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government–sponsored attacks against those who publicly criticize Moscow’s 
policies have continued throughout the decade. The victims of the poisonings 
range widely from Russian journalists, lawyers, and businesspeople to foreign 
politicians and Chechen rebels.

In some cases the targets have been longtime, self-declared foes of the 
Russian government who aim to destroy Russian interests just as much as 
Moscow aims to destroy the targets. Such was the case of Omar Ibn al-
Khattab, a symbol of Islamic extremism and notorious guerrilla commander 
in the second Chechen war against Moscow. Khattab’s guerilla roots can be 
traced back to the 1980s, when he fought against the Soviets in Afghanistan. 
He later participated in Muslim insurrections in the Soviet Central Asian 
republics. Khattab enlisted in the Chechen separatist movement in the mid-
1990s and played a leading role in numerous attacks on Russian interests 
until his death in 2002. Press reports indicate that he was killed by a poi-
soned letter slipped to him by the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB), 
which had accused Khattab of links to al-Qaeda.4

Prominent Russian and foreign political leaders have also been targets of 
poisoning. In 2004, then-Russian presidential candidate Ivan Rybkin mysteri-
ously disappeared for several days ahead of the election. When he resurfaced, 
he first told a garbled tale of travel to London and the Ukrainian capital, Kiev, 

Figure 1.1 ▸ Chronology of Alleged Russian Poisonings, 2000–2010

Year Alleged Poisoning

2002 Omar Ibn al-Khattab, a Chechen Sunni jihadist, dies from a poisoned letter sent 
by the Russian FSB.

2003 Duma deputy and opposition newspaper editor Yuri Shchekochikin mysteriously 
dies. His family believes that he was a victim of poisoning—possibly with dioxin.

2004 Russian presidential candidate Ivan Rybkin goes missing for several days in 
advance of the election and later claims he was drugged by Russian authorities.

2004 Ukrainian presidential candidate Viktor Yushchenko is poisoned with dioxin; 
Yushchenko suspects a Ukrainian-Russian cabal.

2004 Russian journalist Anna Politkovskaya says she was poisoned on a flight she 
took to cover the Beslan school tragedy.

2006 Former KGB officer and later Kremlin critic Aleksander Litvinenko dies from 
polonium-210 radiation poisoning in London. The Russian government refuses 
Britain’s request to extradite the prime suspect.




