
The Kadyrov Show
Chechen strongman Ramzan Kadyrov takes to reality TV to select a
lucky apprentice.
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December 06, 2016

"So have you made your choice?” the presenter asks.

“I made my choice right at the start. I just haven’t told anybody, not even my wife,” replies
Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov.

Had they known, the 16 contestants of the Komanda (“Team”) reality TV show might have
thought twice before competing in challenges such as boxing, firing crossbows and cooking
the perfect shashlik — all in a bid to impress the warlord and be picked as his aide.
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Some paid a high price for the honor. One female candidate fainted from physical exhaustion
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after running up a mountain and another participant quit his job to join the competition.

The show, which aired its final episode on the state-run television channel Rossia 1 on Nov.
23, was perhaps Kadyrov’s most crafted PR stunt to date. It is certainly the only time the
reward involved a position in Kadyrov’s administration as “strategic development adviser.” 

One TV critic described the show as “a gift to a man who has everything.” Others see it as part
of a larger political strategy to prepare Kadyrov for a long-rumored promotion.

“Clearly work is being done on Kadyrov’s future at a national level,” says Grigory Shvedov,
editor-in-chief of the Caucasian Knot online news portal. “It was meant to show that he is
able to lead a team of people who are not from the Caucasus, with absolutely different
backgrounds.”

In fact, at home Komanda might have ruffled a few feathers. The lavish palatial interiors that
served as a backdrop to the show and the appearances by celebrities flown in from Moscow,
are, after all, a far cry from the daily reality of most Chechens. “People are saying: do you
know how much these celebrities get paid? My family can live off this money for a few years,”
says Shvedov.

At times, the show’s aerial views of green mountains felt like they were taken out of a travel
ad for a region which most Rus- sians still associate with war and insurgency. “Komanda
show- cased the tourist potential of Chechnya,” says Shvedov. “Perhaps, the idea was to
support existing attempts to attract federal funds in times of economic crisis.”

That the show did not have the predominantly Muslim Chechen audience in mind seems to be
supported by Kadyrov’s final choice of Filipp Varychenko as his aide, a 24-year-old reportedly
born in Germany and educated in the United States.

“He made his first money at the age of nine. Now he’s a millionaire and the manager of a
successful German company. But he grew tired of European comfort,” the show summarized.
Except for a website listing Varychenko as a member of a U.S.-based Russian Christians, his
online footprint is practically non-existent. Presumably, Varychenko’s real CV was always
secondary to his boyishly handsome fair looks and hooded Harvard-branded sweater that
might as well have read “foreigner.”
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Дорогие друзья! Вы имели возможность посмотреть восьмую серию телевизионного проекта
канала Россия-1 "Команда". Проект стал беспрецедентным для российского телевидения.
Миллионы зрителей в стране и за рубежом шаг за шагом наблюдали как идёт реальный конкурс
отбора кандидата в команду Главы ЧР. Заявок на участие было тысячи. Итак, по итогам многих
испытаний победителем стал Филипп Вариченко! Ему 24 года, родом из Дюссельдорфа. Филипп
является выпускником университета из штата Колорадо. Свои первые деньги заработал в
девятилетнем возрасте. Сейчас менеджер успешной немецкой компании. Он сумел подготовить
и обосновать программу, которая не просто теоретически, а на практике может стать полезной
для экономики Чечни. Филипп молод, расчётлив, находчив, рассудителен, амбициозен! Я
уверен, что он без труда освоится в команде, тем более, за время проекта познакомился со
всеми, кто в ней работает! Я благодарен Генеральному директору ВГТРК "Россия" Олегу
Добродееву, а также Наталье Никоновой, Борису Корчевникову, всем, кто принял участие в
"Команде" и вёл съёмочные работы! #Кадыров #Россия #Чечня #Команда

A photo posted by Ramzan Kadyrov (@kadyrov_95) on Nov 22, 2016 at 3:13pm PST
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A close ally of Putin’s, Kadyrov’s reputation took a hit early this year when he described critics
of the Kremlin as “traitors” and posted a video on Instagram of a prominent politician in the
crosshairs of a rifle.

For many Russians, Kadyrov’s brashness confirmed his reputation as the autocratic ruler of a
backward region, from where reports frequently emerge of child weddings, abductions and
torture. A poll by the independent Levada Center in late January showed Kadyrov’s approval
ratings had fallen from 35 to 17 percent compared to the previous year.

Nevertheless, the Kremlin appears to have stuck by him, reappointing him as regional leader
in May last year and allowing him to run in September’s controversial elections which he,
unsurprisingly, won.

In return, Kadyrov professes loyalty to the Kremlin at every turn. “Being part of a team in
today’s system is being part of the team of Vladimir Putin, for 100 percent,” he lectures,
before sending a contestant packing.

Kadyrov presents the show as a fight against “stereotypes.” “We were called terrorists,
separatists, extremists. But we’ve completely changed our views. We’re writing a new book.”   

According to Tanya Lokshina of Human Rights Watch, however, the reality of life in Chechnya
is far from a new book. “Kadyrov has been running Chechnya for almost a decade as his own
fiefdom,” she says. “People who are even mildly critical are punished ruthlessly,” she says.

At least the story of Komanda has a happy end: the show concluded with the announcement
that all six finalists were offered jobs in the Chechen government.
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