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Profile

Kovalev started his journalism career as a novice reporter on the metro beat at a now

defunct local daily in Moscow. He is also the founder of the website The Noodle

Remover, where he monitors the Russian media, teaches information literacy, and runs

crowdsourced and crowdfunded investigations.

https://twitter.com/Alexey__Kovalev
https://uk.linkedin.com/in/alexey-kovalev-4144824
https://www.codastory.com/author/alexeykovalev/


He worked as an investigative editor beginning in 2019 for Meduza, the news website

—one of only a small handful of independent Russian media outlets— until it was

officially classified as a “foreign agent” by the Russian state, effectively shutting it down.

Kovalev contributes to The Guardian, Wired, and The Washington Post, among other

outlets, mostly writing about the media in Russia, how they handle both political

pressure from above and convulsions of the free market from below. Kovalev has

worked everywhere from daily local newspapers to independent magazines to state

news agencies. Until recently, he was the news editor at The Moscow Times, one of the

few remaining independent English-language outlets in Russia.

Associated Websites
● Coda Story
● Noodle Remover

○ Noodle Remover Twitter Account

The Noodle Remover

Noodleremover.news is a play on the Russian phrase “noodles on your ears,” which

translates loosely to “a cock-and-bull story.”

The project (which began in 2015), which began as Facebook posts, takes aim at false

and misleading reports in the Russian media—particularly stories about popular and

expert opinion in the West about Russia.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/05/06/russia-media-meduza-crackdown-opposition-protest-putin-navalny-foreign-agent-law/
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2021/04/26/meduza-is-a-foreign-agent-now-what-s-next
https://www.codastory.com/
https://noodleremover.news/
https://twitter.com/noodleremover
https://noodleremover.news/
https://globalvoices.org/2015/11/03/one-mans-revenge-against-russian-propaganda/


Some of the posts include:

● how the Russian Defense Ministry’s TV network invented a fake interview with

the Ukrainian Prime Minister, where Arseniy Yatsenyuk supposedly accused

former Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko of sexual harassment.

● how American evangelicals have helped shape Russia’s crackdown on gay

rights, while praising Vladimir Putin along the way. while they blather on TV about

spiritual values and 90-percent approval ratings.”

● how the Russian state network RT intentionally misinterprets data about the size

of its audience to inflate claims about its influence.

The Attack on Russia’s Free Press

An Overview
The Press Freedom index ranks 180 countries and regions according to the level of

freedom available to journalists. It is a snapshot of the media freedom situation based

on an evaluation of pluralism, independence of the media, quality of legislative

framework and safety of journalists in each country and region. It does not rank public

policies even if governments obviously have a major impact on their country’s ranking.

Nor is it an indicator of the quality of journalism in each country or region."

The countries surveyed were scored between 0 and 100, with 0 being the best possible

result and 100 the worst, as follows:

From 0 to 15 points: Good situation

From 15.01 to 25 points: Satisfactory situation



From 25.01 to 35 points: Problematic situation

From 35.01 to 55 points: Difficult situation

From 55.01 to 100 points: Very serious situation.

Reporters Without Borders' press freedom index in Russia in 2021 was recorded below

49 points, marking a slight decrease compared to the previous year. That corresponded

to a slight improvement in media freedom situation, according to the index methodology.

Thus, Russia was placed 150th in the global ranking of 180 countries. Since 2013,

Russia's press freedom index has increased by approximately over five index points

overall, suggesting that the situation for journalists has deteriorated in recent years.

Furthermore, Freedom House ranked freedom on the internet in Russia at 30 out of 100

points in 2020, where 100 points referred to the highest degree of internet freedom.



The War on Free Press

Russia is in the midst of the largest crackdown on the free press and political dissent

since the Soviet era.

The trends driving it are numerous, and they have been in place for years. Over the last

two years, the state has increased its pressure on journalism extraordinarily.

The campaign is being waged quietly with a vague legal tool: a law regulating the

activities of so-called foreign agents.

“Foreign Agents” Law

Said law is explained concisely by Front Line Defenders:

The President of the Russian Federation signed into law two bills that allow the

authorities to recognise individuals disseminating information to an “unlimited number of

people” and receiving funding from abroad as “foreign agents”. The law, “On

Amendments to the Russian Federation Law on the Media” and the Federal Law, “On

Information, Information Technologies and the Protection of Information” effectively

extend the 2012 “Foreign Agents” Law to individuals. The Federal Law was adopted by

the State Duma on 21 November 2019 and approved by the Federation Council on 25

November 2019.

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/putins-russia-wages-crackdown-free-speech-political-dissent-rcna3137
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/dissident-journalists-maria-ressa-dmitry-muratov-win-2021-nobel-peace-n1281089
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/putin-s-party-claims-russian-election-opponents-claim-fraud-n1279621
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/russia-s-new-stalin-center-evokes-pride-revulsion-n1267521
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/statement-report/russias-amendment-foreign-agents-law-poses-major-new-restrictions-work-human


The new legislation gives the Ministry of Justice the power to recognise as "foreign

agents" any individual who receives any amount of foreign funding and disseminates

information for an “unlimited number of people”, and to place them on the government’s

register of "foreign agents". The Ministry of Justice in coordination with the Ministry of

Foreign Affairs will also maintain a register of media that are deemed to be foreign

agents. According to the new law, citizens recognised as "foreign agents" will have to

mark all their publications, including their social media posts, with a special "foreign

agents" label. They will also be required to register as legal persons and submit reports

of their spending to the Ministry of Justice. All "foreign agents" will be required to submit

tax reports once a quarter, reports on activities once every six months and undergo an

annual audit. According to article 19.34 of the Code of Administrative Offences,

sanctions for violation of the law amount to 500 000 RUB (approx. 7000 EUR).

The criteria for defining an individual as a "foreign agent" are extremely broad and can

potentially be applied not only to bloggers and journalists, but also to ordinary social

media users, students who receive foreign stipends for their studies, or people who sell

goods abroad on the internet. As the Ministry of Justice will not be able to place all such

individuals on the register of "foreign agents", the law will most likely be applied

selectively, which will also violate the constitutional right to equality before the law.



Implications

It was first used against a media outlet in 2017, when several U.S.-government funded

outlets, such as the Voice of America, were declared foreign agents. But, last year, the

state began to deploy it against independent Russian journalists.

The first targets in the assault on independent, critical journalism in Russia were legal

entities — i.e., entire newsrooms. But recently, the state has taken to applying the label

to individual journalists, too.

And the list is public, often serving as the initial notification affected parties get from

authorities informing them of their new reality.

The Kremlin press office said that those who are labeled foreign agents are not legally

limited from working as journalists by law and that they have the right to appeal the

designation in court.

Every Friday, the Justice Ministry updates a public list of “foreign agents” published on

its website. As of October 2021, 90 organizations and people were on the list, now

featuring almost every major independent outlet.

President Vladimir Putin defends the foreign agent list as a routine act of bureaucracy,

akin to the Foreign Agent Registration Act in the U.S. The U.S. law requires think tanks,

lobbyists and foreign state-funded media outlets to report financial ties to foreign

governments, but it is less aggressive than the Russian law.



Russian journalists hit with the label point out that there is no trial and no burden on the

state to provide evidence that an organization or a person who is added to the registry

ever received money from abroad.

For Further Reading

● With Putin’s Latest Crackdown, Russia Is Going Dark

● US, Allies Chastise Russia on Media Freedom

● Can Russia's Press Ever Be Free?

https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/05/06/russia-media-meduza-crackdown-opposition-protest-putin-navalny-foreign-agent-law/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/10/29/us-allies-chastise-russia-on-media-freedom-a75444
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/11/22/can-russias-press-ever-be-free

