Chechnya was the first major domestic conflict in Russia
where TV played a significant role in shaping public opinion,
sometimes in direct contradiction to the official
government line. " | =
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1994-1996.:

Media in the First

Russian-
Chechen War

The First Russian-Chechen War (1994 - 1996) coincided with a period of reduced media
restrictions in post-Soviet Russia during Boris Yeltsin’s Presidency (1991 - 1999). The War
was among the most widely covered conflicts in post-Soviet Russia, with independent
scrutiny of military operations and their impact on civilians. However, journalists faced
dangerous conditions, ranging from exposure to military operations to direct violence. These
risks underscored the severity of the human rights situation for both journalists and Civilians
caught in the War’s crossfire.
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31 December 1994:
Russian forces
launch their major
New Year’s Eve
assault on Grozny

7-8 April 1995:
Russian forces
carried out the
Samashki zachitska
(mopping-up
operation), during
which more than
100 civilians were
reportedly killed

9-18 January 1996
Kizlyar-
Pervomayskoye
hostage crisis; 1,500
to 3,000 people
were taken hostage

6-21 August 1996:
Chechen forces
retook most of
Grozny during a
surprise offensive

11 December 1994:
Russian forces
enter Chechnya

1-10 January 1995:
Russian forces in
Grozny carried out
mass hostage-
taking operations,
detaining about
300-400 staff
members and
patients from
Emergency
Hospital No. 1

14-19 June 1995:
Budyonnovsk
hospital hostage
crisis; about 1,500
people were taken
hostage by forces
led by Shamil
Basayev (1965-
2006)

21 April 1996:
Chechen President
Dzhokhar Dudaev
(b. 1944) was killed
by a Russian
missile strike

30 August 1996:
The Khasavyurt
Accord (“Joint
Declaration and
Principles for
Mutual Relations”)
was signed,
effectively
bringing the war to
aclose

During the war, despite political pressure from
Russian authorities on media outlets, journalists
worked in an environment with relatively few formal
restrictions. This allowed independent narratives to
be published and distributed, enabling independent
coverage of military operations, civilian suffering and
abuses by both sides. The Russian government did not
expect the war to be prolonged, and there was no
comprehensive censorship system in place.

However, reporters worked in highly dangerous and
unstable conditions. For example, they could
accompany military units and operate amid active
hostilities, photographing and filming military
operations up close. In such situations, they faced the
same dangers as those with whom they travelled.

Although journalists often carried press credentials
and travelled in clearly marked ‘PRESS’ or ‘TV’
vehicles, these markings did not reliably protect them.
Russian forces still fired on journalists, and some
concealed their press identification for fear of being
targeted. Under International Humanitarian Law (IHL),
journalists are considered civilians and must be
respected and protected as long as they do not take a
direct part in hostilities.

The war was among the deadliest conflicts for
journalists in Post-Soviet Russia. The Natalia
Estemirova Documentation Centre (NEDC) has
documented numerous cases highlighting the risks of
reporting. Its database records 22 journalists who
suffered serious human rights violations, including 13
killings (in some cases following beatings or torture),
three enforced disappearances and three abductions.

Despite the threats they faced, independent
journalists were able to deliver accurate and vivid
reporting on the war, demanding international
attention to the actions of the Russian military forces
towards civilians.

The reporting contributed to the growing
international focus on human rights, as reflected in
the International Commission of Jurists’ (ICJ) sharp
condemnation of Russia’s actions. The ICJ concluded
that the Russian army violated the right to life of
unarmed civilians by bombing civilian targets.
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