Clinton] showed favoritism towards Foundation donors, including the UAE, Qatar, Kuwait, Oman, Brunei, and particularly Saudi Arabia, which was very generous.106

			Quoting respected international news organizations like the New York Times and Reuters is a frequent Vremia tactic used to give credibility and objectivity to its stories. 

			More than shaping U.S. foreign policy to suit her financial benefactors, Vremia alleged that some of those donating to the Clintons possessed ties to violent extremists in the Middle East. Citing an article published by U.S. magazine Vanity Fair, Clinton senior advisor Huma Abedin was presented as the conduit of these donations:

			Abedin comes from a Pakistani-Indian Muslim family that moved to Saudi Arabia, where her mother and father headed organizations to support overseas Muslim communities associated with the Muslim Brotherhood.

			The magazine quotes former U.S. attorney Andrew McCarthy, who investigated the World Trade Center bombing in 1993 and who connects the Abedin family with Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the spiritual leader of the Muslim Brotherhood, who has issued fatwas and blessed suicide bombings.

			It is through Huma’s mother, Saleha, that the Clinton campaign is supposed to have contacted Middle Eastern donors.107

			Vremia’s report misrepresents the original Vanity Fair article, which describes McCarthy’s “personal crusade on the question of Abedin’s purported family connections.” The article further mentions the “right wing hysteria” about some of those supposedly connected to the Abedin family. Republican Senator John McCain’s defense of Abedin’s public service to the United States is also mentioned in the original article.108 Vremia continued to cast suspicion on Abedin and her family in reports broadcast on November 3 and 4. The program’s correspondent inferred that Abedin might have influenced Clinton’s Middle East policy at the State Department:

			“Huma Abedin was an active participant in the Muslim Student Association, the student wing of the Muslim Brotherhood. Her mother, Saleha Abedin Saleh, is a member of the women’s branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. Soon after Huma left the Muslim Student Association, its leader became Anwar al-Awlaki, a member of al-Qaeda who coordinated with the 9/11 terrorists,” said the Topyaps website.

			And yet, after returning to the United States to study, she was immediately able work as aide to Hillary Clinton, then the First Lady. From the White House, Abedin went with Clinton to the Senate and then to the State Department. It was under Secretary Clinton that U.S. foreign policy became particularly aggressive and radical.109 

			It is noteworthy that allegations of financial links to Muslim extremists via Abedin were made against Clinton on the regular Monday-to-Saturday broadcasts of Vremia, not on Voskresnoe Vremia, the usual conduit of character assassinations. 

			Stories employing this frame only appeared in the last week of the campaign. It is unlikely that the timing had anything to do with Clinton’s declining poll ratings following the publication of FBI Director Comey’s letter about her emails on October 28. Reports about the renewed FBI investigation into Clinton’s correspondence were mainly matter-of-fact on Vremia. Rather, escalating tensions between the U.S. and Russia over the latter’s preparations to assist Syrian government attacks against the rebel-held city of Aleppo are a more likely cause of the change in tone and topic used about Clinton.110 Western objections to Moscow’s involvement in Syria have long been framed by the Russian government in terms of the U.S.’s alleged support for terrorist groups opposed to the Assad regime. For example, following the deaths of two Russian medics in Aleppo in December 2016, Defense Ministry Spokesman Major General Igor Konashenkov said that the U.S., the UK, and France, as “sponsors of terrorists,”111 bore responsibility for the killings. As it had with Bill and Chelsea Clinton, Vremia used Huma Abedin as a tool for criticizing Hillary Clinton’s character and actions. Attacks on Clinton, in turn, served the program’s wider mandate of negatively framing U.S. foreign policy. Clinton’s term at the State Department made her particularly useful in this endeavor:

			Mrs. Clinton is a fanatical supporter of the concept of U.S. exceptionalism. She is its very embodiment. It will bring the torch of American freedom to every country, even if that torch will burn everything to the ground.112

			Overall, coverage of Hillary Clinton’s bid for the U.S. presidency was framed negatively on Vremia and Voskresnoe Vremia. Although her political experience was acknowledged, her record was constructed as one of dubious decisions and dodgy dealings. 

			Conclusion

			Vremia’s coverage of the 2016 U.S. presidential election clearly favored Donald Trump over Hillary Clinton. Claims of sexual and financial transgressions by Trump were downplayed and excused. Trump’s speeches and statements received more attention than Clinton’s addresses. But in this regard, Vremia’s election coverage was no different from U.S. news reporting on the election, which also afforded the Republican more attention.113 Trump’s unconventional candidacy, colorful claims, and coarse language played to the media logic that prioritizes sensationalism.114 Commercial considerations may, therefore, provide at least a partial explanation for Vremia’s greater focus on Trump. Commercial motives, however, are less able to explain the program’s negative framing of Clinton. Vremia—and Voskresnoe Vremia in particular—frequently repeated unsubstantiated accusations of financial and personal misconduct perpetrated by Clinton, her family, and their associates. Attacks against Clinton became more pronounced as the campaign progressed, likely in response to her allegations of Russian interference in the election and owing to growing tensions between Moscow and the Obama administration, in which she had served as Secretary of State, over the conflict in Syria. Russian media reporting on the election appears to have influenced domestic public opinion of the candidates. Negative views of Clinton grew as the campaign entered its final stages, while Russian public assessments of Trump became more positive. Again, this change in public opinion might be best explained by Clinton’s claims of Kremlin-sanctioned election meddling, sentiments unlikely to endear her to patriotic Russians. What may surprise non-Russia experts most about much of Vremia’s U.S. election coverage, however, is its blandness. Most reports were factual, focusing on explaining the election process and progress rather than offering opinion or analysis. Until the last ten days of the campaign, aside from coverage of the presidential debates, reports on the presidential election were rather brief and infrequent. Rather, negative framing of Clinton occurred mainly on Sunday evening Voskresnoe Vremia, known for its acerbic roundup of the week’s news. The differences in approach to covering the presidential race between Vremia and its sister Sunday program attest to the internal diversity offered to Russian viewers by news broadcasts on Channel One. Although limited, the findings of this article suggest that the Russian state media offer audiences a degree of pluralism in reporting on foreign affairs often overlooked by Western commentators. 

			Overall, coverage of the presidential candidates was incidental to Vremia’s main mission of undermining confidence in U.S. democracy and foreign policy. The two candidates were framed in ways that supported the narratives of U.S. global decline and domestic division long promulgated by the Putin administration. Vremia’s turn against Trump following his election victory supports the hypothesis that coverage of the candidates was subordinate to the program’s main mandate to propagate the Kremlin’s anti-Western propaganda. The quality of U.S. democracy was called into question, with repeated reference to the unpopularity of the presidential candidates, alleged voter fraud, and the unrepresentativeness of the Electoral College system. In questioning his own country’s record in the Middle East, its military capabilities, and its free trade policies, Trump was a gift for Putin, who has long expressed similar criticisms of the United States. His praise of Putin’s leadership and positive assessments of Russian military strength further helped guarantee Trump favorable and frequent coverage on Vremia: lauding Putin and the security and stability he has supposedly brought to Russia is a primary role of Russian state media.115 Widespread antipathy toward Russia in Washington is another key theme of Putin’s propaganda machine. Clinton’s allegations of Russian-backed election meddling gave substance to Vremia’s longstanding claims of anti-Russian attitudes among U.S. policymakers. Her attacks on Russia, therefore, were unlikely to be ignored.

			But Vremia’s coverage of the two presidential candidates was far from black and white. Clinton’s experience and qualifications for the presidency were mentioned often, as were Trump’s corresponding lack of experience and weaknesses of character. Propaganda, however, works best when it is not absolute. Some balance and ambiguity in reporting provides the veneer of objectivity. Russian state media use the same tactics when covering domestic elections. Opposition candidates are afforded just enough exposure to suggest media and political plurality.116 Reporting on the U.S. election also utilized other tactics honed in reporting on domestic Russian politics, most notably the use of expert and public testimonies to support official narratives. One striking difference between Vremia’s reporting on the U.S. election and the program’s modus operandi was the absence of its usual star, President Putin. This absence may be explained by Putin’s desire to distance himself from Clinton’s accusations of Russian-state sponsored attacks on U.S. democracy. But it may equally be explained by the president’s preoccupation with Russian military operations in Syria that were ongoing during the U.S. election campaign. Despite his absence, Vremia’s reporting on the U.S. election was imbued with narratives Putin has long maintained regarding U.S. democracy, foreign policy, and relations with Russia. Analysis of Vremia’s U.S. election coverage suggests that these narratives and corresponding policies are unlikely to change while Putin is in the Kremlin, whoever occupies the White House. 

			

			
				
					1Tina Burrett. 2011. Television and Presidential Power in Putin’s Russia. London: Routledge; Sarah Oates. 2007. “The Neo-Soviet Model of the Media.” Europe-Asia Studies 59: 8: 1279–97; Ivan Zassoursky. 2004. Media and Power in Post-Soviet Russia. London: M.E Sharpe; Peter Rollberg. 2014. “Media and Democratization in Russia and Eurasia.” Demokratizatsiya 22: 2: 175–77.

				

				
					2Channel One is approximately 51 percent state-owned; the private National Media Group owns 25 percent and businessman Roman Abramovich 24 percent.

				

				
					3Richard Sakwa. 2008. “‘New Cold War’ or Twenty Years’ Crisis? Russia and International Politics.” International Affairs 84: 2: 241–67; Andrei Tsygankov. 2010. Russia’s Foreign Policy: Change and Continuity in National Identity. Boulder, CO: Rowman & Littlefield; Dale Helle and Ariel Cohen. 2010. Russian Anti-Americanism: A Priority Target for U.S. Public Diplomacy, At http://www.heritage.org/global-politics/report/russian-anti-americanism-priority-target-us-public-diplomacy#_ftnref13, accessed November 3, 2017; Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes. 2012. “An Autopsy of Managed Democracy.” Journal of Democracy 23:3: 33-45.

				

				
					4Dietram Scheufele. 1999. “Framing as a Theory of Media Effects.” Journal of Communication 49: 4: 103–22; Robert Murray Entman. 1993. “Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm.” Journal of Communication 42:4: 51–58; Erving Goffman. 1974. Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience. New York: Harper and Row.

				

				
					5Zassoursky, Media and Power.

				

				
					6Channel One, At http://www.1tvrus.com/about, accessed August 20, 2017.

				

				
					7Public Opinion Foundation. 2017. TV: chastota prosmotra, liubimye kanaly, liubimye programmy [TV: Viewing Frequency, Favorite Channel, Favorite Programs], At http://fom.ru/SMI-i-internet/13571, accessed September 22, 2017.

				

				
					8Andrei Ryabov. 2004. “The Mass Media”. In Michael McFaul, Nikolai Petrov, and Andrei Ryabov, eds., Between Dictatorship and Democracy: Russian Post-Communist Political Reform. Washington DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace; Zassoursky, Media and Power; Burrett, Television and Presidential Power.

				

				
					9Notable studies of Russian television news content include Andrei Raskin. 2001. “Television: The Medium to Elect the President.” In Kaarle Nordenstreng, Elena Vartanova, and Yassen Zassoursky eds., Russian Media Challenge. Helsinki: Kikimora Publications; Sarah Oates. 2006. Television, Democracy and Elections in Russia. New York: Routledge; Stephen Hutchings and Vera Tolz. 2012. “Faultlines in Russia’s Discourse of Nation: Television Coverage of the December 2010 Moscow Riots.” Slavic Review 71 (Winter): 873–899; Tina Burrett. 2014. “Reaffirming Russia’s Remote Control: Exploring Kremlin Influence on Television Coverage of Russian-Japanese Relations and the Southern Kuril Islands Territorial Dispute.” Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization 22 (Summer): 359-381.

				

				
					10Burrett, Television and Presidential Power in Putin’s Russia.

				

				
					11Oates, “The Neo-Soviet Model of the Media”; Burrett, Television and Presidential Power in Putin’s Russia; Ryan Lizza. 2017. “A Russian Journalist Explains How the Kremlin Instructed Him to Cover the 2016 Election.” The New Yorker. November 22, At https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/russian-journalist-explains-how-the-kremlin-instructed-him-to-cover-the-2016-election, accessed April 3, 2018.

				

				
					12Robert Entman. 1996. “Reporting the Environmental Policy Debate.” Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics 1: 3: 77.

				

				
					13Anders Hansen, Simon Cottle, Ralph Negrine, and Chris Newbold. 1998. Mass Communication Research Methods. London: Macmillan; Barrie Gunter. 2000. Media Research Methods. London: Sage; John Street. 2001. Mass Media, Politics and Democracy. Basingstoke: Palgrave.

				

				
					14Pamela Shoemaker and Stephen Reese. 1991. Mediating the Message. London: Longman; Barrie Gunter. 1997. Measuring Bias on Television. Luton: University of Luton Press; Kimberly Neuendorf. 2002. The Content Analysis Guidebook. London: Sage.

				

				
					15Caroline Mortimer. 2016. “Russian Media Praises Donald Trump: ‘Democracy and Human Rights Are Not in His Vocabulary.’” The Independent. November 15, At https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/donald-trump-us-election-russia-media-praise-putin-a7418966.html, accessed April 4, 2018; Howard Amos. 2016. “Russian Media Backs Trump, Questions US Democracy.” CNBC. November 5, At https://www.cnbc.com/2016/11/05/russian-media-backs-trump-questions-us-democracy.html, accessed April 4, 2018.

				

				
					16Rob Faris, Hal Roberts, Bruce Etling, Nikki Bourassa, Ethan Zuckerman, and Yochai Benkler. 2017. Partisanship, Propaganda, and Disinformation: Online Media and the 2016 U.S. Presidential Election, At https://cyber.harvard.edu/publications/2017/08/mediacloud, accessed November 7, 2017; Lizza, “A Russian Journalist Explains How the Kremlin Instructed Him to Cover the 2016 Election”; Mortimer, “Russian Media Praises Donald Trump.”

				

				
					17James Dearing and Everett Rogers. 1996. Agenda Setting. London: Sage, 7-8.

				

				
					18Elmer Schattschneider. 1960. The Semisovereign People. New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 68; Bernard Cohen. 1963. Press and Foreign Policy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 13. 

				

				
					19Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw. 1972. “The Agenda-Setting Function of the Mass Media.” Public Opinion Quarterly 36: 176-87.

				

				
					20Elena Poluenkhtova. 2012. “Dynamics of the Russian Television Audience.” Russian Social Science Review 53: 2 (March–April): 54.

				

				
					21Vremia, program anchor, November 9, 2016.

				

				
					22Vremia, program reporter Pavel Matvyev, November 10, 2016.

				

				
					23George Breslauer. 2009. “Observations on Russia’s Foreign Relations Under Putin.” Post-Soviet Affairs 25: 370–376; Andrei Tsygankov. 2010. Russia’s Foreign Policy: Change and Continuity in National Identity. Boulder, CO: Rowman & Littlefield.

				

				
					24Cohen and Helle. “Russian Anti-Americanism”; Andrei Tsygankov. 2009. “Russia in the Post-Western World: The End of the Normalization Paradigm?” Post-Soviet Affairs 25: 347–369; Marlene Laruelle. 2009. “Introduction.” In Marlene Laruelle, ed., Russian Nationalism and the National Reassertion of Russia. London: Routledge: 1–10.

				

				
					25Sergei Karaganov. 2007. “A New Epoch of Confrontation.” Global Affairs. October, 4, At www.globalaffairs.ru/number/n_9791, accessed November 3, 2017; Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes. 2012. “An Autopsy of Managed Democracy.” Journal of Democracy 23: 33–45; Luke March. 2012. “Nationalism for Export? The Domestic and Foreign-Policy Implications of the New ‘Russian Idea.’” Europe-Asia Studies 64: 401–425.

				

				
					26Vremia, November 9, 2016.

				

				
					27Voskresnoe Vremia, October 23, 2016.

				

				
					28Voskresnoe Vremia, October 23, 2016.

				

				
					29Voskresnoe Vremia, November 6, 2016.

				

				
					30Voskresnoe Vremia, November 6, 2016.

				

				
					31Vremia, November 9, 2016.

				

				
					32Oleg Maslov. 2009. “Etapi rosta antiamerikanizma v postsovetskoi Rossii” [Growth Stages of Anti-Americanism in Post-Soviet Russia]. Russian Pereplet. August 18, At http://www.pereplet.ru/text/maslov01aug09.html, accessed November 3, 2017; Cohen and Helle, “Russian Anti-Americanism.”

				

				
					33Faris et al., “Partisanship, Propaganda, and Disinformation”.

				

				
					34Vremia, October 2, 2016.

				

				
					35David A. Fahrenthold. 2016. “Trump Recorded Having Extremely Lewd Conversation about Women in 2005.” Washington Post. October 8, At https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-recorded-having-extremely-lewd-conversation-about-women-in-2005/2016/10/07/3b9ce776-8cb4-11e6-bf8a-3d26847eeed4_story.html, accessed November 8, 2017.

				

				
					36Vremia, October 25, 2016.

				

				
					37Nate Silver. 2017. “The Comey Letter Probably Cost Clinton The Election.” Five Thirty Eight. May 3, At https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/the-comey-letter-probably-cost-clinton-the-election/, accessed November 8, 2017.

				

				
					38Vremia, October 23, 2016.

				

				
					39Gore’s defeat despite winning the popular vote was also mentioned by Vremia on November 1 and Voskresnoe Vremia on November 6, 2016.

				

				
					40Voskresnoe Vremia, October 30, 2016.

				

				
					41Gregory Krieg. 2016. “It’s Official: Clinton Swamps Trump in Popular Vote.” CNN. December 22, At http://edition.cnn.com/2016/12/21/politics/donald-trump-hillary-clinton-popular-vote-final-count/index.html, accessed November 8, 2017.

				

				
					42Vremia presenter, Vremia, November 9, 2016.

				

				
					43Voskresnoe Vremia, October 23, 2016.

				

				
					44Voskresnoe Vremia, October 30, 2016.

				

				
					45Donald Trump, quoted on Vremia, November 1, 2017. Similar Trump accusations of voter fraud were broadcast on October 21 and 25 and on Voskresnoe Vremia on November 6, 2016.

				

				
					46Voskresnoe Vremia, October 23, 2016. The same interview with Giuliani was also broadcast on October 25 and 30.

				

				
					47Hillary Clinton on Vremia, October 25, 2016.

				

				
					482013. “Russia’s Chief Propagandist.” The Economist. December 10, At https://www.economist.com/blogs/easternapproaches/2013/12/ukraine, accessed April 4, 2018.

				

				
					492017. TV: chastota prosmotra, kanaly, analiticheskie peredachi [TV: Viewing Frequency, Channels, Analytical Broadcasts], At http://fom.ru/SMI-i-internet/13769, accessed April 4, 2018.

				

				
					50Russia Internet Users, At http://www.internetlivestats.com/internet-users/russia, accessed April 24, 2018.

				

				
					51John Thornhill. 2015. “Vladimir Pozner: The ‘Face’ of Russia.” The Financial Times. July 10.

				

				
					52Vremia, November 1, 2016.

				

				
					53Vremia, November 1, 2016.

				

				
					54Voskresnoe Vremia, October 30, 2016.

				

				
					55The same interview was rebroadcast on Voskresnoe Vremia on November 6, 2016.

				

				
					56Voskresnoe Vremia, October 30, 2016.

				

				
					57Thomas Carothers. 2018. “Is the U.S. Hypocritical to Criticize Russian Election Meddling?” Foreign Affairs. March 12.

				

				
					582017. “U.S. Repeatedly Interfered in Russian Elections—Putin.” RT.com. June 16, At http://www.rt.com/news/392531-elections-cyberattacks-putin-stone/, accessed April 22, 2018.

				

				
					59Matt Taibbi. 2017. “Why the Russia Story Is a Minefield for Democrats and the Media.” Rolling Stone. March 8, At http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/taibbi-russia-story-is-a-minefield-for-democrats-and-the-media-w471074, accessed November 22, 2017.

				

				
					60Voskresnoe Vremia, November 6, 2016.

				

				
					61Mike Pence on Vremia, October 5, 2016.

				

				
					62Vremia, November 9, 2016.

				

				
					63Vladimir Vasiliev, chief researcher at the Institute of USA and Canada Studies, on Voskresnoe Vremia, November 6, 2016.

				

				
					64Valery Fadeyev on Voskresnoe Vremia, October 9, 2016.

				

				
					65Burrett, Television and Presidential Power in Putin’s Russia; Jonathan Becker. 2014. “Russia and the New Authoritarians.” Demokratizatsiya 22: 2: 191.

				

				
					66Vladimir Putin on Vremia, October 27, 2016. Putin’s denial of Russian interference was also broadcast by Voskresnoe Vremia on October 30.

				

				
					67Sergei Lavrov on Vremia, October 12, 2016.

				

				
					68Vremia, October 20, 2016.

				

				
					692016. “Vybory v SShA: Kto pobedit na vyborakh v Amerike?” [Elections in the USA: Who Will Win the Elections in America?], At http://fom.ru/Politika/13019, accessed November 22, 2017.

				

				
					70Vladimir Putin on Vremia, October 27, 2016.

				

				
					71Corky Siemaszko. 2017. “Vladimir Putin Tells Megyn Kelly: U.S. Hackers Could Have Framed Russia.” NBCNews.com. June 3, At http://nbcnews.com/news/world/vladimir-putin-tells-megyn-kelly-u-s-hackers-could-have-n767641, accessed April 24, 2018.

				

				
					72Hillary Clinton on Voskresnoe Vremia, October 2, 2016.

				

				
					73Voskresnoe Vremia, October 2, 2016.

				

				
					74Voskresnoe Vremia, October 2, 2016.

				

				
					75John B. Thompson. 2000. Political Scandal. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Robert Entman. 1989. Democracy Without Citizens: Media and the Decay of American Politics. New York: Oxford University Press; Neil Postman. 1986. Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business. London: Heinemann.

				

				
					76Stephen Hutchings and Natalia Rulyova. 2008. “Commemorating the Past/Performing the Present: Television Coverage of Second World War Victory Celebration and the (De)Construction of Russian Nationhood.” In Birgit Beumers, Stephen Hutchings, and Natalia Rulyova, eds., The Post-Soviet Russian Media: Conflicting Signals. London: Routledge: 137–55; Burrett, “Reaffirming Russia’s Remote Control.”

				

				
					77Vremia, October 10, 2016.

				

				
					78Voskresnoe Vremia, October 16, 2016.

				

				
					79Voskresnoe Vremia, October 16, 2016.

				

				
					80Voskresnoe Vremia, October 16, 2016.

				

				
					81Voskresnoe Vremia, October 16, 2016.

				

				
					82Voskresnoe Vremia, October 23, 2016.

				

				
					83Vremia, November 5, 2016.

				

				
					84Graeme Robertson and Samuel Greene. 2017. “The Kremlin Emboldened: How Putin Wins Support.” Journal of Democracy 28: 86–100; Regina Smyth and Irina Soboleva. 2014. “Looking Beyond the Economy: Pussy Riot and the Kremlin’s Voting Coalition.” Post-Soviet Affairs 30: 257–75.

				

				
					85Vremia, November 1, 2016.

				

				
					86Vremia correspondent, Vremia, November 5, 2016.

				

				
					87M. Steven Fish. 2017. “The Kremlin Emboldened: What Is Putinism?” Journal of Democracy 28: 61–75; Gulnaz Sharafutdinova. 2017. “Managing National Ressentiment: Morality Politics in Putin’s Russia.” In Andrey Makarychev and Alexandra Yatsyk eds., Vocabularies of International Relations After the Crisis in Ukraine. London: Routledge, 130–51.

				

				
					88Vremia US correspondent, Vremia, November 9, 2016.

				

				
					89Vremia US correspondent, Vremia, November 9, 2016.

				

				
					90Paul Lewis and Tom Silverstone. 2016. “Trump Rally Protester: I Was Beaten for a ‘Republicans against Trump’ Sign.” The Guardian. November 6, At https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/06/trump-protester-i-was-beaten-for-holding-a-republicans-against-trump-sign, accessed December 6, 2017.

				

				
					91Burrett, “Reaffirming Russia’s Remote Control.”

				

				
					92Vremia US correspondent, Vremia, November 10, 2016.

				

				
					93Donald Trump on Vremia, October 10, 2016.

				

				
					94Public Opinion Foundation. 2017. Rossiiane o strakhe i veroiatnosti terroristicheskoi ugrozy [Russians on Fear and the Likelihood of Terrorism], At http://fom.ru/Bezopasnost-i-pravo/13657, accessed December 12, 2017; Public Opinion Foundation. 2015. Korruptsiia i vziatochnichestvo v Rossii [Corruption and Bribery in Russia], At http://fom.ru/Bezopasnost-i-pravo/11912, accessed December 12, 2017.

				

				
					95 Jill Filipovic. 2016. “What’s With Hillary’s Woman Problem?” Politicos. September/October, At https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/09/hillary-clinton-feminism-white-house-2016-women-214217, accessed December 9, 2017.

				

				
					96Voskresnoe Vremia, October 16, 2016. The fly incident was also referenced in Vremia reports on October 10 and 11.

				

				
					97Faris et al., “Partisanship, Propaganda, and Disinformation.”

				

				
					98Faris et al., “Partisanship, Propaganda, and Disinformation,” 2.

				

				
					99Hillary Clinton on Vremia, October 10, 2016.

				

				
					100Vremia, November 4, 2016.

				

				
					101Vremia, October 29, 2016.

				

				
					102Faris et al., “Partisanship, Propaganda, and Disinformation,” 7.

				

				
					103Vremia presenter, Vremia, November 1, 2016.

				

				
					104Vremia correspondent, Vremia, October 8, 2016.

				

				
					105Vremia correspondent, Vremia, November 5, 2016.

				

				
					106Vremia correspondent, Vremia, November 2, 2016.

				

				
					107Vremia correspondent, Vremia, November 2, 2016.

				

				
					108William D. Cohen. 2016. “Is Huma Abedin Hillary Clinton’s Secret Weapon or Her Next Big Problem?” Vanity Fair. January 6, At https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2016/01/huma-abedin-hillary-clinton-advisor/amp, accessed December 13, 2017.

				

				
					109Vremia correspondent, Vremia, November 4, 2016.

				

				
					1102016. “Obama Presses Putin on Syria as Aleppo Bombed by Regime Forces.” The Guardian. November 20, At https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/nov/20/obama-presses-putin-on-syria-as-aleppo-bombed-by-regime-forces, accessed April 25, 2018.

				

				
					1112016. “Russian Female Doctor Killed in Aleppo Hospital Shelling.” TASS. December 5, at http://tass.com/world/916852, accessed April 25, 2018.

				

				
					112Program correspondent, Voskresnoe Vremia, October 23, 2016.

				

				
					113Faris et al., “Partisanship, Propaganda, and Disinformation.”

				

				
					114David L. Altheide. 2015. “Media Logic.” In Gianpietro Mazzoleni, ed., The International Encyclopedia of Political Communication. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

				

				
					115Oates, “The Neo-Soviet Model of the Media.”

				

				
					116Burrett, Television and Presidential Power in Putin’s Russia.

				

			

		

		
		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Tina Burrett is an Associate Professor of Political Science in the Faculty of Liberal Arts, Sophia University, Tokyo, Japan. Contact: tburrett@sophia.ac.jp. She would like to thank Eleanor Parsons for her assistance in researching this article.

		


		
			The Kremlin’s “Active Measures” Failed in 2013: That’s When Russia Remembered Its Last Resort—Crimea
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			Abstract: Using leaked emails attributed to covert political actors, this study explores the Kremlin’s comprehensive influence operations (active measures) to thwart Ukraine’s aspirations to join the European Union. These efforts were launched by Putin as early as the beginning of 2013 to avoid losing Ukraine as part of his Eurasian integration project. In Ukraine, however, pro-Russian political forces were weak, clandestinely suppressed by President Viktor Yanukovych and his party. Moscow’s major efforts, including the Rus Baptism anniversary, trade sanctions, and “Medvedchuk project” failed to turn the tide; some even backfired, consolidating support for the European project among the Ukrainian elite and public. Although Putin interrupted the signing of the EU Association Agreement by taking advantage of Yanukovych’s personal weakness, he became increasingly frustrated with the Ukrainian president, who “sacrifices Russia’s strategic interests” and sought to become an “all-Ukrainian national leader” resistant to Russian pressures. Russian policy was at an impasse, without any viable instruments to restrict the westward drift of Ukraine, making the situation totally different from that of 2004. These observations allow us to construct a nuanced interpretation of Russian behaviors in late 2013 and early 2014, which suggest a possible review of and change to their Ukraine policy. The Crimea operation comes to be seen as a well-considered and proactive move to compensate for the failed influence operations and achieve a strategic goal: keeping Ukraine in Russia’s orbit.

			Leaked Emails: What Do They Tell Us? 

			What drove Russia to make the fateful decision of annexing part of the territory of its “brotherly” neighbor in 2014? To address this challenging question meaningfully, researchers need to put themselves in Putin’s shoes (not the ones prepared by Russian political technologists), and imagine the fiasco “the most powerful man in the world”1 encountered in Ukraine in 2013. 

			In the fall of 2016, email accounts allegedly belonging to Vladislav Surkov, the Kremlin’s ideologue and Putin’s aide on the Ukrainian issue, were made public by patriotic Ukrainian hackers.2 The Internet is admittedly filled with fake “leaks,” but multiple digital forensics experts have confirmed the authenticity of these particular communications.3 Unlike screenshots and PDF documents, which can easily be forged, the leaks involved nearly one-gigabyte data dumps of whole mailboxes, including valid metadata such as IP addresses, which are almost impossible to fabricate.4 Moreover, many trivial details that had not previously been made public—including the names of Surkov’s secretaries, as well as that of his essay reviewer living in London—mesh with real life. Following the Surkov leaks, the mailbox of Kirill Frolov, a researcher at the Russian Institute for CIS Countries and head of the Association of Orthodox Experts, which is close to the Russian Orthodox clergy, was disclosed in a similar way.5 

			A quick examination of the publicized data makes it clear that most of the leaked emails and attached documents are routine and of little interest to sensation-seekers.6 Moreover, even if certain messages contain exciting assessments or assertions, they do not make an obvious contribution to policy formation. Nevertheless, a meticulous comparison of multiple emails with open-source information makes it possible to identify the Kremlin’s plan and elucidate its implementation in a somewhat organized manner. For example, as the leaks show, Frolov is an enthusiastic promoter of “social partnership between the Church and the State.” He is merely an occasional functionary for the Kremlin and not in a position to make any important decisions, but his private correspondence with Sergei Glazyev, Putin’s adviser on Eurasian integration and curator of Ukrainian projects until Surkov’s arrival on the scene,7 reveals the details of the execution of the religious segment of the Kremlin’s comprehensive program, to which Frolov was assigned. 

			As early as the beginning of 2013, despite public claims that “under no circumstances will Russia ... impose anything on anyone,”8 Putin approved and launched a comprehensive program of covert influence operations to draw Ukraine away from its path toward European integration and back into Russia’s orbit. As a former Ukrainian diplomat alerted Western colleagues in 2013, Ukraine found itself facing “targeted ideological, political, economic, and information warfare.”9 Further analysis shows that the plan Putin initiated has much in common with the classic Soviet technique “active measures” (aktivnye meropriiatiia),10 which have been attracting growing practical and academic interest as a crucial element of Russian hybrid warfare.11 A serious limitation on the study of active measures, however, has been “the secret nature of the operations.”12 The Surkov and Frolov leaks help overcome this limitation, as both caught artful political technologists completely off guard, shedding light on the goings-on backstage, where they see no audience and stop “acting.” The disclosed information they have desperately attempted to discredit provides researchers with an excellent opportunity to estimate the Kremlin’s actual interpretation of the contested events of the Ukraine crisis, minimizing the bias of researchers who tend to rely heavily on (dis)information actively disseminated by Kremlin “insiders” and knowledgeable eksperty [experts].13

			This article is part of a comprehensive study that aims to reexamine mainstream narratives on the Ukraine crisis by illuminating behind-the-scenes communications between covert political actors as exposed in the leaked emails. By focusing on the year 2013,14 the author challenges the assumption still accepted by a wide range of scholars and practitioners that the annexation of Crimea was a spontaneous response by Russia to the flight of Yanukovych. The Kremlin’s strategic and tactical insights into Ukraine, revealed in the leaks, provide background to the fateful decision to annex Crimea, though the findings need to be corroborated by further evidence. The core argument of this article is that the Kremlin began comprehensive influence operations to block Ukraine’s integration into the EU as early as 2013, but by the middle of November 2013 it had exhausted nearly all political, economic, cultural, and religious resources, and Russian policy found itself at an impasse. This understanding reframes the Crimea operation as a considered and proactive move toward a strategic goal: keeping Ukraine in Russia’s orbit.

			The next section reviews widely accepted narratives vis-à-vis the Ukraine crisis and outlines common research problems. The following section describes the background of the exposure of the Kremlin’s complex plan of active measures operations, their targets and approaches, and the political environment in Ukraine (as assessed by the document’s author and agreed by the Russian president). This section further details the implementation of specific influence operations targeting the Ukrainian president, parliament and government, churches, oligarchs, the media and the public, as well as the Kremlin’s tireless efforts to nurture its own “candidate” for the Ukrainian presidential elections in 2015. The final section summarizes the outcomes of the influence operations in 2013 and further attempts to interpret Russian behaviors in late 2013 and early 2014. 

			Review of Narratives

			Although policymakers and scholars alike have debated the Ukraine crisis at length in recent years, analysis of the genesis of the conflict remains relevant. Indeed, it may help to understand strategic narratives in conflicts:  “how all aspects of a conflict are defined, constructed and understood” 15 and “how states seek to mobilize narratives to seek influence and shape the behavior of third parties.”16

			Although several works have suggested that the groundwork for the Crimea operation was laid in 2013,17 most interpretations of Russian decision-making regarding the annexation of Crimea have not strayed far from Putin’s own pronouncements, which have depicted Russia’s radical move as a spontaneous, even improvised response to the ouster of Yanukovych.18 Mearsheimer, an enthusiastic student of “realpolitik,” described the Kremlin’s behavior as “a spontaneous reaction to Yanukovych’s ouster,” arguing that, “[i]f Putin were committed to creating a greater Russia, signs of his intentions would almost certainly have arisen before February 22.”19 Likewise, in a discussion with CNN’s Fareed Zakaria, former U.S. defense secretary Robert Gates argued that “the ouster of Yanukovych was a defeat for Putin…[t]hat’s when Putin reacts and moves to seize Crimea.”20 One of the most cited academic works on this topic, Andrei Tsygankov’s “Vladimir Putin’s Last Stand: The Sources of Russia’s Ukraine Policy,”  similarly contends that “[t]o Putin, the collapse of Yanukovych’s government was the last straw” and the annexation “must be understood as a reflective reaction to what the Kremlin views as neglect of Russia’s values and interest and unjust treatment by the West.”21 Nor does Treisman’s “Crimea: Anatomy of a Decision” diverge substantially from this “realist” interpretation, arguing that “the initial intervention seems most likely to have been prompted by a panicked attempt to rule out the loss of the Black Sea base at Sevastopol [due to the possible demand of a post-Yanukovych government], with the potential risks and costs either poorly understood or disregarded.”22  

			The array of arguments in favor of Russia’s spontaneous response, however, have common weaknesses in terms of their approach. To begin with, there have been few efforts to address and correct for the bias incurred by so-called “political technology.” Like Mearsheimer, some authors take the public statements and assessments of the Russian leader and his proxies at face value. Others may not do so overtly, but their judgements are nevertheless distorted due to intensive communication with Russian actors. In dealing with Russia, where professional spin doctors make every effort to stage “virtual politics”23 and manipulate “Western media and policy discourse,”24 not only official statements but also private “expert” opinions should be treated with extreme caution. What they tell us is usually what they want us to see or keep guessing about, but seldom what they actually see.25 For example, Treisman, though fully aware that “Kremlin insiders could be dissembling,” fails to correct the biased impression he gained from interviews with Putin and former Kremlin official Alexei Chesnakov.26 (The Surkov leaks show that Chesnakov headed the Kremlin’s media analysis and information operations during the Ukraine crisis.)

			The second problem, in part a consequence of the first, is the extensive and discursive context in which the current crisis is projected and interpreted. No small number of researchers look to the collapse of the Soviet Union or the expansion of NATO in the 1990s (or even as far back as the Middle Ages) for the roots of the crisis. They also tend to lump all “Western” nations together as parties to the conflict. In so doing, they often pay little attention to the immediate context of the crisis: Ukraine’s social and political conditions in 2013. For instance, Tsygankov’s analysis is comprehensive, covering the decade leading up to the eruption of the crisis, but lacks attention to the Kremlin’s insights into Ukraine in 2013.27 It is true that Putin referred to the threat of NATO as the background of the annexation of Crimea, but note that Russian political technologists are good at “switching the points” (perevod strelki) to “confuse both time and agency.”28 Indeed, Nimmo’s careful chronological analysis of Russian rhetoric makes one doubt that the danger of Ukraine’s joining NATO was so imminent that the Kremlin was ultimately forced into the radical move. Nimmo’s analysis shows that “Russia only started a serious attempt to portray NATO as a party to the conflict four weeks after the decision to annex Crimea had been taken,”29 a point that calls into question, for example, Treisman’s contention on Russian fears about the possible loss of the Black Sea base. Russian strategic narratives displayed the Ukraine crisis as “a struggle for influence between Russia and NATO” in the international arena.30 

			Another all-too-common pitfall is, as exemplified in the aforementioned statement of the former U.S. defense secretary, treating Yanukovych as the Kremlin’s favorite, a habit formed during the Orange Revolution in 2004 that may be hard to break. However, as empirical works on Ukraine’s domestic scene suggest, although Yanukovych began his tenure “as the champion of Russian-speaking eastern and southern Ukraine” in 2010, he soon changed his rhetoric and began to voice Ukraine’s European roots and its ambition to join the EU.31 The “pro-Russian” president was heading for the EU, seeing the signing of the EU Association Agreement as “the main achievement, to disarm his opponents” for his re-election in 2015.32 In the meantime, Yanukovych “sought to navigate between the two integration offers,” trying to “balance the EU and Russia, and offer Ukraine to the highest bidder.”33 The political situation on the peninsula was more complicated, embracing potential tensions between the so-called “Macedonians”—elites from Donetsk oblast loyal to Yanukovych—and indigenous Crimean elites.34

			How did the Kremlin perceive Ukraine’s domestic situation in 2013, prior to the crisis? What were its primary concerns? What actions did it take to address these concerns? And as a result, what did it achieve and lose? Answers to these fundamental questions can provide the basis for understanding the background of the Kremlin’s policy shift in Ukraine.

			“The Complex of Measures”  

			Background of the Exposure

			In August 2013, Zerkalo Nedeli (ZN.UA), a Ukrainian analytical newspaper, broke an exclusive story titled “the Russian plan, meaningful and merciless” containing the full text of the plan “On the Complex of Measures to Co-opt Ukraine into the Eurasian Integration Process” (hereafter “the Complex of Measures”).35 According to the article, the Kremlin sat back and hoped that there would be no chance of the EU signing the Association Agreement because Moscow was confident that Yanukovych would not release Tymoshenko, which the EU considered a prerequisite for signing the Agreement.36 However, in early June, having received the stunning information from Berlin that German Chancellor Angela Merkel no longer saw the release of Tymoshenko as a prerequisite and was inclined to sign the Agreement, Putin supposedly called an emergency meeting in which he tasked Glazyev with developing a plan to prevent Ukraine from signing an Association Agreement with the EU at the Eastern Partnership Summit, which was to be held in Vilnius in November 2013. This news report reverberated within Ukraine as Russia’s trade war against the country raged that summer, but as the Zerkalo Nedeli journalists did not disclose the source of the information,37 it attracted only limited attention from researchers.38

			And then came the Frolov leaks. As we learned from the leaked information, in early February 2013, Sergei Tkachuk, project director of the Scientific Center for Eurasian Integration and a de facto assistant to Glazyev, informed Frolov that he had begun to negotiate with Victor Medvedchuk’s political movement “Ukrainian Choice”39 and asked Frolov to send “a list of organizations with a good and reliable network, which are advisable to link up with the ‘Ukrainian Choice.’”40 Five minutes later, Tkachuk told Frolov to “act upon the following assumptions stated in our action plan for accession to the CU [Customs Union],” enclosing “excerpts” of the plan. The attached one-page Microsoft Word document includes only two items: “1.7 Work with religious organizations” and “1.8 Strengthening and expansion of network of pro-Russian organizations sharing the goals of the accession,”41 both of which are identical to the corresponding part of the Complex of Measures later published by ZN.UA. Tkachuk added, “This plan was supported by the President, but, having descended to the floor below, fell asleep in the Lord [sic].” The authenticity of the leaked document, including its possible author, was confirmed when Frolov forwarded ZN.UA’s article to Glazyev with the title “Zerkalo Nedeli published a text similar to yours” and added, “ZN—NATO’s newspaper. Apparently there was a leak. Either directly from Moscow or through the embassy. Well, let this be an excuse not for self-justification, but for the ATTACK.”42 Frolov sent the same message to the security service officer assigned to the Institute for CIS Countries, who replied, “This is not a leak, this is a real document!”43 The Frolov leaks thus confirmed that the Complex of Measures was not a counterfeit and revealed that it was developed at the beginning of 2013, half a year earlier than the journalists had assumed—and, more importantly, that it had been approved by Putin personally.44 These observations underline the importance of scrutinizing the Complex of Measures in the light of a series of events in 2013.  

			Targets and Approaches 

			The Complex of Measures starts from “objective necessity and subjective factor” based on “econometric estimates,”45 claiming that Ukraine’s participation in the Customs Unions (CU) and Single Economic Space (SES) will ensure “1.5 times increase of the macroeconomic effect of its establishment” and provide opportunities “for the development of high-tech industries created within the single national economic complex of the USSR.” The document maintains that, “despite the obvious economic gains of Ukraine in the CU and SES, its political leadership continues the European integration course, having finalized the draft agreement with the EU on the establishment of a free trade zone (FTZ).”46 These factors, the document contends, combine to portend doom and gloom for Russia:

			The extreme urgency of this work [the Complex of Measures] is dictated by Ukraine’s signing of the Association Agreement with the EU—expected in November of this year—with clauses on the establishment of the FTZ, which excludes the entry of Ukraine into the CU. After this act, the possibilities of Ukraine’s accession to the CU will be closed, and its dependence on Brussels will sharply increase. We will lose a promising goal, and the Ukrainian leadership will pass the initiative to the pro-Western forces. We will have to wait for the collapse of the current political regime and prepare for the next “orange” coup.

			The fear of losing Ukraine, an indispensable part of Putin’s Eurasian integration project, and possible repetition of the Orange Revolution pushed the Kremlin to set the goals of the Complex of Measures as follows: prevent Ukraine from signing the Association Agreement; formulate a influential network of pro-Russian social and political forces; neutralize the political and media influence of Euro-integration supporters; and create a favorable environment for Ukraine’s accession to the Customs Union and the Single Economic Space by 2015.

			The fundamental approach of the Complex of Measures is “concentrated and comprehensive influence on decision-making centers with support of friendly and pragmatic forces in government, parliament, business circles, and the scientific and journalistic community.” As a result of these influence operations, the Kremlin expected to see the formation of a “powerful pro-Russian political force capable of nominating its candidate for the forthcoming presidential elections in 2015 and imposing the concept of accession [to the Customs Union] to the Ukrainian leadership.” The Kremlin also wanted to present the public choice in favor of Eurasian integration as “a modern analogy of the historical movement of B. Khmelnitsky for reunification with Russia.”47 The document nominates Victor Medvedchuk’s “Ukrainian Choice” as “the most important partner in this project” and “the Council of Slavic Peoples,” headed by Igor Druz, as coordinator of events. The Frolov leaks reveal that Frolov was the agent connecting Glazyev to the latter organization.48 

			Most important, however, is the part exhibiting the common features of active measures: the comprehensive action plan encompasses not only “government, business, parliamentary, scientific, cultural, spiritual, and regional” channels but also “shadow” ones, and the plan was to be “implemented by the Ukrainian public so as not to give cause for suspecting ‘Moscow’s hand’ in this activity.” 

			In July 2012, at the summit in Crimea, Putin proposed that Ukraine join the Customs Union, but Yanukovych rejected this invitation, instead proposing a sectoral approach to integrating the Ukrainian economy into the Customs Union. The Complex of Measures takes due account of the failed attempts to persuade the Ukrainian leadership and argues that explanatory work “shall be backed up by comprehensive pressure to create a sense of inevitability of accession [to the Customs Union] for survival of the current ruling elite.” Such pressure, it says, shall be exerted “concurrently from business, the clergy, the public, the media, the expert community, and also from Yanukovych’s closest entourage, including his family and court oligarchs.”

			Yanukovych

			Yanukovych restored the “superpresidentialist model” by overturning the December 2004 constitutional changes that had shared power with the parliament. This led not only to the concentration of executive powers but also to the “near-total subordination of the judicial branch” to the president.49 As a result, the decision on the EU Association Agreement “was taken by Yanukovych himself with input from an extremely narrow decision-making circle.” In effect, “the private interests of the regime had taken precedence over the national interests of Ukraine.”50 

			Yanukovych was therefore the first and foremost target for Moscow’s influence operations. The Complex of Measures tries to interpret the reasons Yanukovych began to distance himself from Eurasian integration as follows:

			Yanukovych’s ignoring of the Russian proposals for accession to the Customs Union is due to his fear of being dependent on Russia, drawing sanctions from the US and the EU, and provoking a large-scale protest movement by the pro-Western population. In many ways, these fears have been amplified by oligarchs close to Yanukovych and highly dependent on their Western partners and possibly intelligence agencies.51

			The author of the plan went on to analyze the domestic predicament of the Ukrainian president in the context of the upcoming elections: 

			Given the negative attitude of the overwhelming majority of voters, it will be extremely difficult to keep Yanukovych in power with only administrative and criminal resources. Any external impact can overturn him. 

			Having seen “the critical drop in people’s trust in the President of Ukraine,”52 the Complex of Measures argued that Yanukovych could restore relative trust among eastern voters only by beginning economic integration with Russia. Meanwhile, Moscow was well aware of the weak position of pro-Russian forces in Ukraine: 

			Moreover, while pro-Western forces are ideologically and organizationally ready to seize power, the pro-Russian trend remains unorganized and disoriented. What is worse, the current consolidation of the Ukrainian public against Yanukovych contributes to the growth of anti-Russian sentiments because his regime is perceived by many Ukrainians as imposed by Russia. Objectively, this increases the threat of power seizure by forces hostile to the Russian Federation, regardless of the national orientation of Ukrainian voters. The repetition of the “orange” revolution in Ukraine, if the prevailing trends continue, is highly likely. 

			  Thus, another frustration the Kremlin felt was that in the public mind Yanukovych’s regime was often associated with Moscow’s support,53 even though this link was less and less real. Such a stereotype could mean that people’s anger toward Yanukovych was easily interchangeable with anti-Russian sentiments. The author of the document came to the hasty conclusion that anti-Yanukovych forces coming to power would be anti-Russian in nature, prompting the following recommendation:

			In case of the continuing drift of Yanukovych toward the West and the surrender of the sovereignty of Ukraine to the EU, the result of this work [the Complex of Measures] should be the victory of our candidate in the upcoming presidential elections in 2015. 

			The Kremlin was seeking an alternative to Yanukovych. From open-source information, it is safe to assume that the Kremlin pinned its hopes on Victor Medvedchuk as the most feasible “our candidate.” Medvedchuk was chief of Kuchma’s presidential administration, and Putin is the godfather of his daughter, who was born in 2004. Moreover, although Putin’s official meeting with President Yanukovych in Crimea in July 2012 was delayed by four hours, the Russian president nevertheless stopped by Medvedchuk’s private dacha on the way back to the airport. Experts took Putin’s visit to Medvedchuk to be a signal that Moscow might be able to nominate its own candidate in the coming 2015 Ukrainian president elections, or at least show its readiness to turn the pro-Russian electorate away from Yanukovych and block his re-election.54

			Parliament and Government

			At the beginning of 2013, the political spectrum of the Ukrainian national parliament reflected the results of the October 2012 elections. The Party of Regions (30.0%) topped the ranks, followed by Fatherland (25.5%), UDAR (14.0%), the Communist Party (13.2%), and Svoboda (10.4%). The Complex of Measures admitted that the majority of Parliament, including the Party of Regions, was in favor of European integration, but retained some hope that it could change the attitude of individual deputies through personalized treatment: 

			As a rule, Ukrainian parliamentarians hold a flexible position, guided by their sponsors and leaders. As they were not systematically influenced in the direction of integration with Russia, while there are constant pressures from Western agents of influence, the majority of the Verkhovna Rada [Parliament], including the Party of Regions faction and all the committees, has so far expressed support for European integration. Changing their direction requires personal work, in which we should engage businessmen, journalists, voter associations, and authoritative individuals who are sponsoring them. At the same time, we should provide for the formation of an interparty deputy group lobbying for the purpose of the accession [to the Customs Union].

			The Complex of Measures noted the vulnerability of the ruling party and predicted the behavior of its members upon the collapse of Yanukovych regime: 

			Yanukovych’s loss of power will result in the immediate decomposition of the Party of Regions. Its oligarchic top, maintaining ties with both the “orange” and its Western partners, will immediately run to the winners’ side, and the demoralized party caucus will collapse. 

			It is further noted that the Party of Regions exerted pressure on pro-Russian movements, suggesting that there were not any serious political forces in Ukraine on which the Kremlin could count in early 2013:

			Since the Party of Regions has suppressed any pro-Russian movements independent of itself, the collapse of the Yanukovych regime will leave us in a “burnt desert” situation without any influential political forces on which we can rely. We will be confronted with the ramified network of influence agents infiltrated by Western intelligence agencies, which have already taken deep roots in all branches of power, the media, the educational system, the expert community, and law enforcement agencies.

			The Surkov leaks provide still more evidence of Yanukovych’s pressure on pro-Russian forces. Pavel Broide was a political technologist who served the so-called “shadow vertical power”55 in Zaporizhia  region, heading “the shadow technology center” of the Party of Regions, which monitored, analyzed, and intercepted the activities of the opposition and business rivals. In his resume, submitted to Surkov through his agent in July 2014, Broide reflected on the political circumstances in Zaporizhia in spring 2013, when he found himself in an ideological predicament: 

			Also, from June 2013, relations with the management of the “shadow vertical” in Zaporozhye [Zaporizhia], which entered into conflicts with other branches of the same group (Ivanushchenko’s group), developed rather ambiguously, gradually escalating the conflicts both inside and outside the system. With the change in the foreign policy vector in Kyiv from pro-Russian to Euro-Atlantic, they began to charge the system I headed with suppressing the public activity of pro-Russian groups in the Zaporozhye region, which was not my responsibility and contradicted my convictions. In June, for this and other reasons, I prepared my resignation (…).56

			Broide’s secret testimony suggests that the criminal authority in Zaporizhia was instructed by the powers-that-be in Kyiv to press pro-Russian organizations in the region. In other words, as early as June 2013, preemptive measures were already in place to intercept possible pro-Russian campaigns against the EU Association Agreement.57 This notion also fits the Kremlin’s pessimistic view on pro-Russian forces in Ukraine. Yanukovych’s covert political maneuvers were, however, perhaps sensed by Russian political technologists such as Gleb Pavlovsky, a point that will be discussed later in this paper.  

			The “Government” part of the Complex of Measures stated that “the majority of the Ukrainian bureaucracy has long been heavily influenced by Western intelligence services, funds, and experts to be co-opted and used in Western interests,” although it noted that “of particular importance is work with the leadership of the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, which takes a controversial position, wavering in its actions and statements depending on the pressure from different sides.” At the CIS summit held in Minsk at the end of May 2013, Prime Minister Mykola Azarov, who was occasionally criticized by opposition groups for having a pro-Russian stance, signed the non-binding memorandum, in which Ukraine simply expressed a desire to become an observer of the Eurasian Economic Union in the future.58 Some might hastily interpret this move as Kyiv’s vacillation between the EU and Russia. Yet as the suppression of pro-Russian forces suggests, Yanukovych was still fully geared toward Europe. 

			Nevertheless, the Kremlin attempted to turn the tide. One of the documents Tkachuk sent to Frolov in preparation for the Patriarch’s July 2013 visit to Kyiv envisaged that:

			Yanukovych can get out of this situation, relying on democratic procedures that the West cannot object to. He may agree to hold a referendum or to appeal to the Constitutional Court, postponing the signing until the completion of these procedures. 

			Yanukovych turned a deaf ear to Moscow’s advice, but a handful of Party of Regions parliamentarians co-opted by the Kremlin began to publicly voice their discontent about the party’s line by raising “constitutional” controversies. On August 7, Oleg Tsarev published the so-called “legal opinion on the compliance of the Constitution of Ukraine with the draft Association Agreement,” in which he maintained that it would be impossible to sign the Agreement without amending the Constitution.59 On August 20, Vadim Kolesnichenko proposed abandoning European integration, registering a bill to amend the basic laws that define Ukraine’s foreign policy goal as obtaining membership in the European Union. According to the deputy, “the opinion of the Ukrainian people [on the vector of the state foreign policy] was divided approximately 50/50, often even in favor of joining the Customs Union” and defining the foreign policy vector in the legislation without regard for public opinion was “a violation of the Constitutional principle of people’s sovereignty.”60 

			Some parliamentarians’ views on integration were affected by their personal business interests. Vyacheslav Bohuslaev, a Party of Regions member and president of the Motor-Sich Enterprise, mentioned in Frolov’s email to Glazyev on August 18 as a “big name” among recommended speakers in the anticipated autumn rallies against Euro-integration,61 expressed concerns about the possible consequences of introducing EU standards, as his company’s exports are closely tied to the Russian market.62

			In response to this turbulence from within the party, Yanukovych convened a meeting on September 5, where he made it clear that Ukraine would not turn from its Euro-integration course, while trying to alleviate the frustration of some party members by assuring them that some provisions of the Customs Union would still be implemented. Citing examples of Moscow’s unwillingness to fulfill obligations, including the gas price discount allegedly promised during the 2010 Kharkiv summit, Yanukovych reportedly said that partnership and respect from Ukraine’s northern neighbor should not be expected. He also warned that if Moscow continued to exert pressure on Ukraine in the form of economic sanctions, trade turnover might drop by half. This damage, in his opinion, should be softened by Brussels, which would take compensatory measures, including opening European markets to Ukrainian manufacturers.63 Nobody seriously argued with the president, and the participants unanimously agreed to vote for the laws necessary for EU association. Following the party assembly, Oleg Tsarev commented to journalists that “three to five” colleagues would vote against the proposed legislation.64 The euro-skeptics thus remained marginalized within the ruling party; any deputy groups lobbying for the kind of Eurasian integration envisaged in the Complex of Measures were not formed on the eve of the Euromaidan.65 

			Church

			In January 2013, the Orthodox expert Frolov sent to Patriarch Kirill’s assistant the talking points for a meeting between the Russian Orthodox Church and the Russian president scheduled for February. According to Frolov, the Ukrainian authorities were trying to turn the celebration of the 1025th anniversary of the Christianization of the Rus, which was slated for late July, into “a triumph of [church] separatism” by giving the floor to Patriarch Filaret, who had parted ways with the Russian Orthodox Church in the 1990s, establishing the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Kyiv Patriarchate. Frolov argued that Russia should take over this celebration and use the Russian Orthodox Church, “the sole undivided structure in the post-Soviet space,” to sway the Ukrainian and Belarusian publics toward Eurasian integration.66

			Frolov’s ambitions fit well with the Kremlin’s plan. The author of the Complex of Measures did not forget to include a section on religion, which begins with the observation that “the most active supporters and opponents of accession [to the Customs Union] are often parishioners of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate and nationalistic Ukrainian churches (the Ukrainian Orthodox Church-Kyiv Patriarchate, Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church etc.), respectively.” The document recommends that Moscow leverage the Ukrainian clergy of the Moscow Patriarchate, whose “participation can play an important role, both for Yanukovych personally and for public opinion.” 

			The correspondence between Frolov and Igor Druz, leader of the Council of Slavic Peoples, shows how the Kremlin prepares “cultural events” by hiring local collaborators. On June 5, Frolov complained to Glazyev about the Kyiv authorities, who were, according to his account, trying to block the concert, saying, “Here in this Patriarch concert rally we will raise hysteria against the association with the EU. I will lead the orthodox public, but assistance is required from Medvedchuk with all his activists.”67 Three days later, a cost estimation of the event was sent from Druz to Frolov with a proposal to mobilize a thousand selected “photogenic and strong guys” from the military sports and Cossack organizations of South Ukraine that had previously participated in the dispersal of the “gay parade” in Kyiv.68 This proposal seems to have been approved by Glazyev; his assistant Tkachuk further inquired about logistics for procuring activists.69 Frolov asked Druz to revise the proposal to mobilize ten thousand locals in Kyiv and bring two thousand from the regions, adding that “the decision on the rock concert was taken at the highest level.”70 What does this mean? In another email later that day, Frolov shared his excitement with his friend Victor Voronin, former first deputy head of National Archive Agency of Ukraine, saying, “Tsar personally found me (!). And through the minimum number of intermediaries told me to gather a mass Orthodox rally against the Ukraine-EU Association and honor the 1025 years on the eve of the PK [Patriarch Kirill] visit and that such speeches shall be delivered at a rock concert with the participation of the PK.”71 In Frolov’s jargon, “Tsar” means none other than Putin.

			In the course of preparation for the 1025th anniversary of the Christianization of the Rus, Tkachuk wrote to Frolov on July 18, “Together with Medvedchuk’s people, I am making efforts for good and positive coverage of the visit of Patriarch Kirill.” 72 His task was to make “the face of the Patriarch enter every Ukrainian home through TV.”73 One of the documents attached to Tkachuk’s email was titled “List of Participants of the Extraordinary Forum of the ‘Ukrainian Choice’, July 27, 2013, Kyiv.” The forum actually took place that day, attended by Putin and Medvedchuk (a point that I will return to later).  The list first enumerates 20 delegates from “the Russian Federation,” including Glazyev, Frolov, and Tkachuk, and only then mentions eight Ukrainians, among them Petr Tolochko (a pro-Russian historian), Vadim Kolesnichenko, and Oleg Tsarev as “recommended participants on the topic—agreed with S. Yu. Glazyev).” This shows the concealed nature of Ukrainian Choice, which looks more like a front for the Kremlin than an independent organization.

			Other documents attached to the same email, Tkachuk indicated, “have been handed over by S.Yu. [Glazyev] to his Holiness [Patriarch Kirill],” possibly for briefing the Patriarch before his visit to Ukraine. Tkachuk asked Frolov to kindly delete the files from the mailbox after copying them to the desktop—a step that, to all appearances, was not taken by the latter. The document “On the Final Separation of Ukraine from Eurasian Integration,” written in the vocabulary typical of Glazyev, states:

			Thus, it [the Association Agreement] implicitly obliges Ukraine to fully legalize the activities of sexual minorities and their representative organizations, which will lead in the long term to the legalization of same-sex marriages and other manifestations of sodomy. 

			Such an argument, however out of touch with reality, drove the Russian Orthodox Church, a bastion of conservative values, to take a firm position against Ukrainian integration into the EU. 

			The same document, with which Patriarch Kirill, reportedly Yanukovych’s “spiritual father,”74 became acquainted prior to his visit to Kyiv, describes the possible consequences of signing the Agreement for the Ukrainian leader, using extremely harsh language and rich imagination: 

			Yanukovych naively believes his Western advisers. In fact, they are luring him into a trap. After signing the Agreement, he will cease to be needed. The United States and the EU will willingly pass him into the hands of their henchmen, commanding them to bring down Yanukovych. In the absence of our support, he and his son will end up in prison, their property confiscated and eternally shamed. This has already been the case with Hussein, Milošević, Mubarak, and many other dictators who trusted Western consultants.  

			Such a turn of events is extremely disadvantageous to us. Ukraine will be isolated from our integration, the orange will return to power and re-draw it [Ukraine] into NATO.75 It is extremely important to dissuade Yanukovych from signing the Agreement—this will be an economic catastrophe for Ukraine and his political suicide.

			On July 27, Yanukovych met Patriarch Kirill in the presidential residence and “discussed various issues of church-state relations in the country.”76 That same day, another high-ranking bishop within the Moscow Patriarchate took to the stage at the concert and addressed the thousands of Ukrainians who had gathered on Khreshchatyk street, the heart of the capital, stressing the significance of Rus Baptism for the Russian Church in uniting “the peoples of Ukraine, Russia, Belarus and other peoples.”77

			“Tsar” Putin, who joined in the anniversary events organized by the Ukrainian government, as usual cut short a meeting with his counterpart Yanukovych, and hurried to the conference on “Orthodox-Slavic Values: The Foundation of Ukraine’s Civilizational Choice” organized by Ukrainian Choice. Putin, who occupied the seat between Glazyev and Medvedchuk, stated in his keynote address:78

			Here at this site, at the baptismal site on the Dnieper River, a choice was made for the whole of Holy Rus, for all of us. Our ancestors who lived in these lands made this choice for our entire people. When I say “for our entire people,” we know today’s reality of course, know that there are the Ukrainian people and the Belarusian people, and other peoples too, and we respect all the parts of this heritage, but at the same time, at the foundations of this heritage are the common spiritual values that make us a single people.

			Putin characterized the Baptism of the Rus as “a great event that defined Russia’s and Ukraine’s spiritual and cultural development for the centuries to come” and urged participants to “remember this brotherhood and preserve our ancestors’ traditions,” which “built a unique system of Orthodox values and strengthened themselves in their faith.” He then stressed that “after the reunification with Russia, Ukraine developed very rapidly in the 17 and 18th centuries”—a time period to which the Complex of Measures referred as “the historical movement of B. Khmelnitsky for reunification with Russia”—and enumerated industrial, economic, and cultural benefits Ukrainians enjoyed during the Russian empire and the Soviet era, as well as noting the common transport and energy systems and other economic ties that had remained following the collapse of the USSR.

			The concerted efforts by the state and the church to remind Ukrainians of their “common spiritual values” were suddenly brought to nothing. On September 30, ten representatives of Ukrainian churches and religious organizations signed a joint statement supporting Ukraine’s European course. “In our opinion, the future of Ukraine is naturally conditioned by our historical roots: to be an independent state in the circle of free European peoples,” the appeal reads. “This choice is not and cannot be considered as the opposition of Ukraine to our historic neighbor—Russia.” It goes on to call on Russia to respect that choice.79 For Moscow, the most shocking part was that the document was signed not only by the heads of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Kyivan Patriarchate and Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, but also by Metropolitan Volodymyr [Vladimir], who leads the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Moscow Patriarchate and with whom the author of the Complex of Measures had expected to ally to influence public opinion in favor of Eurasian integration. Next morning, an apparently panicked Tkachuk wrote to Frolov, citing the news article: “Kirill, have you seen this and why is Vladimir’s signature there? Did you know that this paper had been prepared? Urgently contact me or SYu [Glazyev] to discuss actions.”80 That afternoon, Frolov disseminated his expert opinion which called the churches’ statement “a shameful Mazepa’s paper.” The presence of Vladimir’s signature on the document was denied by Frolov with disinformation: “According to sources in Kyiv, His Beatitude [Vladimir] is sick and it’s just that someone signed it instead of him. Either the ‘autocephalisers of the UOC [Ukrainian Orthodox Church]’ or the officials of the AP [Administration of the President] of Ukraine.”81 Glazyev further instructed Frolov to make “someone authoritative from the Ukrainian Church of Moscow Patriarchate state that this [Vladimir’s signature] is a fake.”82 There are no signs that other clumsy projects Frolov proposed to Glazyev, including the use of Metropolitan Agafangel in Odessa, influenced Ukrainians in favor of Eurasian integration.

			Oligarchs	

			One proven method for the Kremlin to influence Kyiv’s decision-making was to target Ukrainian business, which is heavily dependent on Russia. In 2011, Russia was the destination for 28 percent of Ukraine’s trade, whereas Ukraine received less than 5 percent of Russian exports. This “trade asymmetry” had long given Russia “coercive power” over the smaller Ukraine.83 The Complex of Measures therefore proposed the following tactics: 

			Together with “Ukrainian Choice,” it [the Association “Suppliers of the Customs Union”] can organize a series of thematic conferences, round tables, workshops inviting the structures of the Eurasian Economic Commission (EEC) and representatives of the Russian ministries and departments responsible for regulating access to Customs Union markets (Rosselkhoznadzor, Rospotrebnadzor, Rosoboronazakaz, Federal Customs Service, Ministry of Industry and Trade and Economic Development of the RF, Russian Railways, and specific departments of the EEC) to influence the Ukrainian business community in order to consolidate forces in favor of the integration. At these events, appeals to the leadership of Ukraine and political parties can be accepted…

			Working with business structures, it is necessary to be ready to meet Ukrainian partners in making decisions on issues of their interest in exchange for direct support for the integration process.

			Carrots were given, for example, in the form of business conferences targeting specific industrial sectors. On January 30, the Ukrainian Choice organized a conference devoted to “Problems and prospects of restoration and development of economic integration of shipbuilding complexes of Ukraine and countries of the Customs Union” with the participation of the Russian officials in charge of the relevant sectors and the Eurasian Economic Commission.84 During the meeting, Medvedchuk explained to the managers of shipbuilding companies in Mykolaiv and Kherson that accession to the Customs Union and access to the Russian market could save the troubled Ukrainian shipbuilders. Nevertheless, Moscow preferred sticks to carrots in its policy toward Ukraine. The Complex of Measures continues: 

			And, vice versa, resort to sanctions against companies whose owners or leaders support political forces opposed to the accession [to the Customs Union] or openly campaign for European integration…

			Given the commercialization of the Ukrainian ruling elite, the most significant [resource] is the economic channel of influence that affects the personal interests of the most influential people in the Ukrainian ruling elite. Preliminary analysis of Firtash, Akhmetov, Pinchuk, Poroshenko, and other key figures defining Ukrainian politics (mainly anti-Russian and pro-Western in their orientation) indicates their critical dependence on Russian creditors, markets, and sources of raw materials. 

			The first manifestation of a Russian trade war appeared on July 17, when the Russian government decided not to extend the customs-free export of steel pipes from Ukraine, causing severe damage to Victor Pinchuk’s Interpipe and Serhiy Taruta’s Donbass Industrial Union. At the end of that month, Rospotrebnadzor announced a ban on the import of chocolates from Petro Poroshenko’s Roshen, alleging that they had found in the company’s confectionary a toxic substance prohibited in Russia. It also turned out that 40 major Ukrainian companies had been registered in the Russian Customs Service database as “risky,” as a result of which all of these enterprises’ exports became subject to thorough inspection. The target companies belonged to, in addition to the tycoons mentioned in the Complex of Measures, influential entrepreneurs and politicians close to the powers-that-to-be: Igor Kolomoisky, Boris Kolesnikov, Andriy Klyuyev, Yury Boyko, etc. On August 14, the list was extended to apply to all Ukrainian exports.85 

			At the European Strategy Forum held in Yalta in mid-September and attended by both the Ukrainian leaders and elites and their European counterparts, the Russian guest, Glazyev, reportedly stated that the signing of the Association Agreement would mean Ukraine’s violation of “the treaty on strategic partnership [sic] and friendship with Russia.” He even implied that Russia could no longer guarantee the status of Ukraine as a state and could intervene if pro-Russian regions directly appealed to Moscow. He further threatened that the Agreement would inevitably lead to political and social turmoil, saying, “the living standard will decline… there will be chaos.” In response, another speaker in the same session, former trade minister of Ukraine Petro Poroshenko, ironically expressed gratitude to Glazyev, noting that for the first time in Ukrainian history more than 50 percent of the population supported European integration, while less than 30 percent was in favor of closer ties with Russia.86 In October, a nationwide survey showed that the number of those awaiting the singing of the Association Agreement had increased from 39 percent to 49 percent over the course of a month.87 Another survey showed that almost half (47 percent) of the Party of Regions’ potential electorate supported the Association Agreement, while 20 percent preferred joining the Customs Union.88 Nevertheless, the Kremlin later cited other opinion poll results to argue that Ukrainians supported acceding to the Customs Union.89

			On September 13, it was reported that Vladislav Surkov would be appointed aide to the Russian president in charge of Russia-Ukraine relations.90 That same day, Glazyev asked Frolov if he “still had a desire to work in the Administration (this time for Surkov under my supervision).”91 Frolov, though suspecting Surkov’s covert support of anti-Patriarch positions, replied: “YES, OF COURSE. UNDER YOUR SUPERVISION I WILL WORK EVEN FOR SURKOV, IF IT IS ASSIGNED BY THE MOTHERLAND.”92 Despite the “insider” opinion that Glazyev did not have much contact with Surkov,93 this shows that he was under the command of the Kremlin’s ideologue from the beginning.94 

			The Media

			According to the Complex of Measures, the Ukrainian media space was “full of lies, falsifications, inciting hatred towards Russia.” The Kremlin therefore had to “plan an effective propaganda campaign” that would clarify the benefits of Ukraine’s participation in the Customs Union as well as defuse the widespread fears regarding integration with Russia. To remedy the situation, it was expected to achieve “personal agreements” with TV channel owners as well as anchorpersons regarding the access of the Kremlin’s favorite experts to airtime, create “a journalist pool,” and develop a series of programs for regional television. The Complex of Measures states:

			Efforts for the on-air promotion of our experts and journalists require substantive and consistent pressure on the owners of the main Ukrainian TV channels (Firtash, Levochkin, Kolomoisky, Akhmetov, Poroshenko, Pinchuk) and corresponding instructions to Russian channels available on satellite TV in Ukraine.

			The plan further argues that the most effective measure is “the adoption of economic and legal sanctions” on the television tycoons, who are sensitive to Russian pressures. But as we saw in the reaction to the trade war, efforts to coerce Ukrainian oligarchs were not entirely effective. Surkov, appointed presidential aide on September 20,  learned lessons from the debacle of Glazyev, who tried to impose Russian views on Ukrainians with high-handed attitudes and explicitly assertive words, for example describing European integration as “catastrophe” or “suicide.” Experienced in the manipulation of public opinion, Surkov probably attributed the setback of Russian policy in Ukraine to the lack of an information strategy; Russia failed to convey its messages to the target audience in Ukraine. 

			Surkov began to recruit local political technologists and influential media figures through Vitaly Leybin, the Donetsk-born journalist based in Moscow who was editor-in-chief of “Russkii Reporter” and the news site polit.ru.95 On October 17, following consultations with Ukrainian media experts such as Igor Guzhva, director general of the media holding company “Vesti,” and his colleague Iskander Khisamov,96 Leybin proposed to Surkov “some theses on the expansion of the Russian position”97 that criticized the explicit pro-Russian propaganda that was in place prior to Surkov and suggested making more use of historical and ideological components: 

			1. “Pro-Russian policy” is always marginalized quickly because it is too rigid and too straightforward in its theses; we must stop betting only on “the blatant” and engaging in explicitly rigid agitprop.

			2. In addition to the practical and pragmatic theses (economic benefits and damage) [promoted] by Sergei Glazyev, who is almost the sole speaker from Russia, there must be historical and ideological concepts, indicating the special role of Ukraine in our common destiny (“Europeans praise Ukraine, but we just scare”).

			Unlike the Complex of Measures, which resorts to intimidation of media magnates to disseminate pro-Russian views, Leybin’s prescription is more sophisticated: lull the “stubborn” Ukrainian audience into a false sense of equality and emphasize Russia’s comparative advantage in, for example, living standards:

			3. It should be borne in mind that the national character [of Ukrainians] has stubbornness and pride, and we must be able to create at least an illusion of free choice, equal partnership, but not subordination. 

			4. (…)

			5. We are not aware of this, but Russia has successful management cases in the eyes of Ukrainians; we need to be able to present to them many reforms, etc., including the experience of business organizations (“the best agitation for the Customs Union is information on the difference in salaries of teachers and doctors between our countries”).

			    To improve the image of Russia in Ukraine, Leybin proposed—paradoxical though it sounds—imitating the “European experience,” such as small grants for free press, urban programs, and small business, as well as academic exchanges. Some of the suggestions apparently interested Surkov; he sent an inquiry to the minister of education and science on the current conditions of education cooperation between Ukraine and Moldova, Transnistria, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Crimea. The ministry replied with detailed information on each entity, but the separate report on Crimea emphasized (in boldface type) that the ministry “does not directly cooperate with the bodies of state administration of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea,” while mentioning some events to be implemented within the framework of Russia-Ukraine bilateral cooperation.98

			Warning from the Political Technology Guru

			At the end of October, less than a month before the Vilnius Summit, Surkov appeared to consult multiple experts about the political situation in Ukraine and the prospect of Ukraine signing the Association Agreement. On October 30, Konstantin Zatulin, director of the CIS Institute, reported the intensified interactions of high-rank officials over the past week with continuing efforts to negotiate a compromise over the issue of Yulia Tymoshenko, thus suggesting that “the likelihood of signing the Association Agreement remain[ed] very high.”99 

			Another expert consulted by Surkov was Gleb Pavlovsky, known as the guru of Russian political technology and one of the major campaign strategists sent by Moscow to Yanukovych in the 2004 presidential elections. At almost the same hour as Zatulin’s message, he sent to Surkov a file titled “How dangerous is the further development of the situation around Ukraine?” 100 His analysis proceeds from the following assumption:

			From Russian statements and publications it can be understood that Kyiv is making a choice between a “pro-Russian” and a “pro-Western orientation”; this is not the case. In Kyiv, they are choosing the best way to ensure the extension of the presidency of Victor Yanukovych (in the 2015 elections).

			Pavlovsky thus proposed to interpret the backroom politics of Bankova as revolving around the upcoming presidential elections. In his opinion, the incumbent president had nothing to do but seek re-election in 2015 to protect the interests of his own “family.” However, Yanukovych’s traditional election thesis, “friendship with Russia,” would not guarantee him victory, and so he added the slogan of “Euro-integration” as an effective means of winning additional votes in the western and central parts of the country. On the other hand, as was the case with the 2004 elections, “developing a polar picture, we [the Kremlin] are unintentionally working for Yanukovych’s campaign as an inevitable ‘last choice’ for opponents of extreme nationalism.” Furthermore, the summer Russian trade war against Ukraine had subtly changed the picture in favor of Yanukovych. As Pavlovsky continued, “the picture of ‘pressure from Moscow’ turns the president into what he was not—‘the all-Ukrainian national leader,’” which is a “too-expensive free gift for future elections.”

			Pavlovsky also saw a pro-European consensus among the so-called “politkum,” the Ukrainian elite community of “political, public, and educated circles, deputies, and high-profile journalists” that is activated in times of crisis:

			The “consensus regime” established in Ukraine creates the basis for the consolidation of any oppositional force from Klitschko, Yatsenyuk and even Tymoshenko with the current authorities.

			Even the confrontation of financial-political groups is temporarily postponed—although it is determined by an objectively extant conflict of business interests that has not disappeared. Irreconcilable opponents in business, Akhmetov and Kolomoisky, come forward with identical positions in favor of association with the EU, although each is based on its own motives.

			The consensus of the elite is, Pavlovsky argued, backed by the rapid change of the nation’s preferences: “For the first time in all twenty years of the new Ukrainian statehood, the number of supporters of the European drift of Ukraine has attained an absolute majority.” Perhaps he had in mind the same opinion poll that Poroshenko cited at the European Strategy Forum. The political technologist thus recommended:

			Yanukovych is going to the bluff, sacrificing—as he is aware—Russia’s strategic interests in Ukraine. He cannot, under any circumstances, be a reliable partner of Russian politics. We need to help him lose future elections. 

			It is worth noting that Pavlovsky’s  assessment was tailored to his old colleague Surkov, contrary to those he deliberately released for mass consumption in order to manipulate public opinion.101 The Kremlin was extremely frustrated with “the sole candidate for the Russian-speaking electorate of the East” and did not see him as a trustworthy ally as early as the end of October 2013.

			Medvedchuk Project

			Meanwhile, Medvedchuk continued to monopolize the favor of the Russian president. It was not Yanukovych but Medvedchuk who took a seat in the same row as Putin, Medvedev, and Nazarbayev at an international sambo tournament held in Sochi on August 17.102 

			On August 19, Frolov sent to Glazyev an email titled “the campaign rallies breakthrough” with a list of pro-Russian agitators.103 Glazyev told Frolov to contact Vladimir Granovsky,104 a Ukrainian political technologist then working for Medvedchuk, regarding the events in Kyiv.105 Frolov then wrote to Granovsky, introducing himself as “coordinating the rally and the concert (with Karamazov’s ‘wave’ against the Association of Ukraine with the EU)” and bragged about “having embraced all possible Orthodox, pro-Russian groups in the regions of Ukraine.” Frolov asked Granovsky for “advice on the maximum effectiveness, scale, and media coverage of each event.”106

			In September, when the Kremlin decided Surkov would supervise Ukrainian issues, Glazyev prompted Frolov to submit a cost estimate for an “agitation concert tour in Ukraine.”107 Frolov told Oleg Karamazov, the leader of the Ukrainian rock band group The Karamazov Brothers that the idea had been given a green light and requested that the musician prepare the estimate swiftly.108 Preparation of this concert, however, revealed ideological frictions between Frolov and Granovsky. Frolov and Druz were anxious to display “Orthodox Ukraine against ‘Euro-sodom’” (critics of homosexuality) as a major slogan of the event, while “master of political technology” Granovsky categorically opposed any exposure of Orthodox and anti-EU elements, and proposed replacing them with more moderate phrases like “support for the Eurasian Union.”109 Druz complained to Frolov that he had barely persuaded Granovsky to accept “Russia Ukraine Belarus—together Holy Rus.” Frolov requested that Glazyev, not so much as an economist but as an firm Orthodox believer, intervene in the conflict,110 and the latter ruled, “let them do that at their own discretion, the slogan against Eurosodom is a must, it is not necessary to agree [that] with Granovsky.”111

			In parallel with the preparation of the concert, on September 20, the Russian delegation headed by Glazyev landed in Luhansk by charter aircraft112 to join the conference titled “Economic and Legal Consequences of Ukraine’s Signing of the Association Agreement with the EU for Industrial Enterprises of Ukraine” organized by Ukrainian Choice. Medvedchuk and invited “economists” from Russia stressed that with the singing of the Agreement, the text of which had been approved a few days earlier by the Cabinet of Ministers, Ukraine would lose sovereignty and fall into colonial dependence on the EU, and threatened that the Customs Union would close markets to Ukrainian products. The conference was, however, ignored by local elites such as Oleksandr Yefremov and gathered only fringe politicians. One local journalist even mocked Frolov, who argued at the meeting that Euro-integration had little to do with the economy but it was about the de-Christianization of Ukraine and the introduction of same-sex marriages, for “selling religious-conservative obscurantism and economic cooperation in one package.”113

			The agitation concert tour “We are One!” took place from October 19 through November 9, traveling across ten major cities in eastern and central Ukraine, from Sevastopol to the grand finale in Kyiv. The free-of-charge concerts with Russian and Ukrainian popular music groups were organized with the active support of Ukrainian Choice. The central themes were “70th Anniversary of Liberation of Ukraine from Fascists” and “Triune Russian people” (Putin’s cliché “Russians and Ukrainians—a single people”) and were intended to develop “youth patriotic feeling and love for the Motherland”114 on the principle of “public diplomacy.” Initially, Medvedchuk was expected to participate in the concert, but he later cancelled it, citing pressure from the authorities. Some Ukrainian artists refused to participate as soon as they sensed Medvedchuk’s involvement. Nevertheless, the grand finale in Kyiv filled Independence Square with the flags of Slavic nations, as many Ukrainian flags as Russian ones,115 as though carefully arranged to demonstrate “equal partners.”

			Although the concert was prepared under the direct supervision of Glazyev, the latecomer Surkov also showed an interest in its results. On October 30, Alexei Chesnakov, director of the Center for Current Politics, reported the progress of the concert tour—including Medvedchuk’s decision to drop out—to Surkov.116 On November 12, Chesnakov reported the result of media analysis, which suggested that the negative coverage (23 percent) was exceeding the positive (11 percent).117 The approval ratings of Medvedchuk and Ukrainian Choice also remained low (under 1 percent) in opinion polling, making it highly unlikely that he would get back to major politics, much less be a viable presidential candidate in 2015. One of the largest Russian political technology projects in Ukraine—and one possibly orchestrated by Putin himself—ended up having no significant political impact on the eve of the Euromaidan. Putin’s popularity in Ukraine did not help his proxy’s ratings; for many Ukrainians, Ukrainian Choice was not a Ukrainian choice, but the Russian choice.

			That being said, Medvedchuk’s close relationship with Putin seemed to offer special value to the Kremlin. It was later recommended that he be maintained as a possible “coordinator of pro-Russian candidates for the next presidential elections,” with his Ukrainian Choice “as a basis for a ‘separate political project.’”118 Putin prefers to mask his important conversations with sporting events; in late November 2013, he invited Medvedchuk to the sambo world championship in St. Petersburg, where they supposedly discussed reformatting relations between Ukraine and the Customs Union.119

			Again, Yanukovych

			The Complex of Measures stresses the importance of “influencing the business of the President’s family (Alexander Yanukovych)” to strengthen its dependence on Russian structures as well as “take into account the personal economic interests of Yanukovych.” After the trade war in summer 2013, Russia shifted to negotiating behind closed doors. Putin and Yanukovych had reportedly at least two secret meetings between late October and mid-November, in which Moscow resorted to measures “exploiting Yanukovych’s weak spot to the full.”120 Russia “understood the Ukrainian leader’s greed and lack of ‘European values’ perfectly well.”121 It was thus Yanukovych alone who “capitulated” to Moscow’s blackmails. The sudden decision of the Ukrainian Cabinet to suspend preparation of the Association Agreement on November 21 did look like a backslide and deeply disappointed supporters of Euro-integration, but it did not at all mean that Putin’s Eurasian project had won the hearts of the Ukrainian leadership. Yanukovych showed up in Vilnius to confirm Ukraine’s unchanged European vector, as well as call for economic assistance from the EU. On the first days of the Euromaidan rallies, triggered by his own decision, Yanukovych even “applaud[ed] those who came out for European integration” as long as the demonstration would not challenge his political ambitions for the 2015 elections.122 Furthermore, Yanukovych reportedly complained to the Lithuanian President about “economic pressure and blackmail by Russia.” 

			The decision on the suspension, albeit made under great pressure from Russia, seems like a tactical respite for Yanukovych (he called it a “time out,” while Azarov described it as a “tactical” break), who engaged in bargaining between the EU and Russia, expecting, in particular, that Russia would offer loans and a discounted gas price to ensure his re-election in 2015. Strategically, however, Yanukovych was still oriented toward Europe. During Ukraine-Russia bilateral meetings in December, the Ukrainian government only reiterated its readiness to join certain agreements of the Customs Union, but its full entry into the Russia-led economic integration was not put on the table.123 At the same time, by blocking the signing of the EU association agreement, Russia had gained time to readjust its failed policy toward Ukraine.

			Implications and Discussions

			Taking Stock of the Complex of Measures’ Achievements

			If we assess the general performance of the Complex of Measures, we can say that by the middle of November 2013, the Kremlin appears to have exhausted almost all the political, economic, cultural, and religious resources envisaged in the Complex of Measures—except Putin’s leverage over the personal weakness of the Ukrainian leader (see Table 1).  

			The Kremlin’s efforts to create “an influential network of pro-Russian social and political forces” did not pay off; pro-Russian forces were marginalized both in parliament and government. This trend was aggravated by hostile maneuvers on the part of the “shadow vertical power,” i.e. the administrative and criminal resources of Yanukovych’s family, which suppressed pro-Russian activities in the east. 

			


Table 1. Taking Stock of the Performance of the Complex of Measures (as of the end of November 2013)

			Performance is graded on the scale Excellent—Good—Limited—Poor.
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							Observations

						
					

					
							
							Yanukovych 

						
							
							Limited

						
							
							
									Postponed EU integration

									No commitment to Eurasian integration 

									“Sacrificing Russian strategic interests” for his reelection

									Turns into “All-Ukrainian national leader” resisting Russian pressures

							

						
					

					
							
							Government 
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									Ukraine expressed a desire to become an observer of the Eurasian Economic Union in the future

									The majority of bureaucrats support EU integration 
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									The majority supports EU integration 

									No serious lobby groups for Eurasian integration

							

						
					

					
							
							Church
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									All churches, including the Moscow Patriarchate, expressed support for EU integration

									“Common spiritual values” did not turn the public away from EU integration

									Patriarch Kirill did not change Yanukovych’s mind

							

						
					

					
							
							Oligarchs

						
							
							Limited

						
							
							
									Trade war inflicted a huge loss on oligarchs as well as the country’s economy

									Consolidated rival oligarchs in favor of EU integration
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									Too straightforward “pro-Russia” propaganda

									Trade war enhanced the negative image of Russia

									Support for EU integration gained an absolute majority
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									South-Eastern regions less supportive of EU integration, but pro-Russian forces are marginalized (suppressed by Kyiv)
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									Supported by less than 1% of the population

							

						
					

				
			

			

			


Putin’s advisor Glazyev engaged in defamation of Ukraine’s Euro-integration aspirations using geopolitical and conservative religious arguments rather than describing the economic benefits of Eurasian integration for Ukraine. The visits to Kyiv by the “Tsar” and Patriarch to  commemorate the 1025th anniversary of the Baptism of the Rus had a special mission: to remind Ukrainians—who, they believed, were being lured to Europe—of the common historical and cultural ties that would make them “a single people” with Russians. In parallel, “the elder” brother did not hesitate to discipline the younger: Russia mobilized its regulatory authorities, imposing economic sanctions to punish Ukrainian oligarchs.124

			After the undeclared trade war, however, opinion polling registered unprecedentedly high support for EU integration, with every second respondent backing it. It was obvious that the punitive Russian measures were counterproductive, creating a harsh backlash from Ukraine. No “effective propaganda campaign” was developed under Glazyev, whose aggressive remarks only increased distrust toward Russia, both among the elite and in the population as a whole. Similarly, the Kremlin-backed concert tour calling for the unity of the Slavic nations did not achieve its concealed political aim of turning Putin’s proxy Medvedchuk into a viable pro-Russian presidential candidate. On the eve of the Vilnius summit, the scenario of “the victory of our candidate in the upcoming presidential elections in 2015” was practically invalid, nor were there any other pro-Russian political forces in Ukraine on which Moscow could reasonably pin its hope. 

			Russia knew that Yanukovych was never truly devoted to European values, and assessed his pivot to Europe as tactical one. But after the summer trade war Yanukovych started to speak openly about pressure from Russia, and Moscow began to realize that the Ukrainian president planned to run his 2015 election campaign not only on a platform of EU integration, but also as “a national leader resisting Russian threats” in the eyes of the Ukrainian electorate. This is perhaps close to the truth; Yanukovych certainly clandestinely suppressed pro-Russian activities in the country.

			For Moscow, Yanukovych lost his previous “pro-Russian” value and turned out to be harmful, jeopardizing its “geopolitical interests” in Ukraine. Although Putin managed to dissuade Yanukovych from signing the Association Agreement at the last minute, the Russian president became increasingly frustrated by his Ukrainian counterpart, who kept flirting with him without making any commitment to Eurasian integration. 

			It is noteworthy that the position in which Moscow found itself on the eve of the Euromaidan was totally different from that of the Orange Revolution. In 2004-2005, Moscow was still sure that it was able to “co-opt Yushchenko by mobilizing Russia’s soft power and the two nations’ economic, cultural, and institutional interdependence,”125 while by November 2013 it had run out of all these resources. The Russian policy toward Ukraine was thus at an impasse; their hands were tied. 

			To sum up, firstly, Yanukovych would betray Moscow at any time. Secondly, there were no alternative pro-Russian political forces left in Ukraine. Finally, as argued in the Complex of Measures, Moscow was primed to see that any subsequent “anti-Yanukovych” regime would be destined to be “anti-Russian,” which would corner helpless Moscow into “a burnt-desert situation.” That is when Russia remembered its last resort: Crimea.

			A Turn in Russian Policy Toward Ukraine

			The observations made in the assessment of the Complex of Measures further allow us to construct a nuanced interpretation of Russian behavior in late 2013 and early 2014. These behaviors suggest a possible review and change of its policy toward Ukraine. Firstly, it is perhaps no coincidence that some of the earliest manifestations of the preparation of the Crimea operation appeared in November 2013, when the Kremlin found itself without any other means of controlling Ukraine’s behavior. According to the Surkov leaks, the Kremlin’s extraordinary attention to Crimea was first exposed on November 29, when his close aide Boris Rapoport intriguingly reported to Surkov about the election system of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and Sevastopol.126 Earlier that day, Surkov had received from Alexei Chesnakov the daily monitoring of Ukrainian media, from which he learned that Yanukovych would not sign the Agreement during the Vilnius Summit, but it was still possible that the Agreement might be signed at the Ukraine-EU summit scheduled for February-March 2014.127  

			The Frolov leaks also registered the activization of Russian actors in Crimea during the same period. The expansion (or establishment) of the Simferopol office of the CIS Institute was first considered in late November 2013. Anatoly Filatov, deputy director for the scientific work of the Ukrainian branch, sent to CIS Institute director Zatulin resumes of candidates for spokesperson and office manager.128 The relatively moderate agenda for the round table on “the Role of the Republic of Crimea in Eurasian Integration” on November 23 in Simferopol was radicalized to instigate separatist sentiments as well as advocate historical ties between Crimea and Russia.129 According to the Simferopol office activity report, “the political campaign on the Treaty on the Delimitation of Powers between the Republic of Crimea and the State of Ukraine” was implemented “from December 2013 to March 2014,” together with a “sociological survey of Russian compatriots” conduced “from January to March 2014.”130 

			Why did Russia zero in on Crimea? In 2013, Russia did not have significant political instruments in Crimea, as is the case with the rest of Ukraine.131 The political scene on the peninsula was, however, subtly different from that of South-Eastern regions; as Matsuzato argues, there were potential tensions between the “Macedonians” (elites from Donetsk oblast) and indigenous Crimean elites.132 Although experts doubt that the Kremlin was well-versed in the local political context, it was at least obvious that the Crimean Supreme Council, chaired by Vladimir Konstantinov, was among the quickest to express support for the suspension of the EU integration process—and moreover, possibly beyond the control of the party’s headquarters in Kyiv,133 it did not hide its pro-Russian sympathies and held a rally in support of “the development of trade relations with the Russian Federation.”134 Meanwhile, the pro-government meetings organized by the Party of Regions in Kyiv limited themselves to stressing the prematurity of Euro-integration for Ukraine without giving any notion in favor of Eurasian integration.135 On December 5, from 8pm, Surkov held a meeting on “Perspectives on the social-economic development of Crimea,” inviting deputy minister of economic development Alexey Likhachev and director of the Department of Economic Cooperation and Integration of CIS Countries Andrei Tsemakhovich.136 A strange coincidence is that Crimea parliament speaker Konstantinov was on a visit to Moscow on that day.137 Within the Surkov leaks, however, we are not able to confirm any follow-on meetings on “the social-economic development of Crimea,” whereas similar meetings on “interregional cooperation” with eastern Ukrainian oblasts bordering Russia were held by Surkov at least four times between November 2013 and February 2014.138 A possible explanation is that the Crimean social-economic issue, originally part of Ukraine’s curator Surkov’s competence, was stripped away from the de facto “directorate for breakaway republics” in late 2013 and early 2014 with a view to its subsequent official incorporation into Russia.139 

			The Rubicon was crossed when the Ukrainian government riot police cracked down on peaceful demonstrators in Independence Square. On December 1, a reported 200,000-250,000 people took to the streets in Kyiv to protest against the attack on students and journalists. The violence made the process increasingly irreversible, and the demand of the protesters shifted from European integration to the resignation of the president and the government. The Kremlin probably detected early signs of the collapse of Yanukovych regime; the media monitoring report sent to Surkov on the morning of Monday, December 2 starts with the “Results of protest rallies on December 1,” describing the event as “the most massive rallies against the authorities in the past nine years” (i.e. since the Orange Revolution in 2004), followed by such headlines as “Lviv region announced mobilization in support of Maidan,” “The split in power—the departure of Levochkin [Head of the Presidential Administration] and several deputies from the PR[Party of Regions] faction,” “Ukraine is about to resume talks on Euro-integration,”140 etc. As  Pavlovsky warned, the Kremlin perhaps saw a “consensus regime” taking shape once the national crisis unfolded, consolidating the Ukrainian politkum under the slogan of Euro-integration. Indeed, what the insightful political technologists feared was not so much the disintegration of Ukraine but its cohesion; the more Russia becomes aware of this inconvenient truth, the louder it must shout that Ukraine is “an artificial state,” “its split is inevitable,” and so on.  

			That is why, in late January and early February, when Yanukovych was still in power, not only pro-Kremlin Ukrainian politicians such as Medvedchuk and Kolesnichenko but also Glazyev and the Russian CIS Institute reinvigorated the well-worn topic of the “federalization” of Ukraine to add fuel to the escalating political confrontation, even to the detriment of Yanukovych141 (the issue was dismissed by the Ukrainian president at the time142). On February 6, Zatulin reported to Surkov on “the great circle of Cossack Atamans of Crimea and Sevastopol conducted by the CIS Institute in Sevastopol on February 5.” Addressing the conference, Zatulin made a hurried conclusion that “what is happening in Ukraine, no doubt, is an attempt of a coup d’état,” and argued that federalization was “the only peaceful way to keep Ukraine from disintegration.”143 Nevertheless, according to the CIS Institute’s internal assessment in mid-February, there were not yet any notable political forces in Crimea willing to discuss the federalization or revision of the status of Crimea in their political programs.144

			During the same period, the Kremlin twice attempted to contact and co-opt Anatoly Mogilev, prime minister of the Crimea Autonomous Republic. The first delegation—ostensibly for religious purposes (the tour of the Gifts of the Magi)—included Russia Duma deputy Dmitry Sablin as well as Russian orthodox magnate Konstantin Malofeev. Mogilev’s deputy, Rustam Temirgaliev, later said in an interview that he felt some “center of management” was behind them.145 The Frolov leaks suggest that Malofeev was expected to visit Surkov on “Orthodox issues in Ukraine” in mid-November.146 

			When an agreement on settling the political crisis was finally brokered between Yanukovych and opposition leaders on February 21, Putin did not allow his envoy Vladimir Lukin, who witnessed the negotiation together with European colleagues, sign the document,147 simply because Putin did not want to endorse any “consensus regime” in Kyiv. On the contrary, he actively intervened to help his Ukrainian counterpart to flee the country “for humanitarian considerations”148 instead of persuading him to cling to power and defend Russian interests in Ukraine. Within a few days after Yanukovych’s loss of power, the demoralized Party of Regions structure collapsed, with dozens of its deputies having left its ranks,149 just as predicted in the Complex of Measures. 

			Some observers argue that Surkov’s task was to keep Yanukovych in power, a task he obviously failed to fulfill.150 But this is hard to believe if Moscow did not trust Yanukovych at all. On the contrary, the Kremlin’s political technologists perhaps needed the ouster of the “legitimate” president, which would become the last piece of their grand narrative on the “coup” to justify the planned annexation of Crimea as well as the demand for federalization, effectively neutralizing international criticism. It is illustrative that multiple Kremlin “experts” and political technologists exposed in the leaks, such as Chesnakov and Pavlovsky, orchestrated a series of narratives that the Crimea annexation was responsive, spontaneous, even improvised action by Putin, who was “infuriated” at the crisis escalation in Kyiv during the Sochi Olympics, in the Western mainstream media outlets in March 2014,151 which set the tone for Russia-led interpretation of the contested phenomenon from the very beginning. 

			As an aside, when Surkov was put on the US sanction list immediately after the annexation of Crimea, his henchmen—including Sergei Markov and Robert Schlegel—spoke in concert to an American news website to deny and obscure Surkov’s role in Ukraine.152 But the fact that Chesnakov bothered to report this English-language article to Surkov153 suggests that this is so-called dzhinsa (placement of ordered articles) and that the opposite of their comments is closer to the truth.  Surkov’s reaction to the U.S. sanction—“It’s a big honor for me (…) I lose nothing”—seems nothing more than a bluff.154

			Strategy vs Tactical Opportunism? 

			The Crimea operation seems to have been a well-considered and proactive move to secure what Russians call their “geopolitical interests”: keeping Ukraine in Russia’s orbit. It was far from improvisation by Putin or Russia’s seizing of a tactical opportunity during the escalation of the Ukraine crisis. The crisis was, on the contrary, artificially escalated by Moscow. It is, however, also hard to believe that the Crimean scenario was devised and incubated for years, because the Kremlin pursued the lines envisaged in the Complex of Measures, including vain attempts to nurture a pro-Russian political force and their favored presidential “candidate,” until November 2013 (although this does not preclude the parallel existence of Plan B somewhere in the security services). The initial idea of engaging in Crimea perhaps belongs to Surkov, who took over the position of Ukrainian curator in the autumn. 

			The findings suggest that when Russia found it impossible to achieve its strategic goal, it did not stick to flawed tactics and was quick to take another tack—in this case, taking a piece of its neighbor’s territory hostage.155 One might describe Russian policy toward Ukraine as “strategic opportunism”:156 remain focused on long-term strategic objectives (keeping Ukraine in its “sphere of influence”), while staying flexible enough to solve day-to-day problems and recognize new opportunities (Holy Rus, Crimea, “federalization,” “protection of Russian speakers,” “Novorossiya,” etc.). Political technology has been exceptionally effective at the latter.
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			Abstract: The paper uses within-case analysis to assess the security of the media space of the Republic of Moldova, one of the least-examined cases in the former Soviet Union, and now on the border with the EU and NATO. Moldova, a relatively new sovereign state with instable governmental institutions, a weak bank system, a high level of corruption, and a weak media market, is particularly vulnerable to aggressive external propaganda and manipulation. This article analyzes the five elements structuring Moldova’s media landscape: society, media outlets, media professionals, media bodies, and international networks.  It argues that the measures taken to counteract Russian propaganda at both the national and international levels have been ineffective and that it is imperative to take a systemic approach that encompasses legislation, economic possibilities, and civil society scrutiny, coupled with adequate international effort.   

			In the wake of Russia’s military aggression in Ukraine, it has become vital to address the informational security of states in geopolitical proximity to Russia. The countries of the Russian “near abroad” are more vulnerable to disinformation and propaganda due to their common Soviet past, the presence of Russian-speaking populations on their territory, and the “nostalgia” of the older segment of the population for the Soviet era. The Republic of Moldova, a multi-ethnic state with potential for pro-Russia separatist movements in Transnistria and Gagauzia, is particularly vulnerable to Russia’s disinformation campaign. The situation is already insecure: a public opinion poll conducted in November 2017 revealed that a large segment of respondents (40.9 percent) in Moldova have high levels of trust in Russian mass media.1 

			This article will analyze the influence of Russian propaganda in the Republic of Moldova, one of the least-examined cases in the former Soviet Union and now situated on the border with the European Union and NATO. The article will use within-case analysis to assess five elements structuring Moldova’s media landscape: society, media outlets, media professionals, media bodies, and international networks. The study further assesses the vulnerability of Moldova’s informational space on the basis of its judicial environment; the willingness of political leaders to foment change; the situation of the Moldovan media market; and the ability of civil society to keep lawmakers accountable.

			The main argument of this paper is that the measures currently being taken to counteract Russian propaganda at both the national and international levels are ineffective. As such, it is imperative to develop a deeper understanding of the causes and consequences of foreign intervention in Moldova’s media space. In addition, changes should be made to prevent such intervention and promote democratic values, including through legislation, civil society surveillance, and economic incentives.

			Literature Review 

			The evolution of information’s role in modern warfare has brought about changes in how states understand national security. This change is reflected in the existing literature on the topic, which indicates a trend toward blurring the line between war and peace and moving conflict into the public domain. 

			Western literature on new security threats and the evolving use of public information campaigns in warfare has given rise to the notion of “hybrid war.”2 From this perspective, “information warfare” is part of the broader corpus of warfare options available to nation-states. Information and communication technology are used usually in combination with other military activity and directed by military strategy.3 In other words, the power of information, including disinformation, is used to achieve strategic results. Describing the changing nature of modern warfare, Rod Thornton highlighte the logic of “irregular warfare” and the role of the information campaign.4 Students and practitioners of conflict refer to a “new” generation of war and recognize the prevalence of irregular wars.5 

			Information is essential to Russia’s “Gerasimov Doctrine” on national security.6 Key Russian documents such as the Russian Information Security Doctrine of 2000, the Military Doctrine of 2004, and the National Security Strategy of December 2015 all stress the importance of information.7

			Scholars note that there is a difference between Western and Russian information campaigns, namely that Western information operation clearly differentiate between the rules of engagement when at war and at peace.8 By contrast, Russian thinking includes more of a “gray zone”: the line between war and peace is eroded, and victory is much more elusive.9 Frank Hoffman describes “gray zone” conflicts as multidimensional activities by state actors that are just below the threshold for deploying national and subnational instruments of power.10 To counter such conflicts, he indicates, Western powers must change the way they think about conflict.11 Nadia Schadlow echoes that conclusion, contending that the adversary is currently able to exploit the Western democratic requirement to identify actions, gain public and political support, and declare military action.12

			Indeed, Thornton notes several cases where Russia already exploits this disparity, using hybrid warfare in a way that Western democratic countries do not. EU countries and the U.S. generally reject censorship of media coverage, whereas Russia does not. Moreover, Western states are liberal democracies with free media markets, and governments usually remain wedded to informational accuracy.13 The reason Russia concentrates so much on informational warfare is that the Kremlin administration feels relatively weak: it perceives itself to lack the military capacity to defend itself against Western powers, and therefore chooses to use liberal democracies’ principles against them. 

			Security studies examine the specifics of Russia’s approach to information as a security tool and discuss how societies can defend themselves against this hybrid threat from a theoretical, tactical, strategic, and military perspective.14 Specific case studies usually refer to European Union countries15 or the Crimean Operation in Ukraine.16 A separate literature explores Russia’s meddling in U.S.17 and EU elections.18 Research on the topic has converged on a set of tools that Russia uses in its informational warfare: overt channels such as RT; proxies disguised as mainstream media outlets and social media; political forces; civil society actors; and business and political figures.19 The analysis is limited to assessing the influence of Moscow’s propaganda, classifying the topics it covers, and categorizing the techniques it uses.20  

			The structural features of mass media—such as a country’s media landscape, its political environment, and its domestic economic situation—are usually sidelined in academic work, despite playing an important role in propaganda and manipulation. Identifying internal threats to the security of informational space and determining the strength of the judicial system, the openness of the media market, and the preparation of media professionals are important issues that remain to be addressed.

			The most analyzed case studies regarding Russia’s information warfare are the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.21 These countries receive the most attention because they are EU and NATO members whose security is assured by Article 5 of NATO’s founding treaty, which enshrines the principle of collective security.22 A recent U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations Report regarding Putin’s propaganda and manipulation covered these states, as well as Ukraine and Georgia.23 However, Russian information warfare is conducted with equal intensity across its “near abroad”; all former Soviet republics are subject to Russian propaganda. This paper aims to address this gap in scholarly attention by focusing on the case of the Republic of Moldova.

			Research Methodology, Case Selection, and Data

			The goal of this paper is to examine whether Moldova’s media space is prepared to counteract the penetration of Russian disinformation and propaganda. To this end, a number of issues will be discussed: 

			
					Is Moldova’s media space legislatively, politically, and economically prepared to deal with Russian media influence?

					Do the limitations on the freedom of mass media and concentration of the ownership and advertising markets threaten the security of Moldova’s information system? 

					How do Western actors react to Russia’s informational invasion of Moldova’s sovereign media space?

					Should other states, international organizations, or institutions also propose and implement countermeasures against this invasion? 

					How effective are the responses of national and international institutions and organizations to the Russian invasion of other countries’ media spaces? What are the role of the governmental institutions vis-a vis of the NGO in providing security of media space?

					What are the responsibilities and obligations of the journalists themselves to provide truthful information? 

			

			Within-case analysis is used to study the media space of Moldova, examining: the legal environment; the effort of political leaders to implement changes; the situation of the Moldovan media market; and the capacity of civil society to hold lawmakers accountable. The research also looks at the response of Western democracies, NGOs, and international institutions to Russian propaganda. 

			A single case study can cultivate within-case research analysis and advance our understanding of the impact of specific variables.24 The Republic of Moldova, unlike the Baltic States, is not a member of the EU or NATO and is not protected under NATO’s Article 5. Unlike Ukraine, Moldova does not have a common border with the Russia Federation, nor does it have an ongoing “hot” conflict on its territory (the conflict in Transnistria is consider a ‘frozen’ one). However, situated as it is in Russia’s “near abroad,” Moldova, like the other former Soviet states, is subject to an active Russian disinformation campaign.

			This paper will proceed as follows. First, it will conceptualize the security of the country’s media space. Second, it will identify existing Russian influence in the media space of the Republic of Moldova. Third, it will examine the structural indicators of the media space in Moldova, including the internal threats to information security posed by Russian information warfare and international sources of support for the Moldovan media. And, finally, in the conclusion it will elaborate recommendations for domestic institutions and international actors. In terms of methodology, the analysis will draw on public opinion polls conducted by the Institute of Public Policies (IPP) in Moldova. Process tracing25 is used to examine an array of media sources and legal documents in order to construct an account of the impact of Russian information warfare in the country.  

			Conceptualizing the Security of Media Space 

			The security of media space can be conceptualized in terms of the protection of a country’s sovereignty and integrity. This involves both developing the media space and protecting it from internal and external threats.

			Free media constitutes an element of the public sphere, which is defined by German philosopher Jürgen Habermas as a space where “individuals and groups associate to discuss matters of mutual interest.”26 The defining characteristics of the public sphere are the free circulation of media, access to information, freedom of expression and publication, and freedom of economic and political life.27 The study of the public sphere centers on the idea of how public opinion becomes political action and leads to a participatory democracy. 

			The media is a legitimate platform for the free exchange of ideas where individuals and social groups can engage in social dialogue—an essential condition of democratic development. As the communication landscape becomes denser and more complex, people gain increased access to information and have more opportunities to engage in free public speech. Media freedom, among other political freedoms, is a long-term tool that can strengthen civil society and the public sphere in democratic societies.28 In this way, communicative freedom generates political freedom. 

			The freedom of mass media is a fundamental human right and is embedded in international treaties. Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights stipulates that “everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression” and “has the freedom to receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.”29 A free press is also enshrined in Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights30 as the right to freedom of expression and information. At the national level, democratic governments—or at least countries with democratic systems—stipulate the protection of human rights and the freedom of the press in their Constitution and supporting laws. This demonstrates that media freedom is one of the key features of the polity, alongside institutionalized changes of power, a multi-party system, and checks and balances among the various branches of the government.

			Discussing the security of media space, meanwhile, implies that the freedom of the press cannot be absolute; some restrictions and limitations must apply. Western democracies protect the freedom of mass media, but also provide concrete cases when this freedom can be restricted. The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) indicates that free speech must be restricted when it infringes on the rights of others or jeopardizes national security and public order. Article 19 of the multilateral treaty adopted by the United Nations’ General Assembly stipulates that free speech/free media restrictions “shall only be such as are provided by law and are necessary: (a) for respect of the rights or reputations of others; (b) for the protection of national security or of public order (ordre public), or of public health or morals.”31 However, neither piece of legislation clarifies what would constitute a threat to national security significant enough to be a legitimate exception. Security is traditionally conceived in relation to military threats to the physical borders of the state, but there is nothing to say that it might not apply to a country’s media space.

			These competing imperatives have long been the subject of debate in democratic societies. How can a country both safeguard human rights and protect the homeland? Or, in the case at hand, how can the Moldovan state simultaneously assure the freedom of the press and protect Moldova’s information space? These questions imply the need for limited trade-offs to be made in certain contexts. 

			The debate about ensuring the state’s security intensified after 9/11, due to concerns that nations would sacrifice their liberty to enhance safety.32 Some have argued that endangering or jettisoning democracy entirely is justified in the defense of the country from foreign enemies. However, members of a society may be reluctant to live under extreme control, even if it ensures a state’s security.

			More recently, following Russia’s annexation of Crimea, another element of national security came to the fore. Whereas in Western military tradition, “information operations” are merely an adjunct to campaign plans, Russia’s new Gerasimov Doctrine has given information “primacy in operations,” placing “conventional military forces in a supporting role.”33 Russia has proven apt at using information activities (such as propaganda) to deceive the citizens of other states and gain control over their polities.

			The Russian emphasis on information has reoriented contemporary warfare away from armed destruction toward “information or psychological warfare” that targets “people’s minds.”34 Russia uses a range of information sources—print and broadcast media, websites, social media, and a whole army of trolls—to achieve “systemic control of all narratives,”35 a control presided over by the Presidential Administration.36 This allows for the use of information “to one’s competitive advantage, spreading propaganda and disinformation to manipulate and demoralize.”37 

			Under such circumstances, other states must adapt to this new reality and plan appropriate counteractions. This is difficult for democratic societies, however, as they are founded on a free press and open access to information and loath to impose the kind of media restrictions found in authoritarian systems. 

			Another issue is that information warfare as an independent subject is rarely analyzed. Instead, it is typically studied as a component of hybrid warfare.38 The subsuming of information warfare into hybrid warfare dilutes its conceptual clarity and limits in-depth analysis of this important phenomenon. Moreover, the debate about media security in Western literature refers mostly to cyber-security, to the “protection of the information systems against unauthorized access to or modification of information, where in storage, processing in transit, and against the denial of service to authorized users.”39 Information security includes, but is not limited to, the protection of personal, financial, medical, or other electronic databases. To provide cyber-security means maintaining a balance between the confidentiality, integrity, and availability of data (also known as the CIA triad) while maintaining a focus on efficient policy implementation, all without hampering organizational productivity. Cyber-security includes the protection of the mass media only in a tangential way, without elaborating on this concept.  

			Recently, discussions about protecting a country’s media space have become louder, spurred by the perception of social media as a “threat to democracy.”40 Sovereign governments therefore need to start considering the impact of allowing foreign powers to intervene in their national media spaces. Indeed, a recent NATO Stratcom Centre of Excellence report identified propaganda as one of the main foreign and security policy instruments. The report acknowledges that security should now be understood as the battle for “the hearts and minds.”41 In particular, this has been discussed in relation to Moscow’s informational attacks and increasing use of propaganda and manipulation “to advance its foreign policy agenda.”42

			Although discussions of national security rarely, if ever, mention the development of independent media that are free from monopoly, low on politicization, and easily accessible, such a domestic media landscape can boost a state’s resistance to propaganda and manipulation despite its openness to outside attack. The next section looks at the role of structural indicators (including the country’s political and social context) in creating a propitious environment for free media and resistance to malicious influences.

			Identifying Russian Influence in Moldova’s Media Space

			Unsurprisingly, Russia intensified its information warfare against Moldova, Ukraine, and Georgia after the three countries signed Association Agreements with the European Union. As a result, the security threats posed by Russian informational campaigns became more prominent. Russia’s current methods of information warfare in its “near abroad” resemble Soviet-era propaganda, with state media having a major voice, but have also developed new permutations.43 The Kremlin seeks not only to spread ideological principles, but also to confuse, distract, and befuddle; to erode public support for democratic values; and, in so doing, to increase its own relative power. That amounts to controlling national governments in former Soviet countries and weakening their pro-Western orientation. 

			Such efforts may be more successful in the states of the former Soviet Union than elsewhere, for a number of reasons. Firstly, these countries are geographically close to Russia. Secondly, large segments of their populations lived in the former Soviet Union, speak Russian, and are familiar with Russian culture—or are ethnically Russian themselves. Thirdly, the countries of the “near abroad” are comparatively vulnerable because they are newly created states with a limited or non-existent tradition of sovereignty; they have weak government institutions, a high level of corruption, a fragile justice system, and a beleaguered independent civil society and media. Moreover, and most importantly, they remain in some ways economically dependent on Russia.

			The Russian government’s methods in its near abroad are thus determined by the “correlation between the strength of the countries’ national institutions and their vulnerability to Russian influence.”44 The Kremlin exploits internal discords, institutional weaknesses, and popular grievances to undercut national consensus. In the case of Moldova, the Kremlin targets a number of weak spots: the existing frozen conflict in the separatist region of Transnistria, uncertainty in the autonomous region of Gagauzia, the range of citizens’ foreign policy orientations, the weakness of governmental institutions, the high level of corruption, the limitations of the  banking system, and the monopolization of the media market and oligopoly of the advertising industry.

			The perpetuation of the Kremlin’s foreign policy of keeping the states of the former Soviet Union in Russia’s “sphere of influence” and the escalation of propaganda create a security threat to the information space of those countries. In this context, the motto of the Russian government-funded TV network—“Question More”—is significant, as it fosters doubt in the legitimacy of the democratic governments of other countries. Following the principle of divide et impera (divide and rule), Russian propaganda exploits ethnic, linguistic, social, and historical tensions in the region to give Kremlin policies the appearance of legitimacy. 

			To achieve information warfare superiority and exercise synchronized control, the Kremlin has concentrated Russian state media outlets. This not only limits media freedom, but also allows the government to coordinate its manipulation of other countries’ media scenes. The state media are heavily underwritten by government funds: Russian media claimed that RT (a Russian government-funded television network that has cable and satellite TV channels) had a budget of $445 million in 2014, and in 2016–2017 it was announced that the budget had been increased by $19 million.45 Though public data are not readily available, the true overall expenditure is probably in the billions. In 2013, the Russian government created the online news and broadcasting service Sputnik under the government-controlled news agency Rossiia Segodnia (Russia Today). Sputnik focuses on global politics and economics and operates in more than 30 languages.46 

			Russian media have maintained a presence in the Republic of Moldova for decades, a presence that persisted beyond the collapse of the USSR. As the Soviet Union disintegrated, the federal TV channel ORT continued to air its programs using Moldova’s state frequencies. With the arrival on the Moldovan media scene of cable TV, the visibility of Russian TV stations expanded. Moscow-based networks like RTR, RenTV, NTV, TV6, STS, and TNT rebroadcast their programming in full or in part.47 Local editions of Russian newspapers likewise maintained and expanded their well-established niche in the Moldovan media market after the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

			This prominence of Russian-language media has been facilitated by Moldova’s history as a Soviet republic in other ways, too. One-third of the population speaks Russian on a regular basis, and still more—especially among the older generation—are conversant in Russian due to its status as a lingua franca during the Soviet era. As a result, a large number of Moldovans get their news from Russian-language sources. In April 2017, 43 percent of citizens reported getting their news from Russian TV and radio programs. Western outlets, meanwhile, have struggled to overcome the language barrier and communicate their values, an issue compounded by the high cost of accessing newspapers from these sources. TV stations from Romania, despite broadcasting in the same language, have to overcome the name recognition problem. According to the same survey, the number of respondents who report receiving their news from European (including Romanian) TV and radio is half the size—only 22 percent.48

			Notably, the Sputnik news portal, which Foreign Policy magazine described as a “Russian propaganda outlet,”49 has been providing news in both Romanian and Russian since it arrived on the Moldovan media scene in May 2015, making it accessible to a larger segment of the population.50 

			The pervasiveness of Russian media sources may have contributed to Moldovans’ trust in Russian media. In November 2017 survey conducted by the Institute of Public Policies (IPP), 40.9 percent of respondents claimed to trust mass media from Russia. This is higher than trust in media from the EU in general (36.7 percent) or Romania in particular (29.4 percent), according to the same survey.51

			In turn, trust in Russian media has shaped public opinion. As Miller and Krosnick found in 2000, trusted sources of information are more persuasive.52 In the Moldovan context, where 83.3 percent of people receive most of their news from TV, the popularity of Russian channels is capable of influencing not only individual, short-term behavior, but also long-term, aggregate attitudes and behavior. One example of this is the pro-Russian orientation of voters who have high trust in Russian media. The Barometer of Public Opinion, conducted by the IPP in Moldova, found that among respondents who had high trust in Russian media, over half (57.5 percent) were committed voters for the pro-Russian Party of Socialists of Moldova, compared to just over one-fourth (26.1 percent) of total respondents.53 Russian media also promotes pro-Russian political leaders, and respondents who have a high level of trust in Russian media display more trust in these individuals. For example, 40.2 percent of Russian media proponents trusted Igor Dodon, the pro-Russian president of Moldova, compared to 35 percent of total respondents. In the view of Transparency International Moldova (TIM), this suggests that “the state has reduced capacity to regulate the propaganda that affects its security.”54

			The same is true in foreign policy. Respondents who trust Russian media are almost twice as likely to support the pro-Russian orientation of Moldova’s current foreign policy as are respondents as a whole. Indeed, 82.8 percent of these individuals expressed support for a referendum on Moldova joining the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union, a proposal backed by just 44 percent of all respondents.55 The Russian media’s promotion of Russian values and Russian leaders likewise presumably contributed to Moldovans’ selection of Vladimir Putin as the most popular foreign politician in 2017 (61%).56

			In Moldova, the Russian media message is supported by a chorus of pro-Russian parties, NGOs, and the Orthodox Church. As these entities have rallied behind the message, they have imbued it with greater trust, forging a link between the “parallel reality”57 created by Moscow and real life.

			The overwhelming presence of the tendentious Russian media in the information market of the Republic of Moldova poses a clear threat to the country’s informational security. Among the elements enabling this scenario are widespread knowledge of the Russian language, familiarity with Russian culture, and older generations’ habit of watching Russian TV. In the context of economic decay in Moldova, the “poorest country in Europe,” there is a noticeable nostalgia for the social safety and mythological “greatness” of the Soviet Union, sentiments the Russian media exploit. Other factors include the legislative regulation of media space, the monopolization of the media market, journalistic self-censorship, limited media freedom, and the ineffectiveness of the institutions dealing with media. These structural factors are evaluated in the following section.

			The Structural Factors of Moldova’s Media Space and Russian Propaganda and Manipulation

			As mass media is an immanent part of society, political and economic realities influence, shape, and determine the media configuration. The Kremlin’s propaganda machine uses the weaknesses and vulnerabilities of other states to destabilize the existing order and project Russian power by any means possible. Looking at the use and abuse of media in vulnerable societies, the existing literature identifies three categories: content indicators, structural interventions, and aggressive interventions.58 This article goes one step further, examining the structure of propaganda and manipulation indicators in order to study the security and media space of the state. Intervention in the media space of another country can be considered a structural or content-specific intervention (See Table 1). 




			Table 1. Propaganda and Manipulation Indicators 

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Content indicators

						
							
							Structural indicators

						
					

					
							
							In Western states

						
							
							In “near abroad” states

						
							
							All states

						
					

					
							
							• Delegitimizing Western democracies;  

							• Promoting distrust in democratically elected government;

							• Exploiting the weaknesses of societies; 

							• Creating chaos and division in societies.

						
							
							• Seeding fear in Western institutions and alliances; 

							• Discrediting the EU and collaboration with EU countries; 

							• Creating chaos and division in societies;

							• Boosting “nostalgia” for the Soviet Union; 

							• Promoting the advantages of economic, political, and social collaboration with Russia; 

							• Denigrating the target country’s reputation; 

							• Supporting pro-Russian political leaders and parties. 

						
							
							• Promoting foreign media outlets; 

							• Creating allied organizations of civil society and public figures, parallel social realities;

							• Supporting far-right nationalist sentiments and movements; 

							• Developing pro-Russian media;  

							• Pressuring media institutions in other countries; 

							Influencing international networks. 

						
					

				
			

			


The content indicators incorporate issue-oriented patterns and target sensitive topics in the societies at hand. Content intervention is the Kremlin’s method of choice, and this propaganda is primarily directed against the states of the European Union (including the Baltic states).

			Structural indicators include the social, political, and economic features of a society, the internal media landscape, and the factors facilitating media-society and media-government relationships. The external power only can do so much to influence the structure of the media landscape in another state. The other part of the equation is the internal media environment in the country. External propaganda and manipulation techniques play on the dysfunction of governmental institutions, exploit flaws in the media environment, and promote distrust in local media.

			Structural intervention has rarely, if ever, been discussed and analyzed. In this research, structural indicators are broken out into five categories: 1. Social; 2. Media outlets; 3. Media professionals; 4. Media institutions and organizations; and 5. International media networks (See Table 2). Those factors are analyzed in the next part of this article. 




			Table 2. Structural Indicators of the Security of Media Space

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Indicators

						
							
							Description

						
					

					
							
							1. Social

						
							
							Media and security laws, governmental polities and level of corruption;

						
					

					
							
							2. Media outlets

						
							
							Media outlets, freedom of the press and freedom of speech;

						
					

					
							
							3. Media professionals

						
							
							Journalists, editors, and owners; 

						
					

					
							
							4. Media institutions and organizations

						
							
							Institutions dealing with media, independent bodies and governmental institutions, NGOs; 

						
					

					
							
							5. International media networks

						
							
							International network, international institutions and organizations’ support for creating the environment of security of informational space in the country. 

						
					

				
			

			


Societal Indicators

			The Republic of Moldova is one of the poorest states in Europe, and also features a high level of inequality. The tenure of the Communist Party (2001–2009) was seen as the first step toward the development of an oligarchic system. Even the Alliance of European Integration coalition (2009–2013), which at first was welcomed, came to be seen as part of the march toward “oligarchic pluralism.” The power-sharing agreement between Prime Minister Vlad Filat, leader of the Liberal Democratic Party of Moldova (PLDM), and Vladimir Plahotniuc, the leader of the Democratic Party (PDM), was seen as a struggle for political influence and business assets between the two men. 59 Following the so-called “theft of the billion”60 in 2014, which involved embezzlement from three banks, Vlad Filat was arrested and sentenced to nine years in prison. This led to the concentration of political and economic power in the hands of Plahotniuc, who subsequently “captured” the state institutions.61 The World Bank classified Moldova as a “captured state”—one in which the democratic transition process is vulnerable to domestic and foreign interests.62 This assessment remains highly relevant to the current state of affairs: in 2017, a British foreign policy think tank characterized the Moldovan state as having “oligarchic power,” “subdued state institutions,” and an environment in which  “corruption is widespread and the civil society is weak.”63 

			The term “capture,” which initially emerged to describe the economic environment, can also be applied to the contemporary challenge to media freedom. The media reflects the realities of the political system: political leaders and media owners collectively engage in the corrupt practice of “media capture.”64 Joseph E. Stiglitz notes, “The fourth estate is a critical part of a set of checks and balances within our society. When the media get captured by those they are supposed to oversee—whether government, corporations, or other institutions in our society—they cannot or will not perform their critical societal role.”65 The capture of media by the rich rather than politicians could be more permanent and intensify inequality.66 Politicians can be voted out of office, but it is difficult for voters to counter the political influence of the wealthy.

			In Moldova, the monopolization and concentration of the media leads to the manipulation of public opinion to the benefit of a political party or a narrow group of affiliates. A small group of businessmen with political influence can now limit the freedom of the press, blackmailing politicians and creating parliamentary majorities to modify the national legal framework in their interest. A captured media leaves no room for the free exchange of ideas, thus exposing the country’s information space to foreign threats and manipulation. Since the Russian intervention in Ukraine and the annexation of the Crimean Peninsula, this issue has taken on a new urgency. Nevertheless, the Moldovan authorities do not appear to be committed to protecting the country’s media space, whether due to patronal/political influences or personal business interests. 

			Legal Environment

			Among the major factors endangering the security of post-Soviet societies’ information spaces are inconsistencies in the media legal environment. Since its independence in 1991, the Republic of Moldova has made a number of legal commitments regarding the freedom of the mass media and freedom of speech. Article 32.2 of the Moldovan Constitution (1994) guarantees all citizens “freedom of thought and opinion, as well as freedom of expression.” The Law on Access to Information (2000) provides that any resident citizen can request information from the public authorities,67 while the Broadcasting Code (2006) regulates the broadcast media and defines the responsibilities of the Broadcasting Coordination Council (BCC), an independent supervisory authority. 68

			As such, the problem in Moldova is not a lack of legislation, but a lack of effective mechanisms for implementing the existing laws. As mentioned in the 2017 Freedom House report on Moldova, “press freedom in Moldova remains constrained by outdated or poorly enforced media laws.”69 A World Bank Group Report underlined that the implementation of the Law on Access to Information in Moldova was problematic, as “bodies were not following the legal requirements,” even failing “to respond to requests at all.”70

			When it signed its Association Agreement with the European Union in 2014, Moldova committed to building an independent media space. However, the provisions made in the media segment of the National Action Plan focus on the broadcasting sector; the print media and disinformation campaigns have gone unaddressed. Media experts are discussing the need to revise the media segment of the Action Plan, and are questioning the political will of the current administration to implement changes.71

			The Republic of Moldova has also adopted several documents concerning the sovereignty and security of the state. The Constitution of the Republic of Moldova addressed the issue of national and personal security. The Military Doctrine (1995) and the Concept of National Security (2008), among others, also touched on state security. However, these documents did not discuss information security, much less include provisions that explicitly targeted the security of media space. It was only in 2011, with the ratification of the Strategy of National Security (2011),72 that a legislative body addressed the issue of informational security, albeit still not in great detail. 

			In view of the changing geopolitical situation in Eastern Europe after the Russian annexation of the Crimean Peninsula, then-President of Moldova Nicolae Timofti put together a commission responsible for adopting a new Security Strategy. The members of the Supreme Security Council73 began work on the project in July 2016,74 and the next step would have been for the Moldovan Parliament to adopt the project. During the discussion process, scholars and civil society experts expressed concerns that state security documents had not been harmonized and that Moldovan governmental structures did not comprehend the increasing level of informational threat.75 In late 2016, however, the issue was taken off the table by newly elected pro-Russian president Igor Dodon.76 Dodon took advantage of his power to withdraw the security project and influence the elaboration of a new project. The president’s decision was based on his party’s commitment to fighting the “threat from the West” and ignored arguably more pressing security threats facing the country.

			The beginning of 2018 brought a new development in the realm of protective measures against disinformation and manipulation when new amendments to the Broadcasting Code entered into force. In 2017, Moldova’s pro-European parliament passed amendments to the Code that banned the dissemination of information and analytical media products originating in countries that have not ratified the 1989 European Convention on Transfrontier Television. (EU countries, some of which have neglected ratification of the Convention—Belgium, Denmark, and Ireland—and the U.S. are exempted.) The penalties for violating the new provisions also increased: media institutions in the country may be fined between 70,000 and 100,000 Moldovan lei (between $4,200 and $6,100) per infringement, and may also face the withdrawal of their licenses. The key element introduced to the new law is the concept of “information security,” which involves protective measures against “misinformation attempts or manipulative information from the outside.”77 The Kremlin immediately criticized what it called an “anti-Russian attack” and claimed that the amendments denied Moldovans “access to information.”78

			Although the new amendments are supposedly intended to prevent the dissemination of Russian propaganda, it is unclear exactly how this will work. The paradox of the initiative is that Vlad Plahotniuc, the leader of the Democratic Party, who spearheaded the initiative, is a media mogul who owns about 70 percent of Moldova’s media outlets and frequently rebroadcasts Russian programs on his TV channels.79 This, coupled with the fact that the initiative came on the eve of the 2018 parliamentary elections in Moldova, has sparked concerns that the initiative’s underlying goal is to facilitate Plahotniuc’s monopolization of broadcasting stations.  

			Level of Corruption

			The high level of corruption in different state structures, including the mass media, represents a significant obstacle to the adoption of democratic standards and to a genuine system of checks and balances. In 2016, Moldova dropped 20 places (from 103rd to 123rd) in Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Survey, declining by 3 points (from 33 in 2015 to 30 in 2016).80 This fall, largely caused by the aforementioned bank fraud in 2014, represented the worst drop for a former Soviet republic. In 2017 Moldova maintained a similarly low position in the rating (122nd) and scored 31 points. 81

			The Transparency International report also found that Moldovan media were perceived to be highly corrupt. The mass media scored 53 points in 2014 (0 = low immunity to corruption and 100 = high immunity to corruption). This corruption in the mass media space translated into diminishing audience confidence in media: the Institute of Public Politics found that the share of respondents who said they had high trust in the media in general, in comparison with other state institutions, declined from 60 percent in 2014 to 31 percent in 2016.82 In November 2017, about one-third of the respondents from Moldova (35%) reported trust in mass media as an institution. 83

			Media Outlets

			The launch of perestroika and glasnost by Mikhail Gorbachev let the proverbial genie out of the bottle in the media realm. The Communist Party’s “official propaganda,” broadcast by the major TV channels and newspapers, was to be abolished, while the emergence of independent media, TV channels, radio stations, and news agencies became a possibility. The dissolution of the Soviet Union several years later accelerated this trend: the newly independent states suddenly found themselves in need of their own communication systems. 

			After declaring its independence in 1991, Moldova eliminated the state and Communist Party monopoly over—and censorship of—media. The wind of democratization began in Moldova, as it had in Moscow, with new democratic media (1988–91). The first issue of the newspaper Glasul (“The Voice”) was clandestinely published in Romanian using the Latin alphabet84 in Riga, Latvia, on February 15, 1989. The newspaper paved the way for the spread of the perestroika and glasnost in Moldova, as well as for democratization and the nationalist movement.85 That being said, many of these new media outlets did not have the financial resources to remain independent, such that in the mid-1990s the state began to nationalize them. The media remained firmly under government control.

			The “Party Press” developed during the next period (1991–1994), when political parties mushroomed in the country. There were over 50 parties in Moldova in the 1990s, many of which had their own media outlets. In the early 1990s, the newspaper Tara (The Greater Country) was founded by the Christian Democratic Popular Front, which initiated the democratic movement during perestroika; Republica (“The Republic”) was launched by the Social Democrats; and Cuvantul  (“The Word”) by the Communists. In the years that followed, the party press witnessed several other debuts: the socialists founded Dreptatea (“The Justice”); the members of the Intellectual Congress initiated Mesagerul (“The Messenger”); the Agrarian Party established Pamant si Oameni (“The Land and the People”); and the Reform Party opted for Observatorul de Chisinau (“Chisinau Observer”). They were followed by the political newspapers of the Republican Party, Moldovanul (“The Moldovan”); of the Democratic Labor Party, Albina (“The Bee”); of the Liberal Party, Libertatea (“The Liberty”); of the Party of Rebirth and Reconciliation, Luceafarul (“The Morning Star”), etc.86 A number of parties also created local newspapers, especially during election campaigns. 

			In the period between 1995 and 2000, there were four TV channels that broadcast nationwide: two Russian, one Moldovan, and one Romanian. After the 1989 revolution, Romanian TV was trying to find a new voice that would move it beyond the oppression of the Ceausescu regime. The Russian channels, beneficiaries of glasnost, were the first to broadcast sharp social and political criticism during that period. They also diversified their news and entertainment programming, allowing them to remain very popular. At the same time, the Russian channels continued to use Russian media for political ends, promoting the restoration of the USSR under the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). And while Moldovan TV had broadcast public debates and engaged in incisive news reports in the early 1990s, this media freedom was short-lived. With the return to power of the former Communist nomenklatura—the Communist Party won 40 of 101 parliamentary seats in 1998 and 71 of 101 in 2001—the media reverted to being a tool of state propaganda, just as it had been during the Soviet era. The biased news coverage, and lack of real debates and talk shows put Moldovan TV at a clear disadvantage compared to the Russian and Romanian TV channels, leaving Moldovans open to foreign propaganda and manipulation.

			The period when the Party of Communists (1998-2001) was in power could be characterized as a period of administrative control of the media in Moldova, as the government deprived Moldovan TV and print media of the opportunity to develop an independent—and potentially democratic—voice. In 2002, the national media scene was essentially comprised of two newspapers: Moldova Suverana (“Sovereign Moldova”), in Romanian, and Nezavisimaia Moldova (“Independent Moldova”), in Russian. After the 2001 parliamentary elections, both supported the party in power. The right wing was represented by the daily Flux, published by the pro-Romanian Christian-Democratic People’s Party. The weekly Saptamana (“Week”) represented the centrist movements. On the left, the Communist Party of Moldova circulated the newspaper Communist (“Communist”), published both in Romanian and Russian.  

			The broadcast media was represented during this period by four state TV stations (Teleradio-Moldova, Gagauzia, Euro TV-Chisinau, TV-Balti), 39 non-cable TV studios, and 47 cable TV studios. In 2002, the most popular TV studios were NIT, ORT Moldova, PRO-TV, TV6-Balti, and TV26-Chisinau. Although censorship of the broadcast media had been outlawed, some hidden censorship influenced the work of the TV stations. In 2002, Teleradio-Moldova journalists went on a “passive” strike to protest against this subtle censorship and demand the adoption of a new Law on Public TV. 

			When pro-European parties won the majority in the Moldovan parliament in 2009 and the Communist Party was removed from power, the citizens of Moldova, the Western democracies and international organizations expressed great optimism about what this transfer of power might mean for the country. However, in the face of weak civil society and an absence of clear legal regulations preventing media monopolization, the mass media have been monopolized by several of the country’s most influential businessmen, who also seek political power. Two men were said to dominate Moldova’s media market: democrat Vladimir Plahotniuc and socialist Igor Dodon.87 The ongoing monopolization of the media market by powerful groups and the state deprives the citizens of Moldova of a variety of sources of information, thus weakening media pluralism and creating a fertile environment for manipulation and propaganda. Conversely, the OSCE document “The Role of the Free Media in the Comprehensive Approach to Security” indicates that media freedom and expression play a central role in comprehensive security.88  

			Media trustworthiness scores are usually provided in Freedom House’s annual Freedom of the Press reports. Moldova ranked as a Partly Free country from 2002 to 2004, earning 59 points (0 = most free; 100 = least free) on each occasion, according to the Freedom House evaluation (see Figure 1).89 Moldova’s status changed from Partly Free to Not Free in 2004 due to the worsening of the political and press freedom environment and the enactment of restrictive new laws. In 2011, Moldova improved to Partly Free after the ruling Alliance for European Integration coalition approved legal amendments strengthening legal protection for journalists and freedom of the press. 

			


Figure 1. Press Freedom in the Republic of Moldova, 2002–2017
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			Source: Freedom House, “Freedom of the Press. Moldova,” 2002-2017.





			In 2017, according to the report, Moldova ranked third behind Georgia and Ukraine among former Soviet states (not including the Baltic states). These were the only former Soviet states to be classed “Partly Free”; the rest (again excluding the Baltic states) were considered “Not Free.”  Moldova received 56 points to place 118th out of the 199 countries ranked.90   

			Media independence is equally important in providing a secure media space, making available a diversity of print and electronic sources of information that present a range of social viewpoints. The independence of media outlets in a context of market regulation and low ownership concentration creates the conditions for high-quality investigative journalism. 

			Although state outlets no longer dominate the media landscape of the former Soviet states and there are a growing number of private outlets, media independence and diversification is not always obvious. The Freedom House report “Nations in Transit” evaluates these countries’ democratization process, including their media independence scores (1-most free; 7-least free). Figure 2 shows that Moldova’s democratization scores track its media independence scores, except between 2007 and 2012, when media independence fell behind democratization as a whole. From 2012, the scores have been almost the same, but media independence continues to lag behind. Nations in Transit 2018 shows that Moldova’s democratization score is 4.93 and media independence is 5, placing the country in third place behind Ukraine and Georgia among former Soviet states (excluding the Baltic States).91 

			


Figure 2. The Democratization and Independent Media Scores of the Republic of Moldova, 2003–2018 
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			Source: Freedom House, “Nations in Transit,” 2003-2018.





			The media in Moldova is characterized by a lack of genuine diversity and plurality, especially in audio-visual media. Indeed, the situation is analogous to that under post-independence Communist Party rule, when media institutions were charged with “promoting the party, business, or private interests of their owners.”92 Evaluating the mass media in Moldova, the Transparency International report underlined that “the capacity of the press to correctly and equidistantly reflect the whole political spectrum is influenced by political sympathies or antipathies and/or by the persons/rules from the shadow.”93

			In the case of Moldova, it is essential to emphasize another issue: the receptivity of the population to diversified independent media. In this way, Moldova is a typical former Soviet republic: there is little or no history of media diversity and independence, and the population is not actively demanding a plurality of voices. As demonstrated earlier in this paper, the Moldovan population is content with Russian media, and is not pressing for either the improvement of national media or the securitization of media space against external attacks.

			Finally, even if international monitors classify media in Moldova as partially free, the diversity of media space is extremely low. Media outlets are highly monopolized and politicized, in turn diminishing trust in the mass media. These trends leave Moldovan audiences even more vulnerable to external disinformation and manipulation, particularly by Russian state-owned media that seek to weaken Moldova’s institutions and established ties to the European Union.  

			Media Professionals

			Journalists

			Media legislation in Moldova provides a basis for journalists’ work. The right to freedom of expression is guaranteed by the constitution and the laws on access to information and pluralism in broadcasting are in line with international standards. Although direct intimidation of and physical attacks against journalists are rare in Moldova, such incidents have occasionally been reported. In 2014, a staff member at the investigative newspaper Ziarul de Gardă(“Newspaper on Guard”) received threats after publishing information about the leader of the Moldovan Orthodox Church.94 In 2015, some journalists indicated that their reporting from the field had been obstructed by local officials or security personnel.95

			Direct censorship is not practiced in Moldova, although the coverage of the 2016 presidential election campaign was characterized by highly partisan content and outright disinformation. The OSCE/ODIHR EOM media monitoring results revealed the clear political bias of the major broadcasters covering the election campaign.96 Pressure and interference from media owners resulted in self-censorship by journalists, and professionals had limited opportunities to engage in quality journalism. 

			Another controversial issue is a ban on Russian journalists. Although this has been condemned by international institutions, the Moldovan government claims that such a step helps secure the media space.97 From the Moldovan official perspective, foreign journalists are a security threat, potential producers of propaganda, and (they have implied) not properly accredited. This last point has been key in allowing the authorities to bar certain foreign journalists from entering the country. The international community has, however, called for the Moldovan authorities to reconsider this stance and ensure a free press and open access to information. 

			Media Owners

			After 1991, when Moldova became a sovereign state, the state monopoly over the mass media was eliminated. The emergence of new, independent, private newspapers, TV and radio stations, and publishing houses became a reality. However, the process of privatization in general, and regarding mass media in particular, did not proceed in a fair and just way. Media professionals were deprived of the opportunity to purchase media outlets, while the financial burdens associated with media ownership saw the failure and nationalization of many private outlets. As a result, by the mid-1990s, about half of print and electronic media was under state control.

			In the mid-1990s the political parties founded their party newspapers, and the party press came to dominate the Moldovan media market. Later on, when the citizenry realized that this politically captured media was not objective and produced poor journalism, the number of party media dwindled. In 2002, of the 180 newspapers and magazines published in Moldova, political parties’ publications accounted for only about 15 percent,98 and parties owned no TV or radio stations. 

			The 2009 victory of the pro-European parties in Moldova created high expectations of democratic reforms, yet the results were not as encouraging as expected. As described earlier in this article, weak governmental institutions, incipient civil society and ineffective anti-corruption bodies in Moldova produced “state capture” by a small group of oligarchs. 

			The Moldovan oligarchs extended their power by capturing the media market and monopolizing the advertising market. “Media capture” can be accomplished by (a) ownership;  (b) financial incentives; (c) censorship; and (d) cognitive capture.99 Direct censorship is not in place in Moldova, according to international monitoring media organizations, but indirect censorship by the media owners does occur, particularly in the case of TV channels. Freedom House reported in 2015 that the media market in Moldova is highly monopolized and that transparency of information about media ownership is a key problem.100  

			Only recently was media legislation in Moldova changed to limit concentration. Under pressure from civil society, the Moldovan Parliament issued a law in March 2014 that required broadcast media to disclose information about their owners and beneficiaries. When these amendments entered in force in November 2015, it became clear that controversial media mogul Vlad Plahotniuc owned four of the five nationwide TV stations (Publica TV, Prime TV, Canal 2 TV, and Canal 3 TV), as well as three radio stations (Publica FM, Muz FM, and Maestro FM). According to experts, those TV stations constituted about 70 percent of the Moldovan broadcasting market.101 Chiril Luchinschi, the son of a former president of Moldova and also a member of Parliament at the time, owned two TV stations: TV 7 and TNT Bravo. Russian companies own RTR Moldova, Ren TV Moldova, and Accent TV. 

			Although the Moldovan Parliament amended the Broadcasting Code to set a limit of two media outlets per individual owner, the regulations did not achieve their aim. The media moguls found ways to avoid the new regulation: they created new companies or sold their properties to family members to hide their true owners. Plahotniuc’s company, General Media Group, responded to the new law by transferring the rights for two of its channels (Canal 2 TV and Canal 3 TV) to his top advisor and to a newly created company, Telestar Media.102 Chiril Lucinschi sold his media company, Analiticmedia-Grup SA (the owner of TV 7) to his children.103 In reality, the media ownership landscape has barely changed at all as a result of the new law. 

			In this environment, even independent media have trouble attracting investment or advertisers. The absence of a favorable investing climate inhibits foreign investment in Moldovan media and jeopardizes market diversification. Additionally, the political instability in the country and especially the banking scandal in late 2014 have eroded the trust of foreign investors. Moldova’s investment climate is unstable, and any investment would be short-term and unprofitable. Only well-endowed investors can afford to operate under such conditions. 

			Another aspect of Moldovan media space is the lack of financial independence and the concentration of the advertising market in the hands of media magnates. The advertising market is evaluated at $45-$50 million per year, and the television stations can be credited with around $20 million. In this situation, the “Casa Media” holding, a monopolist, earns about 70 percent of total revenue. “Casa Media” belongs to Plohotniuc.104 Since Moldovan media retransmit Russian TV broadcasts and advertising funds are concentrated in the hands of oligarchs, any profit goes to the Russian channels and to the Moldovan media magnates, rather than being channeled toward the development of the country’s media industry. This situation poses a genuine threat to the security of Moldova’s media space. 

			Media Institutions and Organizations  

			The Broadcasting Coordination Council (BCC)

			The Broadcasting Coordination Council (BCC) is the guarantor of public interest in the sphere of broadcasting. Its goal is to protect “the informational space, linguistic, national, and cultural patrimony”105 of the country. Following the Russian invasion of Crimea, the BCC initiated the monitoring of TV programs in Moldova. As a result, the BCC penalized three TV stations—Prime, TV7, and RTR Moldova—and briefly suspended advertising on Ren TV Moldova in October 2014. The BCC stated that these penalties were for violating regulations and failing to present a diversity of opinions. Information security stipulations were not discussed. Once again, in the absence of judicial regulations regarding the security of media space, the BCC improvised penalties. Though it imposed the maximum fine at that time, this was only 5,000 Moldovan lei (about $345), a ridiculously low penalty for a TV channel. As a result, the fine neither disciplined the media outlets nor discouraged them from continuing to engage in undemocratic practices. 

			The activity of the Broadcasting Coordination Council is often the target of criticism by media experts and NGOs. Civil society organizations scrutinize the activity and decisions of this authority, predominantly expressing concerns about the body’s independence. Freedom House has pointed out that BCC members are appointed by the parliament and are subject to political influence.106 Dissatisfaction with the BCC was fueled by the 2016 presidential elections,107 when the body failed both to launch media monitoring in a timely manner and to respect the proper procedure for issuing sanctions. 

			 

			The Parliamentary Committee

			The Parliamentary Committee “Culture, Education, Research, Youth, Sport, and Mass Media” is the legislative body that oversees free media development in the country and elects the members of the BCC. The Standing Committees are the Parliament’s working bodies, established to carry out Parliament’s work. The number of committees, their names, and the numerical and nominal structure of each are decided by the Parliament on the advice of the Standing Bureau. After 2009, when the pro-European parties gained power in Moldova, the winners decided to govern by proportionally distributing among themselves the ministers’ portfolios and other positions, including those on Parliamentary Committees and the Broadcasting Coordination Council. Although this was an unspoken agreement, not a written law, the next group of elected officials took the same approach.

			The fact that the parliamentary mass media committee elects the members of the BCC gives the committee almost unchecked influence over this body, in particular when the committee itself becomes subject to political influence. In 2015, the Parliament of the XXth legislature instituted nine standing committees: two led by Socialists, two by Liberal-Democrats, two by Communists, and two by Democrats, with just one headed by the Liberals.108 In 2017, the Parliamentary Committee Culture, Education, Research, Youth, Sport and Mass Media had 11 members: the president and 6 other members came from the Democratic Party, leaving one seat each for the Socialists, Communists, Liberals, and Liberal-Democrats.109 Evidently, the Democratic Party has obtained a comfortable majority in the mass media parliamentary committee, despite earning only 19 percent of the vote in the 2014 parliamentary elections. This is explained by the concentration of political and administrative power with its leader, Plahotniuc. Having a majority on this committee creates a situation where the media mogul can easily promote his business interests. International media organizations have expressed concerns regarding the impartiality of the appointments of the members of the BCC and voiced the opinion that members of the parliamentary mass media committee are “subject to political influence.”110 

			Media Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)

			Mass media-focused non-governmental organizations in Moldova promote media freedom and are actively involved in counteracting propaganda and manipulation from abroad. By conducting monitoring and fact-checking projects in Moldova, NGOs develop Moldovan citizens’ capacity to engage critically and pragmatically with the news. In 2016, the Center for Independent Journalism (CIJ)111 began monitoring the local media to establish whether the media used manipulative methods when addressing subjects of high political, social, or economic importance. Eight monitoring reports had been published on the CIJ web site as of October 2017.112 Though all the monitoring reports were presented publicly, the findings had limited impact and reached only some of the country’s decision-makers. 

			The web-based fact-checking initiative, StopFals, has been jointly developed by the Association of Independent Press (API), the Center for the Independent Journalism (CIJ), and the Association of Independent Tele-Journalists from the Republic of Moldova (ATVJI). The campaign’s goal is to minimize the impact of propaganda and information that distorts reality.113 This idea gained some popularity in 2016–2017, and other Moldovan media are now republishing StopFals’ analysis. The next step for this project is to reach a larger audience and attract more public attention. Despite its limitations, this project is a timely and welcome effort to counteract propaganda and educate citizens about misinformation and manipulation.

			Another fact-checking project—OdnoHack—was launched by the Institute of Public Policies  in 2017. The project’s goal is to generate solutions to disinformation on Odnoklassniki, a Russian analog of Facebook.114 The IPP’s public opinion survey found that over half of respondents (51 percent) got their news from Odnoklassniki,115 meaning that the project could not be more timely. The success of OdnoHack depends on active involvement not only by members of the project, but also by a wider audience across the country. Only fruitful cooperation between governmental institutions and civil society can create a propitious environment for the protection of the media space and push back against information warfare from abroad.   

			International Support for the Security of the Media Space 

			International bodies can help journalists, governmental officials, and lawmakers in new states by aggregating journalistic best practices and protecting these countries’ media space. This is particularly relevant to the former Soviet states (with the exception of the Baltic states), which are newly independent states with limited experience of being sovereign and having functional, independent governmental institutions.  

			The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE)

			Since the Republic of Moldova became a member of the OSCE in 1992, the OSCE Mission to Moldova has provided support for free media and diversity, encouraged independent media outlets, and conducted media monitoring during election campaigns.116 The OSCE Representative on media freedom provides analysis of draft laws on freedom of expression117 and presents recommendations regarding public broadcasting reforms,118 including the Broadcasting Code.119 While the recommendations provided are made public and published on websites, Moldovan legislators do not always follow the international experts’ suggestions. In newly created states, the implementation of acceptably crafted laws has proven to be a difficult, if not impossible, task. 

			In 2015–2017, the OSCE Representative on Freedom of the Media expressed concerns regarding Moldovan authorities’ denial of entry to Russian journalists.120 Then-OSCE Representative on freedom of the media Dunja Miijatovic called on the Moldovan authorities to reconsider the use of restrictive measures in relation to media, as “widely-applied travel limitations on journalists negatively affect the free flow of information. Furthermore, using the broad and vague definition of propaganda as a justification makes this especially worrisome.”121 Although states have the right to protect their borders and information space, they have to respect international laws and act in accordance with the statutes of the international organizations of which they are members. The absence of an international media security concept with detailed guidelines for implementation makes it harder for new democracies to secure their states’ media space.

			Freedom House

			After the dissolution of the USSR, Freedom House, an NGO that monitors media freedom and civil liberties, began to include all former republics in its expert analysis and monitoring of democratic transformations and freedom of the press. The Freedom House “Freedom of the Press” program provides analytical reports and numerical scores for press freedom in 199 countries. Evaluations rate three broad categories: the legal environment, the political environment, and the economic environment. 122 The 2017 Freedom of the Press report showed that mass media in Moldova was “partly free,” with 59 points, and Internet penetration of 49.8 percent.123

			Moldova has been among the countries analyzed for the “Nations in Transit,” another Freedom House report, since 2003. The report measures progress and setbacks in democratization in 29 countries from Central Europe to Central Asia, including former Soviet republics. Evaluation categories include national democratic governance, electoral process, civil society, local democratic governance, judicial framework and independence, perception of corruption, and the state of independent media. With regard to media freedom, the report addresses press freedom, libel laws, harassment of journalists, editorial independence, the emergence of a financially viable private press, and Internet access for citizens.124 According to the report, Moldova’s democracy score in 2017 was 4.93, with media independence scoring a 5 (1 represents the highest and 7 the lowest level of democratic progress). Moldova ranked 20th of the 29 countries assessed.125 

			Regardless of some criticism of the methodology and bias of these reports (since the NGO is funded by the U.S. government), Freedom House research is highly valued among media experts and journalists. The media and democracy ratings are essential for pro-democracy activists and democratic media around the world. Autocratic leaders, meanwhile, do not welcome Freedom House’s results, particularly the fact that their scores put their countries toward the bottom of the list. Most importantly, Freedom House reports receive worldwide attention and consideration, are frequently cited, and are used as a reference for the analysis of the freedom of mass media.

			Conclusion 

			The Kremlin uses propaganda and manipulation of the information space, among other methods, to maintain political, economic, and geopolitical influence over the countries of its “near abroad.” Moscow exploits the vulnerabilities and weakness of new states’ statehood and media market to increase Russian influence. Russian governmental institutions have concentrated mass media in their hands and use it to launch sophisticated and well-prepared information warfare. 

			The discussion of media security is included in analysis of hybrid warfare and information warfare, which covers military operations, information attacks, and cyber-security. The protection of a country’s media space is only analyzed in the context of these concepts. However, it is imperative that the security of media space be elaborated and discussed, since independent media is one of the main building blocks of democratic society. It has become imperative to address the issue of protecting the media space from external (but also internal) attacks, propaganda, and manipulation. 

			Analysis of the structural indicators of the Moldovan media space shows that the internal conditions of the media market do not provide support for effective efforts against manipulation and propaganda from abroad. The high monopolization of the mass media market (especially of tele-audio outlets), the imperfections of legislation, and the limitations on freedom of speech are some of the top vulnerabilities that pave the way for Russian propaganda. The Kremlin’s information machine uses corruption scandals and the weakness of governmental institutions, journalists’ self-censorship, and leaders’ personal interests to mold a media space that is more amenable to Russian propaganda attacks. 

			There are various lines of effort—at both national and international levels—working to counter the Kremlin’s malign propaganda and manipulation. Current efforts in Moldova run from introducing some amendments to media legislation to restricting foreign media access to the national information space. However, there are numerous shortcomings with these measures. The legislative framework of the Republic of Moldova is fundamentally outdated and does not reflect the new security threats to the information space. International support is sporadic and is not adapted to the conditions of a country in democratic transition. Though the work of NGOs, which are running monitoring projects and fact-checking initiatives, as well as promoting investigative journalism and media literacy, is valuable, a more systemic approach is required. 

			To further counter the identified threat, it is necessary to introduce changes and reforms at the structural level. To improve legislation and media regulation, Moldovan authorities should promote new legislation to ensure the political and operational independence of the broadcast media in line with OSCE and European Union recommendations. Media regulators should monitor the implementation of legislation, applying adequate sanctions in case of non-compliance. The concentration of media ownership should be prevented via legislative and practical measures. A favorable national media environment and support for high-quality reporting should be a priority. 

			Civil society and international organizations should harmonize their efforts to combat corruption at all levels in order to achieve real transparency regarding media ownership and de-monopolize audio-visual outlets. It is also imperative to de-monopolize Moldova’s advertising market. A free and competitive media environment is essential for the successful implementation of democratic reforms and genuine societal transformation.

			To develop a public broadcasting service, the conditions must be created for an impartial regulatory body that is not under the political and administrative control of power structures in Moldova. The Broadcasting Coordination Council (BCC) should eliminate the practice of members being appointed by parliament and politically influenced. 

			To protect journalistic ethics, the authorities should create an environment for the development of free media and a competitive advertising market. It is imperative to ensure that broadcasters are developing impartial editorial practices that are in the public interest. Journalists, producers, and media managers should neither produce nor disseminate information that does not correspond with reality. The facts should be verified and distinguished from commentary. In view of their responsibility to the public, the journalist community and media organizations should work to enhance professional standards. Self-censorship should be discouraged and good practices should be rewarded. The media should demand access to governmental information in order to improve the ability of investigative journalism to combat corruption and conflicts of interest.

			To ensure further access to information, governmental institutions should take concrete steps to offer truthful information in the languages of Moldova’s different national groups, including Russian, by subsidizing the translation of information (including governmental web sites and administrative information). This would include all ethnic groups in the state’s communication process and would offer them access to information, reducing the space for manipulation. 

			To further develop media literacy, the government should work with educational bodies to develop new academic programs and media literacy courses, with a particular focus on teaching citizens how to recognize propaganda and manipulation techniques. NGOs should continue their fact-checking projects (StopFals, OdnoHack) and look for new opportunities to grow, and civil society should come up with new initiatives.

			The Republic of Moldova is a battleground between Russian propaganda and manipulation, on the one hand, and the implementation of pro-European reforms and support for European values, on the other. The eradication of blatant corruption and the encouragement of real reform in Moldovan society would create a favorable atmosphere for democratization, implementing civil rights, and media freedom. By working together, the government, NGOs, and international organizations would create an atmosphere in which the Moldovan media space could be secured and, in turn, help secure further democratic reforms.
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			A quarter-century of independence has transformed Kazakhstan into a leading Central Asian economy and consolidated authoritarian regime. The political systems of Ukraine, Georgia, and Kyrgyzstan were very similar to that of Kazakhstan until they were hit by a “color revolution virus” that dismantled authoritarian institutions and initiated democratic reforms. How, then, has Kazakhstan—like other Central Asian autocracies—remained somewhat immune to these bottom-up revolutions? This paper adopts a social movement perspective to explain how such factors as resource mobilization, political opportunities, and protest framing strategies have shaped protest mobilization dynamics in Kazakhstan, a variable that was crucial to the success of color revolutions. Through elite interviews and newspaper content analysis of protest events in Kazakhstan between 1992 and 2009, the article suggests that the Kazakh government has erected numerous anti-democratic barriers, illustrating how autocracies have learned from the successes and failures of color revolutions to remain in power.

			A number of so-called “color revolutions” that began in the early 2000s and spanned autocracies from the Middle East to South Asia have occasioned dramatic political transformations in a number of former Soviet Union (FSU) countries. These democratic transitions have redrawn the socio-political and economic landscapes of affected authoritarian and hybrid regimes.1 It remains to be seen whether the Georgian Rose, Ukrainian Orange and Kyrgyz Tulip revolutions have brought their respective countries anywhere close to the desired consolidation of democracy. But it is already clear that these events broke political stalemates by overthrowing authoritarian regimes and initiating democratic transitions—a prerequisite for democratic consolidation.2 The question of what made color revolutions possible in these countries, at the same time as they failed to materialize in other FSU countries with which they shared a common past—such as Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and Russia—is a question that has spawned numerous articles in the fields of post-Soviet politics and democratization.3 

			Located in the heart of Eurasia, Kazakhstan is the 9th-largest country in the world, with a multiethnic population of over 17 million people. Nursultan Nazarbayev, the country’s president since the collapse of the Soviet Union, promotes Kazakhstan as “an island of stability and accord.”4 This portrayal has some merit: unlike other FSU states, Kazakhstan not only managed to avoid civil war during the early post-independence years, but has also achieved sustained double-digit GDP growth and plans to become one of the world’s thirty most competitive economies by 2050.5 Yet while few observers question the success of the country’s economic reforms, many express concern about its political reforms, which appear to be lagging behind—a dynamic that the president’s famous postulate “first economics, then politics” suggests may be no accident.

			After a brief period of political liberalization in the early post-independence years, the Kazakh leadership gradually began to return to authoritarian practices. Oppression of civic activists, isolation of political challengers, election-rigging, and human rights violations combined to make Kazakhstan what Freedom House described as a consolidated authoritarian regime, while others have referred to it as a competitive authoritarian regime.6 While political protests against these practices do occasionally occur, they are typically not potent enough to alter substantively the political status quo—and when political mobilization appears to threaten the regime’s survival, the government takes immediate measures to neutralize it. One illustration of this is the heavily publicized seven-month strike by oil and gas workers in the cities of Zhanaozen and Shetpe in 2011. What began as peaceful strikes demanding better working conditions and salary increases soon became politicized when strikers demanded the nationalization of oil and gas companies, advocated a boycott of the upcoming 2012 parliamentary elections, and called for the resignation of Prime Minister Karim Massimov.7 Fearing further radicalization and the spread of protests to other cities in Kazakhstan, the regime ordered the immediate suppression of protests on December 16, 2011 (Independence Day) by sending special police troops. Zhanaozen and other political or politicized protests in Kazakhstan demonstrate the regime’s strength, its sophistication, and the brutality with which it deals with political challengers. But is this the only way of explaining the regime’s apparent immunity to color revolutions? This article aims to contribute to the literature on post-communist transitions by studying precisely this phenomenon. 

			O’Beachain and Polese define color revolutions as “a number of non-violent protests that succeeded in overthrowing authoritarian regimes during the first decade of the twenty-first century.”8 Since these popular protests took place immediately after parliamentary or presidential elections in electoral authoritarian regimes,9 Bunce and Wolchik10 refer describe them as electoral revolutions. Central to both definitions is the element of popular mobilization, which is required to initiate color revolutions. This article therefore asks whether the Kazakh government has not proved susceptible to color revolutions because the requisite extensive protests have not materialized, instead remaining weak or non-existent. To answer this question, it will study the nature of protest mobilization in Kazakhstan between 2000 and 2009 and explore a number of related issues: the prerequisites for successful protest mobilization; why people protest about certain pressing issues while disregarding others; and when and why protests manage or fail to influence policy. Finally, in view of the emulative and contagious character of these “bottom-up” revolutions,11 the article will investigate why these revolutions did not have spillover effects in Kazakhstan. 

			The significance of this article lies in its approach to predicting a color revolution in Kazakhstan. While major democratization perspectives treat protest mobilization as an intermediate variable, the social movements—or “bottom-up”—democratization perspective emphasizes the central role of popular protest mobilization in advancing democratic change.12 To understand why color revolutions are unlikely in some FSU countries, one needs to examine the nuts and bolts of protest mobilization in these stubborn authoritarian regimes.13 

			There are numerous theories as to why color revolution has not made its way to Kazakhstan. Proponents of the structural perspective, for example, argue that democratization in Kazakhstan is cursed by the country’s natural resource wealth.14 Lessening taxation and increasing social spending is believed to contain both elite and public grievances, while using oil rents to increase spending on law enforcement and the army is considered to defend the regime against political challengers, including oppositional parties and pro-democratic social movements. Institutionalists, who emphasize the effects of political institutions on democratic transitions,15 are also quite pessimistic about the possibility of color revolution in Kazakhstan. Thus, they claim that highly restrictive public gatherings and mass media legislation, heavily centralized political power, a corrupt electoral system, and weak opposition significantly minimize the chances of popular protest mobilization in Kazakhstan.16 Finally, scholars who subscribe to the cultural perspective of democratization also see obstacles to a color revolution in Kazakhstan. Chief among these is the requirement (as they see it) that a society have a strong democratic or civic culture in order for democracy to flourish.17 High levels of attitudes such as “belief in one’s ability to influence political decisions, feelings of positive affect for the political system, and the belief that other citizens are trustworthy”18 indicate civic culture, and it is these attitudes, they say, that made color revolutions possible in some FSU states19 by mobilizing the masses in protests. Unfortunately, Kazakhstan’s political culture is similar to that of most FSU countries, whose political cultures are imbued with authoritarian values that are congruent with the authoritarian authority patterns of their respective regimes.20 Thus, political alienation, distrust of politicians, low interpersonal trust, and electoral absenteeism are widespread in Kazakhstan,21 making protest mobilization extremely challenging. This is compounded by the preponderance of such informal political institutions as clan-based politics, which—through patronage, support of one’s clan networks, and crowding out mechanisms of representation—contribute to regime durability and minimize the chances of elite defection and mobilization of dissent.22 

			The rest of the article is structured as follows: The next section will discuss major social movement theories in the context of color revolutions, then introduce the data and methodology to be used. After that, the article will analyze protest dynamics in Kazakhstan between 2000 and 2009, the period when color revolutions spread to FSU states. A conclusion will sum up the findings and elaborate on their practical implications. 

			Social Movement Theories and Color Revolutions

			A social movements approach is gradually making its way to color revolutions scholarship, as evidenced by the works of such scholars as Laverty,23 Xianghong & Shu,24 Tucker,25 Tordjman,26 and Simecka.27 Works on color revolutions with a specific focus on Central Asia include Kevlihan,28 Tunçer-Kılavuz,29 and Fumagalli & Tordjman,30 among others. This is not to say that the many other works on color revolutions take entirely unrelated approaches. For instance, the five independent variables around which O’Beachain and Polese31 construct their analysis of color revolutions—character of the state on the eve of protests, nature of opposition, external influences, civil society, and people—resonate with the variables used by social movement theorists, among them openness of political opportunity structures and availability of resources. Similarly, the transnational diffusion approach that is often used in studies of color revolutions32 is related to resource mobilization theory, which argues that domestic social movement organizations (SMOs) may attract tangible and intangible resources from abroad, causing the spillover of color revolutions to different contexts. 

			With the exception of Laverty,33 all the above-mentioned works that employ a social movement approach to color revolutions do so by touching upon only one of the major social movement theories. For instance, by emphasizing the way in which electoral fraud in post-communist color revolutions solved the collective action problem, Tucker’s34 paper highlights the centrality of political opportunity structures theory to understanding color revolutions. Simecka35 likewise supports the explanatory power of political opportunity structures theory, claiming that the weaknesses of authoritarian regimes in Georgia and Ukraine made it possible for the Georgian Kmara and Ukrainian Pora to emulate Serbia’s “Bulldozer Revolution.” Laverty’s study36 of color revolutions, meanwhile, is unique in deploying four dimensions of the social movement approach elaborated in Sidney Tarrow’s Power in Movement37 to examine the pre-revolution situations in Georgia and Ukraine, namely political opportunity structures (POS), resource mobilization (RM), collective action frames (CAF), and repertoires of contention. This paper also uses POS, RM, and CAF, but replaces repertoires of contention with relative deprivation (RD). This decision was dictated by the available interview data, which did not explore SMOs’ repertoires of contention, although this is an important dimension that should be explored in future studies. In turn, relative deprivation was chosen because public frustration with different issue areas causes different mobilization outcomes in Kazakhstan. In the context of this analysis, we are interested primarily in the frustration caused by political issues, as it is predominantly political protests that ignite color revolutions. 

			Having introduced the field, let us now situate each of the social movement theories within the context of color revolutions. The concept of political opportunity structures stems from a seminal paper by Peter Eisinger,38 where it was used to help account for variation in riot behavior in forty-three American cities by denoting shifts in institutional structure or political environment, such as government responsiveness and the nature of the chief executive. Eisinger’s findings were elaborated upon by Tilly,39 Gamson,40 McAdam,41 and Tarrow,42 who “saw the timing and fate of movements as largely dependent upon the opportunities afforded insurgents by the shifting institutional structure and ideological disposition of those in power.”43 

			According to Simecka’s44 analysis of the Georgian and Ukrainian color revolutions, both countries had favorable POS that enabled the formation of youth movements. In Ukraine, Yulia Tymoshenko and Viktor Yushchenko’s formation of a powerful anti-Kuchma alliance45 in 2003 inspired local civil society activists to establish the Pora movement.46 In the case of Georgia, on top of strong diffusion effects from the Serbian Bulldozer Revolution, Simecka and Fenger47 agree that domestic factors such as an open, extremely vulnerable Shevardnadze regime and the defection from government of influential elites played a decisive role in the success of the Rose Revolution.  

			Resource mobilization theory, which originated on the eve of the U.S. civil rights movement in the 1960s, occupies a special place in social movements scholarship. Its theoretical foundations were laid by the works of Oberschall,48 Gamson,49 and McCarthy & Zald, who contend that the RMT approach “emphasizes both societal support and constraint of social movement phenomena. It examines the variety of resources that must be mobilized, the linkages of social movements to other groups, the dependence of movements upon external support for success, and the tactics used by authorities to control or incorporate movements.”50 

			On this view, an abundance of both tangible and intangible resources, the availability of external support, and close ties with other social movements combine to explain successful color revolutions. According to Laverty,51 the Kmara youth movement, one of the many SMOs to exploit an open POS in Georgia, was successful in mobilizing a variety of resources and attracting external support. It received logistical assistance from the United Democrats and political support from Saakashvili’s National Movement. It also benefited from informational support provided by the anti-government Rustavi 2 television station. It is no secret that all major SMOs in countries where color revolutions occurred received extensive financial, legal, training, and moral support from Western democracy-promotion agencies.52 Transnational networks of support also contributed to the diffusion of revolution between affected countries, as exemplified by activists from the Serbian Otpor movement running trainings in non-violent resistance across Georgia and Ukraine. 

			While the POS and RMT theories stress the importance of structural factors, collective action frames theory emphasizes ideational factors—values, beliefs, and meanings—in relation to the course and character of mobilization. Benford & Snow describe CAFs as “action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization.”53 SMOs are viewed as “signifying agents actively engaged in the production and maintenance of meanings for constituents, antagonists, and bystanders or observers.”54 By helping to render events and occurrences meaningful, “frames offer strategic interpretation of issues with an intention of mobilizing people to act.”55 

			Alongside favorable political opportunities and an abundance of resources, resonant collective action frames were crucial in overthrowing authoritarian regimes through popular protest mobilization. Without the construction of resonant frames and widespread use of various repertoires of contention, it would have been more difficult to shatter citizens’ belief that action would not lead to desired results and foment sustained mobilization.56 Color revolution activists had to speak a language intelligible to the masses. Their rhetoric was clear and emotional, appealing to the public’s sense of pride and patriotism. For instance, the Georgian opposition drew masses to join its demonstrations by asking: “Was Georgia’s position so pitiful that one’s vote could be taken without protest?”57 Whereas Kmara built its frames mostly around widespread corruption, Pora activists focused their meaning-construction activities on stolen elections and stalling democratization.58 Besides being clear and emotional, frames resonated due to their successful diagnostic and prognostic functions: frames not only identified the problem, but also suggested a solution. In other words, people were persuaded that endemic problems that affected their everyday lives—such as unemployment, corruption, and economic stagnation—were due to their country’s ineffective authoritarian regime, which must be replaced to improve people’s lives. 

			The relative deprivation theory, which originated in the late 1950s, posits that for a social movement to emerge there must be “shared grievances and generalized beliefs (loose ideologies) about the causes and possible means of reducing grievances.”59 Klandermans et al.60 define grievances as “feelings of dissatisfaction with important aspects of life such as housing, living standards, income, healthcare, human rights, safety, and education.” Proponents of the relative deprivation approach, such as Gurr61 and Turner & Killian,62 agree that an increase in the scope and intensity of deprivation produced by certain structural conditions, accompanied by the development of ideology, is sufficient to produce collective behavior and hence a social movement.63 

			A common trigger for the outbreak of color revolutions in Eurasia is the public’s discontent with rigged elections. Weak governments and relatively open political systems enabled SMOs to capitalize on this by constructing resonant action frames and mobilizing popular dissent. Fraudulent elections only exacerbated existing grievances against the government by emphasizing the popular belief that the state “does not respect its citizens’ political or civil rights.”64 Other grievances include the public’s concerns with endemic corruption, poor government performance, and a collapsing economy. A series of pre-revolutionary national surveys conducted by the International Foundation for Election Systems (IFES) in Ukraine65 and Kyrgyzstan66 showed that 85 percent of Ukrainian and 81 percent of Kyrgyz citizens believed that corruption was both common and a serious problem. Yet only 29 percent of Ukrainians believed the government was capable of combating corruption. There was low confidence in state institutions, and 70 percent of respondents expressed little or no confidence in President Kuchma. In Kyrgyzstan, 89 percent of respondents felt the government was doing either “not very well” or “not at all well.” Finally, 86 percent of Ukrainians rated the economic situation as either bad or somewhat bad. Kyrgyz respondents rated the economic situation slightly better, with 66 percent reporting it to be either “somewhat bad” or “very bad.” Frustrated and disillusioned with their governments, the masses readily responded to SMOs’ call to action.

			This discussion of social movement theories shows that they have some causal overlaps. Thus, they are not mutually exclusive, but rather complementary. Strengthening mobilizing structures is therefore dependent upon political opportunity structure or else, as suggested by Snow and Benford,67 the opening-up of POS depends on successful framing processes by movement entrepreneurs. Finally, frame construction would be impossible in the absence of a public aggrieved by unsatisfactory provision of housing, violations of human rights, etc.

			Data and Methodology

			Before introducing data, it is worth defining some of the terms used in this paper. A protest is a “joint (i.e. collective) action of individuals aimed at achieving their goals or goal by influencing the decision of a target.”68 Protests take many forms; among the most widespread are demonstrations, hunger strikes, pickets, and sit-ins. Protest events may be both violent and non-violent, and both of these types are included in the protest data used here. The term “protest mobilization” denotes a growing number of protest events, which are either self-organized or organized by NGOs. 

			A close investigation of protest mobilization in Kazakhstan requires reliable and credible protest data. Data can be obtained from the police or local government, but these sources are often unreliable and/or not easily accessible. For instance, the police, who usually monitor protests, tend to underreport the overall number of protests in their records. Nor are these records available to the public. In the case of local government, according to the 1995 Law on the Conduct of Demonstrations and Public Gatherings in Kazakhstan, citizens must obtain permission from the local authorities to hold a demonstration.69 While many civic activists apply for permission, some protests are held without notifying the authorities and hence fail to be logged by the local government, rendering such data unreliable. 

			As such, I had to rely on newspapers’ coverage of protest events, a method that has been used in both classical and more recent studies of collective action.70 Five private non-state republican newspapers—Karavan, Karavan-Blitz, Birlesu, Vremya, and Svoboda Slova—were chosen for a content analysis of protests in Kazakhstan in the period between 1992 and 2009. 1992 was selected for the start of the period under study because it was then that the first independent newspapers in newly independent Kazakhstan were founded.71 With the aid of an assistant, I spent three months of 2009 in the National Library of Kazakhstan, reading through every single daily/weekly issue of these newspapers and recording every mention of protest: hunger strikes by coal miners, demonstrations by pensioners, pickets by opposition party supporters, etc. In all, 694 protest events were logged around four main issue areas: socioeconomic, environmental, interethnic, and political. Socioeconomic issues relate to public grievances, such as inadequate pension provision, low salaries, and growing food prices. The category of environmental issues encompasses the Aral Sea crisis, the explosion of rockets at Baikonur space station, and the construction of nuclear power stations. Interethnic issues relate to discrimination against ethnic minorities and interethnic clashes. Finally, political issues include rigged elections, oppression of independent media, and repression of opposition parties. 

			Most of the scholarship on post-Soviet Kazakhstan claims that the Kazakh population is largely passive in politics and does not consider participation in protest an effective way to affect policy.72 However, according to the author’s protest data (Figure 1) as well as the opinion of local experts, there have been an increasing number of protests since the mid-2000s.73 

			Protest data from 1992–2000 is excluded from the following analysis due to the article’s focus on color revolutions, which are believed to have begun with the Serbian Bulldozer Revolution in 2000.74 

			


Figure 1. Variation of Protests in Kazakhstan by Grievance Type (2000–2009)
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Figure 1 shows the rising number of people willing to engage in issue-based public protests. As we can see, the majority of protests in Kazakhstan between 2000 and 2009 were driven by socioeconomic and political grievances. Socioeconomic grievances surfaced due to the housing crisis of 2006, the mortgage crisis of 2007, and the financial crisis of 2008–2010. In terms of political grievances, citizens were concerned with the regime’s treatment of the leaders of the newly established Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan (DCK) opposition party in 2002, the controversial murders of vociferous regime critics Zamanbek Nurkadilov (November 2005) and Altynbek Sarsenabyev (February 2006), and numerous attacks on independent mass media.





			One may wonder whether the rapid increase in the frequency of protests in 2004–2006 was somehow related to a) color revolutions in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan, or b) the 2004 parliamentary and 2005 presidential elections in Kazakhstan. In the case of the former, color revolutions had—as we shall see later in the article—a limited effect on protest in Kazakhstan. Strong government, limited political space for opposition, society’s psychological reverence for Nazarbayev, and economic growth due to high oil prices ensured political stability and regime durability.75 Even the Tulip Revolution in neighboring Kyrgyzstan and the 2005 Andijan massacre in Uzbekistan did not constitute tipping points, as the Nazarbayev regime framed civil unrest in its neighbors as the action of a well-planned mob organized by criminals and Islamic terrorists.

			The latter idea is of particular interest, considering that color revolutions were spearheaded by the public’s discontent with fraudulent elections. However, these elections can best be characterized as “business as usual”—they did not galvanize the public to speak out against their outcomes. Indeed, O’Beachain and Kevlihan suggest that elections in rising and strong authoritarian regimes such as Kazakhstan “have become a key tool in claims to state legitimacy in the international system and in internal state-building processes,”76 contending that it is only in weakening authoritarian regimes that elections “can precipitate regime and state fragmentation,” including color revolutions.

			I attribute a 2006 spike in political protests largely to non-electoral processes, namely the assassination of opposition figures and the oppression of independent journalists. Overall, I believe that citizens’ growing involvement in politics in general and in collective action in particular was sparked by changes in the political opportunity structure. 

			To understand the nature of protest mobilization in Kazakhstan and answer the study’s research questions, I designed a small-N case study that looks at 12 social movement organizations (SMOs)— political parties, NGOs, public associations, social movements—that existed for at least part of the period between 1992 and 2009. All cases are representative of protest mobilization in the period when they existed. 

			These organizations cover the four protest issue areas identified in Figure 1 and were directly or indirectly involved in organizing and carrying out most of the protests in their respective issue areas. All of them had official registration and conducted their activities throughout the country. Both SMOs that were successful in mobilizing the masses and those that were not were selected in order to explore why these organizations failed in their mobilization efforts. In addition, although the focus of this study is on protest mobilization, I included several SMOs that either adopted a less confrontational approach to government or have never aimed to organize protests. The abovementioned case selection criteria combined to ensure maximum variation across protest mobilization dynamics in Kazakhstan. 

			


Table 1. 12 Social Movement Organizations Selected for Small-N Case Study in the Period between 1992 and 2009
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							Socioeconomic

						
							
					

					
							
							Workers’ Movement

						
							
							1989–1996

						
					

					
							
							Pokolenie (Generation)

						
							
							1991–Present

						
					

					
							
							Shanyrak (Home)

						
							
							2006–Present

						
					

					
							
							Environmental

						
							
					

					
							
							Nevada-Semei

						
							
							1989–Present

						
					

					
							
							Green Salvation

						
							
							1992–Present

						
					

					
							
							Tabigat (Nature)

						
							
							1989–Present

						
					

					
							
							Interethnic

						
							
					

					
							
							Ult Tagdyry (Nation’s Destiny)

						
							
							2005–Present

						
					

					
							
							Chechen Association

						
							
							1995–Present

						
					

					
							
							Lad (Peace)

						
							
							1992–Present

						
					

					
							
							Political

						
							
					

					
							
							RNPK (Republican People’s Party of Kazakhstan)

						
							
							1998–2002

						
					

					
							
							Alga (Let’s Go)

						
							
							2005–2011

						
					

					
							
							Azat (Freedom)

						
							
							1990–1995

						
					

				
			

			


The case study research method entailed in-depth investigation of cases, looking at the circumstances under which they were established, their leadership, decision-making strategies, mobilization tactics, organizational structure, etc. Besides reviewing SMOs’ internal documentation and various secondary sources, I conducted semi-structured elite interviews with their heads in Almaty in September–October 2009.77 This wealth of primary data from top decision-makers helps improve our understanding of the internal dynamics of protest mobilization in Kazakhstan, such as the planning and implementation of these events.78 This evidence illustrates that protest mobilization was not powerful enough in the 2000s to challenge the regime and reveals how the regime managed to avoid “the color revolution virus.”79 In so doing, it emphasizes the value of taking a social movements perspective to explaining the color revolutions phenomenon. 

			Protest Mobilization in Kazakhstan

			Utilizing four major social movement theories, this section examines how variations of POS, RMT, CAF, and RD contributed to protest mobilization in Kazakhstan in 2000–2009. 

			Political Opportunity Structures

			This is by far the most important social movement variable that led to the start of color revolutions. A regime’s openness, the instability of its elite alignments, a regime’s reduced capacity for repression, and protest mobilization in neighboring states combined to help these social movements overthrow authoritarian regimes. Such favorable conditions were mostly missing in Kazakhstan, partially explaining its immunity to the color revolutions phenomenon. 

			In the 2000s, Kazakhstan’s political system was very selective in dealing with SMOs’ demands. According to the leader of Shanyrak, the system’s input channels were open only to those SMOs that did not advance political demands, criticize the president, and/or resort to radical protests. Since all SMOs operating in the 2000s, with the exception of the overtly political Alga, distanced themselves from political demands and refrained from radicalism, their concerns were frequently discussed and ultimately resolved by the government. The leader of Ult Tagdyry evocatively describes the government’s lack of tolerance for politicized demands and movements: “When preparing for protest, officials often censored our slogans by saying that we could criticize whoever we want—be that the local governor or the prime minister—but we must never criticize the president and his family. If we did not agree with them, they would not give us permission to hold a protest demonstration.” This highlights the regime’s lack of tolerance for political challengers and its desire to maintain the political status quo. 

			Yet although the regime successfully deployed coercion to limit the number of political protests at the end of the 2000s, it had had less success earlier in the decade. The sharp growth of political protests in 2002 is related to the instability of elite alignments, which caused drifts and defections of elites from government to opposition. The defection from the government of several elites—prominent examples being Bolat Abilov and Galymzhan Zhakiyanov—in 2002 and their decision to organize an opposition party created space for SMOs to mobilize the masses against the injustices of the regime. A window of opportunity created by the regime’s unpreparedness to face a political crisis meant that the opposition attacked the regime at a time when it was least prepared to fight back. 

			Further protest activity was fueled by the defection of two top officials: Altynbek Sarsenbayev, Minister of Information, in 2003 and Zamanbek Nurkadilov, Almaty Mayor, in 2004. The elites’ fierce criticism of the authoritarian regime and support for opposition SMOs earned them both respect and popular sympathy. But according to the head of the Pokolenie SMO, “It was not…until the mysterious deaths of both figures, in February 2006 and November 2005, respectively, that the opposition managed to mobilize thousands of grieving and anti-regime masses to marches and demonstrations in Almaty.” 

			By 2007, however, the ratio of political protests to socioeconomic ones had dramatically decreased, which leads us to the next POS indicator: the state’s capacity/propensity for repression. According to many interviewees, this is a crucial factor limiting protest mobilization in Kazakhstan. They identified various methods by which the state could repress these protests: refusing to grant state registration to SMOs, intimidating and threatening SMO leaders and activists, arresting SMO activists, illegally confiscating property, tightening the Law on NGOs, etc. Interviewees indicated that such measures have always been used to undermine SMOs’ mobilization efforts: “Although people are ready to protest, they are not ready to suffer from potential repressions,” the leader of Shanyrak explained. 

			According to interviewees from RNPK, Azat, and Lad, repression was relatively limited in the early 2000s. This comparative relaxation came to a sudden end in 2002 with the formation of DCK at the end of 2001. The regime’s immediate reaction to the political crisis was to imprison key opposition figures (Mukhtar Ablyazov and Galymzhan Zhakiyanov) on politically-motivated charges. Leading independent newspapers (Respublika, SolDat, and Svoboda Slova) and TV channels (KTK and Tan) faced harsh treatment, including direct and indirect intimidation by the National Security Committee, trumped-up tax evasion charges, fines, and criminal charges for discrediting the dignity and honor of state officials. The controversial murders of regime opponents Sarsenbayev and Nurkadilov in 2005 and 2006 also signify the closure of POS toward the end of the 2000s, leading to popular demobilization. It should be noted that only political or politicized protests were on the decline at this time; the period saw an uptick in socioeconomic protests. Two factors contributed to this state of affairs. Firstly, as interviewees from RNPK, Shanyrak, and Alga explained, the fear of repression did not prevent people who were highly aggrieved about socioeconomic issues from protesting. Secondly, as mentioned above, the regime was more tolerant of socioeconomic protests than political ones. 

			Turning to changes in international POS, such as color revolutions in the states of the FSU, empirical evidence shows that they had both positive and negative effects on protest dynamics in Kazakhstan in the 2000s. Most interviewees maintain that protests in neighboring post-Soviet countries facilitated protest mobilization in Kazakhstan by inspiring the local population to protest and showing them that protesting was an effective means of resolving their issues. The leader of Shanyrak indicated that events such as the color revolutions inspired many to participate in contentious politics: “The international context often raises the social enthusiasm of our citizens.” Yet others contended that the international context had been deleterious to protest activity: interviewees from Shanyrak, Alga, Lad, and Azat claimed that anti-protest propaganda in the mass media and the regime’s launching of anti-protest frames made people extremely skeptical that protests could be successful in Kazakhstan.

			The reality may lie somewhere between these two viewpoints. According to the leaders of Azat and Alga, the regime is so assiduous in its anti-protest activity precisely because it fears large-scale protests like the color revolutions—and some citizens have picked up on that. The leader of Alga optimistically commented: “Although many were discouraged by the government’s demonic portrayal of the Orange Revolution, the spirit and success stories of foreign protests live in people’s minds and wait for the opening of the next political opportunity.” 

			Resource Mobilization 

			The only years when SMOs possessed the resource wealth to mobilize the masses for collective action were 2001–2005. Before that time, NGOs and public associations “face[d] institutional obstacles80 in a political system that has become more restrictive since 1994, and lack[ed] access to organizational resources owing to the continued decline in economic growth.”81 The defection of several elites to the opposition in 2002 equipped SMOs with the skills, morale, and—most importantly—funds to wage their protest mobilization campaigns, remembered the head of Alga. In addition to accumulating organizational skills, SMOs learned how to operate in a context of constant intimidation and repression by the regime. Thus, according to the head of Pokolenie, “there was an enormous rise of protest activity, comparable in its scale only to the protests of the early 1990s.”

			As previously noted, the closure of the POS in 2006—as a result of regime repression and the cooptation of political challengers—put SMOs in a difficult situation characterized by a lack of funding and waning popular appeal. To stay alive, SMOs had to choose between changing their tactics and relying on state funding. SMOs such as Nevada-Semey and Ult Tagdyry took the latter tack, prompting changes in their anti-government rhetoric that put an end to their political protests. 

			On top of financial pressure, representatives of Ult Tagdyry, Vainakh, and Lad reported a scarcity of human resources due to the upsurge in repressions at the end of the 2000s. According to the leader of Alga, this was compounded by a lack of influential and charismatic leaders, which—combined with resurgent intra-elite cleavages—alienated many movement supporters and sowed widespread distrust in the opposition.82 

			In contrast to those SMOs which allowed themselves to be coopted by the government, Tabigat, Green Salvation, Shanyrak, and Pokolenie chose to maintain their financial independence but reconsidered their tactics. They moved away from open, radical confrontation toward non-violent and constrained opposition: petitioning, lobbying, releasing anti-regime propaganda, and taking legal action. This change in tactics was occasioned by SMOs’ unwillingness to risk the safety of their supporters and activists. The leader of one such SMO, “Green Salvation,” describes the nature of repressions in the end of the 2000s: “It may look like repressions have waned but in fact they became even harsher, especially in the last three or four years. … now they are more refined and casuistic.”

			External support to SMOs provided by Western democracy-promotion agencies was one of the key ingredients in the success of the color revolutions. Notably, none of the interviewees reported receiving any external/foreign support—except of the moral and emotional variety—for their protest mobilization activities. The Alga leader suggested that financial imperatives may account for this inadequate external assistance: “Foreign donors are reluctant to press the current regime for democratic reforms under the existing conditions of strong government and weak opposition because they want to secure their investments.” This comment echoes numerous eyewitness accounts of a mercantile logic underlying foreign support to anti-governmental SMOs in Kazakhstan.83 Bolat Abilov, a co-leader of the OSDP Azat opposition party, offered a particularly cynical analysis: 

			We are all aware that the West is interested only in our energy resources and Nazarbayev satisfies them [the West] because he is open to negotiation. Hence, we make it clear that our problems will be solved only by our people.84 

			While it is clear how an abundance of resources contributed to the growth of political protests between 2002 and 2006, it is unclear why protest activity increased at the end of the 2000s once SMOs had either changed their tactics or started accepting state funding. A number of local political observers resolve this paradox by reference to citizens’ tendency toward self-mobilization. Referring to the Nesoglasnye movement in Russia and Kazakhstan, Amirzhan Kosanov, co-leader of the OSDP Azat party, said: “If previously protest mobilization was the primary prerogative of political parties and movements, now civil society can self-mobilize.”

			Collective Action Frames

			Prior to the political crisis of 2002, the opposition was too weak to overcome the regime’s powerful anti-opposition frames. While the opposition engaged in constructing CAFs by making the current regime responsible for the socio-political grievances inherent in society, the state tried to undermine the opposition’s image by accusing the latter of attempting to destabilize political order in the country, which had only recently freed itself from a centuries-long Russian tutelage. By emphasizing the turbulent past of the Kazakh people and the post-independence awakening of national culture and traditions, the regime constructed resonant frames based on the public’s feelings of pride and patriotism that made many citizens detest the opposition. 

			The formation of DCK in 2001, the appearance of powerful elite allies on the opposition landscape, and the inflow of financial resources to opposition organizations tipped the balance of power in SMOs’ favor. DCK party leaders rapidly garnered a reputation for being trustworthy politicians with a genuine interest in democratic reforms. Consequently, the CAFs articulated by them and partner SMOs always enjoyed high resonance among the public, mobilizing people for protest. Some of the most resonant CAFs were based on widespread corruption, a lack of transparency in oil and gas contracts, and a lack of government accountability. Some SMOs, such as RNPK, Alga, and Pokolenie, also attempted to politicize the population’s socioeconomic grievances by maintaining: “To solve one’s problems, one must inevitably politicize.” This politicization of socioeconomic grievances succeeded in turning many socioeconomic protests into political ones during the period of political crisis, as shown in Figure 1. 

			Fearful of losing popular support and eventually power, the regime launched massive counter-framing and repressive campaigns, leading to a gradual closure of the POS. Besides the use of the old frame that made support for the opposition unpatriotic, during the 2004 and 2005 parliamentary and presidential elections, the regime framed the opposition as a group of “destructive elements” that sought to rob the country of its political stability.85 In addition, representatives of Alga, Tabigat, Azat, and Shanyrak claim that the regime frightened the population by focusing on the negative consequences of color revolutions, such as armed conflict, uncertainty about the future, job losses, unemployment, social crises, etc. It did so by disseminating satire and caricature humiliating opposition leaders in state-owned print and electronic media, as well as by broadcasting documentaries showing unrest and disorder in countries experiencing color revolutions. Such counter-frames prevented the growth of political protests and the diffusion of color revolution frames to Kazakhstan. To further demobilize SMOs, the regime coopted or arrested opposition leaders. Such measures proved successful because, according to interviewees from Workers’ Movement, Alga, Ult Tagdyry, and Lad, SMOs’ image and the resonance of their CAFs depend heavily on the presence of strong and charismatic leadership. 

			As with the RMT, the growth of protest activity from 2006 onwards is related to self-mobilized protests and ad hoc CAFs constructed by these self-mobilized publics concerned mainly with socioeconomic issues. Most interviewees agree that CAFs were considerably less resonant in the 2000s than they were during the 1990s due to the absence of charismatic leaders, the regime’s powerful counter-frames, and repressions. Unlike political or politicized CAFs, socioeconomic CAFs are more resonant and hence more conducive to protest mobilization because they do not need charismatic leaders to appeal to the masses, nor are they vulnerable to counter-frames or repression. This explains why socioeconomic protests—whether self-organized or SMO-organized—are on the rise. 

			Relative Deprivation

			Almost all protests in Kazakhstan are driven by masses dissatisfied with four major issues. As in the 1990s, the most numerous in the 2000s were socioeconomic protests, followed by political ones. A few words should also be said about the least frequent types of protests: environmental and interethnic. Environmental grievances are muted for two reasons. Firstly, environmental SMOs such as Tabigat and Green Salvation prefer to use conventional means of influencing decision-making to voice their concerns rather than taking to the streets. Secondly, according to the Green Salvation leader and Mamayev,86 society’s environmental consciousness is underdeveloped, preventing the masses from caring about the environment, much less advocating for its preservation. This is unsurprising in a context of socioeconomic hardships.

			Interethnic grievances were acute in the 1990s, when Kazakh nationalist parties ( namely Alash and Zheltoksan) clashed with Slavic organizations such as Lad and Vozrozhdenie over issues of state language and political representation.87 Aware of the fragile interethnic balance, the Kazakhstani leadership passed a Law on Languages in 1989 that granted the Russian language official status, and in 1995 established an Assembly of Nations that allowed for the representation of ethnic minorities.88 These key interethnic grievances having been resolved in the 1990s, interethnic issues almost never caused protests in the 2000s. 

			The politicization of grievances and self-mobilized protests are the two important features of protest mobilization in Kazakhstan that are closely related to relative deprivation theory. According to Gurr,89 in the majority of cases intense frustration with deprivation tends to become politicized because it involves political objects and targets the political system. Interview data suggest that unless protest demands are satisfied in a relatively short period of time, any non-political grievance may become politicized, with people shifting their protest demands from, say, socioeconomic issues to political ones. Interestingly, many political protests in the 2000s started off being purely socioeconomic in nature; however, the government’s neglect of the public’s concerns in 2008/09, with the mortgage crisis, skyrocketing food prices, job losses, and salary arrears, meant that socioeconomic demands became highly politicized. This combination was accomplished with the help of opposition parties, which hoped to make a political comeback by riding a wave of popular discontent.90 Yet the politicization of grievances can come with very real costs. Concerned about the safety of their members due to the closing POS and the escalation of repressions in 2006, some SMOs depoliticized their demands and changed movement tactics. In some cases, this helped SMOs reach their objectives quicker, as the regime was willing to address their non-political concerns. However, this apparent acquiescence left many supporters disillusioned. 

			Consequently, an aggrieved public chose to self-mobilize. According to the head of Shanyrak, highly aggrieved people do not need SMOs in order to mobilize for protest, as evidenced by the 2008 financial crisis. Newly established movements such as Ostavim narodu zhil’e, Talmas, and Kazakhstan-201291 organized most socioeconomic protests that took place at the end of the 2000s. Provided that they do not politicize their demands and stay away from opposition political parties, the regime either attempts to respond to these movements’ demands or simply tolerates their protests. 

			Not all social movements observe the “rules of the game.” The leader of the Alga party boasts that, “we are the genuine opposition and the only SMO that does not refrain from radicalization.” But most SMOs indicated that that they are opposed to violence because it “demobilizes people by scaring them” (Tabigat). It is to this latter group, as well as to self-mobilized movements, that the enormous growth in the number of protests since 2007 can be attributed: as long as they advance non-political demands, the regime is happy to let the number of protests proliferate, for they pose no threat to its survival.

			Conclusion

			Analysis of protest mobilization in Kazakhstan in 2000-2009 has shown the regime’s overwhelming immunity to color revolutions. The conditions that facilitated non-violent activism in Serbia, Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan were missing in Kazakhstan. Despite a relatively open POS in early 2000s that enabled the formation of DCK, deep socio-political grievances, an abundance of internal resources at SMOs’ disposal, and resonant CAFs constructed by the opposition, pro-democratic SMOs could not attract crucial external assistance from foreign NGOs and democracy promotion agencies, survive repression perpetrated by the regime, and overcome the government’s powerful anti-opposition counter-frames. This finding resonates with the works of scholars who have explained the immunity of post-Soviet authoritarian regimes to color revolutions by relating it to a) regimes’ weaker ties to the West and the strengths of the incumbent regime’s autocratic party or state,92 and b) regimes’ accumulated “bank of knowledge on how to neutralize the opposition armed with its color revolution banners.”93 Discretionary control of the economy based on resource wealth, presiding over an extensive, cohesive, and well-funded coercive apparatus, and intolerance toward international democracy-promotion NGOs undermined pro-democratic movements and made authoritarian regimes extremely color-revolution-proof.94

			The centrality of the social movements’ perspective to the explanation of color revolutions is hard to overestimate. Without downplaying the importance of structural, institutional, and cultural explanations, this paper attempted to highlight the significance of popular protest mobilization in toppling authoritarian regimes. By placing too much emphasis on the role of structural factors, scholars often forget that the masses are to be credited with most of the success of effective color revolutions. After all, it is the masses whose countless and numerous pickets, demonstrations, and marches brought down FSU autocracies. 

			The growth in the number of protests at the end of the 2000s may seem to be a sign of deepening socioeconomic and political grievances that could potentially destabilize the political system and open the POS for a color revolution in Kazakhstan. However, most of these protests were non-political in nature and hence non-threatening to the regime’s survival. Those protests that have become politicized—such as Zhanaozhen in December 2011—have been repressed.

			By far the biggest lesson learned by the Kazakh authorities from the events in Zhanaozen is that the government’s decision to ignore accumulated socioeconomic problems can lead to politicized protest mobilization. This form of mobilization, coupled with other social movement variables, brought down authoritarian regimes in Serbia, Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan.  

			A recently published report by V-Dem Institute on the global state of democracy concludes that “levels of democracy remain high, but autocratization—the decline of democratic attributes—affects 2.5 billion people and is gaining momentum.”95 According to Walker, “[i]n recent years, anti-democratic forces have devoted extensive resources to subverting democracy and tarnishing the ideas that underlie it.”96 Undoubtedly, the color revolutions phenomenon contributed to strengthening those authoritarian strongholds that learned from their opponents’ successes and failures regarding the utilization of social media and organization of social movements.97 Kazakhstan is no exception, and may even be a textbook example of erecting anti-democratic barriers by eliminating opposition, exerting full control over foreign democracy-promotion agencies located in the republic, and monitoring social networks. As Armenia’s May 2018 Velvet Revolution may illustrate, the ghost of the color revolution phenomenon still exists, but for it to be able to penetrate Kazakhstan, mobilization entrepreneurs and democracy-promotion agencies need to revisit and refurbish its key strategies and tactics. 
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			The existence of elections at the subnational level is a distinctive feature of federal states.1 In September 2004, President Putin proposed abolishing direct gubernatorial elections in Russia.2 After these elections were eliminated in 2005, some scholars argued that Russia could no longer be considered a federation.3 They emphasized that the center’s influence over the regions had increased significantly and that governors had begun to play by rules set from above. Between 2005 and 2012, governors were appointed by the presidential administration.4 In some regions, new governors were selected, while in others incumbents were allowed to remain in office. As a result, although the elimination of elections has shifted the overall balance of power toward the center, several incumbents have maintained a substantial degree of autonomy.

			For example, the governor of Belgorod Oblast, Evgeny Savchenko, originally appointed by President Yeltsin in 1993,5 was reappointed by President Putin in 2007. Since direct gubernatorial elections returned in 2012, Savchenko has been re-elected twice.6 He is currently serving his seventh consecutive term, such that Belgorod Oblast has not seen a transfer of power for the past quarter-century. Another example is the governor of Kemerovo Oblast, Aman Tuleev, who was elected in 1997, then reappointed by Presidents Putin and Medvedev in 2005 and 2010, respectively. He was subsequently re-elected in 2015, although he recently resigned his post following a shopping mall fire in the region’s capital in which 64 people lost their lives. Tuleev served more than four terms and remained in office for 20 years. The absence of power transfer in these regions since the 1990s, despite regime change and variation in methods of selecting governors, presents a conundrum.

			Governors have significant control over politics7 and economics8 in their region. Consequently, gubernatorial turnover has long attracted the attention of local elites and the public. However, its effects on regional development have—to a large extent—been context-specific. Most often, a leadership change has occurred because the president appointed a new governor to replace the incumbent. 

			This analysis focuses on the dynamics of gubernatorial turnover in the Russian regions between 2005 and 2012. It shows that the elimination of direct elections has contributed to the political survival of some incumbents. In addition, this analysis demonstrates that regions that have not seen a transfer of power in more than a decade are not the ethnic republics but the oblasts and krais with a predominantly ethnic Russian population. On the face of it, this is surprising: the heads of ethnic regions have the strongest political machines and deliver high electoral results to the United Russia party,9 hence one would expect them to be the most secure in terms of their reappointment.10 

			The initial procedure of gubernatorial appointment formally required that the president nominate a gubernatorial candidate for the approval of the relevant regional legislature.11 Before nomination, the president was supposed to consult with a presidential envoy (polpred) in the corresponding federal district.12 This procedure was modified in December2005, when the largest party in a regional legislative assembly was also given the right to suggest gubernatorial candidates to the president. Since July 2009, the political party with the most seats in a regional assembly has always proposed at least three gubernatorial candidates; the president has then nominated one of these candidates for the approval of the assembly.13 To be more precise, as a governor’s term drew to an end, the leadership of the United Russia party would begin official consultations with the presidential administration concerning potential candidates. At this stage, the domestic politics department of the presidential administration played a crucial role, indicating its preference for certain candidates. Forty-five days before the expiration of the gubernatorial term, the United Russia leadership submitted a list of candidates to the president. Within 10 days, the president selected one of these candidates and nominated him or her for the approval of the regional assembly. However, this approval was rather symbolic, as assemblies tended to unanimously approve nominated candidates. As a result, despite several changes in the appointment procedure, key decisions were made in the Kremlin, with no serious debates taking place at the lower levels of the power vertical.

			Governors were appointed for five-year terms, yet the president could dismiss them earlier. For example, Putin justified the dismissal of several governors with the official formulation “loss of President’s confidence.”14 In other cases, he expressed “no confidence” in incumbent governors who voluntarily asked for reappointment before the end of their elected terms, allowing him to dismiss them early.15 During the appointment process, power turnover occurred if incumbent governors were not included on the list of nominated candidates or were included on the list but were not selected by the president.16 Incumbent governors also left for other reasons: promotion to the federal level, voluntary resignation, or death.17  

			To explore the dynamics of gubernatorial turnover in the Russian regions, I constructed an original dataset. It covers the period from February 2005, when the last gubernatorial elections were held in Nenets Autonomous Okrug, to September 2012, when gubernatorial elections returned and took place in Amur, Belgorod, Briansk, Novgorod, and Ryazan oblasts. I began by compiling a list of all Russian governors in 2005-2012, built on the public dataset of Russian governors’ biographies created by the International Center for the Study of Institutions and Development of the Higher School of Economics in Moscow.18 In addition, I consulted with the Integrum database, which contains federal and regional news reports. The full list included the names of 174 governors and covered 89 regions. I then excluded the heads of the regions that were merged in 2005-2008, as gubernatorial positions were abolished following these mergers.19 The final dataset therefore includes 168 governors and covers 83 regions.20 

			I have marked all instances of power turnover in the regions—that is, when the incumbent governor left his or her position. Table 1 below represents the variation in gubernatorial turnover across the Russian regions in 2005-2012. 

			


Table 1. Gubernatorial Turnover in Russia, 2005–2012

			0  Astrakhan, Belgorod, Bryansk, Vladimir, Kaluga, Kemerovo, Kurgan, Kursk, Lipetsk, Magadan, Penza, Tambov, Ulyanovsk oblasts; Chita Oblast/Zabaikalsk Krai and Krasnodar Krai; Mari El and Udmurtia.




			1	Vologda, Voronezh, Ivanovo, Kirov, Leningrad, Moscow, Murmansk, Nizhniy Novgorod, Novosibirsk, Novgorod, Omsk, Orenburg, Oryol, Pskov, Rostov, Ryazan, Sakhalin, Tver, Tomsk, Tyumen, Chelyabinsk oblasts, Altai Krai, Perm Oblast/Krai, Khabarovsk Krai, Krasnoyarsk Krai, Primorsky Krai, Moscow, Saint-Petersburg, Jewish Autonomous Oblast, Adygea, Gorno-Altay, Kabardino-Balkaria, Bashkortostan, Buryatia, Ingushetia, Kalmykia, Komi, Mordovia, Sakha (Yakutia), North Ossetia, Tatarstan, Khakassia, Tuva, Chechnya, Chuvashia, Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug, Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug.




			2	Amur, Arkhangelsk, Volgograd, Kaliningrad, Kostroma, Samara, Saratov, Sverdlovsk, Smolensk, Tula, Yaroslavl oblasts, Kamchatka Oblast/Krai, Stavropol Krai; Dagestan, Karachay-Cherkessia, Karelia, Nenets Autonomous Okrug.




			3	Irkutsk Oblast.

			Source: Author’s dataset




			 Between 2005 and 2012, gubernatorial turnover took place in many Russian regions. In 48 regions, it happened at least once; in 17 regions twice; and in one region three times.21 All in all, 66 incumbents left their posts. The newly appointed governors had different backgrounds,22 with the result that power turnover had different consequences for different regions. For example, some appointees from the local elite have continued the incumbent’s policy and remain in power to this day (e.g. Rustam Minnikhanov in Tatarstan). Others who could not establish effective control over the regions, most commonly outsiders,23 were replaced (e.g. Nikolay Kolesov in Amur Oblast). This led to a second gubernatorial turnover in such regions. 

			The literature suggests that Medvedev, elected in 2008, was more willing than Putin to replace incumbent governors.24 Indeed, some scholars indicate that dismissing incumbent governors was part of Medvedev’s effort to foment “progressive political change in Russia.”25 Medvedev’s appointments led to the replacement of powerful incumbents in such regions as Moscow, Sverdlovsk Oblast, Tatarstan, and Bashkortostan. That being said, the incumbents were reappointed in 17 regions. As Table2 shows, six incumbent governors (Anatoly Artamonov, Aleksandr Zhilkin, Evgeny Savchenko, Aleksandr Mikhailov, Sergey Morozov, and Oleg Korolev) managed to maintain their positions throughout the period under study. Their tenures range from 14 to 25 years: Aleksandr Zhilkin in Astrakhan Oblast and Sergey Morozov in Ulyanovsk Oblast were elected 14 years ago, while Belgorod Oblast’s Evgeny Savchenko was appointed 25 years ago. 

			


Table 2. Russian Regions with No Gubernatorial Turnover, 2005–2012

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							№

						
							
							Region

						
							
							Governor

						
							
							Term starts

						
							
							Reappointment year

						
							
							Term ends

						
					

					
							
							1

						
							
							Kaluga Oblast

						
							
							Anatoly Artamonov

						
							
							2000

						
							
							2005*; 2010

						
							
							Still in office

						
					

					
							
							2

						
							
							Marii El

						
							
							Leonid Markelov 

						
							
							2001

						
							
							2009

						
							
							2017

						
					

					
							
							3

						
							
							Udmurtia

						
							
							Aleksandr Volkov

						
							
							2000

						
							
							2009

						
							
							2014

						
					

					
							
							4

						
							
							Krasnodar Krai

						
							
							Aleksandr Tkachev

						
							
							2001

						
							
							2007*; 2012

						
							
							2015

						
					

					
							
							5

						
							
							Astrakhan Oblast

						
							
							Aleksandr Zhilkin

						
							
							2004

						
							
							2009

						
							
							Still in office

						
					

					
							
							6

						
							
							Belgorod Oblast

						
							
							Evgeny Savchenko

						
							
							1993

						
							
							2007*

						
							
							Still in office

						
					

					
							
							7

						
							
							Bryansk Oblast

						
							
							Nikolay Denin

						
							
							2004

						
							
							2007*

						
							
							2014

						
					

					
							
							8

						
							
							Kemerovo Oblast

						
							
							Aman Tuleev

						
							
							1997

						
							
							2005*; 2010

						
							
							2018

						
					

					
							
							9

						
							
							Kurgan Oblast

						
							
							Oleg Bogomolov 

						
							
							1996

						
							
							2009

						
							
							2014

						
					

					
							
							10

						
							
							Magadan Oblast

						
							
							Nikolay Dudov

						
							
							2003

						
							
							2008*

						
							
							2013

						
					

					
							
							11

						
							
							Vladimir Oblast

						
							
							Nikolay Vinogradov

						
							
							1997

						
							
							2005*; 2009

						
							
							2013

						
					

					
							
							12

						
							
							Kursk Oblast

						
							
							Aleksandr Mikhailov

						
							
							2000

						
							
							2005*; 2010

						
							
							Still in office

						
					

					
							
							13

						
							
							Penza Oblast

						
							
							Vasily Bochkarev

						
							
							1998

						
							
							2005*; 2010

						
							
							2015

						
					

					
							
							14

						
							
							Tambov Oblast

						
							
							Oleg Betin 

						
							
							1995; 1999

						
							
							2005*; 2010

						
							
							2015

						
					

					
							
							15

						
							
							Ulyanovsk Oblast

						
							
							Sergey Morozov 

						
							
							2004

						
							
							2006*; 2011

						
							
							Still in office

						
					

					
							
							16

						
							
							Lipetsk Oblast

						
							
							Oleg Korolev

						
							
							1998

						
							
							2005*; 2010

						
							
							Still in office

						
					

					
							
							17

						
							
							Chita Oblast/Zabaikalsk Krai 

						
							
							Ravil Geniatulin 

						
							
							1996

						
							
							2008*

						
							
							2013

						
					

				
			

			Note: * Reappointed by Putin.     Source: Author’s dataset. 




			In conclusion, the present analysis shows that the abolition of gubernatorial elections has contributed to the long-lasting political survival of certain incumbents. This conclusion is in line with earlier studies that have found that incumbents often accepted the new appointment procedure because they were reaching the end of their second term and could not run for re-election under the existing system.26 However, it also makes the surprising finding that the regions that have witnessed no power turnover for more than a decade are not the ethnic republics—which are the usual suspects—but the oblasts and krais with a predominantly Russian population. 

			There is still a question as to why the governors in these regions were reappointed and what implications their long tenure has had for their respective regions in terms of corruption, democratization, and economic development. Empirical studies find that the regions with long-serving incumbents have lower corruption levels27 and less competitive political regimes.28 Moreover, although the incumbents in Belgorod and Lipetsk oblasts have been in power since the 1990s, they have been quite effective managers. However, further research is needed to investigate to what extent economic and political factors have contributed to the political survival of these incumbents.
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