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LEONID VOLKOV, 

Chief of Staff to Alexei Navalny 

 

AM: Alexei Navalny is a brave man. He is the leading opposition 

figure in Russia to Putin. For a long time it was thought his very 

prominence made him almost untouchable and then last month 

while onboard on plane he was poisoned with the nerve agent 

Novichok. He is now seriously ill in a German hospital. Just before 

we went on air I spoke to his Chief of Staff, Leonid Volkov who 

began by describing exactly what happened to Mr Navalny on that 

fateful flight. 

 

V: Shortly after takeoff, like 20 minutes after takeoff he started to 

complain that he felt  - that he feels bad and he needs to go to 

the toilet. And there he collapsed crying and suffering and he 

started to develop shivering and other symptoms that are typical 

for poison, for intoxication.  The team of the flight took the 

decision to make an emergency landing which  in effect saved  

him, because otherwise if they wouldn’t go for an emergency 

landing he would probably have died onboard the plane. 

 

AM: Now your team has accused the Russian state of involvement. 

How certain are you that President Putin was involved in this? 

V: I’m certain one hundred percent. I have no doubt after what 

the German government has said and after what German medics 

have found out. Given the fact that it  was Novichok, the poison 

you can’t buy in a drug store, a poison that was developed within 

a Russian government programme and was already used by his 

Russian government. Of course I am not saying that Mr Putin like 

personally poisoned him, but Mr Navalny is Putin’s political enemy 

number one. 
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AM: One of the oddities of this is that Mr Navalny has always been 

thought to be more or less safe because he was such a prominent 

opponent of Mr Putin, what does it mean  that he was attacked 

and attached with Novichok? 

V: So first of all I have to say that this is just like a pure 

coincidence that the world knows it’s Novichok. According, I think 

that according to the plan of the perpetrators Mr Navalny should 

have died in Russia and of course no Novichok would ever be 

revealed. It would be just a heart attack or something like this in 

the medical papers sent by the Russian doctors. Second, Mr 

Putin’s very rational. He’s considering upsides and downsides of 

every political decision and of course he realises that downsides of 

killing Mr Navalny are huge, both on international level and on 

national, because it leads to political complications, but at some 

point probably he calculated the upsides were higher because of 

the political campaign that Mr Navalny was leading in the last few 

years and that really caused enormous damage to Mr Putin and 

his political party, the United Russia. 

 

AM: Now of course the Russian government is still denying this. 

But we come to what the west should do in response, because  Mr 

Navalny himself said that Britain’s response of expelling some 

diplomats after the Skripal poisoning with Novichok in Salisbury 

wasn’t enough and wouldn’t change anything.  

V: Well, I would say that the only thing Mr Putin and his friends 

really care about is money and the only way to make it painful for 

them is of course to start taking measures against their assets. 

They have enormous assets in the west. I would say the most 

efficient answer would be the west finally starts doing something 

against like Russian – against Putin cronies and lieutenants who 

buy palaces in France and apartments in Belgravia. 

 

AM: What about the fact that the west still treats Russia very 

much as another normal country? Part of the World Trade 
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Organisation, hosting big sporting events. So you think the west 

should be looking at those kinds of things as well? 

V: Yes. The line has been crossed. Putin can’t be treated as a 

representative of a normal country anymore and the country’s 

normal, Putin is not. So I really very much expect no western 

leader would ever shake hands with him anymore. 

 

AM: No more shakings hands. Presumably some diplomats 

expelled but above all cracking down on the finance. Finally, are 

you confident, do you believe that Mr Navalny will survive this 

horrible experience and return as Russia’s main opposition leader? 

V: Of course I hope so very much and of course we expect this 

but the German doctors are still not giving any assurance for this, 

so we well have to hope and pray here. 

 

Ends  


