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ONCE AGAIN, Russian democracy has been declared dead. Previously, Russian democracy was declared dead at the arrest of financier wheeler-dealer Boris Berezovsky, and then at the arrest of media tycoon Vladimir Gusinsky. Now it is at the arrest of oil baron Mikhail Khodorkovsky.

The truth, however, is that Russia's democratic institutions are far more robust now than they were just a few years ago. Here are some of the facts.

Freedom of information. Before 1999, only 10 percent of Russian newspapers and magazines made enough money to support themselves. Today, this figure is more than 33 percent, and the number of new daily and weekly publications is annually rising. Notably, among Russia's 40,000 newspapers, magazines and other media outlets, a hefty percentage is owned by foreign media consortia (media-ownership laws are much more liberal in Russia than in the United States).

Judicial reforms. Thanks to rules introduced over the past two years, only courts may authorize searches, seizures, arrests and wiretaps. As a result, the number of arrests has declined. Moreover, suspects must now be seen by a judge within 48 hours of their arrest, and, if they lack a lawyer, they are immediately given a court-appointed one.

The new code for criminal procedures will also expand the jury-trial system; by next year, the system, which has been in place experimentally in certain regions, will extend to all of the country. This is important because under the previous system, less than one-half of 1 percent of the accused were acquitted, whereas the average for jury trials has been about 20 percent.

Freedom of worship. As with most European democracies, Russian law requires all religious organizations to register with the civil authorities. Today, 69 denominations are legally recognized. Some say this gives an unfair advantage to established religions -- Orthodox, Muslim and Jewish -- yet the Protestant, Catholic, Hindu and Buddhist memberships have grown at a far faster rate (more than doubling in the past five years).

Freedom of political association. I dare say that there is not a region in Russia with fewer than a dozen registered political parties, and twice as many political associations. The Ford Foundation's director in Moscow, Mary McAuley, remarked in 2001 that "there is now a lively community of nongovernmental organizations in Russia, with over 100,000 active groups, in a country where, 10 years ago, engaging in nongovernmental activity was the equivalent of making a political protest."

More recent estimates, however, place the number of registered nonprofits at 350,000. They employ more than a million people and provide services to some 20 million Russians.

What, then, are we to make of the arrest of Mikhail Khodorkovsky, Russia's richest citizen? Well, for one thing, we should welcome that the allegations against him are being handled by the courts. The courts are becoming increasingly influential in Russian society, with the number of business disputes being resolved by the courts increasing by 70 percent a year. Interestingly, in recent years the number of suits filed against the government has overtaken those filed against businesses. It seems hard to believe that people would invest so much time and effort in an institution that had no credibility.

The court in this case, the Basman interregional court in Moscow, has been following the Khodorkovsky case for a long time and is quite knowledgeable. If the defendants are not satisfied with its decision, they can appeal to the High Court of the City of Moscow, then to the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation and, finally, to the European Court of Human Rights, in France, which the Russian legal system recognizes as the final arbiter.

We should therefore refrain from statements that clearly do not reflect Russia's changed realities but, rather, simply reveal how outdated is our popular understanding of Russian society.

And we should welcome that in Russia no one is above the law, no matter how rich or influential that person may be. Wouldn't it be nice if we could be confident that the same were true in our own country?
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