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Since the beginning of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022, the
Russian government has outlawed all independent media in the country by
introducing new legislation and imposing harsher punishments for criticising the
regime. The remaining outlets have been subjected to military censorship.
According to the 2024 RSF World Press Freedom Index, Russia ranks 162 out of 180
countries, falling into the category of countries with the most serious violations of
media freedom.!

As of 2024, most media outlets working in Russia are owned and controlled either
by the state or by government allies, particularly oligarchs close to President
Vladimir Putin. The most prominent names include Yury Kovalchuk (a billionaire
known as ‘Putin’s personal banker’ and head of the National Media Group, Russia’s
largest media holding), Alexey Miller (CEO of the majority-state-owned multinational
energy corporation Gazprom and a key beneficiary of the Gazprom Media holding
company), Alisher Usmanov (a billionaire often described as ‘one of Viadimir Putin’s
favourite oligarchs’ and owner of the Kommersant publishing house), among several
others.?

Evidence, such as recent studies based on content analysis of news items and
interviews with prominent Russian journalists, indicates that the Kremlin has
extensively used the media as a tool to promote its official narratives both
domestically and abroad.® State-owned international outlets like RT (formerly known
as Russia Today) and Sputnik have been explicitly described as ‘information
weapon[s]’ by the former’s editor-in-chief, Margarita Simonyan.*

Roskomnadzor is the primary government agency responsible for regulating media
and online communications in Russia.’ Its duties include registering, licensing,
monitoring, censoring, and banning media outlets in line with Russian laws,
including the notorious Foreign Agents Law® and, more recently, provisions of the
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Russian Criminal Code on the dissemination of ‘fake news’ and the ‘discreditation
of the Armed Forces’.” Despite its extensive powers, Roskomnadzor functions
primarily as an executive body, handling routine tasks on a large scale. In contrast,
agenda-setting authority lies with the Presidential Administration, which directly
communicates the Kremlin's ‘official line’ to the heads of the country’s most
influential media outlets.®

Multiple sources have reported that the Presidential Administration holds regular
meetings with a select group of editors-in-chief to discuss the weekly agenda and
coordinate 'what must be broadcast and what is forbidden’® At various times, the
meetings have allegedly been led by officials close to President Viadimir Putin, such
as Alexei Gromov (first deputy chief of staff), Vladislav Surkov (former first deputy
chief), and Dmitry Peskov (presidential press secretary).'® They also supposedly
maintain phone contact with journalists throughout the week to promptly resolve
problems and address urgent matters." The list of media outlets that have been
represented during the meetings includes, but is not limited to, Channel/ One,
VGTRK, NTV, TVC, REN TV, and Channel Five, all of which are primarily state-owned

‘political activities’, the law has since been expanded through amendments, particularly after Russia's full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine in 2022. It now applies broadly to individuals or organisations under vaguely defined ‘foreign
influence’, regardless of funding sources. The law has decimated civil society, forcing many organisations, including
human rights and media groups, to close due to stigmatisation, onerous reporting requirements, and heavy penalties,
including prison sentences.
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or state-controlled? television channels.”® After the meetings, senior-level
attendees allegedly pass the information to their subordinates, ensuring
compliance with the Kremlin’s ‘official line’ at all organisational levels.'

At the same time, far from all content generated by pro-government media outlets—
regardless of their closeness to the Presidential Administration—is explicitly dictated
or pre-approved by the authorities.”® Instead, studies suggest that most journalists
in Russia who wish to stay in the field develop an intuitive understanding of the
informal ‘rules of the game’ and choose to abide by them, motivated by positive or
negative reinforcement from their superiors or the authorities.’® As a result, they
tend to practice self-censorship when covering sensitive political topics and
sometimes ‘can even anticipate where the "general line” of the Kremlin might
move’, producing content aligned with the official agenda autonomously.”” Positive
reinforcement for ‘playing by the rules’ may include financial rewards, career
advancement, access to exclusive contacts within the Kremlin, and inclusion in a
select circle of media managers who directly coordinate the media agenda with the
Presidential Administration. Negative reinforcement, on the other hand, may range
from demotions and layoffs to professional ostracisation and legal persecution.™

In this regard, the Russian media operate within an institutionalised discourse that
reinforces the power and ideology of Putin’s regime and is rooted in the country’s
authoritarian history.’® While this discourse allows for a degree of flexibility, it is
inherently constrained by a set of formal and informal rules that define the
boundaries of what is permissible and what is prohibited. Those who fail to adhere
to the rules are marginalised or excluded from the discourse, as is illustrated by the
case of Igor Girkin, a key figure in Russia’s 2014 occupation of Crimea and parts of
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the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts, who was sentenced to four years of imprisonment
for publicly criticising Vladimir Putin. Similarly, Yevgeny Prigozhin, the notorious
leader of the Wagner PMC, was supposedly killed in a plane crash following an
attempted armed rebellion against the Russian military leadership.?°

Telegram channels are another tool that the Kremlin uses to spread its perspective
on the war to a wide audience. Many are directly affiliated with the leading pro-
government television networks and media outlets (such as the personal channels
of Russia-1TV presenter Vladimir Solovyov, RT editor-in-chief Margarita Simonyan,
and special correspondent for the /zvestia programme Alexander Sladkov). Some
channels allegedly belong to the Russian Ministry of Defence (particularly those
associated with specific military units). However, the majority are run by so-called
‘war bloggers’ (or ‘milbloggers’), who claim to be independent but, in reality,
predominantly follow the ‘official line’ and maintain close ties with the government.?
The most popular include Rybar (1.3 million followers; associated with Mikhail
Zvinchuk, a former Russian Ministry of Defence employee); WarGonzo (991,000
followers; managed by Semyon Pegov), and Colonelcassad (886,000 followers;
managed by Boris Rozhin).??

Telegram channels differ from traditional media outlets in that they are often
anonymous or run by individuals or small groups rather than managed by larger,
more established organisations. They are not expected to adhere to journalistic
standards, which is why they frequently become platforms for sharing exclusive
graphic content about the war and expressing more radical and extreme opinions
than conventional media. Due to Telegram’s lack of transparency, establishing the
ownership of specific channels and their connections to the Kremlin is exceedingly
difficult. While it is safe to assume that the personal channels of journalists
employed by state-owned media follow the ‘general line’ and maintain close ties to
the government, the degree of autonomy of anonymous and allegedly independent
channels remains uncertain. In 2022 and 2023, Putin held several meetings with a
select group of ‘war correspondents’, including Telegram channel owners such as
Semyon Pegov (WarGonzo), Ekaterina Agranovich (Katrusya), and Yuri Podolyaka
(World Today with Yuri Podolyaka).® This suggests that at least some of the popular
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pro-Russian Telegram channels are closely affiliated with the Kremlin and may
operate under the same rules as the official media, broadcasting mostly pre-
approved messages.



