The

30 YEARS INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

. Moscow Times

Nemtsov Trial to Bring More Questions
Than Answers

The murder of Boris Nemtsov sent shockwaves through Russia and
the world. But will anything come out of the trial?
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In 2002, Boris Nemtsov told a room full of high-rankingBChechens that the North Caucasus
republic needed a different type ofBgovernance. What Chechnya required was not a system of
one-man rule, he argued,Bbut a consensus-based parliament.

“When I left the room, a person with colorless eyes came upBEto me and said I should be killed
for such talk,” the charismatic former deputyBprime minister described in his book,
Confessions of a Rebel. That person wasBRamzan Kadyrov, son of Akhmad Kadyrov, the
then-president of Chechnya who hadBforged an alliance with Moscow after years of brutal
war.
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“The Chechens around us rushed to say that Ramzan wasHjoking,” writes Nemtsov, who
became one of the fiercest critics of the Kremlin.B“But I didn’t see any laughter in his eyes. I
saw hatred.” For his remainingBtime in Chechnya, Nemtsov was assigned what he described
as a “gigantic” security protection team byBRamzan’s father.

Thirteen years on, in 2015, Nemtsov had no protection whenBhe received four bullets in the
back while walking home over the BolshoiBBMoskvoretsky Bridge near the Kremlin late one
February evening. The gunning downHBof such a prominent figure just outside the perimeters
of Russia’s seat oflgovernment shocked the world. Now, as Nemtsov’s murder trial is due to
beginBpreliminary hearings at the Moscow District Military Court on Monday, the
largerBquestions surrounding Nemtsov’s death remain unresolved: Who masterminded
themBkilling? And for what reason?

Nemtsov’s supporters argue the evidence leads right back toBChechnya and Ramzan Kadyrov,
who became leader of the republic after hisBfather’s assassination in 2004. The young
Kadyrov famously rules the republicBwith a combination of an iron fist and an active social
media presence,Boften involving loud displays of loyalty to his patron in theBKremlin,
Vladimir Putin.

The connection to Kadyrov became apparent soon after Nemtsov’sBmurder, according to
media reports. As soon as three days after the killing, Putin received a detailed briefing
fromBFSB head Alexander Bortnikov, the Novaya Gazeta investigative newspaper said.

Several ethnic Chechens were swiftly arrested and chargedBwith planning and staging the
attack. Vadim Prokhorov, a lawyer for the NemtsovEfamily, told The Moscow Times he
believes “most” of the defendants in the upcoming trial — ZaurBDadaev, Shadid Gubashev,
Anzor Gubashev, Temirlan Eskerkhanov and KhamzatBBakhaev —

did indeed play a partBin
Nemtsov’s murder. But, he adds, others continue to walk free. “There is aBreason for this,”
he says.

According to Prokhorov, the defendants are theRtrigger-pullers, while the organizers remain
at large. Last April, the team ofBlawyers handed investigators a list of people they believed
should beBquestioned. “To our great regret, almost nothing has been done to identify
theBcontractors and organizers of the murder,” says Prokhorov.

Instead, the lead investigator on the case, congratulated®for making quick progress, was
replaced. At the time, Nemtsov’s supportersBargued it was a sign the Russian leadership
wanted to put a lid on theRinvestigation.

The investigators’ trail has stopped at Ruslan Mukhudinov,Bthe driver of a top commander of
Chechnya’s Sever armed battalion, as theBlikely brain behind the attack. But to Nemtsov’s
supporters, Mukhudinov is justBanother middle-man. They point to his former employer,
Ruslan Geremeyev, a relativeBof some of Kadyrov’s closest associates.

“We’re practically sure he played a central role and thatBthe organizing of this murder went
through him,” says lawyer Prokhorov.

The two people in question, however, will be conspicuous atBthe trial only by their absence.



Mukhudinov has gone missing, and when RussianBpolice came for Geremeyev in a Chechen
village, they were met with armed menBand repelled.

Without them, the investigation has hit a wall that isBunlikely to crumble. “Don’t expect any
of the contractors to appear on theBdefendant’s bench,” says journalist Grigory Tumanov,
who has followed the Nemtsov case since the beginning.

Kadyrov meanwhile has denied all involvement and stood byE&his men. In the month
following the murder, he described main suspect Dadaev, aBformer deputy commander in the
Sever batallion, as “a true patriot.” OnlyBinterference at the highest level could put the case
back on track. The lack ofBprogress suggests Putin may have already made his choice.

While Kadyrov’s alleged involvement in the high-profile&killing might plausibly have irked
Putin, such feelings are trumped by a desireBto preserve stability in the North Caucasus. As
Nemtsov described in his book: “KadyrovEhas a fantastic chance to blackmail Putin. He can
decide to go into theBmountains at any point [...] Chechnya is a region that is being ruled by a
personBwho ‘by agreement’ is temporarily loyal to the Kremlin.”

Kadyrov was temporarily reappointed to his post in March,Bpending upcoming
parliamentary elections in September which, with Putin’sBbacking, he is practically
guaranteed to win.

“The support is symbolic, but it is enough to have symbolicBsupport,” says Grigory Shvedov,
editor-in-chief of the Caucasian Knot newsBportal. “There has not been a fundamental
change in their relationship.”

The Chechen leader also shows no sign of laying low,Bfamously posting a video of another
opposition leader, Mikhail Kasyanov, in theBcrosshairs of a rifle.

Meanwhile, Russia’s security services are less willing toBforgive. The FSB has had
longstanding irritation with Chechnya’s leadership.BThe brash murder of Nemtsov in the
center of Moscow — the FSB’s home turfB—

eroded what little patienceBremained.

“Even before Nemtsov’s murder their relationship was poor,Bbut now it’s really bad,” says
political analyst Stanislav Belkovsky. “TheBInvestigative Committee and the FSB approach
Kadyrov with heightened suspicionBand want, if not his resignation, then a limitation of his
role.”

With the supposed contractors of the killing out of reach,Bthe big questions are likely to
remain unanswered, says Tumanov. In fact, “asBmore details come out during the trial, it is
likely to lead to even moreBquestions,” he says.

Meanwhile, the prosecutors’ main trump card will be toBattract media attention to the case.
They could call upon the very top of theBestablishment to testify, including on Kadyrov
himself and the head of NationalBGuard, Viktor Zolotov, who, in theory, is accountable for
the actions ofHBregional battalions such as Sever, Tumanov says.

But the court proceedings will likely present little threatBto the Chechen leader. With Putin’s
support and no debate in Chechnya over theBRtrial, Kadyrov, with his constant presence on



social media, might be his own biggest enemy.

“The only way the trial can further harm Kadyrov’sBreputation is if he himself makes a public
statement,” says Shvedov.
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