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CHARLIE ROSE: Robert Amsterdam is here. He`s a founding partner of the 

law firm Amsterdam & Peroff, based in Toronto, Canada. He`s also the lead 

international counsel for Mikhail Khodorkovsky. He is one of Russia`s 

richest men and is now serving a nine-year sentence in Siberia for fraud 

and tax evasion. For some, he`s become a symbol of the excesses of the 

post-Soviet transition; for others of Russia`s democratic backsliding under 

the rule of its current president, Vladimir Putin. 

I`m pleased to welcome Mikhail Khodorkovsky`s attorney, Robert Amsterdam, 

here at this table for the first time. Welcome. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Thanks so much for having me. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Tell me who you are. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: I`m a lawyer who spends my time generally fighting 

countries when they start engaging in criminal behavior. And in the 

Khodorkovsky case, I was hired based on experiences I`ve had in Guatemala, 

Venezuela, Nigeria and other countries that have distinguished themselves 

from their lack of adherence to the rule of law. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Hired by whom? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Mikhail himself. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Did you know him, or he just knew about you by reputation? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: No, no, he had heard of me, and we met in Washington. 

He actually hired me for Platon Lebedev, who was his partner who had just 

been arrested. 

CHARLIE ROSE: So what happened after that? He hires you for the other guy 

and then... 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: He is arrested. 

CHARLIE ROSE: He gets arrested for tax evasion. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: And let me be clear. There are Russian lawyers 

involved. He wanted both myself and some colleagues from another U.S. 

firm, he wanted us to be involved in providing international expertise and 

a perspective on what tribunals, what geopolitical issues could be involved 

in the case if the case did not go according to the law. And as is 

obvious, the case never had anything to do with the law. 

CHARLIE ROSE: OK. I`m going to go forward and then come backwards. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Sure. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Mikhail Khodorkovsky now is in what you call essentially a 

concentration camp. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Gulag. That`s right. 

CHARLIE ROSE: What`s his life like today? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Terribly hard. The gulag, as you know, killed God 

knows, 20, 25 million Russian over a period of time. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Primarily under Stalin. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Primarily under Stalin. But it`s important to 

recognize, there are today political prisoners in Russia. Khodorkovsky is 

illegally on the Chinese border over a uranium mine. This has nothing to 

do with the charges which are bogus and related to tax evasion. He`s there 

because he`s a political opponent. 

CHARLIE ROSE: I`ve talked to people about this case who know Russia well. 

And they suggest he`ll never get out of there. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Well, certainly as his lawyer, you`re not going to hear 

that from me. I think he not only deserves to get out of there, but one of 

the things you have to understand about Russia is there is this false truth 

that the present administration clings to, which is that there`s still some 

semblance of democracy left. 

There is going to be an election in 2008. Many believe there must be a 

generational change. So we don`t have the complete totalitarian system 

yet. We`re still in a situation of some flux. So I think it`s very 

important to understand that we in the West can still do something to 

affect change in Russia. 

CHARLIE ROSE: I was just with Gary Kasparov at a conference. I spent some 

time with him. He`s on this show more than once. He`s always talking -- 

he`s all over Putin. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Yes, he is. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Goes in and out of Russia himself. He has conferences in 

Russia. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Yes. But speak to Gary, as I have, about his recent 

conference. Speak to him about the people who have been beaten. Speak to 

him about the people who didn`t make it to the conference. Speak to him 

about the attacks on funding. Speak to him about the destruction of human 

rights generally in Russia. 

CHARLIE ROSE: If they can touch Khodorkovsky, can they touch Kasparov? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Absolutely. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Khodorkovsky, before this happened, had launched a campaign 

against Putin? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: No. 

CHARLIE ROSE: He was not speaking out, he was not critical of the 

administration? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: There`s a difference between speaking out. 

CHARLIE ROSE: A campaign and speaking out. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: . speaking out for civil society, speaking out and 

funding all political parties, including the president`s, and a campaign 

against the president, which did not exist. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Was there a warning to him saying, shut up? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Listen, I am -- I am not going to speak for 

Khodorkovsky. When you`re in a state where the secret police have that 

level of control, sure, there was a calculation of risk. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Not calculation, warning. Saying to him, stop or it will be 

bad? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Listen, I can`t comment on that. Because I simply don`t 

know. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Well, do you know? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: No, I don`t know. 

CHARLIE ROSE: You`ve never said to him, did they threaten you? Never said 

that to him? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: No, no. Listen, there is a difference between threats 

and a specific warning with a consequence. 

CHARLIE ROSE: What`s the difference? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: The difference are, threats in Russia, in business in 

Russia are a daily, an hourly event. 

CHARLIE ROSE: They just shot a guy on the street. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: That`s right. That`s right. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Somebody did. I don`t know who it was. I`m not suggesting 

anybody knows. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: That`s right. 

CHARLIE ROSE: . who might have done it. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: We have false belief about how Russian society works to 

this day. The level of corruption and criminality at the highest levels 

within the Kremlin is something that most people in the West simply can`t 

understand. 

We presume regularity. We presume because someone has official titles that 

they somehow discharge justice. It isn`t like that. 

CHARLIE ROSE: How much was Khodorkovsky, and you`re saying it better than 

I am, how much was he worth? What was his worth when he began talking 

about a civil society? It is said to be more than $10 billion. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: That`s a big question, because he started to talk about 

transparency and civil society in 1998. And there are many who would argue 

that in `98, `99, his worth was, let`s say, in the normal range of medium- 

sized businesses, because Russia crashed in 1998. He went to a fully 

transparent audit in `99, the first company in Russia to do that. So he 

wasn`t any giant billionaire when he decided that openness, transparency... 

CHARLIE ROSE: OK. Did he become after he decided, on that time scale, did 

he become one of the richest men if not the single richest man in Russia? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: That is the reputation. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Worth how much? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: At one point, based on what Yukos had been worth, I 

think approximately $15 billion. 

CHARLIE ROSE: So he was worth $15 billion at one point. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Right. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Did he think that I`ve got enough money that I am safe, I am 

inoculated by my money? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: No one is inoculated by money in Russia. No one who`s 

bright -- and he is incredibly bright -- would ever think that to be the 

case. I`ve studied Russia all my life. My first trip to Moscow was 1975. 

Believe me, even myself as a foreigner would have never been under that 

illusion. 

CHARLIE ROSE: That any kind of -- any amount of money... 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Would never have been under that illusion. 

CHARLIE ROSE: And so what`s the impact for Russians of means knowing where 

he sits today? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: The impact is huge. The impact is silence on political 

issues. 

CHARLIE ROSE: So the other oligarchs, as they call them... 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Forget the oligarchs. The man on the street knows. 

CHARLIE ROSE: If they can get Khodorkovsky, they can get... 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: They can get everybody. Absolutely. And that`s what it 

was meant for. Gorbachev saw a picture of the arrest of Khodorkovsky, and 

his comment at the time was, "they`re wearing those balaclavas to cover 

their face to scare you and me, not Khodorkovsky," and that`s absolutely 

true. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Now, what`s happened to you since you`ve been representing 

him? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Well, I was a year ago now, as you may be, arrested at 

1:00 in the morning. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Hence the question. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: A knock on the door. Five KGB essentially outside. 

CHARLIE ROSE: 1:00 in the morning. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: 1:00 in the morning. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Saying? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: You`ve committed criminal acts. We are -- we want you 

to come with us to the station. And I was -- I had been in Russia. I had 

been harassed by the KGB. I said, your fathers have beaten me 25 years 

ago. I wasn`t frightened, and show me the phone. Because every time, and 

they had harassed me and my other colleagues many times, every time they 

came near me, because of the profile of the case and Khodorkovsky and what 

we were doing, there was always a KGB officer with a phone. 

Sure enough, I found the phone, and I just spoke directly into the phone, 

to the political officer who was managing this show, and I said, we already 

have the press downstairs. If you`re going to take me out, this will be a 

scene. And I negotiated about a 17-hour delay. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Did you have the press downstairs? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: No. But I knew they were coming. I knew they were 

coming. And it was very fortunate, it bought us time, because with the 

U.S. embassy`s help, I managed to hold a press conference, and then get out 

of town. 

CHARLIE ROSE: OK, but here`s what I want to make sure I understand. Was 

there any point during this process when you knew that Putin was not happy 

with Khodorkovsky? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: That I knew? 

CHARLIE ROSE: No, that he knew, that he knew. I mean, that he might have 

said, could have done something and stopped this, could have saved his 

skin? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: I think to say that or to focus on that is to 

misapprehend what we`re dealing with. In the end, it`s very clear to me 

this was about the theft of Yukos as much as it was about... 

CHARLIE ROSE: Oh, I see, so they were after the company, not him. He just 

stood in a way of. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: He stood in the way of the greatest theft in history. 

CHARLIE ROSE: How much -- this was a giant energy company. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: $50 billion that they stole. They stole. 

CHARLIE ROSE: They is who? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: The Kremlin. Let`s be very clear. The people who 

engineered this are at the top of the Kremlin. They are still now today 

not only managing this massive oil company under the name Rosneft, but 

they`re still running the country. I mean, these are the same people who 

are doing this. So this is -- this is a corporate takeover, if you will, 

the dirtiest hostile takeover in the history of the world. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Because I read that Yukos went bankrupt. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: The farthest thing from it. 

CHARLIE ROSE: But they did say that, didn`t they? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Of course. They called it an Enron. Except you have to 

understand that the guys devising the tax schemes in this case were the 

government, who were devising fabricated tax schemes to try to come up with 

what they did was in excess of $30 billion of tax due against a company 

that didn`t have that much revenue. In other words, the taxes in one year 

were eight rubles of tax for every ruble of income. It was absurd. 

CHARLIE ROSE: So this was about gaining control of the company rather -- 

because most people believe, generally, that it was from Boris Yeltsin to 

Vladimir Putin, that allowed the oligarchs to gain control of formerly 

state-owned enterprises, which made them so rich. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Again, a gross oversimplification. In fact, in 1998... 

CHARLIE ROSE: They didn`t start these companies from scratch. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Well, let`s be very clear, when Khodorkovsky took over 

the company in `95, it had 2.5 billion in debt, its employees hadn`t been 

paid for a year, and its taxes haven`t been paid for two and a half years. 

So certainly there was some oil in the ground, but if you know Russia, you 

know oil in the ground and selling barrels at the well header, big 

difference. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Did Vladimir Putin have anything to worry about because 

Mikhail Khodorkovsky was speaking out on civil society and democracy? Was 

he -- did he want to be a presidential candidate to oppose. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Absolutely not. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Did he have ambitions for beyond whatever he believed about 

the way the world ought to work? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Absolutely not. Absolutely not. 

CHARLIE ROSE: You said Putin was fearful of him. You`re suggesting this 

had nothing to do or hardly anything to do with Khodorkovsky and whatever 

he might be saying. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: No. 

CHARLIE ROSE: . it had to do with the fact that Khodorkovsky had a company 

that they wanted. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: I`m saying it`s both. I`m saying that certainly if you 

were a member of a secret police organization and there is a powerful, 

wealthy person who is sponsoring and trying to grow civil society, because 

he wants to keep the youth of Russia in Russia and he wants to actually 

develop and open the country up to not only foreign investment, but to 

foreign influence and make Russia more European, that`s a great threat to 

you if you believe in the values of the secret police. 

CHARLIE ROSE: What do you think is going to happen? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: I think Russia is going to go through continuing change. 

I think we make a terrible mistake in the United States by believing we 

can`t influence affairs. I think that people like Chavez and others win 

when we sit back and believe we can`t make change. 

CHARLIE ROSE: We being the United States. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: The United States, the West, because. 

CHARLIE ROSE: So, what do you want the Bush administration to do then, 

demand that they give Yukos back to Khodorkovsky? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Many things. Many things, that among them. But there`s 

a serious, for instance, assist Europe to negotiate with Russia 

bilaterally. Don`t let the Russians bilaterally deal with small, weak 

states in Europe, which is what`s happening now, to the detriment of the 

E.U. The E.U. is literally being disaggregated, and taken apart by Russian 

energy policy. This is a critical issue for the Bush administration. It 

isn`t just the necessity to free Khodorkovsky, who in many ways is a 

hostage to this energy crisis, it`s geopolitical as well. 

CHARLIE ROSE: How much do you fear that he`ll die in prison? As someone 

once said, he`ll slip on a banana? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: It won`t be a banana. The man was stabbed four months 

ago. 

CHARLIE ROSE: By? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: By another inmate. 

CHARLIE ROSE: What do you know about that? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Well, you know, there are many inferences that can be 

drawn. He is in danger. The fact that I`m here and talking to you is -- 

every time we do anything that`s public, everything is a calculated risk. 

What they want is silence. That`s why he`s in Siberia. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Then why are you doing it? 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Because if in fact the lessons we learned from the 

refuseniks of 25 years ago is, if you stay silent, they win. So it`s a 

very difficult line, every day we have to deal with. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Sakharov and others. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Yes, silence doesn`t work. If you read Sharansky`s 

book, if you look at the lessons of history, you realize that silence 

doesn`t work, and that impunity grows where silence exists. 

CHARLIE ROSE: Thank you for coming. 

ROBERT AMSTERDAM: Thank you for having me. 

END 

