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President Vladimir Putin has signed into law partial decriminalization of contentious criminal
legislation that Russian law enforcement authorities have relied on to prosecute internet
users.

Article 282 of Russia’s Criminal Code has been used in recent years to target users who post
insensitive online content, including memes, for inciting racial, religious or other forms of
hate. Putin submitted a draft bill in October to partially decriminalize the offense after a series
of high-profile cases this summer sparked public criticism of censorship and overreach.

Related article: A ‘Mothers’ March’ in Moscow for Teenage Girls Charged With Extremism

Putin signed amendments into law late Thursday levying fines or administrative arrests of up
to 15 days to first-time offenders found in breach of Article 282. Users who violate the law
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again within 12 months will face real jail terms of two to five years, according to the
amendments that the upper-house Federation Council passed last Friday.

Critics have said that the new legislation fails to address the authorities’ broad application of
anti-extremism laws.

“These are simply cosmetic changes to calm people down,” Damir Gainutdinov, a lead lawyer
at the Agora international human rights group, told The Moscow Times after Putin submitted
the legislation in October.

Related article: Will Russia Stop Arresting Its Citizens For Posting Memes?

Beyond Article 282, law enforcement officials prosecute nine other extremist statutes, the
SOVA Center, which tracks nationalism and xenophobia in Russia, told The Moscow Times.

While the center found 461 cases under Article 282 in 2017, that same year also featured 108
under Article 280 and 96 under Article 205.5 — a 10-fold increase in just three years.
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