
CONTENT ANALYSIS

The following New York Times article is correct only in its main point: It is true that the pro-Kremlin United Russia’s victory in Russia’s local elections (winning 60 percent of seats overall in hundreds of local mayoral and council elections, including the Moscow city council election) was exaggerated in the final results by the unfair playing field, the party’s access to ‘administrative resources, and various methods of ballot stuffing and vote count fraud.  Indeed, the last three sentences of the article relate an experience that I myself witnessed in the 2004 presidential elections.  Beyond the obvious and relatively belabored point of dishonest Russian elections, the NYT’s and author’s oversimplifications about the electoral and political system and their extreme prejudices about Russia and Russians taint the article.  It is yet another U.S. mainstream media article, masked as ‘news reporting’, functioning as biased opinion and providing no alternative points of view on the debatable points.  In short, it is a U.S. mainstream media classic.
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New York Times
October 25, 2009
Why Russians Ignore Ballot Fraud
CLIFFORD J. LEVY
MOSCOW ​ Soon after polls closed in regional elections this month, a blogger who refers to himself as Uborshizzza huddled away in his Moscow apartment and began dicing up the results on his computer. It took him only a few hours to detect what he saw as a pattern of unabashed ballot-stuffing: how else was it possible that in districts with suspiciously high turnouts in this city, Vladimir V. Putin’s party received heaps of votes?


Uborshizzza, who by day is a 50-year-old medical statistician named Andrei N. Gerasimov, sketched charts to accompany his conclusions and posted a report on his blog. It spread on the Russian Internet, along with similar findings by a small band of amateur sleuths, numbers junkies and assorted other muckrakers.


Out went their call: This election was dirty! We demand a new one!


The country’s response, though, was to avert its eyes.


There was none of the sort of outrage on the streets that occurred in Iran in June, when backers of the incumbent president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, were accused of rigging the election for him. Nor the international clamor that greeted the voting in Afghanistan
,3,8 last week was deemed so tainted that President Hamid Karzai was forced into a runoff. 

The apparent brazenness of the fraud and the absence of a spirited reaction says a lot about the deep apathy in Russia, where people grew disillusioned with politics under Communism and have seen little reason to alter their view.
The thinking seems to be that Mr. Putin is in charge and the opposition is feeble, so there is no point in trying to get your voice heard, no matter that the country faces serious problem

“People are passive because they feel that there is absolutely no opportunity to change the system,” Mr. Gerasimov said
.1,3,2,7
The election also highlighted the coarse political dynamic in Russia.

Mr. Putin, the prime minister and former president, is popular in part because he is given credit for the economic gains and stability of the last decade. He has also suppressed or co-opted the opposition. Fairly or unfairly, his party had enormous advantages in the Oct. 11 elections and was certain to triumph.

Yet the party, United Russia, chose not merely to defeat its opposition, but to crush it.

Such is the impact of the so-called vertical of power, a structure that is a defining trait of the Putin era. The Kremlin wields a concentrated authority and keeps tight rein over regional cadres, which always defer to those at the top
.3

Before the election, regional officials were told that they would be held accountable if United Russia fared poorly. They seemed to respond by doing whatever they could to ensure overwhelming victory ​ and preserve their own jobs.

The officials knew that they could act with relative impunity because of United Russia’s dominance of the government, as well as the public’s indifference. “It seemed as if the pressure to provide the necessary results overcame any fear of being caught,” said Sergey Shpilkin, 47, a Moscow resident and physicist by training who blogs as Podmoskovnik.

The official turnout in the Moscow city council election was 36 percent of registered voters, but Mr. Shpilkin was part of a team that estimated that the true figure was 22 percent, with the extra votes improperly assigned to United Russia.

United Russia won 32 of 35 seats, with 3 for the Communists. Mr. Shpilkin said two or three other opposition parties should have won seats.

(After the 2008 presidential election, Mr. Shpilkin did a novel study. He showed that a disproportionately high number of polling stations had figures for overall turnout that ended in either 0 or 5, suggesting that they had been made up. Moreover, stations with higher turnout reported unusually high support for the victor, Mr. Putin’s protégé, Dmitri A. Medvedev.)

Another blogger who posted an analysis of the election this month said the public’s attitude reminded him of a Russian saying, “My hut is on the edge of the village; I know nothing,” that speaks to the reluctance to get involved
.8

“Unfortunately, in society, that sentiment now prevails,” said the blogger, who signs his posts “Capitan-Blood” and lives in St. Petersburg.

Opinion polls in recent years bear him out. One showed that 94 percent of respondents believed that they could not influence events in Russia. According to another, 62 percent did not think that elections reflect the people’s will
.11,2,7

Beyond staging a walkout in Parliament and a few demonstrations, opposition parties have done little to protest the election. Mr. Putin pronounced the voting generally fair, as did election regulators with close ties to the Kremlin
.1,6,2,3,7
Still, the evidence was hard to ignore.

Overall turnout was 18 percent in one Moscow district, and United Russia garnered 33 percent. In an adjacent district, turnout was 94 percent, and the party got 78 percent.

Sergey S. Mitrokhin, leader of Yabloko, a liberal party that lost both its council seats in the election, voted in District 192. So did his family and close friends.

On the district’s official tally, Yabloko was listed as having received no votes.

Dr. Gordon M. Hahn – Analyst/Consultant, Russia Other Points of View – Russia Media Watch; Senior Researcher, Monterey Terrorism Research and Education Program and Visiting Assistant Professor, Graduate School of International Policy Studies, Monterey Institute of International Studies, Monterey, California; and Senior Researcher, Center for Terrorism and Intelligence Studies (CETIS), Akribis Group. Dr Hahn is author of two well-received books, Russia’s Islamic Threat (Yale University Press, 2007) and Russia’s Revolution From Above (Transaction, 2002), and numerous articles on Russian and Eurasian politics.
3,8 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, LACK OF COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE: This is inaccurate. The three political parties in the State Duma, what might be called Russia’s ‘managed opposition’, walked out of the Duma and demanded a meeting with Russia’s president.  President Dmitrii Medvedev met with them and promised to include in his upcoming presidential address to the Russian parliament some of their proposals for reform of the election system to prevent or at least minimize the unfairness of Russian elections and falsification of their results.  In addition, recent polling suggests that Medvedev’s and Putin’s popularity ratings fell by some 1-7 percent in the wake of the scandal involving the Moscow city council elections. The article’s comparison with recent elections in Iran and Afghanistan is also misplaced and contributes to the article’s inaccuracy. The Russian elections were local and held in some not all of Russia’s regions, while the Iranian and Afghani elections were national, presidential elections.  Moreover, in a few of Russia’s local mayor elections, for example, opposition candidates defeated incumbents from the Kremlin’s United Russia party, in particular in the second largest cities of the republics of Adygeya and Karachaevo-Cherkessia.The purpose or false assumption of the article relates to the myth of Russia’s population as sheep willing to go to the slaughter house of authoritarianism no matter what.  Numerous revolts and revolutions in the course of Russian history betray that myth.


1,3,2,7 OPINION PRESENTED AS NEWS, INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The author speculates about what the fraudulent elections and lack of public reaction mean.  This is at best opinion and at worst speculation, but it is not straightforward news reporting.  The surmise that asserts a Russian public apathy induced by communism cannot be accurate, since there was a strong opposition that helped overthrow the Soviet regime in 1991, a fact conspicuously overlooked in the author’s process of drawing overarching conclusions from limited knowledge, snap judgement, and meager data.  All these inaccuracies, rushes to judgement, and omissions produce the article’s oversimplified and one-sided perspective so typical of the U.S. mainstream media reporting.  


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: As a general claim, this is an inaccurate statement; the Russian bureaucracy is famous for obstructing Moscow’s wishes and policies, though this too should not be overstated. With regard specifically to elections it may be more on the mark, but some of the election cheating is surely the result of independent initative by teams of local governors eager to prove their ability to get out the vote in favor of thre pro-Kremlin party.  To be sure, however, the Kremlin itself deserves some of the blame for this overzealousness for not insisting on free and fiar electoral processes.  On the other hand, during the campaign President Dmitrii Medvedev did call for allowing opposition parties to campaign freely. 


8 LACK OF COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE: Whether the figure is 22 or 36 percent, the turnout for the Moscow city council election was not all that far below many Western elections and may have exceeded some.  The 2007 mayoral election in St. Petersburg, Florida brought less than 10 percent of registered voters to the polls (� HYPERLINK "http://www.tampabay.com/news/politics/local/article1048904.ece" ��www.tampabay.com/news/politics/local/article1048904.ece�).  For example, in 2001 even a mayoral election in Los Angeles attracted only a third of registered voters (� HYPERLINK "http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/rb/RB_302ZHRB.pdf" ��www.ppic.org/content/pubs/rb/RB_302ZHRB.pdf�).  


11,2,7 UNIDENTIFIED SOURCE, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED POINT OF VIEW: The author provides no source for this poll and omits the results of a poll for the Moscow city council election by the well-known and well-respected Levada Center which found that 53% not 94% held this view (“Moskvichi o vyborakh v Moskovskuyu gorodskuyu Dumu,” Levada Center, 2 October 2009, � HYPERLINK "http://www.levada.ru/press/2009100200.html" ��www.levada.ru/press/2009100200.html�).


1,6,2,3,7 SLANTED TERMINOLOGY, OPINION PRESENTED AS NEWS,  OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The use of the word ‘staged’ to describe the Duma walkout is slanted, and it is used to promote an opinion not to report the news.  Moreover, the ‘staged’ Duma walkout forced President Medvedev to meet with the Duma factions’ party leaders and promise them a State Council meeting at which their proposals for election reforms will be discussed.  Also, according to one source, the advisory board gathering proposals for inclusion in Medvedev’s presidential address to parliament in November has put the liberalization of the electoral system on the list of speech topics, and reform proposals will be based on the Duma opposition parties’ proposals (Aleksey Mukhin, "The President's Electoral Intervention,” Slon.ru, October 21, 2009, � HYPERLINK "http://www.slon.ru" ��www.slon.ru�).
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