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THE CASE OF YURII DMITRIEV  
AND THE CASE OF RUSSIAN KARELIA

The Republic of Karelia
Status: Subject of the Russian Federa-
tion, part of its Northwestern Federal 
District.
Geography: Area: 172,400 km2. 723 km 
border with Finland, located south of the 
White Sea, with the two largest lakes in 
Europe, Ladoga and Onega.
Capital: Petrozavodsk on the western 
shore of Onega. 280,000 inhabitants.
Head of the Republic: Artur Parfenchikov
Population: 643,548 (census of 2010), 
622,484 (2018 estimate)
Density: 3.7 per km2

Urban: 78%
Nationalities: Russians: 82%
Karelians: 7.4% (45,570)
Belarusians: 3.8% (23,345)
Ukrainians: 2% (12,677)
Finns: 1.4% (8,577)
Vepsians: 0.5% (3423)
Official language: Russian. Since 2004, 
Karelian, Veps and Finnish have also 
been recognized.

ucked away” behind Finland, 
the Russian Republic of Karelia 
is nowadays chiefly known in 
the West for the scandalous 

trial against Yurii Dmitriev, local historian 
and chairman of the Karelian branch of 
the human rights organization Memorial 
who, in 2016, was accused of sexually 
abusing his adopted daughter. Obviously, 
the real reason for this accusation is that, 
since the 1990s, Dmitriev has published a 
lot of material on Stalin’s purges in Karelia 
in the 1930s and discovered mass graves 
at Sandarmokh and other places.1 Such 
material is contrary President Putin’s cur-
rent policy of “patriotic” history writing, 
in which the Soviet victory in the Second 
World War is the main theme. In 2020, the 
75th anniversary of this victory was cel-
ebrated with much pomp and ceremony 
all over Russia.

THIS COMMENTARY aims to provide a con-
text for the Dmitriev “affair” by present-
ing Karelia, its people, its history and its 
economic and political development.2 
At the end of the text, some compara-
tive conclusions for Russia in general are 
drawn. The commentary is primarily 
based on Russian press and official mate-
rial, as well as on Finnish research, which 
is best informed concerning Karelia. 

The land and  
the people
The Republic of Karelia is one of Russia’s 
85 federal subjects and has the longest 
border with a Western country, namely, 
Finland, which has two Karelian prov-
inces. Present-day Karelia includes areas 
seized from Finland during the Second 
World War. Among Russia’s six western 
border regions, Karelia is the only ethni-
cally-based unit.

These days Karelia has a relatively 
small and decreasing population spread 
over a vast area, mostly living in Petroza-
vodsk and urban areas. The overwhelm-
ing majority of the population is Russian, 
while Karelians, the titular nation, make 
up only 7.4% (45,570),3 and the other 
Finno-Ugric peoples, Finns and Vepsians 
even less.4 The Karelians and Vepsians 
have gradually become thoroughly Russi-
fied and adhere to the Russian Orthodox 
Church, unlike most Finns. Nowadays, 
only around one half of Karelians speak 
their own language as they have become 
quite urbanized. However, even among 
the less urbanized Vepsians, only 37.5% 
(2002) speak their own language.5

SINCE GORBACHEV’S perestroika efforts 
were made to make Karelian the second 
language of the republic. A process of 
creating a new literary language in Latin 
script started. However, this was difficult 
because Karelian has several dialects. 
Some schools started teaching Karelian 
and Veps, the university of Petrozavodsk 
set up a Faculty of Baltic-Finnish Philol-
ogy and Culture in 1993, and books and 
newspapers, radio and television pro-
grams were produced in both languages.6 
A “Congress of the Karelians” in the 
republic is regularly held in Olonets and 
is devoted to the development of the lan-
guage, welfare, civil society and environ-
mental issues.7 

However, after Vladimir Putin became 
President of Russia, the process of Russifi-
cation in Karelia and elsewhere resumed. 
The amount of cultural events, mass me-
dia productions and education in Karelian 
and Finnish was reduced. Street signs are 
generally in Russian, and the National 
Finnish Theatre in Petrozavodsk mainly 
stages plays in Russian.8 
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Indeed, Karelia has also become a 
mainstay of Russian history and culture. 
Its official name is The Republic of Kare-
lia, not The Karelian Republic — thus, it is 
an administrative rather than an ethnic 
marker. The capital of Petrozavodsk was 
founded as a Russian factory site in 1703 
in honor of Peter the Great and is now 
totally dominated by Russians. The Ortho-
dox sanctuaries of Kizhi and Valaam are 
considered to be a part of Russian cultural 
heritage and receive federal support. Not 
only Kalevala but also Russian folk tales 

Monument to Otto Willy Kuusinen (1881–1964) in Petrozavodsk, erected in 1973. � PHOTO: ANDREW ZORIN

(byliny) were recorded here, and Karelia 
plays a cherished role in Russian and 
Soviet war history, as will be shown. Kare-
lian lakes and forests have been popular 
among Russian tourists for decades. 

Changing borders  
and the Finnish factor
The current ethnic composition and 
political status of Karelia is primarily a 
result of wars, changing borders and po-
litical repression in a historical process 
in which Finland and the Finns have also 

played a prominent role. The 
Karelians as a people were first 
mentioned in 11th century bark 
chronicles.9 When Finland was 
an integral part of Sweden up 
until 1809, several wars were 
fought with Russia and its pre-
decessor states over Karelia. In 
the Treaty of Stolbovo of 1617, 
large parts of East Karelia were 
ceded to Sweden. In order to 
escape the Lutheran Swedes 
and Finns, thousands of Kare-
lians fled to the Tver region, 
where some still remain to this 
day.10 However, in the 18th cen-
tury, Sweden lost parts of East 
Karelia in two wars with Rus-
sia. When Russia conquered 
the whole of Finland in 1809, 
it was made a Grand Duchy 
under the Tsar but regained 
the Stolbovo border and re-
tained Swedish legislation. 
In the 19th century, national 
consciousness arose, and in 
northern Karelia the Finnish 
ethnographer Elias Lönnrot 
compiled folk songs and po-
etry and created Kalevala, the 
national epos of both Finns 
and Karelians. 

AFTER THE RUSSIAN Revolu-
tion and the declaration of 
independence, a fierce civil 
war broke out in Finland in 
January 1918 between revolu-
tionary Red Guards backed by 
lingering Russian army units 
and the bourgeois govern-
ment. It was won by the latter 

with German support, and around 20,000 
Red Finns escaped to Soviet Russia, of 
which 2,000 escaped to Soviet Karelia. 
During the Russian Civil War in 1919, Finn-
ish troops, with discreet official support, 
intervened in Russian Karelia in order 
to annex the Olonets (Aunus) region. An 
independent republic was proclaimed in 
Uhtua (now Kalevala) and recognized by 
Finland. However, these schemes were 
soon crushed by the Red Army, which had 
gathered strength. In October 1920, the 
Peace of Tartu (Dorpat) was concluded. 
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It restored the Finnish border of Stolbovo 
(plus Petsamo) including a Soviet promise 
to grant East Karelia a high degree of au-
tonomy. Still, even after the peace treaty 
had been signed, Finnish volunteers un-
successfully intervened in support of an 
uprising in East Karelia.11

Instead, in 1920, the Communists 
formed the so-called Karelian Workers’ 
Commune which, in 1923, was trans-
formed into the first Autonomous Social-
ist Soviet Republic (ASSR) of the Russian 
part of the Soviet Union (RSFSR), and was 
granted the same economic rights as the 
Soviet republics, though no constitution.12 
Edvard Gylling, who had been Commis-
sar for Finance in the Red government 
in Finland and fled to Karelia, became 
head of the government there until 1935. 
Finns dominated 
the political and 
cultural landscape, 
and most books 
published in Kare-
lia were written in 
Finnish. Contrary 
to the Peace Treaty 
of Tartu, Finnish, 
not Karelian, be-
came the second 
official language 
after Russian. As a 
result of the Great 
Depression and 
unemployment in 
Finland and North America in the early 
1930s, many Finns and the so-called 
Kiruna Swedes moved to Russia and Kare-
lia, enticed by the promise of work. The 
number of Finns in Karelia rose to at least 
12,000, not counting illegal migrants.13 

On the other hand, in the 1920s, large 
Russian-speaking areas were added to 
Karelia, and with Stalin’s five-year plans 
and the industrialization process, more 
Russians migrated to Karelia. Their share 
of the population rose from 55% (112,000) 
in 1920 to 63% (297,000) in 1939, whereas 
the Karelian share decreased from 42.7% 
to 23.2%. 

When the big purges started in the 
1930s, and a broad forbidden border zone 
was created, Finns and other minority 
groups and foreigners were deported 
suspected of being unreliable. They were 

mostly sent to Gulag camps in Karelia or 
remote parts of the Soviet Union. Thou-
sands of people were executed, for ex-
ample at Sandarmokh, including Finnish 
leaders like Gylling and almost all Finnish 
members of the Communist Party, as well 
as hundreds of Swedish workers. In 1938, 
it was forbidden to speak Finnish in Kare-
lia and an effort was made to develop a 
Karelian literary language, while Russian 
became compulsory in schools.14 

IN ACCORDANCE with the Soviet-Nazi non-
aggression pact, in November 1939 the 
Soviet Union launched the so-called Win-
ter War against Finland and proclaimed a 
Finnish “democratic” republic in Terijoki 
(the present-day Zelenogorsk) headed by 
Otto Willy Kuusinen, former member of 

the Red govern-
ment in Finland 
who had fled 
to Moscow and 
become a top-
ranking Soviet offi-
cial. This indicated 
a desire to take 
control of Finland, 
as was happen-
ing with the three 
Baltic states. How-
ever, the plan was 
abandoned due 
to strong Finn-
ish resistance. In 

the Moscow Peace Treaty of March 1940, 
Finland still had to cede parts of East 
Karelia, as well as Hangö (Hanko) and 
the Karelian Isthmus including Viborg 
(Viipuri), Finland’s second largest city 
at the time. Over 400,000 people fled to 
Finland. Karelia was then upgraded from 
an autonomous status to the Karelian-
Finnish Soviet Republic, with Kuusinen 
at its helm, and Finnish again became the 
official language. 

DURING THE SO-CALLED Continuation War, 
in 1941—1944, Finland, in partnership with 
Hitler’s Germany reconquered the lost 
areas and most of the refugees returned.15 
A military administration was established 
beyond the former border up to the White 
Sea Canal in order to prepare for the an-
nexation, and the process started of fenni-

cizing the Karelians and expelling the Slav 
population.16 Six concentration camps 
were set up, including civilian camps, in 
which children, old people and Russians 
in particular perished, mostly from illness 
and cold.17 In 1944, when the fortunes of 
war  changed, the Soviet Union reclaimed 
Karelia and added more Finnish areas, 
notably Petsamo. The Finnish popula-
tion fled once again, this time for good. 
In 1946, the Karelian Isthmus was trans-
ferred to the Leningrad oblast, probably 
for military reasons and, in 1956, Karelia 
was again demoted to autonomy status.18 

When the Soviet Union fell apart and 
became the Russian Federation, Kare-
lia, like many other parts of the USSR, 
declared itself a sovereign state and 
acquired republican status again, with 
its own foreign ministry.19 A national 
Karelian movement arose and demanded 
a national territorial area and a special 
chamber in the regional parliament for 
the native Finno-Ugric peoples with a 
veto right over certain issues or quotas of 
seats. Some radicals called for unification 
with Finland and maintained contact with 
like-minded radicals in Finland.20 How-
ever, Karelia was not granted a power-
sharing agreement with the federal cen-
ter, unlike several other republics in the 
1990s, and when Putin became president, 
federal power was strengthened at the 
expense of the republics.21 Together with 
the dominance of the ethnic Russians, 
this has ensured that Karelia has become 
tightly integrated into the Russian Federa-
tion. However, there are also economic 
factors.

Forestry, Gulag and  
economic development
Russian Karelia is covered by up to 85% of 
forest. Thus, the economy is dominated 
by wood and wood processing industries, 
which currently produce 25% of the paper 
in Russia, but Russian Karelia also has 
various mineral and related industries, 
hydro power and fish production. 

The production and export of wood 
has played a key role in Karelia’s econom-
ic development ever since Tsarist times. 
When Karelia became an autonomous So-
viet republic and during the NEP period, 
when private enterprise was permitted, it 
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had a “ministry” of economy, the right to 
levy taxes and to carry out foreign trade, 
and the republic could use its revenues 
for the benefit of the peasantry, which 
constituted around one half of the popu-
lation. The first serious setback came 
in 1926, when Karelia’s budget was sub-
jected to negotiations with the RSFSR and 
Union commissariats, and large Moscow-
based companies and trusts were given a 
free hand to operate in Karelia and maxi-
mize production. 

As preparations for the first five-year 
plan for industrialization and the col-
lectivization of agriculture then started, 
and sources of funding for the necessary 
import of machinery were sought, focus 
fell on forestry products, which were the 
USSR’s third most important export items 
after grain and oil. The Karelian Forest 
Trust (Karelles), which had paid 60—80% 
of all tax revenues, had to transfer its 
entire production to the all-Union forest 
export company. The final blow was the 
Soviet tax reform of 1930—1931, which 
transferred Karelia’s tax revenues to the 
RSFSR budget.22 

FURTHER, COLLECTIVIZATION became a 
means of providing cheap labor for the 
ambitious plans of expanding forestry 
(besides leading to a collapse in food 
production). There were not enough lo-
cal lumberjacks and bringing in seasonal 
workers from outside was too expensive. 
Thus, workers from the kolkhozes, who 
received half the salary of “free” work-
ers, were increasingly recruited by the 
forestry companies, reaching two-thirds 
in 1933. Moreover, the state started to 
extensively use forced labor, especially in 
remote locations with harsh climates.23 
Already in the 1920s, the security police 
(OGPU, later NKVD) had established a 
prison camp on the Solovki Islands in 
the White Sea, which soon became the 
model of forced labor for the entire Gulag 
system. 

The Gulag administration was also al-
lowed to take over vast forest areas (one 
third of Karelia’s resources in 1933), as 
well as construction jobs. The Karelian 
authorities initially protested that its 
companies and their workers had lost 
jobs and that the Gulag administration 

paid no taxes and followed no rules. How-
ever, their protests were in vain. Many 
thousands died as a result of executions, 
hard labor, cold, starvation and diseases. 
A hideous example is the construction 
of the White Sea Canal to Lake Onega 
in 1931—1933, where it is estimated that 
25 000 out of 170 000 prisoners perished.24 
This project soon became a model for 
Stalin’s other canal projects. Ultimately, 
it transpired that the Gulag system had 
been unprofitable from the start. Solovki 
was closed in 1939 due to the war, and the 
White Sea Canal was of limited use since 
it was only three meters deep. After Sta-
lin’s death, the entire Gulag system was 
dismantled. 

MOVING FORWARD to the 1990s, the Soviet-
planned economic system was replaced 
by a difficult transition to a market 
economy. However, the reliance on for-
estry persisted in Karelia. As in the 1920s, 
Karelia was once again allowed to engage 
in foreign trade, specifically with Finland 
and Sweden. Exports accounted for more 
than 40% of total production in 1998, 

which was dominated by raw 
materials, mainly unfinished 
wood (rounded timber),25 and 
Finland became the single 
most important market. Finn-
ish and Swedish companies 
invested in the Karelian pulp 
and paper industry and start-
ed large-scale logging. Karelia 
further benefitted from coop-
eration with aid projects from 
Finland and the EU in the 
framework of the EU’s North-
ern Dimension. It was includ-
ed as a member of the Barents 
Regional Council and became 
the cross-border Euregio Kare-
lia with three Finnish regions. 
A good deal of the aid went to 
building new border stations, 
as well as roads and railways 
going in the Finnish direction 
in order to facilitate trade and 
tourism.26 Tourism increased 
in both directions, thanks to 
relaxed visa rules.27 

Karelia was hit hard by a 
federal decision to raise cus-

toms duties on timber exports by 300% 
in 1999 so as to promote the processing 
industry and, even though this was soon 
revised, the export of roundwood gradu-
ally shrank considerably, while the pro-
cessing industry grew. 

Another problem was that the log-
ging industry was extensive and dug 
into protected areas with old forests, 
evoking protests from environmental 
groups in both Karelia and abroad. Fur-
ther, Western companies were afraid of 
making major investments due to the 
volatile judicial climate, widespread 
corruption and the unclear division of 
labor with the federal center, so many 
of them withdrew from Karelia.28 This 
was followed by Western sanctions 
against Russia on account of its aggres-
sion against Ukraine in 2014, the Rus-
sian counter-sanctions on Western ex-
ports of foodstuffs, the fall of the world 
market oil price and the depreciation of 
the ruble, as well as a policy of import 
substitution. Consequently, Karelia be-
came ever more dependent on Moscow.

It is true that in 2018 the republic re-
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corded industrial growth that was slightly 
higher than average, particularly in the 
processing industry, increasing tax rev-
enue, and growing exports (12%), which 
were six times higher than imports. Tour-
ism increased, for example to Solovki. 
Business contacts were established with 
China. However, the budget was unbal-
anced and incurred debts to the Federa-
tion. Thus, a federal target program was 
adopted for the development of Karelia 
until 2020, including investment in the 
mining and forest industries and in logis-
tics.29 Karelia was included in the list of 
regions with the most difficult economic 
and social situation and received five bil-
lion rubles for the program.30 Some roads 
leading to the Finnish border were trans-
ferred to the Federation, which thereby 
assumed responsibility for their mainte-
nance.31 The airport in Petrozavodsk is 
being modernized and flight connections 
with Moscow improved. In September 
2019, additional federal funding was al-
located for improving the heating supply 
for the coming winter.32

NEVERTHELESS, despite sanctions, Karelia 
continued to be interested in economic 
cooperation with the EU. An economy 
minister claimed that the republic was a 
pilot region for Russia, offering one of the 
most flexible and attractive investment 
systems. Cooperation in the Northern 
Dimension and with the Finnish border 
regions, including the Euregio Karelia, 
continued.33 A regular air connection 
with Helsinki was to commence in spring 
2020. A Karelian minister was interested 
in the Finnish experience of handling 
garbage and expressed the hope that 
the introduction of Russian electronic 
visas for EU countries, valid for 16 days 
without invitation, would substantially 
increase the tourist flows to Karelia. For 
Karelia, this was scheduled to start in 
2021.34 

However, in 2019, Finland, which 
had long applied the Schengen rules 
for Russia more liberally than other EU 
countries, decided to tighten its rules by 
demanding proof of residence and travel 
tickets.35 In March 2020 the Corona virus 
also hit Finland, Russia and Karelia, caus-
ing borders to close and a reduction in 

travel, thereby exacerbating the already 
tough economic situation. 

Political control  
and repression
Karelia’s economy and foreign relations 
are closely intertwined with its political 
development. In the 1990s, the republic 
was first headed by the Communist Viktor 
Stepanov, a former member of the Kare-
lian Supreme Soviet and Karelian by ori-
gin. In the local election in 1996, he was 
defeated by Sergei Katanandov, the in-
cumbent mayor of Petrozavodsk and also 
a Karelian by origin. Katanandov was one 
of the first leaders to join the Fatherland 
movement in 1998, which was designed to 
help Moscow mayor Sergei Luzhkov be-
come the next president after the ageing 
Boris Yeltsin, and concluded a coopera-
tion with Moscow, evidently hoping to get 
assistance from there. He also criticized 
the federal power in Moscow and wanted 
more power for the regions. 

HOWEVER, WHEN Prime Minister Putin’s 
Unity party won the State Duma election 
in Russia and Karelia in December 1999, 
Katanandov, like most other regional 
leaders, swung his 
support to Putin 
and his candidacy 
for president. He 
went further than 
others by proposing 
to extend the presi-
dential term from 
four to seven years 
and “even for life if 
he has the support of 
the people /and/ is a 
normal, authoritar-
ian leader capable 
of lifting the country 
out of a crisis.” In the 
2000 presidential 
election, Putin ob-
tained above-average 
votes (64%) in Karelia and he particularly 
thanked Katanandov for this. Katanandov 
accepted Putin’s strengthening of vertical 
power over the republics, including trans-
ferring more taxes to the Federation. On 
the same day as the presidential election, 
Katanandov held and won a referendum 

in Karelia on changing the constitution, 
which boosted the executive power over 
the legislature by making him ‘Head of 
the Republic’ (not president or governor), 
instead of prime minister.36 He then re-
mained in power until 2010. 

When Putin returned to power in 2012 
after Dmitrii Medvedev’s four years as 
president, the reins were tightened, for 
example, by a law obliging political NGOs 
that received foreign money to register as 
‘foreign agents’. Katanandov’s successor, 
Andrei Nelidov, was fired in May 2012, and 
later sentenced to eight years in jail for ac-
cepting bribes. Also, an advisor of his was 
sentenced to 29 years for pedophilia, a 
charge that was to be repeated. It is likely 
that the real reason was that Putin’s Unit-
ed Russia party had scored badly in the 
2011 Duma election and lost control of the 
Karelian parliament and that support for 
Putin in the 2012 presidential election was 
below average (53% vs. 63%) in Karelia. 
In turn, one reason for this was that the 
liberal party Yabloko had retained some 
influence in Karelia, while it had lost all its 
seats in the Federal State Duma. Its leader 
in Karelia, the businessman Vasilii Popov, 
was speaker in the Petrozavodsk City 

Council (Petrosovet) 
and, in 2013, Galina 
Shirshina, a young 
psychology profes-
sor, was elected may-
or of Petrozavodsk, 
later called the last 
independent mayor 
in Russia.

In order to boost 
control, in 2012, 
Putin appointed 
Aleksandr Khudi-
lainen, a Russian 
from St. Petersburg 
and a friend of the 
State Duma speaker, 
Sergei Naryshkin, as 
new head of Karelia, 

and he brought in his own protégés from 
St. Petersburg. When protests against 
Khudilainen broke out even among Com-
munists in March 2015, the chairman of 
the Security Council, Nikolai Patrushev, 
who had been Minister of Security in 
Karelia and succeeded Putin as head of 
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the FSB in 1999, came to his rescue. Pa-
trushev declared that following the grow-
ing anti-Russian rhetoric in the West, 
nationalist and revanchist organizations 
in Finland had been activated and in-
creased their influence in Karelia with 
the help of domestic NGOs. Shirshina re-
torted that Petrozavodsk’s relations with 
its twin city, Joensuu, were mainly in the 
cultural field. 

A Yabloko parliamentarian explained 
that Finland did not want any territories 
to be returned, because it could not 
afford to support them, and that the 
number of Finns and Karelians was too 
small to be relied upon. Actually, the 
number of Karelian separatists is totally 
negligible.37

THE END OF THE STORY was that several fe-
male Yabloko politicians were arrested on 
economic charges and Popov was driven 
into Finnish exile as a result of criminal 
charges. In late 2015, the Petrosovet voted 
to remove Shirshina,38 from office and — 
like other cities 
— to cancel may-
oral elections by 
the people in fa-
vor of the region-
al legislatures. 
In the 2016 city 
council election, 
Yabloko’s party 
list was disquali-
fied because of 
improper pa-
perwork. Thus, 
the party has no 
seats there any 
more.39 

Nevertheless, in early 2017, probably 
due to economic problems and subse-
quent popular protests, Khudilainen was 
prematurely replaced by Artur Parfen-
chikov, who was then confirmed as head 
of the republic in a local election (turnout 
29%).40 Parfenchikov had previously 
served as a prosecutor in Karelia and was 
until then director of the federal bailiff 
service in Moscow. He apparently had 
good connections with Patrushev who, in 
2019, revisited Petrozavodsk in prepara-
tion for the republic’s centenary, praising 
its economic achievements for “allowing 

us to increase our own budget revenues” 
(author’s italics).41

Such is the context of the Dmitriev af-
fair. Initially he enjoyed official support. 
He got access to NKVD archives, which 
allowed him to record the names of thou-
sands of victims as well as of their NKVD 
henchmen. Soldiers and volunteers par-
ticipated in Dmitriev’s excavations, and 
the Russian Orthodox Church held ser-
vices at Sandarmokh. However, in Decem-
ber 2016, Dmitriev was arrested, accused 
of possessing child pornography and an 
illegal weapon. He was acquitted of the 
pornography charge in April 2018 but was 
soon arrested again on a charge of pedo-
philia.42 In 2019, Dmitriev’s colleague Ser-
gei Koltyrin, head of a Gulag museum at 
Medvezhegorsk, and his assistant, Evgenii 
Nosov, were sentenced to serve nine and 
eleven years, respectively, on a similar 
charge as Dmitriev. Koltyrin died in prison 
from cancer shortly afterwards.43 

The trial against Dmitriev was repeat-
edly postponed, Dmitriev was held in 

isolation in bad 
conditions, and 
the official media 
kept silent about 
him. Neverthe-
less, he received 
strong support 
from the families 
of the victims, 
Russian and 
Western intellec-
tuals, artists and 
human rights 
organizations. 
In July 2020, 
Dmitriev was 

finally sentenced by Petrozavodsk City 
Court to three and a half years imprison-
ment for pedophilia and sexual abuse of 
a minor, and was expected to be released 
in November 2020.44 However, both sides 
appealed the verdict and 245 Russian cul-
tural figures called for the trial to be trans-
ferred to another region. In September 
2020, Karelia’s Supreme Court sentenced 
Dmitriev to 13 years in prison for acts of 
sexual violence against his adopted child, 
an unprecedented prolongation which, 
considering that Dmitriev was 64 years 
of age and in bad health, may mean be a 

death sentence. The other charges of cre-
ating child pornography and possession 
of illegal weapons were sent back for re-
trial. Dmitriev was not allowed to attend 
the trial, his defense lawyer was ill, and 
the latter’s stand-in only had a few days 
to prepare his case. The prosecution wit-
nesses were anonymous. After the trial, 
the Russian mass media branded Dmit-
riev a sexual felon and a state TV channel 
showed a photo of the naked girl, which 
had been leaked from the trial. The whole 
trial must be regarded as FSB/NKVD’s re-
venge on Dmitriev for his revelations and 
as yet another scandal in Russia’s judicial 
system.45

Further, members of the Military His-
torical Society at Petrozavodsk University 
started publicly contradicting Dmitriev 
by claiming that the mass graves at San-
darmokh contained victims of the Finnish 
occupation army, and they started their 
own excavations to prove it.46 Sergei 
Verigin, head of the History Department, 
argued that the numbers of victims of 
NKVD atrocities had been vastly exagger-
ated by so-called democratic forces, who 
wanted to politicize history and obscure 
the crimes of Russia’s enemies during 
the war.47 Finnish historians were able to 
rebut that the Finnish Army had not even 
reached Sandarmokh.

WHEN KARELIA and all of Russia prepared 
for the 75th anniversary of the Great Vic-
tory in May 2020, this internal historical 
issue was transformed into a foreign 
policy issue. On the basis of formerly 
secret NKVD material with testimonies 
about crimes by “Finnish fascists against 
peaceful Soviet citizens”,48 the Federal 
Investigation Committee (FIC) for the 
first time charged Finland with genocide. 
It was claimed that Finland had built 14 
concentration camps housing 24,000 
inmates, of whom 8,000 had perished. 
Over 7,000 inmates had been buried 
alive, killed in gas chambers or shot.49 The 
Finnish Foreign Ministry responded by 
stating that the legal issues of the war had 
been resolved already in the Paris Peace 
Treaty and resolutely called for access to 
all NKVD archive material as Finland had 
already granted access to its archives, and 
for continued cooperation through the 
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existing channels.50 Thus, the campaign 
against Dmitriev and his revelations was 
allowed to disturb Russia’s official rela-
tions with Finland, relations which had 
otherwise been better than with most 
other democratic countries. The FSB’s 
role in this is clearly 
visible.

In fact, the 
charge against 
Finland was soon 
removed from the 
FIC’s website. The 
Russian historian, 
Anatolii Razumov, 
described it as 
counter-propa-
ganda intended 
to divert attention 
from Stalin’s own 
genocide policy.51 
Throughout 2020, 
Karelia, like all of 
Russia in 2020, was 
preoccupied with 
the celebration of 
the war victory, as well as of the repub-
lic’s centenary.52 

Some comparative  
conclusions
As shown above, Karelia exhibits both 
specific and general features among 
the regions of Russia. Specifically, it is 
one of the border regions and has the 
longest border with a Western country. 
Moreover, it has an ethnic minority that 
is shared with Finland. This has led to 
security concerns on both sides, particu-
larly in Moscow, and has resulted in three 
wars and several changes of border. Fur-
thermore, Karelia is one of the ethnically 
based constituent parts of Russia and 
Finns, closely related to Karelians, played 
a special role during its first decades. 

However, like many other republics 
of the Russian Federation, Karelia has 
become thoroughly Russified through 
transfers of territory, the emigration of 
Karelians and Finns to Finland, the im-
migration of Russians and other Slavs and 
the suppression of its national culture. 
Today, Karelian culture is mainly a folk-
loristic façade for the benefit of the tourist 
industry.

Economically, Karelia is a northern 
Russian region which, since Tsarist times, 
has been dominated by its vast forests and 
related industries. Wood exports played 
an important role in financing Stalin’s 
industrialization project. When the Soviet 

Union became Rus-
sia and Karelia was 
allowed to engage 
in foreign trade, 
the export of forest 
products to and 
investments from 
Finland and Swe-
den, for example, 
increased, as well 
as the number of 
border crossings. 
This made it stand 
out among the Rus-
sian regions. 

However, when 
Putin became 
president, Kare-
lia, like all other 
republics, lost 

control of its economy and foreign trade 
and became totally dependent on budget 
transfers and subsidies from Moscow. 
With the Western imposition of sanctions 
as a consequence of the Russian attack 
on Ukraine in 2014, Russia’s turn to self-
reliance and its persistent problems with 
corruption and legal insecurity hampered 
foreign trade even more.

IN THE POLITICAL REALM, Karelian efforts in 
the 1920s to achieve economic autonomy 
were crushed by Stalin’s dictatorship and 
forced industrialization. Karelia became 
home to Gulag projects which were soon 
emulated throughout the Soviet Union, 
and the NKVD had a dominating influ-
ence, partly because it was a border 
region that had minorities suspected of 
foreign ties. The result was terror, fol-
lowed by war. 

After the Soviet Union fell apart and 
during the turbulent 1990s, Karelia wit-
nessed a national reawakening and, as 
a border region, was in a good position 
to open up to the West and establish not 
only economic but also political and 
cultural ties, particularly with its Nordic 
neighbors. 

Yet, when Putin, a former KGB officer, 
became president and reasserted federal 
control, Karelia quickly fell into line, 
like all the other republics. True, liberal 
groups still persisted during Medvedev’s 
four years as president, but when Putin 
returned to the presidency in 2012 with 
a distinctly authoritarian and patriotic 
agenda, persons loyal to Moscow were 
appointed to lead Karelia. All political op-
position was wiped out and intellectuals 
such as Dmitriev, who were fighting for 
human rights and against the rehabilita-
tion of Stalin, were persecuted in every 
way possible. The FSB clearly played a 
key role in this, apparently following a 
tradition going back to at least the 1930s.53 
However, this is not a unique but rather a 
typical example of how the Russian politi-
cal and judicial system currently works. 

This is also true for the virulent Rus-
sian accusations against Finland in 
connection with the celebration of the 
Great Victory. The celebration involves 
asserting that Stalin’s non-aggression pact 
with Hitler was justified, thereby setting 
Russia up against all those states that had 
suffered from its consequences. Not only 
Finland but also Poland, the first victim of 
the war, has been exposed to outrageous 
accusations, such as colluding with  
Hitler and unleashing the war. Karelia is 
thus a pawn in the Great Game, well re-
flecting Russia’s official view of its history 
and its role in the world. ≈

Ingmar Oldberg

Research Associate at the Swedish Institute 
of International Affairs (UI).
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