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I. Introduction

Russia is  a country where the historical  and political  environment  has never been
conducive to the development of the freedom of information.

Born in the process of perestroika and based on models borrowed from the West after
the fall of the «iron curtain», Russia’s freedoms have never been recognized by the
public as a necessary condition for pro-democracy reform.

Existing legislation in that area is fragmentary, and the system of law enforcement is
inconsistent, selective, and oriented towards the protection of interests and ambitions
of various government agencies, which is indeed appalling.

The situation-improving efforts of some organizations and individual specialists are
too weak to make one look into the future with optimism.

II. Historical Background

Russia has never actually adhered to the one-law-for-all principle. 

At the times of the Russian Empire, although there were legal rules and regulations
written in black and white for everybody to follow, the top echelons acted based on
«unwritten» rules, traditional practices, and subjectively interpreted moral norms.

Liberal  reforms  were  imposed  «from above»:  the  1905  Constitution  was  granted
under the Tzar’s decree. The 1905-1916 State Duma was free to censure the monarchy
but had no power to abolish or restrict it.

The February 1917 (bourgeois) revolution proclaimed a formal democracy but proved
unable to preserve it.

The October 1917 (socialist) revolution established the Bolshevik Party’s dictatorship
and  actually  restored  the  situation  where  the  vast  majority  lived  according  to
commonly  accepted  laws,  including  the  Constitution,  while  the  ruling  party’s  top
bureaucrats obeyed only internal party rules and were guided by a set of subjective
notions of «expediency» which substituted the norms of morality.

The only difference was that the Tzar’s one-man rule had existed openly, relying on a
many-century  tradition,  whereas  the  Bolshevist  dictatorship  disguised  itself  as  a
democracy,  having erected an impressive facade of pseudo-democratic  institutions,
including the Soviet Constitution into which the guiding role of the Communist Party



was written down as a separate article, and the Supreme Soviet which was elected on
a non-competitive basis, according to party prescriptions.

If a party bureaucrat violated the law, he could be held responsible only in the event of
the party finding it «expedient» to expel him from its ranks, thereby transferring him
to the jurisdiction of official law.

Thus,  the  democratic  tradition  has  never  had  strong  roots  in  Russia,  while  the
information flow has been historically divided into two separate cycles: information
«for  all»,  and  information  «for  the  elite».  Censorship  used  to  play  the  role  of  a
«checkpoint»  between  the  two cycles,  preventing  the  general  public  from getting
access to the information for the chosen. This concerned ideology, morals, events,
facts,  interpretations,  and  opinions.  Having  been  abolished  for  the  first  time  in
February 1917, censorship was restored by one of the very first decrees of the Soviet
Government; it was canceled again as late as 1990, after the USSR Press Law was
passed.

The abolition of censorship pushed many Russian citizens, as well as international
experts and observers, towards the euphoric conclusion that the sole barrier in the way
of free information exchanges had finally been torn down, leading to the automatic (or
imminent) restoration of Russia’s freedoms.

No one paid attention, for example, to the fact that censorship had been something of
a two-way valve that, in addition to preventing the general public’s access to «elite»
information, blocked the infiltration of «common» information into the upper-level
flow by eliminating feedback and turning the top echelons into hostages of their own,
specialized,  closed  or  secret,  sources  of  information  about  external  social
developments: that kind of information used to be supplied by security or intelligence
services first and foremost.

The abolition of censorship changed the content of information and freed the press in
the  first  place.  However,  the  press,  perceived  by  the  authorities  largely  as  an
instrument of propaganda, has never been a meaningful source of information for any
system of power.

On the other hand, the absence or scarceness of information «for all» contributed to
the population’s psychological stability and even bred a special sort of patriotism: coal
mine accidents, terror acts, folks uprisings, etc. were deemed to be part of the Western
(i.e.,  hostile)  way of life;  nothing of the kind was ever suspected to occur in this
country.  Regrettably,  both domestic  and foreign experts  gravely underestimated  or
totally  disregarded  during  the  period  of  perestroika the  true  meaning  of  that
comfortable feeling of «not being in the know».

They also overlooked one other factor that later proved to have a very negative impact
on  public  attitude  towards  the  freedom  of  information  in  Russia,  where  several
generations of people had grown up with no freedom at all  and found themselves
unprepared for making free choices in any area, including the sphere of information.
When the euphoric feeling had gone, the general public — the ordinary citizens in the
first  place — began to feel that  the torrent  of alarming facts  and the diversity  of
versions, views, interpretations, programs and concepts were tiresome and irritating.
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All  those  factors  should  be borne in  mind  as  we assess  the  current  status  of  the
freedom of information in Russia; they are equally significant for both the consumers
and  the  collectors,  producers  and  distributors  of  information  —  i.e.,  for  the
information community in the first place. We should get rid of the illusion that only
the former USSR’s population grew up in the conditions of zero freedom, whereas
democratic  journalism  was  «chastely  conceived»  by  the  «holy  spirit»  of  Western
liberal ideas.

III. Current Situation

The notion of «hot spot» is widely known and universally understood.

Any  person  would  associate  a  hot  spot  with  struggle  without  rules  or  frontlines;
struggle deeply rooted in historical differences between the warring parties; struggle
in which the combatants’ interests, big and small, are so closely intertwined that very
often they cannot be clearly identified or separated.

This struggle is associated with scores of unaccounted victims; with controversial and
untrustworthy information reported from the areas where the hostilities are at their
peak; and with attempts to manage or suppress the flow of such information by each
of the warring parties. Yet another characteristic of a hot spot is that it is extremely
difficult to identify the true interests of the combatants who take pains, as a rule, to
disguise their real targets and objectives.

The situation around Russia’s media has actually been turning into a hot spot.

1) The Public Scrutiny action taken in late 1999 by the Russian Journalists’ Union
jointly  with the Glasnost Defense Foundation showed that there is no universal
understanding of this country’s national law, and that the media’s legal status varies
from one Subject of the Russian Federation to another (the survey covered 80 of
the Russian Federation’s 89 Subjects).

2) The media’s economic position has been increasingly dependent on their political
orientation: the pro-government media are much more likely to survive than the
opposition or politically neutral press (the term «pro-government» refers here to
the regional, as well as federal, authorities).

3) Political pressure on the media has often been exerted in the form of economic,
tax-related  or  pseudo-legal  coercion,  when  a  «disagreeable»  radio  station,  for
example,  has  been closed  not  by a  government  body but  by  a  fire  or  sanitary
inspection directly dependent on the former.

4) The legislative base, volatile as it is, has been subject to endless revisions pushing
the  information  community  towards  legal  chaos.  More  and  more  often,  media
performance has been regulated by laws that are not directly related either to the
press or to the larger information community (some provisions of the new Civil
Code, the Law on the Licensing of Certain Types of Activity, the law banning the
propagation of drugs, etc.)
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5) The media  have been compelled  to  «play» without  established  ethical  rules  or
standards. Self-regulation mechanisms are simply non-existent. The last instrument
of ethical regulation, the Judicial Chamber for Information Disputes that used to
operate under the President’s supervision, was closed in early June.

6) The role of some regulating bodies, such as the Press and Information Ministry and
the corresponding agencies at the regional level, has grown out of all thinkable
proportions.

7) The media market (as it is understood in Europe) has never actually taken shape in
Russia because market-ruining forms of political and economic coercion have been
actively used instead of efforts to promote the instruments of market self-regulation
— regrettably,  with  assistance  from  the  media  themselves  which  have  had  to
perform with no «equal opportunities» conditions agreed upon at the outset. 

8) Lured  by  the  ill-interpreted  notion  of  «the  fourth  branch  of  power»  in  an
environment  with no market  mechanisms put  in  place,  many mass  media have
ceased working to shape or express public opinion and started to express their own,
socially irrelevant, views, or to openly defend the interests of their owners.

9) Therefore,  the  economic  aspects  of  media  performance  have  become  non-
transparent and increasingly oriented towards illegal methods of financing, for the
most  part  those  based on «black  cash» payments.  Suffice  it  to  say that  of  the
13,000-14,000 newspapers  and magazines  published  in  Russia  today,  only  200
have certified circulation (i.e., output figures confirmed by independent auditors).
The same can be said about figures characterizing the numerical composition of
TV and radio companies’ audiences. Barter trading continues to make up the bulk
of the advertising component of media-related economics.

10) The journalistic community is weak and inefficient. Corporate ties within it
are weak; the personal interests of editors and individual journalists prevail over
attempts  at  expressing  journalistic  solidarity,  which  creates  problems  as  far  as
resistance to external factors, primarily to governmental pressure on the media, is
concerned. Positive examples in this area are few, while the number of lawsuits
filed by the various media against one another has been growing.

11) Small  wonder,  therefore,  that  recent  public  opinion  polls  have identified  a
clear-cut trend: the mass media have been losing their readers’ confidence.

12) President Putin’s coming to power galvanized the secret services into action
aimed at increasing their presence in the area of information,  intruding into the
work of some media and individual journalists, and using their agents and know-
how in the mass media sector,  which is  confirmed, among other things,  by the
recent adoption of the Concept of the Russian Federation’s Information Security. 

13) The Kursk submarine tragedy showed Russia and the whole world that the
freedom of information in this country continues to be restricted, and that we have
made very little progress in that respect over the years since the previous tragedy,
the Chernobyl nuclear power plant explosion. The permanent and irresponsible lies
by the government  officials  and the clear-cut preferences given to  the state-run
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media in the tragedy’s coverage appalled both the journalistic community and the
rest of society. Regrettably, this identity of the two groups’ feelings and interests
may only be temporary.

IV. General Structure of Legislation

The Russian Federation Constitution, which is a direct-action fundamental law, meets
the full list of the European standards of human rights, including the provisions on the
freedom of information.

Article 29, devoted to the freedom of thought and expression, as well as Articles 41,
42 and 55, provide a set of instruments to defend the citizens’ freedoms.

Existing legislation confirms the supremacy of international agreements, conventions
and covenants signed by Russia; Article 19 of the International Covenant of Civil and
Political  Rights,  and  Article  10  of  the  European  Human  Rights  Convention  are
reflected in national legislation and frequently cited.

However, these norms have never been applied in real terms to court  proceedings
involving freedom of information disputes.

The Russian Federation Media Law passed in 1991 is a high-quality democratic law,
according to European standards. However, it contains a number of provisions that are
retrospectively  relevant  but  rather  confusing  from  the  viewpoint  of  the  legal
environment  in which the media operate today.  For example,  the law provides  no
definition for the notion of media owner, and hence, no regulative coverage for the
current system of relationships between the media owners and the newspapers or TV
and radio companies belonging to them. Small wonder, though: all of the mass media
in  Russia  belonged  to  the  state  in  1991,  with  the  current  ownership  differences
emerging later — in part, due to the law’s passing.

Besides,  where  its  regulating  power  is  concerned,  the  Media  Law deals  with  the
printed media and general provisions in the first place, leaving the electronic media’s
performance and the chief regulating function, licensing, to the jurisdiction of a future
law on TV and radio broadcasting. But no such law has been passed by any of the
three bodies of Parliament elected in this country since 1991: having analyzed and
understood the role of television in the electoral process, the parliamentarians have
never been able to suggest a sensible system to regulate the process of licensing; the
only one time when they did manage to overcome their inter-party differences, pass a
draft law and even get it approved by the upper parliamentary chamber, the President
stepped in to  veto the draft,  finding the political  consensus  behind the new law’s
approval to be restrictive in respect of his own, presidential, regulative interference
potential. Ever since then, the distribution of TV channels has been covertly decided
by  the  President;  for  example,  the  NTV Company,  whose  future  is  everybody’s
concern  in  Russia  today,  got  hold  of  its  4 th channel  not  through  the  commonly
accepted,  although legally  unconfirmed,  procedure,  but  under  a  direct  presidential
decree in reward for its excellent performance during Boris Yeltsin’s presidential race
in 1996.
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As far as licensing is concerned, it has proceeded up until now in accordance with a
government resolution putting the Press, Information and Public Telecommunications
Ministry in a position to manipulate the license-issuing process. Suffice it to recall the
scandalous attempt to put the ORT and TVTs channels’ licenses to contest. The ORT
contest was canceled, and the contest  for the 3rd channel was easily won again by
TVTs after the owners of the two companies promised behind the scenes to be more
loyal to the Kremlin — i.e., to the President and Government.

As  regards  access  to  information,  which  is  the  core  element  of  the  freedom  of
information, a «right to access» law has for two years now been shelved somewhere
in the  State  Duma archives,  adopted in  the first  reading by the  previous  body of
Parliament but never considered again. The initial version of the law only contained
expanded reiterations of provisions from the Constitution and international covenants
and conventions guaranteeing every citizen access to information. As the draft was
being prepared for  the  second reading,  a group of  democratically-minded lawyers
suggested a number of amendments to back the declarations of citizens’ rights with
some mechanisms of control over the fulfillment of government obligations regarding
access to information, and introduced sanctions for the violation of people’s right to
information  by  government  officials.  The  bureaucratic  lobby  in  the  State  Duma
drowned  the  new version  of  the  draft  in  a  swamp  of  coordination,  where  it  has
remained up until now.

There is no Freedom of Information Law as such in Russia. Some provisions that
could be included in that law can now be found in the Law on Information, Computer
Programming,  and Information  Protection.  However,  the  latter  piece of  legislation
deals primarily with such technical aspects of the problem as the formation and use of
information resources, the development and use of information technology, and the
protection of information and the rights of information process participants.

There is no Personal Data Protection Law, either (it is still being prepared for the first
reading), but there is a State Secrets Law with an attached official list of organizations
allowed to classify their information. Since 1993, when the law was passed, the list
has  been  expanded  twice;  today,  it  includes  even  the  Ecology  Ministry,  although
under the Constitution and the State Secrets Law itself, information posing a threat to
human life or health may not be subject to classifying. Russia’s non-accession to the
Aarhus Declaration and the demonstrative absence of Russian official representatives
in Aarhus  prove that the current trend is towards classifying ecological information;
the same is  confirmed by the notorious  cases  of  two «spy ecologists»,  Alexander
Nikitin and Grigory Pasko.

Under  the State  Secrets  Law, the following categories  of  information  may not  be
classified:

а) on emergency situations, catastrophes and disasters (suffice it to recall that
36 hours had passed before Russia learned about the death of the crew of the nuclear-
powered submarine «Kursk»);

b)  on  the  ecological  situation,  health  care,  demography,  and  crime  (about
ecology, see above; the crime situation is only reported by the police: under existing
legislation, no civilian control is allowed);

c) on privileges, compensations and benefits granted by the state (Could we
really hope to read a report enumerating all of the President’s recreation sites?);
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d) on violations  of human rights and freedoms (there have been numerous
reports on violations occurring on a nationwide scale, e.g. on wage payment arrears
across the Russian regions;  at  the same time,  evidence of torture practices  by the
police is actually impossible to collect because of the high level of secrecy within that
agency);

e) on the size of the nation’s gold and hard currency reserves (this information
is generally available);

f) on the state of health of the country’s top administrators (the journalists who
attempted to write about Boris Yeltsin’s health narrowly escaped trial);

g) on law violations by government authorities and officials (we still do not
know who ordered to start the hostilities in Chechnya; information on criminal acts
related to the ongoing Chechen campaign can be found below).

Generally speaking, violations of law by agencies acting under the jurisdiction
of  that  particular  law  are  typical  of  Russia’s  information  community  today.  For
example, the Federal Law «On Telecommunications» stipulates that «the secrecy of
correspondence,  telephone  conversations,  postal  messages  and  other  information
exchanged via electrical and postal communication channels shall be protected under
the Russian Federation Constitution...»  The law was passed in 1995; in  2000, the
Telecommunications  Ministry  issued  Ordinance  No.__  instructing  all  the  telecom
service providers  to  ensure that  the secret  services  have unhindered access  to  the
telephones  and  Internet  sites  of  their  customers  without  the  need  to  show  any
documents proving that the measure has been ordered by a court of law, a procurator’s
office, etc., which means that this practice is absolutely arbitrary.

Such behavior is fully consistent with the Information Security Concept adopted by
the Security Council with President Putin’s participation. The concept’s terminology
—  information  warfare,  information  weapon,  information  terrorism,  information-
based crime, etc. — speaks for itself.

The concept was developed by those state security experts who feel sick every time
they  hear  about  information  openness.  In  their  view,  a  citizen  willing  to  receive
comprehensive  information  in  accordance  with  international  law  has  been,  and
continues to be, the major source of threat to information security.

Here is an example from the author’s personal experience.

Although  Article  7  of  the  Archives  Law  bans  the  keeping  of  «secret  archives...
afflicting  the  rights  or  lawful  interests  of  citizens»,  between  1964  and  1982  the
authorities did not allow me to go abroad — even to Bulgaria as a tourist. When I
asked the State Security Committee (KGB) in 1994 to show me my file (anyone going
even on a day’s trip abroad was subject to mandatory KGB screening) to find out why
they had not allowed me to travel, I was told that no such file had ever been kept. That
must have meant that I had confined myself to this country’s borders for nearly 18
years of my own free will. So what is the actual basis of the openness of archives in
this country — KGB (currently, Federal Security Service) orders or the relevant law
passed here exactly one year before I filed my inquiry? I think the answer is on the
surface.
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From the viewpoint of an advanced democracy, some of Russia’s legislative acts are
indeed bizarre, such as the laws «On the Rules of Media Coverage of Government
Agency  Performance»  or  «On  Economic  Support  for  District  Newspapers».  This
legislative structure, in which newly adopted laws are often at odds with old ones that
are still in effect, is obviously in need of systematizing.

V. Practical Situation

Free access to information in Russia has no legislative backing, is not traditional to
this country, and, regrettably, is not viewed by the public as a top item on the list of
human rights and freedoms.

The  press  services  of  administrations,  ministries  and  other  official  organizations,
which  in  advanced  democracies  are  expected  to  ensure  access  to  information  in
practical  terms,  are  a  major  barrier  in  the  way  of  free  information  exchanges  in
Russia. In the vast majority of cases, these services perform as a filter, rather than a
compass; they do everything to prevent both the general public and the journalistic
community from getting full and objective information on the forms, goals and results
of their organizations’ performance.

The second Chechen campaign has unfolded in an atmosphere of severe information
shortages deliberately and stringently imposed on society. This can be proved by the
case  of  Andrei  Babitsky,  one  of  the  few  journalists  who  have  succeeded  in
undermining  the  information  blockade  resulting  from  the  military  and  security
services’ efforts to control and withhold information about the number of casualties on
each side,  army actions  against  peaceful  civilians,  the actual  outcomes of military
operations, etc. Attempts to protest this kind of behavior in court have yielded zero
results: the procurators’ offices have refused to bring charges against the withholders
of information the classifying of which is banned under existing legislation.

The official justice system is so helpless that very few citizens go to court when their
right to information is violated. Most newspapers and TV companies prefer to buy or
steal information, or, at best, get it from «reliable sources» of their own. As a rule,
however,  these  sources,  eager  to  compromise  their  rivals  or  opponents,  supply
information that cannot be checked or verified; this turns it into a weapon of political
struggle which becomes particularly acute in the course of election campaigns.

Of all the information available in real terms, only information on the passing of new
legislation (which comes into legal force as of the day of publishing) can be cited as a
positive example.

Access to judicial information is extremely difficult. Many law courts cannot afford
buying  even  the  most  essential  computers,  which  often  protracts  the  document-
formalizing  procedure  for  months.  Sometimes,  citizens  cannot  attend  open  court
hearings:  the tightness  or  shabbiness of  courtrooms often results  in  open hearings
being transferred to judges’ offices. There have been reports of the expulsion from the
courtroom of journalists who dared to jot down or tape-record the main points of open
hearings without the judge’s permission — although recording is officially allowed
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under  existing  legislation.  In  recent  months,  the  growing threat  of  terror  acts  has
caused the imposition of restrictions even on citizens’ admittance to court premises.

The  acuteness  of  access-to-information  problems  reaches  its  peak  during  election
campaigns, when the number of honor, dignity and business reputation defense claims
filed  by  candidates,  newly  elected  and  non-elected  parliamentarians  of  all  levels
grows considerably. Existing legislation’s failure to clearly define the notion of public
interest sometimes gives rise to judicial disputes over really absurd matters, such as
the  question  of  whether  or  not  electors  are  entitled  to  know that  a  candidate  for
Parliament at one time shirked his military service by producing a doctor’s certificate
diagnosing him as an incapacitated idiot. Generally speaking, electoral law protects
the  interests  of  candidates  more  than  those  of  electors.  For  example,  it  allows  a
candidate for an official post to refrain from entering public debates with his rivals or
opponents,  and  to  provide  questionable  information  about  his  incomes,  thereby
depriving the electorate of the real opportunity to make free, well-balanced choices.

The  experience  of  defending  the  freedom  of  information  in  court  is  scarce,  the
precedents are few and not viewed under the Russian law as a basis for other court
decisions. A step forward was marked by the establishment in 1993 of the Judicial
Chamber for Information Disputes, a quasi-judicial body that made the information
community look more civilized. Last May, the Judicial Chamber was dissolved under
President Putin’s decree.

The 1999 Public Scrutiny Survey mentioned above revealed considerable restrictions
on the freedom of information in this country. One of the survey’s sections analyzed
the  rules  of  journalists’  accreditation  with  the  government  administrations  and
legislatures of the Russian Federation’s constituent regions and republics. Each of the
rules  (sic!)  contained  more  or  less  serious  violations  of  the  law  on  access  to
information, and some were at odds with the national Constitution. In the rules of
accreditation with the government of the Republic of Bashkortostan, specialists found
more than 30 law-violating provisions.

If one assumes that the freedom of information (which in Russia is traditionally called
‘the freedom of speech’) is a sort of public agreement concluded on the basis of laws,
traditions, skills,  and habits, one would be bound to agree that of the entire set of
prerequisites  for  this  freedom  to  exist,  Russia  can  only  rely  on  glasnost,  which
provides the (fairly risky) opportunity for one to cry out from the middle of a crowd
that «the King is naked» — the way the little boy did in the famous fairy tale by Hans
Christian Andersen.

If we look at the matter from a different angle and assume that the freedom of speech
consists of glasnost (i.e., the freedom to communicate one’s ideas to others) and the
opportunity to be heard (i.e., the impact of these ideas on government behavior and
the public repercussions thereby stirred), we would again be bound to state that only
glasnost exists in Russia in real terms, because all, including legislative, attempts to
persuade  the  bureaucrats  to  be  more  responsive  to  citizens’ inquiries  and  media
reports  (see,  for  example,  President  Yeltsin’s  Decree of  December  31,  1993,  «On
Additional Guarantees of Citizens’ Right to Information») have so far been in vain.
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VI. Prospects

President Putin’s coming to power can hardly be expected to promote the freedom of
information because he is part and parcel of the security service community with its
traditional  secrecy  regime,  its  fear  of  information  openness,  and  its  inability  and
unwillingness to regard information as a single flow that should not be divided into
«information for all» and «information for the authorities».

The vision for the future is anything but optimistic for a number of different reasons,
among  which  one  should  list  the  following:  the  unification  of  all  the  state-run
electronic  media  under  President  Yeltsin  into  a  single  state-owned  holding;  the
restoration of state control over 40 percent of the printed media; the growth of the
regulating and punitive role of the Press, Information and Public Telecommunications
Ministry; the existence of a powerful pro-presidential lobby in the new body of the
State Duma; and the weakening of the role of regional administrators in the upper
chamber of the Federal Assembly, the Federation Council.

One may expect more attempts to be made with a view to «improving» the Media
Law by introducing at least indirect censorship on the pretext of care for the moral
health  of  society  or  within  the  framework  of  a  campaign  against  «irresponsible»
media.

One may  also  expect  the  secret  services  to  get  greater  access  to  correspondence,
telephone conversations, e-mail messages, and Internet sites, based on newly adopted
sub-laws, or even laws proper, like the Law on Investigation Activities, the only piece
of legislation which the journalists have tried to protest in the Constitutional Court but
lost the case.

The status of the non-governmental media may be expected to further deteriorate, and
the inequality thrown into bold relief by the Kursk submarine’s tragedy, during which
the  state-run  media  enjoyed  distinct  and  deliberate  preferences  in  covering  the
accident, may be expected to further increase.

The fire at Ostankino, which deprived Moscow and the entire Moscow Region of the
TV signal for a whole week and showed how essential alternative transmitters are, is
very unlikely, however, to facilitate the development of a law offering benefits to the
builders of alternative towers to transmit TV and radio signals. On the contrary, the
authorities  may  now  be  expected  to  offer  the  state-run  TV  company  a  huge
compensation that would put it in a much more advantageous position than the current
status of non-governmental broadcasting channels.

The practice of «compressing» the information community by introducing tougher
rules  of  registration,  licensing,  license  revocation,  and suspension  of  broadcasting
activities may be expected to continue. Sometimes, the authorities may resort to direct
threats, the way they did when they ordered to search the headquarters of the holding
company Media-Most or arrest its head manager Vladimir Gusinsky.

There are very few reasons to hope that the current body of Parliament will pass the
«democratic» version of the Access to Information Law. Rather, one may expect the
State Duma to return to the «declarative» version proclaiming the citizens’ rights but
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not  requiring  the  bureaucrats  to  respect  these  rights.  The  Duma  committees  are
rumored to have resumed debates over the draft  law «On the Council  for TV and
Radio  Broadcasting  Ethics»  which  was turned down with  immense  difficulty  two
years ago owing to the efforts of the democratically-minded public — to be more
exact, to President Yeltsin’s veto.

Regrettably, as regards the information sector’s development, Russia has hardly any
reason for optimism. The disappointed public needs to be persuaded again and again
that the freedom of information is essential to this country. Fortunately, some activists
and organizations are unwilling to believe in the gloomy prospects; they are doing
their utmost to preserve and expand the gains of freedom by monitoring conflicts,
suggesting  alternative  draft  laws,  holding  public  campaigns  in  defense  of  such
freedom fighters as A. Nikitin, G. Pasko and A. Babitsky, promoting the rule of law
and creating prerequisites for further improvements in the area of information. It is on
their efforts that Russia will have to rely in the first place.
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