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A road worker and a panhandler on Barrikadnaya Ulitsa both making a living using wooden tools — a
shovel, a cane and an icon. The Russian Orthodox Church is facing charges of violating consumer rights.
Vladimir Filonov

The Society for Consumer Rights Protection on Monday dismissed charges of extremism as it
steps up its campaign against retail trade at Christ the Savior Cathedral.

The dispute highlights the ongoing controversy swirling around the Russian Orthodox
Church, whose officials have been accused of violating biblical restrictions on private property
and trade while persecuting critics of its presumed wealth and power.

In a complaint, the Association of Orthodox Experts asked prosecutors to investigate
the society for extremism and hate speech, Kirill Frolov, head of the association, said in his
blog last week.
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He added that he thinks the consumer rights group insults Christian believers and incites
hatred between religious and social groups.

Speaking by phone, Mikhail Anshakov, head of the consumer group, called the Association
of Orthodox Experts "nut cases" filing all kinds of absurd complaints with authorities.
Anshakov said the accusations were the least of his worries.

The complaint followed a legal battle in which the consumer rights group argued that
commercial activities at the cathedral violate consumer protection law.

In July, the Khamovniki Court ruled that transactions conducted at the cathedral were not
sales but gift giving and that therefore consumer protection law did not apply to them.

Anshakov said the decision was "legal nonsense." The society appealed the court ruling and is
willing to take the case all the way to the Supreme Court, he said.

To mock the ruling, the consumer rights group nominated Patriarch Kirill for the Nobel Prize
for a breakthrough in economics, Rosbalt reported last week, citing an open letter sent by the
group.

The group said Kirill had proved that the exchange of goods for money was a heretofore
unknown form of transaction called a gift given at a recommended price.

The consumer group also said on its website last week that the Orthodox Church does not have
any rights to most of the cathedral's territory.

Only 7 percent of the territory has been transferred to the church. The rest is owned by City
Hall, and the church has no lease contracts or any other legal instruments for its use,
Anshakov said.

The group said the Pussy Riot punk rockers' performance in February took place in a part
of the cathedral to which the church does not have any rights, casting doubt on the
prosecution's arguments in the criminal case against the group.

Anshakov said his organization is not seeking to ban religious rites on the land that does not
belong to the church. He said the group would like the church to either legally acquire the land
from City Hall or surrender it.

Anshakov added that he hoped "common sense" would finally triumph in Russian courts.

In July, the consumer rights group said commercial activities at Christ the Savior Cathedral
included a parking lot, tire servicing, retail sales, a car wash and corporate events.

The society said consumer protection law was violated because there were no price tags or
cash registers and goods sold could not be returned.
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