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Opinion

On 20 August 2020, Russia’s most
high-profile opposition leader Alexei
Navalny fell virulently sick mid-flight

while enroute to Moscow from Tomsk where
he was campaigning for the forthcoming local
elections. Placed in a medically induced coma
in Omsk, where the flight made an
emergency landing, he was soon airlifted to
Berlin for further medical treatment once his
condition deteriorated. After spending more
than a month in the hospital, Navalny has
now been discharged and is expected to make
a full recovery.

Conflicting Diagnosis

Given the stature of Navalny in Russian
politics, the speculation about his illness has
deepened on account of the hugely conflicting
reports emanating around his diagnosis.
Russian medical experts who treated
Navalny have blamed these series of events
on his “metabolic disorder” which led to a
“sharp drop in blood sugar”.1 They have
ruled out any foul play while he was in
Russia.2

On the other hand, Germany, which
conducted its own tests including on
Navalny’s urine and blood samples apart
from the water bottle that Navalny had used
on the day of travel, has alleged poisoning
through cholinesterase inhibitor.3 This
substance is part of the lethal Novichok
nerve agent family. Germany’s position has
been corroborated by the International
Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical
Weapons (OPCW).4 The Organisation
conducted its own tests based on technical
assistance sought by Berlin.5

Therefore, if one goes by the German and
OPCW diagnosis, Navalny was poisoned
using a chemical weapon. Under the 1997
Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC), the
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Summary

Russia’s high-profile opposition leader
Alexei Navalny’s poisoning has led to
intense speculation about not only the
perpetrator but also its timing and
motive. Widely conflicting diagnosis
emerging from Russia, where Navalny
was first treated, to Germany, where he
was airlifted for further medical
treatment, have further fanned this
speculation. Unsurprisingly, the needle
of suspicion has fallen on the Russian
government. The purported use of the
lethal Novichok nerve agent is strikingly
similar to the alleged Russian playbook
of eliminating dissenters. The OPCW
report has also raised more questions
than answers, including a possible
clandestine chemical weapons
programme. Meanwhile, the Russian
government has alleged the involvement
of its adversaries in staging this
assassination attempt. Circumstances
indicate to there being more than what
meets the eye. Given the stakes
involved, will the real picture ever come
out?
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use of a nerve agent to poison is considered 
an act of using chemical weapons.6 Given the 
sophistication needed to handle these agents, 
the European Union (EU) led by Germany 
has accused the Russian state7 of being 
complicit in his poisoning. This has led to a 
fresh round of European sanctions on Russian 
individuals and the organisation8 that the EU 
considers to be involved in the act.9

OPCW Report Raises More Questions 
Than It Answers

Interestingly, OPCW, the principal 
organisation responsible for implementing 
the CWC, in its report on Navalny highlighted 
his poisoning through “similar structural 
characteristics as the toxic chemicals that 
form part of the Annex on Chemicals to the 
Convention”.10 This Annex identifies the 
chemicals that the 193 countries which are 
signatories to CWC are prohibited from 
producing, storing, using and transferring 
except for scientific purposes, and that too 
with prior intimation to the OPCW. This 
report should, therefore, have concluded this 
seemingly open and shut case by identifying 
the poison and its source of origin. Instead, 
it throws up more questions than it answers. 
This includes the nature of the newly 
identified Novichok toxin as well as the timing 
and motive behind the poisoning.

Notably, the toxin is not yet banned by the 
CWC. This raises the prospects of a 
clandestine chemical weapons programme by 
a few countries. Moreover, the report not 
only fails to identify the origin of the poison 
but has also not revealed the biomarkers 
used in the attack.

The Needle of Suspicion on the 
Russian Government

Given the Soviet-sponsored invention of 
Novichok in the 1980s, the expertise needed 
to handle the potent toxin and the growing

domestic popularity of Navalny, it is
unsurprising that the needle of suspicion has
fallen on the Russian state. The fact that the
Russian government has been accused of
adopting a similar modus operandi in
eliminating high profile dissenters11 and
opposition leaders in the past, gives credence
to this suspicion.

But herein the plot thickens. Given that the
toxin remains embedded on to human
enzyme for an extended period of time even
post-mortem, the key question is why would
Russia allow Navalny to be airlifted to Berlin
considering that the toxin would inevitably
show up in tests in Germany. Perhaps, he
was sneaked out of the country although this
seems highly improbable on account of the
scrutiny that Navalny faces. The only
evidence of this perceived clandestine
operation is Navalny’s statement that
President Putin had forbidden him from
leaving the country.12

Moreover, the elimination of Russia’s most
credible opposition leader would run the risk
of galvanising the opposition especially at a
time when discontentment about the
government’s handling of the COVID-19
pandemic has grown in magnitude.  It could
also have undermined Russia’s claims of
being a genuine democracy.

Also, there exist other methods of causing
death instead of the present circumstances,
which have only drawn attention once again
to Novichok which the Russian government
had been accused of previously using in the
high profile poisoning of Sergei Skripal in
2018. This would re-paint Russia as not only
continuing to engage in targeted killings but
also a prolific proliferator of the CWC despite
its global assurances of having eliminated its
chemical weapons.13 This would put Moscow
in the crosshairs of international
condemnation especially considering it was
Russia itself which had recommended the
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addition of new chemical formulae of the 
Novichok family to the updated Annex of the 
CWC in November 2019.14

These aforesaid instances of the undeniable 
fallout lend some credence to the Russian 
Foreign Ministry’s allegation that the 
poisoning was “staged” by Moscow’s 
“enemies”.15 Given Russia’s ongoing 
confrontation with the West, it is not 
implausible that the poisoning was aimed at 
catalysing the growing instability in the 
Kremlin’s neighbourhood. Also, it is pertinent 
to note that Russia does not have exclusive 
access to Novichok.

On the other end of this hypothesis, are a 
range of reasons that build a credible case of 
the Kremlin’s approval, if not outright 
involvement. For instance, it is unthinkable 
that Navalny’s poisoning, if it indeed did take 
place in Russia, could be the handiwork of 
anyone except Russian agencies. Navalny’s 
growing popularity as well as his exposé of a 
cornucopia of corruption were bound to have 
unnerved key Russian power stakeholders. 
Eliminating him at this juncture would 
prevent him from riding the wave of 
festering discontentment and revealing more 
sordid corrupt practices. Perhaps, the 
perpetrators were hedging their bets that 
the lack of an alternative opposition leader 
of Navalny’s stature would render the 
opposition rudderless. This has been borne 
out by the absence of any mass movement 
or protest in the aftermath of the August 
incident. Instead, a concerted campaign has 
been initiated to discredit Navalny, including 
branding him an “instrument of Russia’s 
adversaries”. In this context, the key issue 
worth pondering is why did doctors treating 
Navalny in Russia administer him atropine16 

– a substance used to tackle nerve agent 
poisoning, when they purportedly did not 
find any trace of the toxin. Perhaps, Russia’s 
recommendation for the inclusion of the

formulae of Novichok in the Annex of CWC
could have been part of its strategy to deny
culpability in any cases of future poisoning.
Russia would also have likely factored in the
lack of bite of any potential European
sanctions which in any case today cover
practically every aspect of their bilateral ties.
Russia’s veto power at the United Nations
Security Council (UNSC) would also shield it
from any punitive action, given the fact that
the OPCW can only present the merits of a
case before the UNSC for further action.

Given the stakes involved, it is unlikely that
the real picture will ever come out. The
perpetrators are likely to go scot free as well.
But what appears certain is that history is
likely to repeat itself in the future.
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