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World News.  Kelly interviews Robert Amsterdam, Human Rights lawyer, who discusses his concerns about democracy and transparency in Russia.

Interviewees: Robert Amsterdam, Human Rights Lawyer
FRAN KELLY:
And while Alex Goldfarb says Russian president, Vladimir Putin is implicated in the death of Alexander Litvinenko, our next guest also has concerns that the Russian president is returning Russia to a gulag state.  This week, international human rights lawyer, Robert Amsterdam, is in Australia to draw attention to the plight of his client, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, once one of the richest men in Russia, he's now serving a 10-year sentence in a Siberian jail. Robert Amsterdam joins me now. Robert, good morning.

ROBERT AMSTERDAM:
Good morning.

FRAN KELLY:
Robert, in 2005, your client, who was the former CEO of Russia's largest oil company, Yukos, was sentenced to 10 years in a Siberian jail, why do you believe he was sent to jail?

ROBERT AMSTERDAM:
Well, I think it's clear that there were both political and economic reasons. Khodorkovsky was trying to build a transparent company, and in fact was negotiating with an American energy firm to sell a piece of the company to them. 

On the other hand, he also was a political - I won't say opponent, but certainly a critic, and someone who was willing to put his money where his mouth was, and invest in Liberal parties in Russia, and although the Kremlin was on notice of these activities, as you can tell by what's been going on in Russia, the country is moving more and more to a one party state.

FRAN KELLY:
It's important to remember though, to recall, that your client was not jailed for his political views, he was charged with tax evasion, embezzlement, and forgery involving billions of dollars, I mean does he deserve sympathy, does he deserve the tag of some kind of political prisoner?

ROBERT AMSTERDAM:
Firstly, let's be clear, those were not the charges, so he was charged with having invested dozens of millions in a company, but not having invested it all in the same year. As well as with a fraud charge that related to the government's determination to take back the company after he'd invested those millions of dollars, so that has nothing to do with the charges, the charges were absolutely fabrications, and the Council of Europe issued a report which basically stated as much, in terms of the fact that the procedure used was a show trial. 

So yes, he absolutely deserves - it's not a matter of sympathy, his case deserves attention, because they didn't just destroy him and illegally put him in the gulag, what they did was, they also destroyed the most transparent and important Russian company Yukos, and stole it, and divided it among the members of the Kremlin group working beside the president.

FRAN KELLY:
In your book you make the claim that Khodorkovsky is a victim of sinister forces within the Russian leadership, the difficulty for you, as you're trying now to campaign to have him freed, well, is the difficulty that there isn't much sympathy for Khodorkovsky and other of the so-called oligarchs amongst the people there, who see these people who got rich off the back of what they now see as what was state-owned companies?

ROBERT AMSTERDAM:
You know, everyone wants to talk about that as the issue, it's unfortunately not the issue. In Russia, interestingly, where I've spent a lot of time, he's not nearly as unpopular in the way they present it. In fact, the truth of the matter is, to demonstrate his popularity, he ran for a Duma seat, and was about to win that seat, when they stripped him of that by rushing the appeal at a ridiculously fast pace.

FRAN KELLY:
So is there a groundswell of support for his case there, in Russia?

ROBERT AMSTERDAM:
There is, as you can tell if you interview any of the people inside the new movement by Gazprom, absolutely a groundswell of support. Khodorkovsky's case is one of the main things they cite when they talk about the dramatic changes in Russia, and more importantly, every human rights group in Russia, has adopted Khodorkovsky as a political prisoner. 

What we have to do is get past the discussion of the '90s, to understand that the new oligarchs are the seven men around Mr Putin, who control half a trillion dollars in wealth, and who have been supplying everything from nuclear information to the Iranians, to recently signing a memorandum of understanding with a regime in Myanmar, to transfer nuclear technology. I mean those are the things that people have to focus on.

FRAN KELLY:
Well, talking of nuclear technology, you're here in Australia, and this week you will meet with the Foreign Minister, Alexander Downer, the Shadow Foreign Minister, Robert McClelland, and other politicians, and you're going to bring up with them the fact that Australia is about to begin, or has already begun selling our uranium to the Russian regime.  Is that the key thrust of what you want to talk about though, or do you want to try and bring to the centre stage here in countries like Australia and around the world, of Khodorkovsky's case?

ROBERT AMSTERDAM:
Look, to be frank with you, it's much larger than just Khodorkovsky's case, it's a situation where the issue is not so much lobbying about one case, but lobbying about a system, and what we have to end is the impunity of the Putin regime, we've got to have Australia, if they're going to negotiate this treaty, adopt some level of democracy conditionality, so that there can be some pressure towards rule of law, and so that there can be some pressure to remove the gulag, and put the gulag back in history books.

I mean my client's been stabbed, he's been held over a uranium mine in Siberia, it is absolutely outlandish, and he's not alone. And one of the most important things with the mandate he's given me is not to talk about him, but it's to talk about Sujiag(*) and Danilov, Pichugin, and a whole new generation of political prisoners in Russia, that get very little attention in the west, because we are desperate to believe that Russia's on the path to democracy, and we manage to just bury the truth of what's happening.

FRAN KELLY:
And just very briefly, we're out of time, but in direct connection to Australian uranium sales to Russia, we just heard our previous guest, Alex Goldfarb, accusing or citing the death of Alexander Litvinenko as the world's first victim of nuclear terrorism. I mean, is there a concern about Russia's nuclear industry, and the safeguard surrounding uranium sales?

ROBERT AMSTERDAM:
There has to be, there simply has to be, irrespective of that book, if it's the Litvinenko case alone, there has to be when you look at Russia's record, from cyber war in Estonia, to these relationships with the Myanmar in Iran.

FRAN KELLY:
So Australia needs to look closely at the Safeguards Agreement?

ROBERT AMSTERDAM:
Absolutely.

FRAN KELLY:
Robert Amsterdam, thank you very much for joining us.

ROBERT AMSTERDAM:
Thank you.

FRAN KELLY:
That's Robert Amsterdam, he's the former defence lawyer for Mikhail Khodorkovsky.

