
 
 

Foreign agent law in practice 

 

 

Author: Sabina Avsharova 

 

Supervisor: Ann-Mari Sätre 

 

Uppsala University, Institute for Russian and Eurasian Studies Master’s thesis 

30 ECTS 

 

Fall 2022 

 

  



 2 

Abstract 

This thesis examines the impact of the foreign agent's law in Russia from 2012 – February 

2022. It reveals that the law on foreign agents significantly affects non-governmental 

organizations and individuals' possibility to operate through direct discrimination, reporting 

requirements, and lost funding. This was achieved using a theoretical framework and 

empirical case analysis. The empirical findings and content analysis are used to trace the 

impact of foreign agent legislation on organizations' activity. 
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1 Introduction 

President Vladimir Putin signed law bill No. 121- Federal Law called "Amendments to 

Certain Legislative Acts of the Russian Federation Regarding the Regulation of Activities of 

Non-commercial Organizations Performing the Function of Foreign Agents," generally 

referred to as the foreign agent law (July 20, 2012). These laws required that any politically 

active non-governmental organizations (NGOs) who receive funds or other property from 

foreign sources register as non-commercial organizations executing the function of foreign 

agents with the Russian Ministry of Justice (MoJ) (ICNL, FA law, 2020). 

 

In a joint statement, the United Nations (UN) special rapporteur on the right to freedom of 

peaceful assembly and association, along with the Special Rapporteur on the situation of 

human rights defenders (HRD), expressed their concerns urging the Russian government not 

to adopt the legislation, claiming that it is a direct affront to those who wish to freely exercise 

their right to freedom of association (OHCHR, 2012). On the other hand, Russian supporters 

and authors of the legislation on foreign agents have frequently declared that the goal is to 

increase openness in the actions of nonprofits and media that receive foreign financing, not to 

prohibit or restrict their activities (Duma, gov., 2020).  

 

According to a Russian NGO, the Department of Internal Affairs (abbreviation in Russian 

OVD-Info), the adoption of new amendments to the legislation on 'foreign agents' from 

November 2020 — March 2021 preceded a sharp increase in law enforcement activity. 

During that period, several legislative amendments that were adopted significantly broadened 

the scope of legislation's application and tightened the penalties. These amendments have 

made it possible for the law, if applied, to target not only the NGOs but also individuals. 

Furthermore, it is almost impossible to discuss security, military, and even space topics in 

public debate or discourse (OVD-info, 2022). The requirement for labeling is another 

example of how the legislation on foreign agents discriminates against status holders. As a 

result, media identified as foreign agents must include a particular phrasing in their 

communications, on the website as well as on social media, stating that a "foreign agent 

transmitted the message." In addition, a notification that the media acts as a foreign agent 

should be included in the output data or on the publication's website (OVD-info, 2022).  
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Overall, the law has been applied frequently, and the register of foreign agents is constantly 

being filled with new names of organizations and individuals (MoJ January 26, 2022). 

Violations of Russia's foreign agent legislation have severe consequences. After amendments 

in March 2021, individuals were subjected to tougher sanctions. Failure to submit reports to 

the MoJ might result in a five-year jail sentence (OVD-info, 2022).  

 

What was going on could not help but generate widespread consternation. Consequently, a 

public consensus emerged: the foreign agent act is destructive to society and the state and 

ought to be repealed or drastically adjusted (OVD-info, 2022). According to Mary Lawlor, 

UN Special Rapporteur on the status of human rights defenders, the International Memorial 

and Human Rights Center' Memorial' (known as the Memorials) are among Russia's largest 

and most established human rights organizations. According to the UN expert, the probable 

closure of two renowned human rights organizations in Russia might flag a move by the 

government to outlaw the work of all human rights defenders (OHCR news, 2021). 

Meanwhile, the Russian government continues to adopt laws restricting people's freedom of- 

expression and, assembly & association (WJP index, 2021).  

 

1.2 Purpose of the research  

The foreign agent regulation has primarily been researched as a link in the chain of repressive 

measures used by the Russian authorities against civil society activists. The emphasis has 

been on authoritarian legislative features, laws' execution, and civil society's ramifications. 

This study investigates the impact of Russia's legislation and official propaganda – on the 

working circumstances of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other civil society 

groups primarily concerned with human rights and democratization. Three cases, along with 

other exemplifications, are selected to achieve that. By addressing different situations, this 

study reveals how Russian foreign agent’s view their engagement in the domestic political 

context and how they adjust this involvement accordingly. 

 

1.3 Research question  

What impact does the law on foreign agents have in practice? 
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1.4 The contribution to the research field 

The closure of civic space has aroused significant international and academic interest. 

Nonetheless, considerable information gaps persist (Brechenmacher, 2017, Gornachenko, 

Khadaroo, 2017). What official and informal techniques are employed by governments to 

limit civil society? While previous research has focused on expanding restrictive NGO 

regulations, we know far less about how the Russian government implements and enforces 

these measures and their interactions with nonlegal and extralegal efforts (Brechenmacher, 

2017). This study contributes to the research by examining how the Russian government may 

utilize restrictive laws to disrupt and distort the freedom- of expression and assembly. By 

addressing the law's impact and results in three empirical cases, we can better understand the 

government's impact on civil society and its role in enforcing power. 

 

2 Methodology  

The methodological strategy can be defined as an external law approach in practice, looking 

at how legal institutions and regulations exist within society's social, cultural, and political 

environment (McGrudden 2006). It highlights the difference between law in the book, which 

is a standard internal approach, and law in action, demonstrating how the inner substance and 

form of the law is translated into social reality through its implementation and interpretation 

in a specific social and political context (McGrudden p.634, 2006). Based on the multi-

disciplinary study, this strategy aims to explore and comprehend legal phenomena and the 

function of the law in society. This study examines how the foreign agent law's provisions 

may impact organizations' activity in several cases (McGrudden p.637-638, 2006). Further, 

through analysis of three cases: Lev Ponomarev, Galina Arapova & Roman Badanin, the 

study gives an overview of how it plays out for the organizations and the individuals working 

there. In doing so, I decided upon the process tracing method to drive the research and 

analysis of my thesis. Process tracing is essential in qualitative research that decisively 

describes political and social phenomena and evaluates causal claims (Collier, 2011).  

 

As a result, the descriptive component of process tracing starts with taking good snapshots of 

a series of specific moments that have significance for the design and use of the law (Collier, 

2011). A presentation of Russia as a new authoritarian regime explains the conditions for 

legal institutions and the existing rule of law (Gelman, 2015). This approach identifies the 



 8 

frames used to represent and understand the development of the law. I will examine prior 

research and various Russian reports on foreign agent law to generate a few possible themes 

and subthemes that I expect to see in the rest of the data (Bryman p.557-559, 2012).  

 

This approach allows this study to analyze Russia's legislation impact and restraints on 

freedom of speech. The analytic tool derives descriptive and causal inferences from 

diagnostic evidence (Collier, 2011). An overview of amendments in foreign agent law and 

observing three actual cases would allow the study to find evidence for how the government 

uses a legal framework for its fundamental interests. In addition to the evidence from several 

cases, I wanted to demonstrate the law's impact by mentioning other real-life examples. As a 

result, I intended to emphasize gathering evidence on the phenomenon and develop a 

compelling empirical narrative to offset the theoretical assumptions used to best explain the 

outcome (Collier, 2011). This study uses a little bit of both deductive and inductive logic 

since it entails a dynamic "back and forth" between theoretical assumptions and empirical 

observations (Collier p.824, 2011).  

 

In order to gain insights into real cases, primary- and secondary data and media reporting will 

be used for the analysis. To achieve that, this analysis conducts case study elements since the 

emphasis is to elucidate the unique features of several cases and other relevant 

exemplifications. This approach means that selected findings relate to the relevance of the 

concepts (Bryman p. 112, 2012). By using that, this study offers several exemplifications of 

real-life situations. This implies that selected case elements are used not because they are 

extreme or unusual in some way but because they provide a proper context to answer this 

research question (Bryman p.70, 2012).  

 

The primary timeframe will be from 2012 until February 2022 for the analysis due to the main 

changes previously absent in the law regarding NGOs (Plantan, 2020). That means the law 

changes and re-election of Vladimir Putin are seen as the significant turning point for the 

contemporary Russian democratization process (Gelman, 2015). 
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2.1 Limitations and Materials  

Initially, I would like to mention that this study has encountered several obstacles regarding 

access to information. The original idea of this research was planned differently and needed to 

adjust; during this research, on February 24, 2022, Russia's invasion of Ukraine started (BBC 

news, 2022). This limitation is worth mentioning as it has affected the chosen method and the 

development of the study. Thus, the limit for this study is before the war in Ukraine started 

(BBC news, 2022). Since that, several official and other Russian sources have ceased to be 

available. For instance, the official and constantly updated lists of foreign agents could easily 

be downloaded on the Ministry of Justice website before, and since then, it has stopped 

working. The lists were a direct and primary source of judgments and records of foreign 

agents. Unfortunately, the MoJ website is unavailable at the time, and the reason is unknown. 

However, one downloaded a list directly from the MoJ in February (2022), and several 

Russian media outlets and organizations uploaded the registers on their channels (OVD-info, 

Deutsche Welle, RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty).  

 

The secondary analysis offers numerous benefits to carrying out a research project. It is a 

time-saving method that provides access to high-quality and large data (Bryman p. 312, 

2012). The pre-downloaded MoJ register and a dataset from OVD- info was used to prepare 

this report. Dataset from OVD-info contained much more information, such as all the 

different registers, types of activity, and reason for inclusion. At the same time, they are 

transparent with their collection method1, which is essential for the study's objectivity 

(Bryman, 313, 2012). However, they do not always give verified information on the 

implementation and consequences on the legislation. To find theoretical articles, one used 

keyword searching as foreign agent law, political system, legal environment, courts and 

judges, human rights, and civil society. In order to obtain information about the law on 

foreign agents, government documents and statements were analyzed. To grasp what happens 

in actual cases, available lists of foreign agents and media reports were observed. 

  

 
1 https://inoteka.io/ino/foreign-agents-source-en  

https://inoteka.io/ino/foreign-agents-source-en
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3 Background  

 

3.1 The new authoritarian system  

Before discussing the study's central topic, the impacts of foreign agent legislation, there is a 

need to set the stage by defining essential terminology, expanding on their meanings, and 

clarifying frameworks. To avoid misinterpretations, the caustic remark that "two political 

scientists have three different opinions" will be the guiding reasoning for this need to clarify 

and explain the political system in Russia (Gelman, p. 3, 2015). Existing ones are tweaked to 

serve as workable definitions, more or less fine-tuned for this thesis. In this context, the 

interpretation of politics as a fight between diverse agents to earn, wield, and keep power is 

undoubtedly universal, often referred to as Robert Dahl's well-known concept of power 

(Gelman, p.4, 2015).  

 

What kind of democracy does Russia have, or, more accurately, what kind of authoritarian 

system has been imposed? The collapse of communism in 1991 did not result in a democratic 

circulation of elites in Russia. The transition became difficult since federalism demanded the 

support of the elites, which did not happen (Ross, 2005). Instead, nomenklatura continuity 

was the norm, especially in ethnic regions where former communists utilized the ethnic card 

to gain and maintain power (Ross, 2005). Despite having inherited a federal framework, 

Russia lacked a federal tradition. The Russian state, which arose from the ashes of the Soviet 

Union in January 1992, was endowed with a solid authoritarian political culture and a weak 

and incipient civil society. There was no actual federalist heritage on which the leadership 

could draw for support in its new state-building agenda (Ross, 2005).  

 

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, hopes for a democratic transition evaporated. 

Russia's shift to new authoritarianism can be traced back to the constitutional crisis of 1993. 

The crisis was marked when President Boris Yeltsin ordered tanks to attack the White House 

in Moscow, in which the Congress of Deputies sat in defiance of his power. Yeltsin ordered 

tanks to attack the White House in Moscow during the constitutional crisis. Members of the 

government were considering voting for a new constitution that would give the president and 

parliament equal power. That did not happen since the parliament passed a constitution that 

granted the president additional power over the legislature to respond to the violence 

(Ginsburg, 2012)  
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Russian political scientists agree that, at least until 2012, the country's political system was a 

hybrid. It combined elements of a democratic regime, such as regular presidential and 

parliamentary elections, with elements of an authoritarian regime, such as election 

manipulation, intimidation of opponents, and a crackdown on the independent press 

(Ginsburg, 2012). After the presidential re-elections in 2012, Putin vowed to "tighten the 

screws." In the months afterward, the Kremlin made a series of visible gestures in this regard 

(Gelman, p.124, 2015). Since then, the State Duma has approved many regulations limiting 

public protest, severing relations between civil society and foreign financiers, and toughening 

treason and extremism laws (van der Vet, 2018).  

 

Furthermore, the government is gradually criminalizing free expression and expanding 

internet surveillance. These actions were part of the government's response to protests in 

Moscow and other major cities in 2011 against parliamentary election results and Putin's 

inauguration in 2012 (van der Vet, 2018). This incident was a relatively small crack in the 

wall. However, combined with the regime shift in neighboring Ukraine in 2014 contributed to 

views of substantial risks to the Kremlin due to democratizing forces. The Kremlin's 

counterattack on the world stage ended in the annexation of Crimea, a de facto war with 

Ukraine, and a significant confrontation with the West. Domestically, it resulted in more 

"tightening of the screws" and rapid deterioration of many official and informal political 

institutions. In addition, aggravation of the (already severe) decline of political and civil 

liberties and several other problems (Gelman, p. 124, 2015).  

 

Russia is developing what several political scientists have described as a new authoritarian 

system. New authoritarian dictators rely less on mass violence than their old historical 

equivalents to manage opponents (Ginsburg 2012, Gelman 2015). Of course, both sets of 

authoritarian rulers use violence to disperse protestors. According to Ginsburg (2012), new 

authoritarian rulers enact a web of illiberal laws, alter the courts, control information, and 

demonize opponents as external foes (Ginsburg 2012). One symptom of the changing 

international climate is the willingness of these illiberal governments to utilize military force. 

However, the most visible component of the new authoritarianism is the growth of so-called 

soft power (Walker, 2016).  
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These governments progressively pass harsh legislation to defend state sovereignty and vilify 

opponents. Surveillance, information control, and lengthy judicial proceedings are utilized by 

authorities to harass opponents; these methods do not always end but rather postpone the 

activities of state opponents (Ginsburg, 2012).  

 

Political authoritarianism rejects robust or pluralistic forms of democracy, democratic 

socialism, and liberalism. However, it is not inconsistent with a token kind of democracy. 

Since the state cannot be sustained purely via coercion, the leaders of an authoritarian 

government must have widespread support and agreement with the system. Competing 

authorities must be co-opted or disabled, and power must be concentrated in the state. 

Therefore, authoritarian governments seek to dominate "by arresting, subverting, or 

destroying autonomous individual, collective, and institutional behavior" (Henderson p. 396, 

1991).  

 

In a broad perspective, democracy is the main, although not the only, component of political 

modernization. That assumes that multiple nations worldwide attempt to transfer, adapt, 

imitate, or construct Western-style political institutions (Gelman, 2015). The awkward truth is 

that many governments have rulers who desire the legitimacy of democratic procedures such 

as elections and constitutionalism but are afraid to risk losing power (Solomon, 2004). 

Competitive or electoral authoritarianism is becoming more frequent and, as critics argue, 

characterized by facing dual institutions and parallel political realities (Solomon, 2004).  

 

Russia has a sort of electoral authoritarianism, with its rhythms mostly revolving around its 

managed electoral cycles. On the other hand, China maintains non-competitive 

authoritarianism, with the Communist Party playing a crucial role in guaranteeing the 

leadership's directives integration, control, and execution. Its rhythms focus on times of 

change, retrenchment, and unpredictably disruptive leadership succession crises (Plantan, 

2020). 

 

Furthermore, the Russian authoritarian system can be defined variously. As the discussion 

above shows, the new authoritarian system is the best-suited definition to analyze how 

modern autocrats use legislation and institutions for their arbitrary interests (Gelman, 2015).  
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Although, researchers acknowledge that autocrats are not immune to accountability 

mechanisms, as seen by their worries about economic development, maintaining order and 

stability, and other legitimacy-enhancing measures (Lankina et al., 2020). From this 

perspective, mobilization of supporters is a difficult task with uncertain benefits for autocrats. 

They need to rely on alternative ways to preserve their authority, such as the direct use of 

repression and force. In an environment where preference falsification makes it impossible to 

identify loyal supporters and elite actors are the most potent challengers (Hellmer, Weidmann, 

2019). However, the menace of powerful elites is not the only challenge to authoritarian rule. 

Pro-government demonstrations can be used to respond to from below challenges. The 

political preferences of the general population are often unknown to authoritarian rulers in 

nondemocratic regimes (Hellmer, Weidmann, 2019).  

 

Several studies have examined how autocrats aim to reduce the risk of being toppled by 

strategically using political institutions to monitor and co-opt political elites, keeping with this 

core understanding of authoritarian politics (Hellmer, Weidmann, 2019). By adopting 

nominally democratic institutions to protect themselves against potential threats from both 

within the regime and society at large through five different strategies. These strategies 

include signaling, patronage distribution, information acquisition, monitoring, and credible 

commitment. Scholars argue that authoritarian regimes develop and deploy ostensibly 

democratic institutions to demonstrate the regime's material and coercive capabilities to 

potential opponents, deterring them from confronting it (Brancati, 2014). Likewise, multiparty 

elections are another institution authoritarian governments use to reduce civil unrest. 

Multiparty elections aid regimes in detecting dissatisfaction since votes for opposition 

candidates tell which constituencies the regime lacks support (Brancati, 2014).  

 

The election legislation and its execution were only political tools aimed at a biased and 

unfair imitation of electoral competition rather than processes of democratic political struggle. 

In other words, elections, which are a cornerstone of democracy, are only a cover for 

authoritarianism, whereas de facto rules-in-use only give formal legal structures (Gelman, 

2015). Many other aspects of Russian politics and economy follow similar rules of the game, 

which undermine and pervert the fundamental underpinnings of democracy, the rule of law, 

and good governance. Although Russia is not alone in this regard, comparable institutions 

may appear in various nations and locations worldwide (Gelman, 2015).  
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With a closer review, an observer cannot ignore the fundamental flaws in Russia's political 

structure and the game's rules underpin it. Even though the regime's legitimacy is based on 

elections, voting methods were unfree, unfair, and marked by extensive electoral fraud. 

Similar observations may be made about other aspects of Russian politics, such as the puppet-

like parliament, which has not become the site for debates. It consists of powerless political 

parties with no say in administration and policymaking, loyal and submissive nonstate 

players, corporate agents, and major media outlets (Plantan, 2020).  

 

In July 2000, Putin announced that the top priority of his political program was a principle 

that fits the "dictatorship of law" logic (Gelman, p.81, 2015). In reality, the dictatorship of law 

is significantly different from the idea of the rule of law. It is founded on the dominating 

actor's solely instrumental use of formal institutions, or legal standards, as instruments and 

methods of coercion toward outsiders to the enforced consensus. This skewed set of rules and 

norms and their selective enforcement by the state's coercive machinery constituted an 

essential component of forced consensus. It did not result in forming the rule of law but 

instead acted as a cover for informal administration based on the Kremlin's and its followers' 

arbitrary authority (Gelman, 2015). Despite the Federation Council's hesitant opposition, the 

loyal State Duma accepted the federal reform proposals in July 2000. Most regional leaders 

were obliged to accept subservient status or suffer heavy consequences, as in Kursk Oblast. 

The incumbent governor, Alexander Rutskoi, a former Yeltsin competitor and vice president 

from 1991 to 1993, was a vocal opponent of Putin's federal reforms (Gelman, 2015). When he 

ran for re-election in his district in October 2000, he was removed from the ballot list by a 

court order one day before the election. Rutskoi got charged with violating electoral law and 

abusing his position of power. That served as an efficient lesson for regional leaders, and 

none openly opposed Putin or sought political autonomy after that (Gelman, 2015).  

 

Conventional wisdom is that parliaments in nondemocratic countries exist just to "rubber 

stamp" judgments, with legislative passage functioning mainly to dress decisions in the garb 

of constitutional validity. Authoritarian legislatures operate at the dictator's discretion, have 

no decision-making capacity, and mainly rubber-stamp laws proposed by the state. The goal 

of authoritarian parliament is to formalize previously established decisions. Therefore, bill 

change is not unexpected in nondemocratic assemblies (Noble p.1418, 2020). For instance, 

Putin proposed a bill to overhaul the Federation Council to remove regional leaders from the 

upper chamber, eliminating their parliamentary immunity. Instead, the new Federation 
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Council members were nominated by regional governments. Most of them were experienced 

lobbyists who were utterly loyal to the Kremlin despite or because of their dubious validity. 

Following the passage of this legislation in 2002, the Federation Council lost all political 

clout and devolved into a rubber-stamping body. Thanks to yet another statute, Putin can now 

dismiss regional legislatures and fire elected chief executives who break federal legislation. 

Under some circumstances, even without a court decision (Gelman, 2015).  

 

In addition to a politically reliant and rubber-stamped court. Corruption is not a result of bad 

governance but an important goal of the ruling country (Plantan, 2020). In Putin's Russia, 

state officials who manipulate and fraud voters frequently have the Kremlin's blessing. The 

courts and election commissions (izbirkoms) favor the governing candidate. Kremlin can 

influence electoral outcomes by manipulating court decisions. Now that the center controls 

the courts rather than the regional authority. The courts favor the center, and those decisions 

are final (Ross, 2005).  

 

3.2 The legal environment 

Authoritarian regimes take various forms and employ various techniques to ensure state 

hegemony in society, with varying effectiveness. Although such regimes rely on centralized 

executive power and coercion and the requirement for command and obedience, they do not 

always reject constitutional authority, the rule of law, and functional representation 

(Henderson, 1991). Sakwa (2010), using the concept of "dual state," claims that, while Russia 

is a constitutional state regulated by law, patronage and favor exchanges undermine 

constitutional norms and the rule of law (Lewis p.120, 2020). The bureaucratic regulations are 

followed selective where bureaucrats swap favors, pay bribes, and politicians use "telephone 

law" to get judgments. Which is an old Soviet technique through which politicians instruct 

judgments from judges (van der Vet, p. 307, 2018). 

 

Law is subject to capture for substantively authoritarian goals because it is a crucial social and 

political authority weapon. It is the fundamental instrument for a government to legitimize 

itself and achieve its aims. In the formal sense, the law is always authoritarian because a basic 

premise is that people would accept and follow it unless there is some extraordinary 

justification (Henderson, 1991). When an authoritarian government seeks to monopolize 

political and economic power, it needs systems to manage its officials and resolve 
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disagreements. Major replacements demonstrate this requirement for courts, such as 

procuracy and state agency (Solomon, 2004). 

 

Legal mobilization is still understudied in new authoritarian regimes when legal chances are 

few, and activist lawyers face biased courts and unpredictable law enforcement. These 

regimes have flourished in Russia, Turkey, and Venezuela. These regimes are distinguished 

by legislation, rather than just violence, to force or restrain (van der Vet, 2018). Confusion is 

the rule of new authoritarian governments. Repressive legislation is swiftly approved, but its 

implementation or application is uncertain (van der Vet, 2018). Government opponents are 

constantly monitored but are later arbitrarily and inconsistently persecuted, creating a fearful 

environment. As a result, the issue for non-governmental organizations and the Russian 

people is not whether but when the security services would come for you (van der Vet, 2018). 

Due to the uncertain environment produced by inconsistent or incomplete execution of the 

legislation, some groups have proactively shut down or relocated operations. In contrast, 

others may self-censor their activities or partnerships to avoid official repression (Plantan, 

2020). 

 

3.3 Courts and judges 

Courts have specific institutional characteristics that influence their suitability for the 

essential governance duty of overseeing officials and decreasing agency expenditures. 

Therefore, one needs to make a few words about these institutional characteristics. For 

starters, courts are reactive. Whereas auditors, appointed monitors, and internal affairs 

committees might actively seek out instances of misconduct, courts, by nature, rely on a 

quasi-adversarial procedure initiated from outside the government. Which improves the 

courts' capacity to gather the information that would otherwise be unavailable to the 

governing system — no official would voluntarily disclose his or her slack (Ginsburg, 2012). 

Reactiveness necessitates a procedural structure that encourages "good" lawsuits that promote 

the regime's aim while discouraging "bad" ones (Lewis p.118, 2020). This procedural 

framework must be presented in broad strokes due to the nature of the legislation, which is a 

second institutional quality worth mentioning. Due to the generality, regime opponents and 

constructive critics can seek legal action through the courts. Ginsburg (2012) argues that as a 

result, we should anticipate those with different policy interests than the regime to use the 

litigation mechanism creatively. The mechanics of how this emerges vary, administrative 



 17 

litigation can sometimes serve as an effective platform for political contestation. On the other 

hand, the regime may aim to tighten control over the courts to prevent them from becoming a 

significant center of social and political change. Unlike democracies, authoritarian 

administrations have various tools for "Guarding the Guardians" (Ginsburg p.72, 2012). 

According to van der Vet (2018), in authoritarian regimes, courts are rarely merely pawns of 

their governments but rich battlegrounds. However, in states where leaders influence court 

decisions and use the law to brand opponents as enemies of the state, these outcomes do not 

exist (van der Vet, 2018).  

 

Authoritarian rulers, like democratic counterparts, require functional courts to accomplish the 

essential responsibilities of courts, like resolving disputes, imposing social control, and 

regulating at least areas of public life (Solomon, 2004). Nevertheless, well-established 

authoritarian regimes entrust their courts with responsibilities, such as keeping public 

administration responsible, resolving major commercial conflicts, and even preserving quasi-

constitutional order (Solomon, 2004).  

 

Most Russian and Western observers of Russian politics agree that Russia has entered the 

ranks of authoritarian regimes, although one with competition for some positions and some 

media freedom. At the same time, Russia has a judicial system intended for a developing 

democratic political order. It is a judicial system designed to establish independent courts, 

unbiased adjudication, and one charged with making important decisions. As in Tsarist 

Russia, the fit between the courts and the polity was poor, and there was much room for 

friction and strain (Solomon, 2004). Thus, in 1885, legislation allowed the Minister of Justice 

the authority to request that judges explain any of their acts and to offer directions concerning 

rulings in finished cases or processes in future cases. The bill also made disciplinary actions 

against judges easier, expanded the reasons for their dismissal, and empowered the ministry to 

transfer judges from one bench or court to another (Solomon, 2004). Judges in Russia became 

susceptible to demands to adhere to the interests of their bureaucratic and political masters as 

a result of these and other new management powers. All attempts to limit the power of the 

courts had failed by 2006, and courts handled constitutional, administrative, and commercial 

matters (Lewis, 2020). 
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Furthermore, some of the remaining barriers to judicial independence, such as insufficient 

funding, have been addressed. Nonetheless, most judges are held in check by a mix of new 

procedures to hold them responsible and the operation of informal institutions. At least some 

observers claim that the independence of the courts remains weakened (Solomon, 2004). 

Again, rulers can influence bureaucratic agents by direct manipulation of incentive systems. 

For example, agents compete to be employed against other possible agents; once hired, they 

strive to progress. Rulers incentivize bureaucrats to succeed by rewarding loyal agents and 

penalizing disloyal agents in career progression and retirement choices. As has been noticed 

since Weber's classic work (1946), hierarchical systems can minimize monitoring costs by 

allowing more senior agents to supervise and discipline lower ones (Ginsburg, 2012). 

 

When considering common issues, judges in authoritarian regimes may be fair, but politically 

sensitive situations are vulnerable to political manipulation. A judicial win allows politicians 

to demonstrate their political skills and boost their prospects of re-election (Van der Vet, 

2018). Russians are astute users of the legal system, particularly justice-of-the-peace courts. 

According to Hendley (2015), Russia's judicial system is dualistic. Russians understand when 

to seek litigation, particularly on social rights such as housing or pensions—and when to 

avoid litigation when a matter is too politically sensitive (Van der Vet, 2018). Russian 

residents frequently sue state officials, submit complaints (zhaloby) against authorities, or 

make applications before national and regional human rights tribunals for social and 

economic rights, particularly housing rights. Russians prefer filing complaints with courts to 

participating in political party activities or groups because litigation allows them to express 

political arguments nonpolitically (Van der Vet, 2018).  

 

Of course, the post-Soviet experience is still unfolding, and how the contradictions between 

authoritarian government and courts shaped democracy will play out is far from certain. The 

essence of judicial reform may remain, and critical areas may stay in the hands of the courts if 

only to protect the regime's legitimacy (that has no ideological alternative) and provide 

investors a sense of safe property rights. Simultaneously, as long as the dominant style of rule 

is authoritarian, it is difficult to envision a fundamental change in the informal practices and 

structures that make courts subservient to dominant interests and prevent judges from acting 

impartially in all situations (Solomon, 2004). 
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4 Semi-controlled space 

Currently, Russian citizens are possibly exposed to foreign information in unthinkable ways 

than in previous eras. Russia and China comparisons and analysis of other autocracies show 

that whatever the nuances of the media's environments operate, today's nondemocratic 

governments have tended to combine media control with news coverage more similar to 

democratic settings (Lankina et al., 2020). Civilizational discourse is now being used by 

institutions, organizations, and movements with a solid online and offline presence and 

ambitious public opinion leaders who make frequent pronouncements on various social media 

platforms to articulate a radically conservative neo-traditional agenda. These actors have a 

prominent presence in the mediatized public arena, aware that the media environment is a 

potent field for political communication that allows them to test out new verbal and visual 

ways of impact on a large audience. Political actors in the media establish orders of 

knowledge in a diffuse form online to realign, steer quietly, and influence popular mood 

(Zvereva, 2020). 

 

Whether oppressing some groups openly or privately, both governments achieve a 

compromise between full liberalization and complete repression. That reflects a system where 

repression and critical voices may coexist. Even when it comes to foreign policy, both 

regimes weigh the risks and benefits of their rule (Plantan, 2020). Also, significant research 

on media control highlights authoritarian nations' ability to use media and digital technology 

to maintain power. Recent research has delved into the different facets of censorship, media 

control, monitoring, and co-optation used by authoritarian governments to repress and 

manipulate public opinion. The "failed" revolutions in the Middle East and North Africa, 

combined with unyielding autocracy in China, Russia, Iran, and much of Central Asia, have 

further obscured the links between media and democracy. This demonstrates the authoritarian 

leaders' adaptability in navigating communication channels to their advantage (Repnikova 

p.118, 2020).  

 

At the same time, autocrats have been more attuned to potential foreign and domestic threats 

within their borders in the wake of the color revolutions and the Arab spring, given the central 

role of civil society and external democracy rise in these waves of democratization (Plantan, 

2020). Authoritarian governments today exert authority beyond their boundaries. They are 

aiming for critical democratic institutions such as elections and the media. They employ 
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strong economic and business links to export corrupt practices and infiltrate the politics of 

both new and established democracies. They are influencing worldwide public opinion and 

extensively investing in their own "soft power" tools to compete with democracy in the 

domain of ideas. Authoritarian trendsetters have constructed a contemporary antidemocratic 

toolbox that, in many ways, mirrors democratic soft power via authoritarian learning, for 

instance, by adopting or replicating democratic forms and by capitalizing on globalization's 

prospects (Walker p.3, 2016). Illiberal governments are expanding their conventional and new 

media capacities and broadcasting material to global audiences. On the surface, these 

businesses appear to be soft-power tools. However, CCTV in China and RT in Russia are not 

the BBC or Deutsche Welle, which operate on a fundamentally different value system. 

Because editorial accountability for authoritarian media institutions ultimately lies with the 

political leadership, the content they generate is jeopardized by omission or commission. The 

authoritarian toolbox allows illiberal governments to project their influence into democratic 

spaces in several ways. (Walker, 2016). 

 

Maria Repnikova (2020) aptly terms the "semi-controlled space" phenomenon. According to 

the concept, it inquiries about a gray zone in the media space. The modern authoritarian rulers 

realize that to keep readers' and viewers' attention and discourage citizens from turning to 

independent media. To achieve that, the information projected on state television screens or in 

newspapers must reflect political reality, including when it comes to covering social 

discontent (Repnikova, p.117, 2020). Authoritarian regimes have refined their domestic 

manipulation strategies via experience and learning. Autocrats replicate democratic 

institutions by erecting fake political parties, state-controlled media enterprises, and phony 

social movements that resemble their democratic counterparts in many aspects. Accordingly, 

that prevents true democracy from taking root (Walker, 2016). 

 

In addition, these regimes are also learning how to suffocate autonomous civil societies from 

one another (Walker, 2016). For example, there has been probable cross-learning in media 

management between China and Russia, including censorship, propaganda, and global 

internet governance. Following the 2011 demonstrations, the Russian regime increased 

internet censorship, incorporating specific content-blocking tactics from China (Repnikova, 

2020). In recent years, trendsetting authoritarian governments have enacted legislation to 

stifle civil society, and other nations, including some democracies, have followed suit 

(Walker, 2016).  
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The less obvious parallel between the two media regimes is the media's persistent ambivalent 

accommodation of critical voices. Researchers in Russia call it "islands of press freedom" that 

continue to operate in isolation from mainstream politics (Repnikova, p.120, 2020). For 

comparison, scholars in China have recorded the practice of media control or supervision, 

which is partially accepted by the state. Unlike in China, the lines between the red and gray 

zones are less clear for Russia's critical media. When asked about the regularly forbidden 

topics, most struggle to identify them directly (Repnikova M., 2020). Russian critical media 

investigates problems that Chinese counterparts cannot imagine, such as inquiries into Putin's 

assets, critical debates about Russia's authoritarianism, and coverage of opposition activities. 

Most sensitive topics appear to fall into a gray zone, which is occasionally re-adjusted by the 

state (Repnikova, 2020). Even if they usually are less controlled, Russian journalists live in 

the shadow of a more arbitrary state. By receiving few signals from the state, the ones they 

get are usually in the aftermath of their reporting. Reprimands from their owners, legal 

warnings and prohibitions, and experiences with unexpected violence are how they get to 

learn about official disapproval. These signals are vague, difficult to link to a single agency or 

individual and appear to scare journalists and show other, more mainstream media the 

consequences of being too critical (Repnikova, 2020).  

 

Apart from direct intimidation by owners, political retaliation in the form of economic 

sanctions is also carried out by landlords and advertisers. For example, after a landlord 

abruptly terminated the contract, Russia's only independent TV channel, TVRain (Dozhd), 

was forced to vacate its production studio and relocate its operations to a private residence 

(Repnikova, 2020). The Committee to Protect Journalists says that fifty-eight journalists have 

been murdered since 1992, with the bulk reporting politics and corruption. The state's 

participation in these deaths is virtually hard to identify or establish, but the environment of 

impunity exacerbates journalists' worries and suspicions. Unlike Chinese journalists, who get 

routine and relatively transparent signals from various elements of the party-state, Russian 

journalists are mostly left to manage the hazards of sensitive reporting on their own 

(Repnikova, 2020). Signals are provided after the fact, making it difficult to trace them back 

to a specific source. They appear to be loosely related to official displeasure at the highest 

echelons of authority in the eyes of the journalists, but just where the signal originates is 

challenging to understand. Furthermore, unlike Chinese journalists, who can see patterns in 

the labyrinth of official censorship, Russian journalists are left guessing why a particular case 
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was judged sensitive and why the punishment happened at the time it did. While Russian 

journalists benefit from a more expansive gray zone of semi-sensitive matters, they operate in 

a more arbitrary environment, leaving them with fewer chances of bargaining tactics 

(Repnikova, 2020).  

 

4.1 The media sphere  

We live, it barely needs to be said, in very conflictual times. We also live in a mediatized era. 

Collective interests and cultural identities compete for political legitimacy, social change, and 

cultural recognition in and through available communication media (Cottle, 2006). Digital 

media constantly inundate people's everyday lives in today's mediatized societies. The term 

mediatization refers to the "growing temporal, geographical, and social spread of media 

transmission" as well as the "particular function of various media in the process of 

sociocultural change" (Kalinina p.61, 2016). Whether traditional media of mass publicity, 

press, and broadcasting or new digital and interactive media such as the Internet. Today, it 

appears that everyone, from elected presidents to eco-warriors, looks on the media to achieve 

their strategic goals and symbolic claims. Few conflict protagonists avoid, most seek, and 

almost all recognize the communication potential of today's media (Cottle, 2006). 

Mediatization is a two-sided high-modernity process in which the media, on the one hand, 

emerges as an autonomous institution with its logic that other social institutions must adapt. 

On the other hand, as more and more institutional activities are done through interactive and 

mass media, media becomes an integrated element of other institutions such as politics, work, 

family, and religion (Hjarvard, 2008). 

  

To obtain media space and symbolically oppose established power disparities, the resource-

poor and institutionally weak are more likely to use innovative strategies and/or turn to new 

media and forms of communication (Cottle, 2006). Divergent interests and scattered social 

movements have mastered the use of resonant symbols and cultural myths, and astonishing 

media spectacles dubbed dissent events to draw media attention. The media has become a 

prized venue for the waging of war, whether pursued strategically by primary corporate and 

political interests or tactically by diverse cultural groups (Cottle, 2006). 
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The Russian public sphere and collective history conceptual framework were transformed 

when Vladimir Putin came to power. Kalinina (2016) argues that the political elites 

established a new cultural system "vertebrated by vertical power structures," which included 

reconfiguring media ownership and legislative interventions and forming committees 

entrusted with supervising the execution of major political concepts (Kalinina p.65, 2016). 

The primary actors shaping Russian civilizational discourse in the public media are political 

and social organizations directly or indirectly tied to the government (the State Duma, with its 

many committees and commissions) and the Russian Orthodox Church (Zvereva 2020). These 

organizations are active in analysis, expertise, consultancy, politics, technology, and 

propaganda, developing a relevant agenda for society and fine-tuning the language used to 

communicate official messages (Zvereva 2020). They have access to valuable information 

resources on social media and have several options to promote their products online. Many 

conservatives, patriotic far-right organizations, and movements are involved in shaping media 

discourses on civilization (Zvereva 2020). That establishes a network whose purpose is to 

gain a discursive influence over Russian-mediated public space. A network like this is 

intended to provide compelling meanings for large audiences (Zvereva 2020). 

  

This hierarchical transformation allows framing the discourse in the government's interests. 

Danaan (2017) defines framing as selecting selected parts of observed reality and making 

them more salient in a communication text to give a specific issue description, causal 

interpretation, moral judgment, and/or therapeutic prescription (Danaan, 2017). Goffman, a 

social psychologist, created the framing theory after discovering that media frames impact 

public perception of social reality. It covers the journalistic process of transmitting viewpoints 

of reality to news consumers and persuading them to think and act in a specific manner 

(Danaan, 2017). The narratives of events are built or coded to fulfill a goal, beginning with a 

selection of 'newsworthy' features. Thus, it shows the alternation of a piece of the perceived 

reality, allowing audience manipulation. They evaluate the available possibilities and select 

the bits that fulfill these criteria: what they want their audiences to know at any given time 

and its influence on them (Danaan, 2017). They develop new preferences by creating words, 

catchphrases, and sentences that sell the news and make it essential to their consumers. This 

journalistic heritage is consistent with Frame's (2013) idea of making thoughtful and 

intentional decisions. According to him, anybody involved in this decision-making has a goal 

– in the framework of contemporary research – to calm media viewers. Quite often, a decision 

is made by one group of people, carried out by another, favorable to still another and opposed 
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by yet another (Danaan, 2017). According to Kalinina (2016), political elites feel the 

necessity to exert control over discursive environments by acquiring media control in modern 

Russia. This power is exercised through social media through changes in ownership of online 

platforms and the usage of party operatives charged with steering debates. As a result, they 

produce favorable narratives for the state while silencing alternative voices (Kalinina, 2016). 

  

The Russian government has employed various tactics to restrict civil society, and 

manipulating the media sphere is one of them. The authorities have used primarily smear 

campaigns, unrelenting administrative and legal harassment, and selective criminal 

indictments (Brechenmacher, 2017). For instance, by employing Cold War-era language and 

witch-hunting in public discourse, pro-government media has utilized blame allocation and 

stigmatization (Gornachenko, Khadaroo, 2017). In purpose is to weaken, marginalize, and 

intimidate independent groups. According to Brechenmacher (2017), smear campaigns 

against NGOs in pro-government media outlets have made public outreach more dangerous 

and difficult for activists to report (Brechenmacher). The situation deteriorated when state 

inspection organizations joined forces with pro-government media. The inspection routines, 

reinforced and justified by negative media language in public discourse, created a structural 

stigma for persons involved in human rights and political action (both activists and 

organizations with their staff members and individual activists) (Gornachenko, Khadaroo, 

2017).  

 

4.2 Civil society and non-governmental organizations 

During the post-socialist period, civil society in Russia has never had an uncomplicated or 

secure position. Following to collapse of the Soviet Union, the first decade was marked by 

minimal interference from the state. It was a time when the sector was in its infancy, with 

civic participation and limited support from the general public, government, and businesses 

(Bogdanova et al., 2018). The Soviet state's monopoly on public life in Russia produced a 

legacy of doubt about civic action and autonomous organizational networks. The term civil 

society was almost only used by a small group of reform-oriented groups predominantly 

financed by Western donors promoting Russia's emerging democracy. These organizations 

considered their duty to hold the state accountable to global governance principles and thus 

refused to work closely with the government (Brechenmacher, 2017). The 1990s were 
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optimistic and grand aspirations for post-socialist civil society growth, international 

collaboration, and autonomous initiative development (Bogdanova et al., 2018). 

 

The first non-governmental rules, such as Federal Law No. 7 of 1996, arose in the second part 

of the 1990s. Over these years, there were no large-scale structural changes in the legislation 

regulating the activities of NGOs. The adjustments were mainly technical to improve the 

already existing mechanism of legal regulation (FL, No.174, 1998, No.140, 1999, No.31, 

2002). The sector got "institutionalized" between 1995 and 2000. Since Vladimir Putin's 

administration, the state has shifted its focus to the industry, encouraging debate (Bogdanova 

et al., p.508, 2018).  

 

4.3 Vladimir Putin's restoration of state control 

In 2000, when President Putin first came to power, he emphasized the importance of building 

a solid and dynamic civil society. However, it rapidly became apparent that his concept of 

civil society conflicted with the increasing circle of autonomous organizations that had sprung 

up after the Soviet Union's collapse (Brechenmacher, 2017). These institutions, according to 

Putin, were foreign-imposed and alien to Russian society and political culture. In the early 

2000s, his speeches emphasized integrating civil society within the Russian executive's chain 

of command as a network of organizations reflecting civilian concerns in state-approved 

public settings while reinforcing state power. Far from being a new approach in Russia, this 

concept was closely linked with the country's long-standing practice of centralized, top-down 

control (Brechenmacher, 2017).  

 

Scholars in the research field use various terms while referring to related phenomena, non-

governmental organizations, civil society organizations (CSO), nonprofit organizations, social 

organizations, the third sector, and the non-governmental sector (Bogdanova et al., 2018). 

CSOs are a catch-all term for non-governmental and nonprofit organizations, citizen 

associations, informal initiatives, and social movements. The term non-governmental 

organization is more convenient when the primary focus is on relations of an organization 

with the government concerning their degree of independence, collaboration, co-optation, co-

governance, and governmental policy. (Bogdanova et al., 2018). The legislation in Russia 

does not distinguish CSOs based on whether they are 'non-governmental' or 'nonprofit.' Both 



 26 

categories can be used for a single third-sector or civil society organization. Since it does not 

affect the content, the author will use NGOs' most convenient term (Bogdanova et al., 2018). 

NGOs usually, at least in the past but not in recent years, receive significant funding from 

overseas donors, which they employ to provide public services, strengthen democracy, and 

combat corruption and human rights violations. While governments typically welcome aid 

and NGO activities to promote the public's well-being. At the same time, governments are 

concerned that NGOs may interfere with sovereignty and indiscriminately name and shame 

when malpractices happen. Governments do not like activities that contradict their policies or 

contribute to empowering specific groups, such as political opponents (Gornachenko, 

Khadaroo, 2017). 

 

After this time, civil societies transformed not only in Russia but also in the world. Over 

twenty years ago, the world was middle of an "associational revolution." Civil society 

organizations (CSOs) had a generally favorable image globally, thanks to their significant 

contributions to health, education, culture, economic development, and other public-interest 

goals (Rutzen p.28, 2018). Meanwhile, political theorists linked civil society to social justice, 

as demonstrated by the civil rights movement in the United States, dissident groups in Central 

Europe, and the anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa (Rutzen, 2018). Many observers saw 

political, technological, and social changes intertwine to give rise to an age of civic 

empowerment with the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the growth of the Internet, and the rebirth 

of civil society at the end of the twentieth century. In September 2000, the United Nations 

General Assembly approved the Millennium Declaration, which reflected the era. Among its 

other provisions, the declaration proclaimed the significance of human rights and the value of 

"non-governmental organizations and civil society, in general" (Rutzen p.28, 2018). 

 

The worldwide attitude began to shift associated with the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The focus 

turned away from human rights and civil society's constructive contributions. Bush 

announced the Freedom Agenda shortly after, which featured support for civil society as a 

fundamental component. Because of the link between civil society and terrorism and the 

Freedom Agenda, governments all over the globe have become increasingly worried about 

NGOs, particularly those that receive foreign aid (Rutzen, 2018). There has been a worldwide 

trend towards more limited legal regulation of NGOs by national governments since the early 

2000s. More and more countries enacted or seriously considered legislation restricting the 

scope of NGOs and other civil society groups' activities. Unsurprisingly, legal and political 
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restrictions on NGOs are most prevalent under so-called hybrid governments that exist 

somewhere between democracy and authoritarianism (Moser, Skripchenko, 2018). How these 

mentioned restrictions evolve in authoritarian Russia, the study will go into later. Following 

the so-called color revolutions, this worry grew even more. The Rose Revolution in Georgia 

in 2003 stirred Russia, but the 2004 Orange Revolution in Ukraine was the tipping moment. 

According to Russian President Vladimir Putin, Ukraine is a battlefield in the global power 

struggle between Russia and the West (Rutzen, 2018). The Orange Revolution also caught the 

awareness of other world leaders. As thousands of demonstrators poured into Kyiv's streets, 

the President of Belarus, Aleksandr Lukashenka, cautioned, "There will not be any rose, 

orange, or banana revolutions in our country." Belarus implemented legislation curtailing the 

freedoms of association and assembly shortly after (Rutzen, p.29, 2018). If there was an 

international associational revolution in 1994, by 2004, the global associational 

counterrevolution had begun. Years passed, and these regimes were no longer seen as "under 

transition." Instead, they had progressed as far as possible and concentrated on consolidating 

political institutions and state authority. Thus, it was exceptionally accurate under "semi-

authoritarian" or "hybrid" governments that held elections but did not care about the rule of 

law, human rights, or other characteristics of pluralistic democracy (Rutzen, p.29, 2018).  

 

After his first term, President Putin began constructing the organizational and regulatory 

mechanisms for a more corporatist civic society. The Kremlin utilized the rising war on 

domestic terrorism to consolidate control in the executive branch. Following the hostage 

situation at the Beslan school in 2004, Putin established the Public Chamber of the Russian 

Federation (Brechenmacher, 2017). The Federal Public Chamber was founded in 2005 as the 

first institutional outcome of the new strategy to offer a conduit of communication between 

civil society and government. Similar committees were established in each Russian region 

(Bogdanova et al., 2018). Their influence, however, remained limited: anytime an advisory 

council crossed the line of permissible political discourse, its members were promptly 

demoted. The Public Chamber sometimes publicly questioned government policy, but it 

lacked the independent resources and investigative authority to follow its recommendations 

(Brechenmacher, 2017). Russian authorities encouraged civil society organizations to engage 

with the chamber rather than directly with government officials, but only in a consultative 

capacity and without putting pressure on state institutions. Many independent groups saw 

these measures as a smokescreen to conceal the executive's growing concentration of power 

and refused to comply (Brechenmacher, 2017). 
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4.4 An assault on independent civil society through legislation 

When the Russian government first attempted to control the non-governmental sector, it 

encountered an established structure that proved difficult to influence and direct toward the 

state's interests (Bogdanova et al., 2018). The state's first attempt to tighten control over civil 

society was a series of legislative amendments to Federal Law No. 18, "On Amending Certain 

Federal Laws of the Russian Federation," adopted in 2006, which provided new control 

mechanisms for the authorities. The new laws required NGOs to report their activities to the 

state and limited their collaboration with foreign organizations (Bogdanova et al., p.503, 

2018). That emerged mainly in response to the color revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine since 

both were supported politically by Western governments. That was considered partly 

mobilized by domestic NGOs in Georgia and Ukraine, who provided logistically and financial 

support from international NGOs (Bogdanova et al., 2018).  

 

The 2006 NGO legislation empowered authorities to reject registration to any organization 

whose goals and purposes "threaten the Russian Federation's sovereignty, national unity, 

territorial integrity, political independence, distinctive character, cultural heritage, and 

national interests." It also imposed more costly reporting requirements on organizations 

receiving foreign aid and enlarged government authorities' ability to intervene in NGO 

formation and functioning (Brechenmacher p.9, 2017). In an additional effort to limit foreign 

financing flows, Putin signed a decree in 2008 that restricted the number of foreign and 

international organizations permitted to make tax-free grants in Russia from 101 to 12 

(Brechenmacher, 2017). The most recent laws governing foreign influence on civil society 

have developed against this background of foreign aid to civil society, waves of revolution, 

and leadership transition (Plantan, 2020). The presidential administration saw these initial 

triggers as potential threats to Russia's domestic political stability. The 2006 legislation that 

prohibited foreign funding and political activity was enacted partly in response to these events 

(Bogdanova et al., 2018). Human rights and political advocacy organizations were impacted 

the worst by the new legislative framework. Many were harassed repeatedly by state officials, 

and some of their activities were suddenly interrupted or postponed. In other cases, Russian 

officials utilized 2002 legislation on preventing extremist activity—which was widely 

construed to encompass vague allegations such as "inciting racial hatred" and "accusing a 

public official of acts of terrorism"—to examine and investigate NGOs (Human Rights 

Watch, 2008). For instance, the Civic Assistance Committee, a Moscow-based non-
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governmental organization with a long history of working on refugee issues. After a member 

of parliament accused the organization of providing cover for "ethnic criminal groupings," the 

prosecutor opened a criminal inquiry (Human Rights Watch, 2008). Organizations were 

forced to dedicate additional time and money to meeting onerous reporting requirements, and 

many were forced to wait months before their planned operations could start. Simultaneously, 

pro-government media sources intensified their campaign against foreign-funded NGOs, 

presenting them as assets of Western intelligence services seeking to provoke or destabilize 

Russia's government. As a result, autonomous civic society was effectively suffocated 

(Human Rights Watch, 2008).  

 

5 Next wave of restrictions  

After flawed parliamentary elections in December 2011, the assault on Russian civic society 

became more severe. Faced with the most vital anti-government mobilization since the fall of 

the Soviet Union, the Russian state increased its rhetoric against civil society activists by 

consolidating its control over television and significant media. Putin claimed that unnamed 

"recipients of foreign funds" were acting on "instructions from foreign countries" and 

meddling with Russian elections throughout the election campaign (Barry, 2011). As Putin 

promised in the 2012 presidential election to tighten the screws, the Kremlin took several 

demonstrative steps in the following months (Lankina et al., 2020). This delegitimization 

effort established the basis for a political and judicial counteroffensive. Once re-elected, Putin 

quickly ended his predecessor Dmitry Medvedev's limited attempts at modernization. Control 

of the Federal Assembly by United Russia was shown as an essential instrument. The 

legislature moved fast to pass a slew of restrictive regulations to curtail freedoms of 

association, expression, and assembly (Brechenmacher, 2017). These included increased fines 

for violating public protest participation and organization rules. In addition, the changes 

increased internet control and the reintroduction of defamation as a criminal offense for media 

outlets. Also, changes to the criminal code expanded the definition of treason in ways that 

could be interpreted as criminalizing participation in international human rights advocacy 

(Brechenmacher, 2017). More than thirty individuals were charged with rioting and assaulting 

police amid conflicts at a demonstration on Bolotnaya Square the day before Putin's 

inauguration, which civil society activists saw as a politically motivated attempt to prevent 

future civic mobilization (Brechenmacher, 2017).  
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The State Duma enacted many regulations restricting public protest, cutting relations between 

civic society and foreign funders, and toughening treason and extremism rules. Furthermore, 

the state criminalizes free expression and expands online surveillance (Van der Vet, 2018). 

Moreover, regarding cutting relations between civil society and foreign funders. The same 

year the law on foreign agents came into force to target NGOs (Gornachenko, Khadaroo, 

2017). This more restrictive law on foreign agents followed the first significant domestic 

political protests triggered by fraud in the 2011 Duma elections (Bogdanova et al., 2018).  

 

The global trend of government restrictions on accepting and using foreign funding (mostly 

coming from the US and Western Europe) by local NGOs in Africa, Asia, South America, 

and post-Soviet states demonstrates that fully authoritarian regimes often openly repress 

independent NGOs (Gornachenko, Khadaroo, 2017). According to Plantan (2020), this 

restrictive international legal trend implies that authoritarian regimes "fear an active, engaged, 

and empowered nonprofit sector," particularly one that has received foreign support (Plantan 

p.167, 2020). While Russia's foreign-agents law was under debate in parliament, one of its 

drafters declared, "There is so much proof concerning regime change in Yugoslavia, now in 

Egypt, Lybia, Tunisia, Kosovo. What that occurs in the world, certain nations seek to change 

regimes in other countries. Russian democracy must be protected from outside 

influences" (Rutzen, p.32, 2018).  

 

11 In July 2014, the vice-chairman of the China Research Institute of China-Russia Relations 

urged China to learn from Russia and pass foreign-agents legislation "to prevent the 

infiltration of external forces and avoid the possibility of a Color Revolution" (Rutzen, p.32, 

2018). However, hybrid or democratizing rules frequently allow freedom of expression and 

association while finding other, more subtle ways to limit the scope and scale of independent 

groups (Gornachenko, Khadaroo, 2017). Governments can influence the conduct of NGOs by 

using a combination of direct and indirect techniques to maintain their authority over the area 

and people they rule and to limit global power over domestic politics. According to 

Gornachenko and Khadaroo (2017), governments can directly prohibit foreign funding or 

limit the number of foreign donations by enacting laws. However, they acknowledge that 

these laws may harm their international reputation for supporting the development of 

democracy and civil society and may result in disciplinary measures from donors, 

governments, and organizations (Gornachenko, Khadaroo, 2017).  
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Governments may restrict financing indirectly by employing accounting processes to 

individualize, monitor, and normalize behavior to discipline and stigmatize NGOs and their 

workers to curb their activity. Legal and accounting institutions work as panoptic machines, 

allowing the government to watch people's and organizations' actions and enforce discipline 

by making them known and subject to intervention. Institutional systems' disciplinary power, 

such as accounting regulation, can be indiscreet and discrete. It is 'indiscreet' in that its 

influence may be seen or felt everywhere since it continually oversees topics, leaves no shade 

zone, and 'discreet' functions continuously and quietly (Gornachenko, Khadaroo, 2017). 

 

During Putin's second term, the Russian government increased its regulatory grip over civil 

society. These attempts increased following Putin's re-election in 2012, following months of 

widespread anti-government unrest. According to Brechenmacher (2017), three fundamental 

aspects have distinguished the Russian government's efforts to restructure civil society: 

 

1. Discrediting foreign-funded organizations compromise Russian national sovereignty 

and damage the communal good. 

2. Use of bureaucratic and legal means to undermine autonomous civic actors and 

selective prosecutions aimed at frightening civil society as a whole. 

3. A related effort to support and promote pro-government and apolitical organizations 

as socially beneficial. At the same time, the government must keep tight control over 

the whole sector. (Brechenmacher, 2017). 

 

In this tense political context, a new NGO legislation was rushed through the Federal 

Assembly (Russia's Parliament) and entered into force in November 2012 (Brechenmacher, 

2017). The foreign Agents law, which the government has utilized to target opposing voices, 

has been limiting the operation of Russian NGOs and activists for nearly ten years. At the end 

of 2020, Russia tightened the legislation on foreign agents. Suppose only NGOs and foreign 

media received a kind of stigma and many obligations earlier. That also targets unregistered 

public associations and regular people (Media Rights Protection Center, 2021). Although this 

law has been around for almost a decade, it has passed numerous amendments, presenting its 

attempt to curb freedom of expression (Media Rights Protection Center, 2021).  
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5.1 The foreign agent legislation 

First and foremost, from a Russian perspective, what does it mean to be a foreign agent? An 

agent is associated with being a traitor or synonym for an enemy spy or someone working for 

the adversary's benefit. No reasoning can overcome the strong sense accompanying that the 

foreign agent acts in the interests of the enemy state (Gornachenko, Khadaroo, 2017). During 

the 1930s and 1940s, the phrase foreign agents' political repressions were often exercised by 

authorities and investigating agencies as a specific allegation against tens of thousands of 

Russian citizens. Since then, this phrase has been ingrained in the minds of native Russian 

speakers (Gornachenko, Khadaroo, 2017). 

 

In July 2012, Putin signed the Foreign Agents Law, which compels any Russian NGO that 

gets foreign funding and engages in ambiguously defined political activity to register with the 

Russian Ministry of Justice (MoJ) as a foreign agent or face high fines (Plantan, 2020). The 

amendments of certain legislative acts of the Russian Federation regulate activities of NGOs 

that function as foreign agents. The main changes that were previously absent in the law 

regarding NGOs. The concept of performing as a foreign agent is supplemented with 

receiving money from abroad and participating in political activities (FL, No. 121, 2012). 

Selected foreign agents were obliged to follow a new set of burdensome administrative 

requirements and could be subjected to unscheduled audits. In a direct throwback to Soviet 

repression strategies, they were required to identify themselves in public communications, 

presentations, and publications (Daucé, 2015). Initially, the foreign agent's legislation 

depended on voluntary registration. However, Russian NGOs that have received foreign 

money have almost uniformly agreed to boycott the proposal (Digges, 2012).  

  

When it became apparent that civil society organizations would not voluntarily register, the 

Kremlin's strategy shifted. Prompted directly by Putin, the prosecutor's office launched an 

unprecedented wave of NGO inspections in March 2013. Under the guise of inspecting for 

"compliance with Russian Federation regulations," 43 teams of prosecutorial, judicial, and tax 

authorities visited the offices of over 500 groups in 49 areas (Economist, 2013). The 

prosecutor's office pursued its mission aggressively, casting its net well beyond the 

government's regular critics, eager to win influence within the regime. The inspections were 

frequently disruptive and designed to intimidate the targeted organizations. At times, the 
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investigation teams included Federal Security Service agents who claimed to have been 

informed that the group in issue was engaging in "extremist" activity (Economist, 2013).  

  

Due to the lack of voluntary notifications, an addition was quickly developed that allowed the 

agents to be registered compulsorily. In June 2014, the law was adjusted to enable the MoJ to 

add organizations to the register of foreign agents without their approval or a court decision 

(Plantan, 2020). Russia's Public Chamber initially declined to support it, while the 

Presidential Council for Civil Society and Human Rights argued that the word "political 

activity" was too broad. There were also hints of opposition inside the Russian establishment, 

notably within Medvedev's technocratic wing of the Russian ruling elite. The MoJ appeared 

unwilling to enact the law (Economist, 2013). The Justice Minister, Aleksandr Konovalov, 

carefully expressed his objection, claiming in a speech to the Duma (Federal Assembly's 

lower chamber) that the legislation did not enable him to register organizations without their 

will (Whitmore, 2013). On the other hand, the Constitutional Court upheld the statute, 

claiming no basis for supposing that foreign agents carried negative connotations from the 

Soviet era (Human Rights Watch, 2014).  

  

Adopting this law violates the Russian Federation's Constitution and citizens' rights and 

contradicts international legal norms (OVD-info 2020). In Russia, the legislative limits on the 

Internet and civil society were phrased in such broad terms that NGOs and internet providers 

sometimes did not know how to follow the law, prompting them to negotiate with the 

government or seek clarification (van der Vet, 2018). Since the law amendments were enacted 

in 2014, the ministry and public prosecutors have launched a new round of investigations. For 

example, the Executive Office began widespread inspections of NGOs working in HIV 

prevention, although the statute expressly exempts public health organizations. These 

unannounced inspections usually resulted in administrative penalties levied against companies 

that had failed to register, followed by involuntary inclusion in the foreign agent's registry 

(Brechenmacher, 2017). Authorities used an extensive definition of political activity during 

increased enforcement. At least 108 entities have faced administrative actions by June 2016 

for failing to register voluntarily, with penalties ranging from 100,000 to 500,000 rubles 

($1,765 to $8,828). Despite these increased enforcement efforts, no single entity forcefully 

added to the list accepted the foreign agent label. Instead, all impacted organizations have 

pledged to continue fighting the ruling in court or, if unsuccessful, to renounce their official 

existence (Brechenmacher, 2017).  
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However, there was no similar mechanism to remove organizations from the list, and the 

legislation was changed once more to allow their removal (Plantan, 2020). Nevertheless, after 

being released, the organization remained on the MoJ website's online register, with a column 

showing the date the foreign agent status was suspended. This practice persisted in 

stigmatizing groups removed legally from the registry. Following lobbying by groups, this 

was amended in January 2017 so that organizations with suspended status may be removed 

entirely from the internet list (Plantan, 2020). Furthermore, the uncertainty of the definition of 

political activity and its arbitrary use by state authorities made many organizations fearful of 

the foreign agent classification (Bogdanova et al., 2018). The term political activity has no 

legal meaning. Which ambiguity allows for manipulating the law's implementation and 

selective prosecution of non-governmental organizations. According to the legislation, the 

political activity includes efforts to influence public opinion and alter public policy, which 

most NGOs do to a greater or lesser extent (Tysiachniouk et al., 2018). This law granted 

foreign agent status to Russian NGOs engaged in political activities on the territory of Russia, 

including through funding. Due to the vague definition of political activity, almost everything 

may be related. For example, participation in or control over elections, organization of public 

actions, the direction of appeals to state bodies, dissemination of opinions about the policies 

pursued by these bodies and the decisions they make, seminars and lectures, etc. (Media 

Rights Protection Center, 2021). 

  

This law allowed the government to target NGOs engaging in political activities, such as 

human rights organizations and advocacy groups, and empower NGOs. Labeled NGOs were 

required to register as "NGOs executing the tasks of a foreign agent." It targeted them with 

disciplinary measures such as severe bookkeeping, reporting, inspection procedures, and hefty 

fines for non-compliance (Gornachenko, Khadaroo p.7, 2017). NGOs have lost credibility and 

have been obliged to curtail their operations, particularly educational and public advocacy 

activities considered political. Funding has decreased, but administrative costs have increased. 

Sometimes significantly, general suspicion and hostility toward the sector have grown. 

According to the HSE's Monitoring of the State of Civil Society, public trust in NGOs fell by 

20 percentage points between 2011 and 2015, possibly due to the Foreign Agents Law's 

detrimental impact (Bogdanova et al., 2018).  
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As described above, this hurried approach to developing the legislation on foreign agents 

resulted in several issues at various implementation phases. Although the bill came into effect 

in November 2012, it was not widely implemented until the spring of the following year 

(Plantan, 2020). Not all journalists, human rights activists, and NGOs are ready to work with 

such a label that affects their business reputation. They often risk losing partners and 

platforms, or even if they do, they need to face a negative attitude. Since the phrase foreign 

agents have significant connotations: the legislation effectively stigmatizes NGOs as spies or 

traitors in the eyes of the public (Van der Vet, 2018). Another important indication of 

inequality is that registered foreign agents, unlike other NGOs, are subject to several 

additional burdens associated with the provision of special reporting. Mainly those foreign 

agents, unlike others, annually incur extra expenses, which are mostly related to the 

mandatory annual audit. According to the estimates in 2015 by the Agency for Social 

Information (2015), is about 273 thousand rubles per year of various fines and legal expenses. 

For many of these NGOs, these conditions become unbearable. 

  

For example, others may self-censor their activities or relationships to escape official 

repression (Plantan, 2020). Most organizations labeled as foreign agents were forced to close 

their doors. The organizations mainly focused on human rights and advocacy and associated 

research and environmental politics. Long-standing and well-known organizations were 

specifically targeted (Bogdanova et al., 2018). An NGO receives a foreign agent stigma once 

in this register. In this status, NGOs are subject to various restrictions and discrimination. 

Another example of how 'foreign agent' regulation discriminates against status holders is 

labeling (OVD- info, 2020).  

  

Materials published by an NGO acting as a foreign agent and (or) distributed by it, including 

thorough media, Internet, and telecommunication. It must be accompanied by an indication 

that these materials were published and (or) distributed by an NGO that serves as a foreign 

agent (Article 24, §1).  

  

Thus, media classified as foreign agents must include this phrasing or so-called warning that a 

foreign agent transmitted the message. With all their communications, both on the website 

and on social networks. Furthermore, a notification that the media acts as a foreign agent 

should be included in the output data or on the publication's website.  
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Particular phrasing must be added to the foreign agent's media texts and the audio or video 

elements (OVD- info, 2020). There are guidelines for placing such indicators in each case. If 

we are talking about text, the size of the warning must be twice the size of the rest of the 

information. In the case of video, it should take up at least 20% of the picture on the screen 

and last at least 15 seconds. Audio elements are subject to the same time constraints. 

Otherwise, a failure to comply with this requirement entails a risk of administrative or 

criminal prosecution. (OVD- info, 2020). Since mid-2015, the government's emphasis has 

switched toward penalizing those organizations that have already been branded foreign 

agents, such as by initiating administrative processes against NGOs that have refused to mark 

their materials as required. Russian authorities have therefore transformed the foreign agent 

statute into a potent administrative attrition weapon. Every article, website, or presentation in 

which the author misses the label may result in further fines—a potent weapon for depleting 

organizations already starving for funding. Instead of defending civil society organizations 

against executive overreach, Russian courts have often sided with federal authorities and used 

their discretion to establish the fine amount. (Brechenmacher, 2017). 

 

In summary, penalties for failing to label 'foreign agents' media' were sharply increased 

(OVD- info, 2020). The need to make so many adjustments to the law throughout its 

implementation stems from the hasty manner of the legislation's passage without sufficient 

consultation from civil society, experts, or practitioners (Plantan, 2020). 

 

5.2 Undesirable organizations 

Russian authorities also took steps to restrict foreign donors themselves. A 2015 legislation 

followed this on undesirable organizations, allowing prosecutors to designate any foreign or 

domestic organization undesirable and close it down. Following this decision, the MoJ 

registers the organization on a special list of undesired organizations (Plantan, 2020). After 

this decision, the Ministry of Justice puts the organization on a special list of undesirable 

organizations. Then the law defines a range of prohibitive measures to close foreign 

organizations. Any participation in the operations of an undesirable organization is prohibited 

by the law (Article 1). All disseminating information on 'undesirable organizations' activities 

is illegal (FL, No. 129).  
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All undesirable organizations' operations on Russian territory are immediately outlawed. The 

law's ambiguous wording and the lack of mandatory judicial scrutiny again allow for arbitrary 

or selective execution. Following the law's passage, 156 of 170 members of the Federal 

Assembly's upper house voted to create a "patriotic stop-list" of 12 organizations believed to 

pose a potential threat to Russia (Brechenmacher p.14, 2017). The Ministry of Justice, the 

prosecutor general, and the Foreign Ministry were tasked with investigating whether they 

should be declared undesirable. Two years later, the list of undesirable organizations includes 

seven primary US funders, including the National Democratic Institute, the National 

Endowment for Democracy, and the International Republican Institute (Brechenmacher, 

2017).  

 

The sanctions also included a ban on entry into the Russian Federation for employees of 

undesirable organizations. For example, suppose Russian citizen posts on his website a link to 

an organization's document declared undesirable or participates in a particular conference 

abroad (Borzenko, 2015). In particular, a representative of one of the "undesirable 

organizations" also takes part. All this can be considered "participation in activities" and 

entail first administrative and then criminal consequences. All relations of the Russian 

Federation citizens with these organizations become criminally and administratively 

punishable (Borzenko, 2015). 

 

The latest amendments significantly expand and often wholly stop the work of organizations 

and people included in the list of "undesirable organizations." The severe term is 

"undesirable." Suppose the 'foreign agent' statutes enable an organization to exist, although 

with significant restrictions. Then being branded an 'undesirable organization' effectively 

means that all activity is prohibited. Therefore, it constitutes an entirely separate register, 

which entails a total closure of all activities. (Moscow Times, 2021). By February 2022, the 

list of NGOs whose activities were recognized as undesirable on the territory of the Russian 

Federation includes 53 organizations (Batyrov, 2022). 

 

Anyone who works (even informally) for an undesirable organization faces administrative 

penalties. (Borzenko, 2015). Those who like and repost items published by an undesirable 

organization are also at risk of being charged with distributing such information. A criminal 

case will be filed for the second offense, with four years in jail. Leaders are immediately 

subjected to criminal penalties, including six years in prison (Borzenko, 2015). 
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5.3 What kind of lists are there?  

Each legislation takes a different approach to public records. The MoJ has four 'foreign agent' 

registries or so-called blacklists on its website in Russia. There is a unique regulatory rule for 

separate processes and inclusion requirements (OVD- info, 2020). At the moment of writing 

(June 2022), there are four foreign agent lists: 

 

• NGO acting as a foreign agent 

• A public association acting as a foreign agent 

• Foreign media acting as a foreign agent 

• An individual acting as a foreign agent 

 

Separate from the foreign agent's lists (banned in Russia) 

• Undesirable organizations 

 

As discussed above, NGOs perform the functions of a foreign agent with two criteria, political 

activity and foreign funding. 'Unregistered public associations serving the parts of a foreign 

agent' and the same criteria are utilized for inclusion in this list (OVD- info, 2020).   

 

Unlike previous lists, the 'foreign media' criteria are based on the diffusion and creation of 

materials rather than political action. Thus, any foreign media or structure might be included 

in the 'foreign media-foreign agents' (OVD-info, 2020). The list includes foreign media and 

institutions and Russian legal entities and individuals. Russian legal entities may be added to 

the list due to the distribution of materials belonging to persons already on the list (OVD-info, 

2020). Distribute audio, video, and other messages and materials to a limitless number of 

people, including on the Internet, for example, in online media or social networks. The term 

"distribution" refers not only to publishing the original post but also to the repost (Media 

Rights Protection Center, 2021). 

  

Furthermore, obtain money or property from a foreign source, and the reason for getting this 

money is not stated. It might also be a transfer from family members as a birthday present. 

The actual amount makes no difference (Media Rights Protection Center, 2021). At the 

moment of writing, the MoJ official list contains 133 cases of foreign mass media performing 

the functions of a foreign agent (MoJ, February 2022).  



 39 

  

At the end of 2020, the following legislation was approved for another register created 

exclusively for individuals. People involved in political activities and/or perform a targeted 

collection of information in the sphere of Russian Federation military, and military-technical 

operations, which, if obtained by a foreign source, can be used against Russia's security 

(Media Rights Protection Center, 2021). Along with foreign finances or property, the law 

adds another type of foreign-origin support, which is why a person is included in the list: 

'organizational and methodological help.' Because this concept has not been decoded, it is 

difficult to predict what contacts with persons or organizations outside of Russia may result in 

the designation of a foreign agent (OVD-info, 2020). Piskarev Vasilij, a State Duma deputy, 

claims that if an individual creates and distributes materials (text, audio, and video) to a wide 

range of people in the interests of a foreign media agent while getting funding from abroad, 

he might be classified as a foreign agent (Duma, gov., 2020).  

  

Suppose some of these conditions are present in a person's life. In that case, the law requires 

separately notify the Russian Federation's MoJ about being added to the list of persons 

fulfilling the tasks of a foreign agent. If this is not accomplished, the MoJ may include a 

person on this list against their will. This decision can be challenged in court (Media Rights 

Protection Center, 2021). Since this legislation passed in December 2020 expanded the law's 

scope to include individuals as foreign agents. Over a hundred individuals, primarily 

journalists and activists, have been slapped with the label (MoJ, February 2022). This 

decision stigmatizes the organizations and individuals, and these labels are frequently 

broadcast in state-controlled media to humiliate the organizations in mind. Still, it can also 

elicit unfavorable responses from the worldwide community (Plantan, 2020).  

 

5.4 Response from the government 

In February 2020, the deputy of the State Duma Piskarev Vasilij, described the package of 

amendments as necessary since the law aimed to strengthen security and protect the 

sovereignty of Russia. Piskarev emphasized ¨If you receive money for your political activities 

from abroad, please register as a foreign agent and work, but at the same time inform the 

state authorities and citizens of Russia about the interests of which state you are acting, what 

political events and actions you plan and carry out, how you spend the money given by 

foreign sponsors" (Duma, gov., 2020).  
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The amendments to the law continued, as did the criticism. According to the independent 

organization OVD report, the legislation intends to control the operations of non-

governmental organizations and, since 2020, even the individuals who accepted funding from 

outside sources and participated in political action (OVD, 2020). The OVD report's authors 

want these regulations repealed since they are fundamentally discriminatory, contravene 

Russian and international law, and are implemented arbitrarily (OVD, 2020).  

  

In August 2021, the Russian newspaper Novaya Gazeta published an article with interviews 

of the initiators of these decisions. The deputies claimed this was a retaliatory measure against 

the actions of the US Department of Justice, which ordered that Russia Today and the Sputnik 

agency in the US be recognized as foreign agents. Leonid Levin, the initiative's founder to 

include individuals in the register of foreign agents, speaks about this bill. "Once again, 

remember the reasons for it. We did not have these norms, and in this regard, it was 

necessary for us to react and create norms for the executive authorities so that in case of such 

actions, it would be possible to take response measures." (Dudarova, 2021). In November 

2021, the deputy of the party Fair Russia (Spravedlivaya Rossiya) Sergei Mironov, expressed 

similar arguments. Mironov reminded us that in 2017 they supported the law on media-

foreign agents as a response to the United States. Although, Mironov with his colleagues 

acknowledged that they are now convinced that the law's criteria need more clarification. 

During an interview with Novaya Gazeta, President Vladimir Putin also agreed on the 

necessity of clarification of the law's vague criteria. (Vertnikova, 2021).  

  

Following this, Mironov's party proposed introducing a judicial procedure for assigning the 

status of a media outlet as a foreign agent to individuals and Russian legal entities that 

distribute media materials that have already been recognized as foreign agents (Vertnikova, 

2021). The proposed amendments may reduce the replenishment rate of media or citizens in 

the MoJ registers (Sova-Center, 2021). In December 2021, deputies of the New People 

(Noviye Lyudi) party proposed a bill of amendments. With apparent attempts to outline the 

boundaries of the concept of foreign financing and political activity. Further, specify the 

criteria for the affiliation of a Russian legal entity or individuals and the judicial procedure of 

foreign agents to the register (OVD, 2021). According to the Information and Analytical 

Center Sova Center (2021), the suggested amendments were insufficiently elaborated and 

contradictory. 
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6 Implications of the crackdown 

The Russian government's limitations on civil society have reduced the activity of NGOs. Not 

all but many of those groups who have survived have been crippled by ongoing administrative 

and legal harassment and funding cuts, reducing their total capacity, effectiveness, and reach 

(Goncharenko, Khadaroo 2017). Cooperation with state authorities and other public entities is 

becoming more complex. Independent groups have increasingly switched toward domestic 

financing sources, exploited legal loopholes, and experimented with new organizational 

formats to survive in the present political context (Brechenmacher, 2017). One of several 

examples, Federal Migration Service officials stopped attending seminars organized by Civic 

Assistance Committee (an NGO that helps migrants and refugees). Additionally, the Moscow 

city authorities refused to renew the lease on the committee's" adaption center" for refugee 

children. Moreover, the organization lost some financial support from the private sector 

(Chulkovskaya July 2016).  

 

Nevertheless, the label was eventually extended to a considerably larger spectrum of NGOs, 

including ones with no apparent political agenda (see below). Other foreign agents are 

organizations working with environmental issues and HIV- and domestic violence prevention 

(Vedomosti, 2015; Human rights watch, 2013 & 2020; Darby, 2017).  
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Table 1, Examples of registered foreign agents in 2013. 2 

Name Date of 

listing 

Nature of activity 

LGBT Organization "Vykhod" ("Coming Out") June 19 2013 LGBTQ+ support 

Non-profit Partnership "Assistance for 

Development of Competition in CIS Countries" 

June 18 2013 Antimonopoly Service 

LGBT Organization "Bok-o-bok" ("Side by 

Side") 

June 6 2013 LGBTQ+ support 

Regional Public Organization Amur Ecological 

Club "Ulukitkan" 

June 4 2013 Environmental protection 

"Muravjevsky Nature Park" May 3 2013 Environmental protection 

Penza "Memorial" April 29 2013 Socio-educational initiatives and projects 

Interregional Public Foundation for the 

Development of Civil Society "GOLOS 

Povolzhye" ("VOICE Volga Region") 

2013 Protection of electoral rights 

Association of Non-Profit Organizations "In 

Defense of Voters' Rights "Golos" 

2013 Protection of electoral rights 

 

At the same time, NGOs with links to non-Western nations are rarely classified, even when 

they meet the law's definition of foreign agents. Many of the approximately 90 NGOs whose 

purpose is to foster deeper ties with Beijing openly accept Chinese financing, but none are 

included on the register (BBC news, 2022). 

 

The consequences of the current foreign agent law are not only organizations that work with 

human rights that are affected. The closure of civic space has been experienced by 

organizations and individuals in various fields (OVD- info, 2022). On the other hand, many 

targeted organizations and individuals are among the country's most professional, active, and 

well-known. That has established standards for the rest of the industry and played a 

significant role in influencing national and local public discussions (Brechenmacher, 2017).  

 

According to Deutsche Welle (June 2021), 200 non-governmental organizations were 

registered as foreign agents between 2012 and February 2021. Following the law's 

implementation on foreign agents, authorities initially concentrated on organizations that had 

played a prominent part in the 2011-2012 post-election protests (Human rights watch, July 

 
2 Data source: OVD-info dataset 2022.  

All cases are randomly selected, as the strategy was to show the first available NGO names on the list. Since the 

data starts from 2013 onwards, the example shows the first eight organizations that were included on the list. 
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2013). Election monitors Golos Association was the first NGO to be designated as a foreign 

agent in April 2013 (Human rights watch, July 2013), with Memorial Human Rights Centre 

following in July 2014 (MoJs, February 2022). Before Golos was labeled, they returned 

€7,000 in prize money from the Andrei Sakharov Freedom Award in 2012. However, it did 

not stop them from getting the foreign agent label and embroiled in months of legal battles 

(Human rights watch December 2021).  

 

Russia's leading independent pollster, Levada Center, was declared a foreign agent in 2016. 

At the time, its director Lev Gudkov worried that negative public opinions of the 

classification would make conducting surveys nearly impossible (Vedomosti, September 

2016). Levada has continued to operate but has reduced its pre-election polls due to electoral 

rules prohibiting foreign agents from participating in campaigns. For the first time in decades. 

Levada did not publish polls for the 2018 presidential elections and 2021 parliamentary 

elections in a systematic manner. A blow to electoral transparency, given that Russia's other 

prominent pollsters are state-affiliated and thus a less credible source of electoral ratings 

(Osborn 2018). As mentioned earlier in this study, organizations and activists that violate 

foreign agent laws risk severe penalties. Memorial had paid €60 000 (5 million rubles) when 

it was forced to shut down in January 2022. (Human rights watch, 2021). Criminal charges 

are another potential outcome. In 2017, Valentina Cherevatenko, human rights defender, 

became the first to face them. Cherevatenko faced up to two years in prison; however, the 

matter was later withdrawn (Frontline defenders June 2017). Although, the number of 

registered organizations is not a majority in Russia. The impact on Russian civil society is 

higher, considering that the organizations in question are among Russia's largest, most 

prominent, and most professional groups. Furthermore, the broad definition of foreign-funded 

political action puts a significantly greater number of NGOs at threat of inclusion, providing a 

strong incentive for self-censorship and restriction (Reporter without borders, 2021). 

 

Non-registered movements 

Some organizations, such as Golos, first avoided foreign agent classification by reorganizing 

as non-registered movements; they were beyond the purview of the original legislation, which 

only applied to registered groups. However, that loophole was eliminated in December 2020 

by creating a separate list of non-registered organizations. That includes the organization 

Golos, OVD-Info, which presents itself as "an independent human rights media project" 

against political persecution, and several LGBT organizations (OVD-info, 2022). 
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Individual activists 

According to a list compiled in 2021 by OVD- info, 123 activists have been labeled as foreign 

agents. When looking at the MoJ's list (February 2022), it is easy to notice these current or 

former Golos members. Such individuals are forbidden from holding public office in Russia 

and must regularly submit their income and spending to the authorities. (RFE/RL's September 

2021). Several others are lawyers from the former Team 29 (Table 2), which used to provide 

legal aid to activists facing politically motivated charges. Such as Alexey Navalny, until his 

organization was forced to close down due to an "undesirable" classification, and its website 

was blocked (Lokot, July 2021).  

 

Table 2, The example of Golos members that function as foreign agents. The date of inclusion 

is September 29, 2021.3 

 

Individual's name Head of Golos, Oryol branch 

Individual's name Head of Golos, Moscow region 

Individual's name Golos coordinator, Samara region 

Individual's name Golos coordinator, St. Petersburg 

Individual's name Head of Golos, Golos Mordovia branch 

Individual's name Golos coordinator, Tambov region 

Individual's name Golos coordinator, Pskov region 

Individual's name Golos coordinator, Tatarstan 

Individual's name Head of Golos, Kemerovo region 

Individual's name Former head of Golos, Perm Krai branch 

Individual's name Head of Golos, Altai branch 

Individual's name Member of Golos's federal council, Meduza 

contributor  

Individual's name Member of Golos's council 

Individual's name Chairman, Golos Sverdlovsk region 

Individual's name Former Open Russia and Golos coordinator  

Individual's name Chairman, Golos Ryazan region 

Individual's name Golos coordinator, Ivanovsk region 

Individual's name Editor at Glagol, Golos coordinator in 

Irkutsk 

Individual's name Golos coordinator, Moscow 

Individual's name Chairman, Golos Primorsky Krai 

 
3 Data source: Russian Ministry of Justice, as of February 2022. 
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Table 2. The example of Team 29 members that function as foreign agents. The date of 

inclusion is November 8, 2021. 

Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

 

* Due to ethical reasons, the individuals' names were anonymized. 

 

Media 

Since 2017, 47 media outlets have been declared foreign agents. Many do indeed come from 

outside Russia, such as Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Voice of America, Czech news 

agency Medium-Orient, iStories, Meduza from Latvia, and Dutch-based investigative 

journalism Bellingcat website (Moj's, February 2022). Germany's Deutsche Welle was 

threatened with a foreign agent label before the authorities officially prohibited it from Russia 

(Deutsche Welle February 2022). Dozhd TV is one of numerous native media sources on the 

list (MoJ's, February 2022). Worth mentioning that journalists, primarily employees of 

foreign agent media outlets, are also individually registered as foreign agents (MoJ's, 

February 2022).  

 

Undesirable organizations 

According to collected data from OVD- info (2021), there were 63 organizations on the list. 

As mentioned earlier, the first organization labeled as undesirable in July 2015 was The 

National Endowment for Democracy. It was followed by two affiliates of George Soros' 

network of Open Society Foundations. It contains several European NGOs, US-based ones 

such as the Jamestown Foundation (Aid to migrants and refugees) and the Atlantic Council, 

the EU-supported European Endowment for Democracy, and Mikhail Khodorkovsky's Open 

Russia. Projekt Media Inc., specializes in investigative journalism, and religious organizations 

associated with Falun Gong and the New Generation Christian movement, are also 

undesirable (OVD-info dataset, 2022). 
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6.1 A foreign agent from every perspective – Lev Ponomarev 

Case 1 

By observing the following events in such an individual case, the analysis can gain insights 

into the development of events. After the law changed regarding individuals, Lev Ponomarev 

was one of the first five people to be labeled as a foreign agent media outlet in Russia. 

Ponomarev is a well-known veteran human rights defender and founder of one of Russia's 

oldest human rights organizations. Also, a former Soviet-era legislator and State Duma deputy 

helped form the Memorial human rights group. He was included in the list, along with three 

journalists and a feminist activist (Deutsche Welle, March 2021). Ponomaryov ran several 

NGOs, including the Hot Line, which officially received a grant from the UN Committee on 

Torture, and For Human Rights, both were recognized foreign agent NGOs (Deutsche Welle, 

March 2021). According to the Ministry of Justice, Ponomarev was labeled as a foreign agent 

"based on a letter" from Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring) after 

receiving money from overseas (Trough NGO) and reposting foreign media content on 

Facebook (OVD- info, 2021). Even though Lev Ponomarev's other organization, the Hot Line, 

was transparent about getting foreign funds, the Movement For Human Rights is domestically 

supported and has received the Presidential Grant for the previous nine years. According to 

data from OVD-info (2021), one of the reasons for the MoJ's decision was that one of the 

movement's branch leaders used her private card, which contained money from abroad, to 

book tickets to fly to a conference in Moscow (FrontLineDefenders February 2019). 
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Table 3, The case of Lev Ponomarev and his organizations 

 

 

The For Human Rights movement started in 1997. Its purpose was to establish the rule of law 

and promote a civic society in Russia. Several hundred regional and local human rights 

groups participated in the movement. The movement keeps track of and reports on various 

human rights concerns, including freedom of- expression and association, refugee rights, and 

trial monitoring. The movement not only promotes and educates on human rights concerns 

but also provides social and humanitarian support, legal representation, and free legal 

consultations (FrontLineDefenders February 2019).  

Ponomarev has played a cat-and-mouse game with the government for a long time over "For 

Human Rights" (Deutsche Welle, March 2021). The organization received its first foreign 

agent label in 2014, but the MoJ canceled its decision a year after when "it stopped 

performing the functions of the foreign agent." However, MoJ declared the movement was 

again functioning as a foreign agent in February 2019 (FrontLineDefenders February 2019). 

The Supreme Court disbanded the organization in 2019 for violations without giving details. 

Ponomarev revived "For Human Rights" by establishing a loose movement that he did not 

register as a legal entity (Deutsche Welle, March 2021). 

The "For human 
rights" movement
2014 and 2019

Reason

One of the 
movement's board 
members received 
money from 
abroad.

NGO "Hotline" 
2019

Reason

Foreign funding. 
The influence on 
the state bodies 
was seen as a 
political activity.

Lev 
Ponomaryov 
(individual 
media) 2020

Reason

Receiving 
money from 
abroad (NGO 
"Hotline") and 
reposting foreign 
media articles on 
Facebook.
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Nevertheless, the later regulations were vague enough to be applied even to unregistered 

organizations (Deutsche Welle, March 2021). Even though Lev Ponomarev's other 

organization, the Hot Line, is transparent about getting foreign funds, the Movement For 

Human Rights is domestically supported and has received the Presidential Grant for the 

previous nine years. According to Ponomarev, one of the reasons for the MoJ's decision was 

that one of the movement's branch leaders used her private card, which contained money from 

abroad, to book flight tickets to a conference in Moscow (FrontLineDefenders February 

2019). 

 

6.2 Labeled twice as a foreign agent – Russian media lawyer Galina 

Arapova 

Case 2 

The Russian government has labeled NGOs, journalists, LGBTQIA+ activists, and human 

rights defenders. However, Galina Arapova was the first lawyer to be designated as a foreign 

agent in October 2021. Arapova is the NGOs Center for the Protection of Media 

Right's director and senior media lawyer. Furthermore, she is a human rights activist and a 

well-known media lawyer specializing in free expression and information. Arapova has 

represented journalists and media outlets in local courts and the European Court of Human 

Rights. Also, she utilized her knowledge to raise awareness throughout Russia and the former 

Soviet Union (Center for the Protection of Media Rights, 2022).  

 

The Center for the Protection of Media Rights provides journalists, photographers, and 

bloggers with legal assistance in their field of activity. The Media Center aims to assist in 

developing free speech in Russia. By improving the ability of journalists and society to 

defend their constitutional rights to free expression and to receive and disseminate 

information (Protection of Media Rights, 2022). Since the organization often helps for free, it 

requires seeking charity support and engaging in grants, including international ones (Social 

Information Agency, 2020). On the other hand, grants indicate an organization's 

independence in the sector. Being in the field of human rights and financially dependent on 

the state is, according to Arapova, by definition, impossible. Otherwise, one will be unable to 

objectively assess what is happening in the country (Social Information Agency, 2020).  
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In 2015, the Russian Federation's Ministry of Justice forcibly added the "Center for the 

Protection of Media Rights" to the register of foreign agents (OVD-info, 2021). The forced 

addition into the record of foreign agents was due to an unscheduled inspection by the 

Department of the Ministry of Justice in the Voronezh district, which revealed that the Media 

Center has "characteristics of an NGO functioning as a foreign agent" (OVD-info, 2021). 

 

On October 8, 2021, Galina Arapova was personally added to MoJ's registry of "media-

individuals-foreign agents." According to OVD-info's dataset (2021), the reason for inclusion 

is unknown. Arapova, during an interview with Meduza (2021), explained: Besides the 

extensive work of Russia's legal and human rights activities, she conducts teaching and 

engages in journalistic activities, seminars, lectures, and webinars in different countries. For 

this activity, she receives certain fees, which, according to the MoJ, are foreign funding, and 

all her activities are political (Meduza, 2021).  

The individual designation implies that, under Russia's law, she will be required to establish a 

legal entity to fulfill the government's reporting duties within one month – and that entity will 

automatically become yet another "foreign agent." Label her publications twice, as the head of 

a "foreign agent" organization, and Arapova herself is a "foreign media outlet." Even while 

teaching, she should label her lecture slides (Meduza, 2021). She must also produce reports 

on her income and spending, which she contests in court as invasive and violating her 

privacy. Failure to comply with the requirements entails administrative- and criminal 

penalties in case of repeated violation (Center for the Protection of Media Rights, 2022). 

 

6.3 A foreign agent and the head of an undesirable organization 

“Proekt media” – Roman Badanin 

Case 3 

Roman Badanin is one of many journalists who had to leave Russia due to professional 

activities. He has worked in journalism since 2001 in popular media outlets such as Gazeta, 

RBC, the channel Dozhd, and other media projects (Proekt Media, 2022). Roman Badanin, 

the former editor-in-chief of TV Rain, founded the Proekt in 2018. That specializes in anti-

corruption investigations, including materials on business owners and high-ranking 

government officials (Project Media, Inc). The online publication employs a small number of 
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people and operates on a limited budget. As Roman Badanin claims, the publication aims 

to "become the country's major investigator" (BBC News, 2021). According to Badanin, 

the Proekt was first funded by Russian and foreign benefactors. He did not reveal the 

sponsors' identities, both individual and formal businesses. The Project began taking reader 

donations in 2020 by starting a crowdfunding campaign (BBC news, 2021).  

 

Project Media, Inc. was labeled as an undesirable organization on June 15, 2021 (OVD-info 

dataset, 2022). Coincident or not, Badanin's home was searched following a publication 

regarding an investigation into the head (Vladimir Kolokoltsev) of the Ministry of Internal 

Affairs. Journalists uncovered a corruption scheme for the welfare and his connections with 

criminal authorities in the 1990s. Two weeks after the searches, the publication Proekt was 

added to the "undesirable organizations" register (Meduza, 2021). The pressure on Russia's 

media was actively going on during this time, VTimes, and Meduza got the foreign agent 

label. Even earlier, the list included the structures of Radio Liberty, including the TV channel 

Current Time. In addition, various activists associated with the authorities demanded that 

other media be included in the register. The Proekt became the first media to be labeled as an 

undesirable organization (BBC news, 2021).  

 

Project Media Inc. (the publisher of the Proekt) was included because of received foreign 

funding in the form of grants from the National Endowment for Democracy (NED, USA) and 

the European Endowment for Democracy to investigate individuals in the highest echelons of 

the Russian government. NED had previously been labeled as "undesirable" in Russia (OVD-

info dataset, 2022). Next month, Roman Badanin, along with his coworkers, was included in 

the register of foreign agents- individual media. Because of its association with a foreign 

organization, it is recognized as undesirable within Russian territory (OVD-info dataset, 

2022).  

 

6.4 Adjusting to foreign agent status 

NGOs classified as foreign agents have used a variety of survival techniques. Despite the 

challenge of finding alternative domestic sources, some have abandoned foreign support. 

Even this is not always sufficient to ensure removal from the list (EU-Russia Civil Society 

Forum, 2015). 
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Moreover, the Ministry of Justice does not always heed the courts. Golos remained on the list 

of foreign agents several months after a favorable judgment (Eremenko, 2014). To avoid the 

status of foreign agents, other NGOs followed Golos' strategy and reformed as non-registered 

organizations; nevertheless, a lack of legal standing might stymie collaboration with local and 

foreign partners. As mentioned earlier, this legal loophole has now been eliminated 

(Brechenmacher, 2017) 

 

6.5 Funding 

 

Russian activists confront a financing crisis. NGOs are eligible for official assistance. In 

2022, 1 942 initiatives received a total of €47 million (4 billion rubles) in presidential grants, 

with an additional €24 million (2 billion rubles) as co-financing for regional programs 

(Kremlin, January 2022). However, this is insufficient to fulfill demand. In 2022, fewer than 

one in every five projects that asked for government aid were approved, and financing lacks 

transparency. According to reports, authorities seek kickbacks in exchange for funds (Chikov, 

2013). Although petitions by registered foreign agents, such as the Moscow Helsinki Group, 

may occasionally succeed, which is a rare occurrence rather than the norm (Ivanushkin 2015). 

State grants are insufficient to compensate for the loss of most foreign funding due to the 

previously indicated crackdown on external influences. Some NGO initiatives in less 

politically contentious sectors, such as healthcare, culture, and higher education, are 

supported by private foundations, such as those formed by oligarchs Vladimir Potanin and 

Mikhail Prokhorov (Prokhorov fund website, 2022). The Potanin Foundation will distribute 

€15 million (1.4 billion rubles) in grants and scholarships in 2020 (Potanin fund website, 

2022). Which is still less than the financing Russian civil society organizations used to get 

from US benefactors who have since departed the country. One of those was the MacArthur 

Foundation, which gave out over $173 million in grants between 1992 - 2015 before closing 

its Russia office to avoid being labeled an undesirable organization (Rainsford, July 2015). 

However, other NGOs, particularly those located outside of Moscow. Lacking the same level 

of visibility and cannot garner sufficient public support to rely on donations (Ivanushkin 

2015). 
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6.6 Political or social NGOs? 

Foreign agents and similar regulations have produced a gap between political organizations 

and the rest of Russian civil society. Particularly in sensitive areas such as human 

rights, governance, and democracy. Whereas political NGOs are considered distrusting by the 

authorities. On the other hand, socially oriented efforts that do not contradict official policies 

that seek to fill gaps created by government activity in subjects like education, healthcare, and 

the arts are more welcomed (Salamon et al. 2015). Philanthropy emphasizes socially 

conservative ideals with a strong focus on the family. Six of Russia's top ten organizations, 

such as Give Life (Podari Zhizn), are primarily concerned with children. Others are projects 

of government agencies, by oligarchs Konstantin Malofeyev's St Basil the Great Foundation, 

which helps women and children, and the Orthodox Church (Insidepr, 2022). Organizations 

affiliated with the Orthodox Church are among the primary receivers of presidential funding 

for NGOs (The Moscow Times, December 2015). Substantial resources of government 

funds are also given to pro-Kremlin youth organizations like the previous Nashi movement, 

Yunarmiya cadets, and the Young Guard of United Russia. Although theoretically 

independent from the government, some have been referred to as GONGOs (government-

organized NGOs) (Naim, 2009). 
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7 Findings 

The previously analyzed literature has shown that Russia's new authoritarian system uses the 

institutions and the law as a tool to consolidate power and control the narrative (Gelman, 

2015). Since 2012, the government has been gradually criminalizing free expression and 

expanding surveillance over independent associations by enacting illiberal laws, altering 

courts, and demonizing opponents as external foes (Ginsburg 2012). Russia's ostensibly 

democratic system includes elections, institutions, and the rule of law, which helps it to dress 

decisions in the garb of constitutional validity (Gelman, 2015). On the other hand, as 

mentioned earlier, the dualistic system works well in some cases like social rights (pensions, 

housing) but not in politically sensitive matters (Hendley, 2015). The dual state forms a 

system where repression and critical voices may coexist. As Repnikova (2020) described, a 

product of this is a semi-controlled society where critical voices struggle to identify the red 

and gray zones. Due to the shadow of a more arbitrary state, these zones appear through 

signals from the state, such as smear campaigns, unrelenting administrative and legal 

harassment, and selective criminal indictments (Brechenmacher, 2017).  

 

As in previously discussed cases, identifying these red and gray zones is problematic, 

particularly for those who work with human rights. The law's vague definition of political 

activity and foreign funding criteria allows arbitrary use by the law. Political activity is left 

open to interpretation, as was observed in Lev Ponomarev's case; a repost on Facebook is 

considered sufficient. Likewise, with foreign financing, NGOs For human rights when one 

employee's private account receives money from abroad. This ambiguity contributes to a 

semi-controlled space; the broad definition puts a significantly greater number of NGOs at 

threat of inclusion, providing a strong incentive for self-censorship and restriction. For 

instance, the Levada center's case, that did not publish the 2018 presidential elections and 

2021 parliamentary elections in a systematic manner. Before, organizations found loopholes 

that were closed due to additional law changes, for example, more foreign agent lists. These 

lists have significantly increased the scope and effect of the law, as individuals or 

organizations must withdraw or completely shut down their activity. 
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Despite that, Arapova and her NGO continued to operate, and the main issue has been finding 

a way to minimize the cost associated with the foreign agent status. Due to double labeling, 

this means double reporting requirements and costs. At the same time, ensure to fulfill all 

conditions since a violation can result in fines and even criminal prosecution. Regarding the 

discrimination aspect, she mentioned the difficulty of working with officials, for instance, 

judges. However, they are not forbidden to cooperate formally. Still, in reality, they are afraid 

and withdraw themselves (Meduza, 2021). Also, the empirical data presented similar 

outcomes that Gornachenko and Khadaroo (2017) described in their research. Organizations 

affected need to fight against increasing administrative costs and losing credibility and 

funding. 

 

Badain’s’ case differs since the recognition as an undesirable organization operates much 

harder and directly prohibits all activity in Russia. The empirical data supports the argument 

of Kalinina (2016) regarding the necessity to exert media control to produce favorable 

narratives for the state while silencing alternative voices. In an interview, Badanin clarified 

that he has no plans to return to Russia anytime soon because he could face criminal charges. 

Also, most of the team would work outside Russia for security reasons (RFE/RL's July 2021).  

 

No matter how unique each situation is, the foreign agent label and the scope of the law mean 

uncertainty for the organization or individual concerned. The empirical data supports 

Plantan's (2020) argument that an uncertain legal environment makes these groups proactively 

shut down or relocate operations. Or make them self-censor their activities to avoid official 

repression. These patterns of behavior have occurred in the previously mentioned cases and 

other exemplifications. 
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8 Conclusion 

The study's purpose was to analyze the impact of Russia's legislation on the working 

circumstances of NGOs and other civil society groups primarily concerned with human rights 

and democratization. The aim was to reveal how it works in practice through the theoretical 

framework and a case study. I assumed that the foreign agent law was enacted to limit the 

operational ability of critical voices of the government. To a certain degree, these suspicions 

have been confirmed by the law's current enforcement and when considering it in the context 

of other recently passed laws that target individuals. Given the wide definitions of foreign 

funding and political activity in Russian law, foreign agent status theoretically applies to 

various organizations and individuals. In practice, it is bestowed arbitrarily, with the main 

targets being NGOs that have either criticized Russia's leaders or are active in areas that do 

not align with mainstream conservative values. The harm done to a foreign agent's reputation 

is difficult to measure. In everyday life, foreign agents face direct discrimination, manifested 

in refusals collaborating with them that cannot be legally justified. Although no one is legally 

forbidden from cooperating with an agent, in practice, everyone is terrified and withdraws or 

keeps their distance. 

  

Even though Russia claims that the law is designed to promote transparency and is modeled 

after similar US legislation, its limitations make it very difficult for NGOs to function. 

Additional reporting requirements significantly burden smaller organizations or individuals 

with limited resources for such activities.  

 

Since, in this thesis, only some cases were studied, it is impossible to measure the degree of 

the law's impact on foreign agents. For future research, a study with a more extensive case 

study can show the impact in general. At the time of writing, the Russian government has 

declared that further additions to the law on foreign agents will come into force on December 

1, 2022. The law on "under the foreign influence" means that anyone can be labeled as a 

foreign agent even if they have not received the funds from abroad (Deutsche Welle, June 

2022). When this new law change goes into effect, it is crucial to consider in future research 

regarding foreign agent legislation.   
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10 Appendix 

Source: Ministry of Justice register (downloaded February 2022) 

 

Date Country Organization or Individual Description 

December 17, 

2021 
Russia Mayak, which provides legal and counseling assistance to the 

LGBT community  
Civic movement 

December 17, 

2021 
Russia Lilit, an organization that implements social and legal 

programs  
NGO 

December 3, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Former RFE/RL Tatar-Bashkir Service 

contributor 

December 3, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name RFE/RL Tatar-Bashkir Service journalist 

December 3, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name RFE/RL Tatar-Bashkir Service journalist 

December 3, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name RFE/RL Tatar-Bashkir Service journalist 

December 3, 

2021 
Russia Human Rights Group: Citizen. Army. The Law. NGO 

November 26, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Editor in chief, Sota Vision 

November 26, 

2021 
Russia Nobel Prize LLC Galina Arapova's LLC 

November 19, 

2021 
Russia Chestnye Vybory LLC LLC formed by former Golos members 

November 19, 

2021 
Russia Irkutsk Union of Bibliophiles Foundation formed by former Golos 

members 

November 12, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name LGBT rights activist 

November 10, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Media outlet 

November 8, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

November 8, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

November 8, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

November 8, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

November 8, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Lawyer, Team 29 

October 15, 2021 Russia RS-Balt (Rosbalt) Media outlet 

October 15, 2021 Russia Moscow Digital Media LLC Media outlet 

October 14, 2021 Russia Yakutia - Our Opinion NGO 

October 8, 2021 Netherlands Stichting Bellingcat Open-source research and investigations 

October 8, 2021 United 

States 
Mason GES Anonymous Foundation (mnews.world) Media outlet 

October 8, 2021 Russia MEMO LLC (Caucasian Knot) Media outlet 

October 8, 2021 Russia Individual's name Freelance journalist, Current Time TV 
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October 8, 2021 Russia Individual's name Director, Mass Media Defense Center 

October 8, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, RFE/RL’s Russian Service 

October 8, 2021 Russia Individual's name Journalist, Current Time TV (Kiyv) 

October 8, 2021 Russia Individual's name Political scientist 

October 8, 2021 Russia Individual's name Correspondent, BBC News Russian 

October 8, 2021 Russia Individual's name Journalist, Dozhd television 

October 8, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, RFE/RL’s Russian Service 

October 8, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, RFE/RL’s Russian Service 

October 1, 2021 Russia Journalist-Foreign Agent LLC Lyudmila Savitskaya's LLC  

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Center for Gender Studies NGO 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Nizhny Novgorod Center of German and European Culture NGO 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Head of Golos, Oryol branch 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Head of Golos, Moscow region 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Golos coordinator, Samara region 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Golos coordinator, St. Petersburg 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Head of Golos, Golos Mordovia branch 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Golos coordinator, Tambov region 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Golos coordinator, Pskov region 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Golos coordinator, Tatarstan 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Head of Golos, Kemerovo region 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Former head of Golos, Perm Karai branch 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Head of Golos, Altai branch 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Member of Golos's federal council, Meduza 

contributor  

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Member of Golos's council 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Chairman, Golos Sverdlovsk region 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Former Open Russia and Golos 

coordinator  

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Chairman, Golos Ryazan region 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Golos coordinator, Ivanovsk region 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Editor at Glagol, Golos coordinator in 

Irkutsk 
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September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Golos coordinator, Moscow 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Chairman, Golos Primorsky Krai 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Editor-in-chief, Mediazona  

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Individual's name Publisher, Mediazona 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia ZP LCC (Mediazona) Media outlet 

September 29, 

2021 
Russia Zona Prava LCC Human Rights Organization 

September 27, 

2021 
Russia Important Foreign Agents LLC Media outlet 

September 3, 

2021 
Russia Altair 2021 LLC Media outlet 

September 3, 

2021 
Russia Vega 2021 LLC Media outlet 

September 3, 

2021 
Russia Editor-in-Chief 2021 LLC Media outlet 

September 3, 

2021 
Russia Romashki Monolit LLC Media outlet 

August 20, 2021 Russia Dozhd TV Media outlet 

August 20, 2021 Russia Individual's name Chairman, (indigenous rights defender) 

Yakutia 

August 20, 2021 Latvia IStories Media outlet 

August 20, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, IStories 

August 20, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, IStories 

August 20, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, IStories 

August 20, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, IStories 

August 20, 2021 Russia Individual's name Founder, IStories 

August 20, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, IStories 

August 20, 2021 Russia Fourth Sector NGO 

July 23, 2021 Latvia The Insider Media outlet 

July 23, 2021 Russia Individual's name Deputy editor, Proyekt 

July 23, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, Proyekt 

July 23, 2021 Russia Individual's name Correspondent, Open Media 

July 23, 2021 Russia Individual's name Editor, Drugoi Gorod 

July 23, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, RFE/RL's Russian Service 

July 23, 2021 Russia Headquarters Foundation for the Protection of Citizens' 

Rights 
NGO 

July 15, 2021 Russia Individual's name Chief editor, Proyekt 

July 15, 2021 Russia Individual's name Editor in chief, Open Media 

July 15, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, Proyekt 

July 15, 2021 Russia Individual's name Editor in chief, Open Media 
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July 15, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, Proyekt 

July 15, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, Proyekt 

July 15, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, Proyekt 

July 15, 2021 Russia Individual's name Contributor, RFE/RL’s Russian Service 

July 15, 2021 Russia Institute of Law and Public Policy NGO 

June 21, 2021 Russia Laboratory of Social Sciences NGO 

May 14, 2021 Netherlands VTimes.io Media outlet 

May 12, 2021 Russia Anti-Corruption Foundation Foundation 

April 23, 2021 Latvia Meduza Media outlet 

April 23, 2021 Russia First Anti-Corruption Media Media outlet 

March 3, 2021 Russia Doctors' Alliance Labor Union 

December 29, 

2020 
Russia Nasiliyu.net Center for Work with the Problem of Violence NGO 

December 28, 

2020 
Russia Individual's name Head of the organization For Human 

Rights 

December 28, 

2020 
Russia Individual's name Contributor, RFE/RL’s Russian Service 

December 28, 

2020 
Russia Individual's name Contributor, RFE/RL’s Russian Service 

December 28, 

2020 
Russia Individual's name Contributor, RFE/RL’s Russian Service 

December 28, 

2020 
Russia Individual's name Activist and Red Cross worker 

December 25, 

2020 
Russia We Are Against AIDS NGO 

December 25, 

2020 
Russia Citizens' Rights Protection Fund NGO 

December 25, 

2020 
Russia Candle (Charity) Foundation 

December 21, 

2020 
Czech 

Republic 
Czech news agency Medium-Orient Media outlet 

December 21, 

2020 
Russia Humanitarian Action Foundation 

December 21, 

2020 
Russia Open Petersburg NGO 

December 21, 

2020 
Russia Phoenix PLUS (LGBT rights) NGO 

October 28, 2020 Russia League of Voters Foundation 

February 11, 

2020 
United 

States 
Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty (Limited Liability 

Company) 
Media outlet 

December 13, 

2019 
Russia Legal Initiative NGO 

November 15, 

2019 
United 

States 
North.Realities of RFE/RL's Russian Service Media outlet 

October 25, 2019 Russia Civil Initiative against Environmental Crime NGO 

October 9, 2019 Russia Anti-Corruption Foundation Foundation 

May 15, 2019 Russia Civil Union NGO 

April 19, 2019 Switzerland Russian Red Cross (Ingushetia) NGO 

http://vtimes.io/
http://nasiliyu.net/
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March 12, 2019 Russia Hasdei Yerushalaium Saratov Regional Jewish Charitable 

Center 
NGO 

February 19, 

2019 
Russia Center for Support and Assistance to the Development of 

Mass Media (Moscow) 
NGO 

February 13, 

2019 
Russia Hot Line (Human rights) NGO 

February 13, 

2019 
Russia In Defense of the Rights of Prisoners NGO 

December 24, 

2018 
Russia Institute of Globalization and Social Movements NGO 

December 24, 

2018 
Russia Action Center for Social Information Initiatives NGO 

July 12, 2018 Russia Together (Diabetes) NGO 

July 7, 2018 Russia Charitable Foundation for Health Protection and Protection 

of Citizens' Rights 
Foundation 

May 7, 2018 Russia Charitable Foundation for Helping Convicts and Their 

Families 
Foundation 

December 20, 

2017 
Russia Tolyatti Fund NGO 

December 5, 

2017 
United 

States 
Voice of America Media outlet 

December 5, 

2017 
United 

States 
Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty Media outlet 

December 5, 

2017 
United 

States 
Idel.Realities of RFE/RL's Tatar-Bashkir Service Media outlet 

December 5, 

2017 
United 

States 
Caucasus.Realities of RFE/RL's North Caucasus Service Media outlet 

December 5, 

2017 
United 

States 
Crimea.Realities of RFE/RL's Ukrainian Service Media outlet 

December 5, 

2017 
United 

States 
RFE/RL's Tatar-Bashkir Service Media outlet 

December 5, 

2017 
United 

States 
Siberia.Realities of RFE/RL's Russian Service Media outlet 

December 5, 

2017 
United 

States 
Current Time Media outlet 

December 5, 

2017 
United 

States 
Factograph Media outlet 

June 23, 2017 Russia New Time NGO 

June 14, 2017 Russia Silver Taiga NGO 

February 20, 

2017 
Russia Foundation for the Development of Mass Communications 

and Legal Education "Tak-Tak-Tak" 
Foundation 

December 30, 

2016 
Russia Information and Analytical Center - SOVA NGO 

December 26, 

2016 
Russia Information and Methodological Center - Anna NGO 

December 19, 

2016 
Russia Project April NGO 

November 2, 

2016 
Russia Samara governate (Charity) NGO 

October 11, 2016 Russia Era of Health NGO 
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October 4, 2016 Russia "Memorial" International Historical, Educational, Charitable 

and Human Rights Society 
NGO 

September 5, 

2016 
Russia Analytical Center of Yury Levada (Levada Center) NGO 

August 31, 2016 Russia Park Gagarina Publishing House Publisher 

June 29, 2016 Russia Andrei Rylkov Health and Social Justice Foundation Foundation 

March 1, 2016 Russia Sphere (Social and Legal Aid Foundation) Foundation 

February 15, 

2016 
Russia Sibalt Center for Health and Social Protection NGO 

February 15, 

2016 
Russia Ural Human Rights Group NGO 

February 15, 

2016 
Russia Women of Eurasia NGO 

February 1, 2016 Russia Memorial (Ryazan) NGO 

December 30, 

2015 
Russia Memorial (Yekaterinburg) NGO 

November 20, 

2015 
Russia Human Rights Institute NGO 

November 19, 

2015 
Russia Glasnost Defense Fund NGO 

November 6, 

2015 
Russia Memorial (St. Petersburg region) NGO 

October 20, 2015 Russia Russian Research Center for Human Rights NGO 

October 13, 2015 Russia Far Eastern Center for the Development of Civil Initiatives 

and Social Partnership 
NGO 

September 3, 

2015 
Russia Perm Regional Human Rights Center NGO 

August 5, 2015 Russia Civil Action Foundation 

June 22, 2015 Russia Center for Independent Sociological Research NGO 

May 15, 2015 Russia Sutyazhnik NGO 

May 15, 2015 Russia Academy for Human Rights NGO 

May 13, 2015 Denmark Private Center For Administrative Support Of Nordic Council 

of Ministers Programs (Kaliningrad) 
NGO 

May 13, 2015 Russia Center for the Development of Nonprofit Organizations NGO 

April 20, 2015 Russia Civic Assistance (Charity providing assistance to refugees and 

migrants) 
NGO 

April 7, 2015 Germany Transparency International - Russia NGO 

February 26, 

2015 
Russia Center for the Protection of the Rights of the Mass Media NGO 

January 30, 2015 Russia Press Development Institute - Siberia NGO 

January 20, 2015 Denmark Private Center for Administrative Support of Nordic Council 

of Ministers Programs (St. Petersburg) 
NGO 

January 16, 2015 Russia Memorial Informational-Educational Center (Yekaterinburg) NGO 

December 30, 

2014 
Russia Press Freedom Support Foundation Foundation 

December 30, 

2014 
Russia Civil Control NGO 

December 30, 

2014 
Russia Person and the Law NGO 
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December 25, 

2014 
Russia Public Commission for the Preservation of the Heritage of 

Academician Sakharov 
NGO 

November 20, 

2014 
Russia Information Agency MEMO.RU NGO 

November 20, 

2014 
Russia Institute of Regional Press NGO 

August 28, 2014 Russia Institute for the Development of Freedom of Information Foundation 

July 21, 2014 Russia Memorial NGO 

July 21, 2014 Russia Eco-protection! Zhensovet NGO 

July 21, 2014 Russia Public Verdict Foundation 

June 27, 2013 Russia Eurasian Antimonopoly Association NGO 
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