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To Kirill Radchenko, Alexander Rastorguyev and Orkhan Dzhemal, your work exposing the dirty dealings of Vladimir Putin’s Russia took you to the middle of Africa; your dedication to the truth took you to your graves.

Your pursuit of justice and integrity lives on in the young investigative journalists whom you inspired.


Preface: Journalism that Combats Cries of Fake News

FACTS MATTER.

At a time in history in which those who hold the most powerful positions in the world seek to obfuscate by denying basic fact, it is imperative that the general public is overwhelmed with fact, truth, and empirical evidence.

The cries of “fake news!” cannot be allowed to go unchallenged.

The press is not the enemy of the people. The Fourth Estate is one of the shining indicators of the thriving democracy that America has loudly and proudly put on a pedestal for decades. It has exposed war crimes, detailed racism and injustice in the South, and brought down sitting presidents. There is nothing that good investigative journalism cannot do when it seeks to speak truth to power to hold it accountable, and doesn’t stray from that mission.

In the era of journalists being body slammed, mocked, and ridiculed as fake news, we must return to the basics of journalism: Fact. Proof. Empirical evidence.

It is all too easy for those who dislike negative media coverage to attack the reporting itself when journalists fail to hold themselves to the highest standard possible. To combat these desperate cries of “fake news,” journalists should not get offended, but rather return to the core of what a free press is supposed to do in this country and elsewhere: report the facts.

However, at the risk of sounding like an overzealous newcomer who’s in over his head, I believe there must be fundamental changes in the way that investigative journalists go about their business. There is a growing segment of the population, especially among young adults, who finds themselves with a severe lack of trust in the news media. For those whose formative years were spent with the news coming largely from the internet and social media, there is a feeling of discouragement and apathy when it comes to politics and social issues. This discouragement is rooted in a lack of trust in any authoritative figure, in the media or elsewhere, to report facts without bias.

On TV, sex, drugs, drama, and violence are king. Major news channels largely fill their airtime with panels consisting of impassioned, partisan Democrats arguing with impassioned, partisan Republicans. Everyone involved in this setting is desperately seeking the ten-second “gotcha” sound clip that they can then share on Twitter in the hopes of feeding their crowdsourced hunger for affirmation. There’s only one person in this scenario who is left entirely worse off: the American citizen.

The way that news is reported is broken. This feels taboo to say in light of some of the hate directed towards journalists at the behest of the most powerful people in the country, but there is a problem at the core of news reporting that needs to be addressed.

At the core of the problem lies a wave of opinion and speculation creeping into news reporting. A common tactic among those who consistently try to delegitimize the press is to conflate the editorial section of a publication with the news articles. Too often now, these sections are becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish.

From my perspective, I see three foundational changes that must be made by journalists to salvage the trust of the American people and fill the void left by figures from an earlier generation such as Walter Cronkite:


First, the hyperpartisanship in media for the sake of being entertaining has to be reined in.

Second, print journalists should return to the basics of journalism by showing, not telling, and relying less on anonymous sources.

Finally, independent journalism must be recognized as an essential section of the media as a whole, so long as it doesn’t devolve into conspiracy theories and wild speculation.



Me vs. You Media

What largely exists today is a “me vs. you” media that survives and thrives off of making those with whom you disagree into your enemies. Evening TV broadcasts on cable networks are the main purveyors of this ideology, as they profit when politics and news is transformed into entertainment.

I like to think of the normal blue-collar American worker who comes home from a hard day at work and turns on the news to see what has gone on in the world. What he or she finds on TV, however, is anything but the news. It’s likely some Democrat yelling at a group of Republicans or vice-versa, with personal insults flying and a painful dearth of truth.

This attitude can also be widely found on social media, which has increasingly become infected with purposeful disinformation by foreign countries, bots, and trolls. These actors have no interest in sharing fact-based reporting, but rather feed off of the chaos and discord that comes from a hyperpartisan American population.

There is certainly a place for partisanship in the United States, though not in the world of investigative journalism. Disagreeing over politics and even slinging some mud is as American as apple pie. When there is no separation between these debates and fact-finding investigations, however, is when we as a population suffer the consequences.

In a similar vein, the “me vs. you” media is creating a dangerous echo chamber on both sides of the political spectrum. Studies have shown that people are becoming increasingly partisan and seeking out voices that affirm their political point of view. Social media is a culprit in this shift in approach from Americans, but not the only factor. Twitter, Facebook, Reddit and other platforms have certainly made it easier to “follow,” “like,” or “subscribe” to those who tell you what you want to hear. It’s the path of least resistance. TV news profits by making politics as divided as possible, turning the discussion of political and social issues into a sport, putting profit over people.

In these uncertain and divisive times, a quote from the recent Dan Rather book, What Unites Us, rings all too prescient: “[A] democracy requires open access to ideas. It requires a willingness to struggle and learn, to question our own suppositions and biases, to open ourselves as citizens, and a nation, to a world of books and thought. If we become a country of superficiality and easy answers based on assumptions and not one steeped in reason and critical learning, we will have lost the foundation of our founding and all that has allowed our nation to grow into our modern United States.”

It is more important now than ever for the press to recognize the commonality of the American citizen with his or her neighbor. The differences between us as Americans pale in comparison to those who wish to see actual harm to our democracy and institutions. Media that plays into the me vs. you narrative of extreme partisanship fulfills the wildest dreams of our true enemies around the world. There is nothing that Vladimir Putin, for instance, would want to see more than an America that became so hostile towards itself that it began to collapse from the inside.

“In recent years, Putin, his chief military strategist Valery Gerasimov, and other Russian leaders have employed disinformation to spread chaos for strategic effect,” a recent study in The American Interest noted. “The Kremlin’s goal is to create an environment in which the side that copes best with chaos (that is, which is less susceptible to societal disruption) wins. The premise is Huntingtonian: that Russia can endure in a clash of civilizations by splintering its opponents’ alliances with each other, dividing them internally, and undermining their political systems.”

Our foes prosper when we let partisan politics take up more airtime than the reporting on facts without prejudice.

We must, however, always continue to debate the serious issues that face this country. It is in this arena that social media can play a profoundly positive role. Instead of stoking the fires of division and hatred, the press could use analytics to find out which issues Americans are discussing on social media and present reasonable viewpoints from a variety of sources. For example, exit polls for the 2018 midterm elections clearly showed that health care was the most important factor for voters, yet where are the debates and studies being broadcast on TV about the topic? Let the American people drive what the media covers, not the media organization’s bottom line.

Those in charge of major media organizations have a responsibility to publish rational, respectful voices. These voices can be from every walk of life with every political belief, so long as they stick to the issues at hand, and refrain from ad hominem attacks.

Journalism with Proof

The hallmark of journalism that the American people can trust is simply empirical proof. Anonymous sources play an extremely vital role in many important breaking news stories, given the sensitivity of material discussed, and not all stories can be written with the backbone of documentation. However, whenever possible, the press should provide the reader with the records, documents, correspondences, etc., that go into producing an investigative report. By lifting this veil of secrecy and becoming as transparent as possible with the reader, journalists can quickly silence cries of “fake news” and, more importantly, establish credibility and trustworthiness.

Whereas anonymous sources and “palace intrigue” stories can easily be written off as “fake news” because of the lack of empirical proof, data journalism with documentation is much more difficult to dispute. This will require a shift in approach by journalists, as most major publications have largely moved away from investigative reports and have opted to focus on news that attracts a wider pool of readers, but investing time and resources into deeply sourced investigative data journalism is the path forward. This may not be sexy in a world of 280-character tweets and forty-second news hits on TV, but it is the necessary road ahead to restoring the full potential of a free press in America and combatting those who seek to discredit it.

I have taken this approach in my reporting, perhaps to a fault, to give the reader a complete understanding of how the information for a story was acquired and why it matters. In my view, it is absolutely imperative that journalists show their work, so to speak, and actually print the documentation that forms the foundation of a news story. Of course, journalists must still protect their sources and not give away any human intelligence that could be compromising in any way. Apart from that consideration, though, there is no reason to withhold anything from the reader.

I faced this dilemma in late 2018 when I, along with my co-author Natasha Bertrand, had to weigh the need to show our work with the possible alienation of a source. I was able to get my hands on a document that had been sent to Representative Adam Schiff in November, wherein a person who represented themselves as being close to George Papadopoulos made a series of monumental claims about an alleged Russian business deal in 2016. Mr. Papadopoulos claimed, according to this source, that the deal would result in a large financial gain for himself and Mr. Trump and “set him up for life.” However, the person who wrote the document ended it with, “I do not want this letter to be shared with the media or anyone beside your office and relevant committees.”

The document that I was able to acquire was unredacted and therefore I was able to see the name of the author of the letter, as well as details that would give away his/her identity. After teaming up with Natasha, we had to make the decision of whether or not to publish the letter. On the one hand, I had the intense responsibility of not putting this source in any danger, as well as his/her request for the media to not share the letter. On the other hand, I felt that journalists have a duty to show their work in such a way that the reader feels confident that the reporting is factual.

In an effort to reconcile these two responsibilities that I felt, we ultimately had to compromise. First and foremost, the safety of an individual is the most important consideration in journalism. This can never be compromised, no matter how strong the desire to be transparent may be. Natasha and I came to the conclusion that the letter could be published so long as redactions protected any information that could be used to identify the source. I published the letter, with redactions, on my social media accounts and subsequently received scorn from both sides of the debate. Some thought that I should have heeded the person’s wishes and not published the letter at all, while others wanted to see the letter without redactions. While I understood both arguments, I felt that the compromise kept my source safe and still lived up to the extremely high standards that I place on journalists.

Phrases in a news story such as “documents seen by the [insert news organization] depict . . .” only deepen the level of mistrust from the average citizen, as it feels like the news organization is secretly keeping information close to the chest. Furthermore, when phrases like this are used, there is a sense of arrogance, as if the reader isn’t intelligent enough to understand the source documentation. It is my philosophy that, whenever possible, it is preferable to show the documents that I have reviewed, showing a certain level of trust with the reader that hopefully will be reciprocated in time. This can be a direct rebuke to those who want to falsely label a report as fake news. It is easy to claim that anonymous sources and “documents seen” but not printed are fake; it is nearly impossible to levy this charge when the whole world can see the underlying documentation.

Additionally, when discussing matters on-the-record with people who appear in a story, the press should consider publishing these discussions. This is yet another method to provide the public the highest level of transparency possible. The reader should be able to see as much of the process as possible in an effort to lend credence to the article and establish a level of openness. The American people are not stupid. In cases where sources and methods aren’t at risk, there is absolutely no reason for the press to be deceptive with their audience.

It is incumbent upon dedicated journalists not only to ensure that their work is double, triple, and quadruple fact-checked, but also to show their findings in a transparent manner. In the same way that a high school math teacher might pressure students to show each step of how they arrived at an answer, journalists must be held accountable for telling the story while at the same time illustrating how the information for the story was acquired.

This process can take many different forms. The power of a screenshot of an email correspondence, for example, holds much more weight than simply printing the words. An audio recording of a telephone conversation (where legal) with a subject of an article is much more persuasive than a transcript of the discussion. A picture of a banking statement, a video of an incident, and a cut-out of a court document are all much more persuasive than a plain description of this source documentation.

The Role of Independent Journalism

Journalists independent from a news organization play a vital role in the ever-expanding world of open source intelligence. The amount of information that can be uncovered from hidden-yet-accessible open source research is incredible and sometimes overwhelming. Currently, news outlets are extremely hesitant to cite independent journalists on social media, as it represents a massive shift in the paradigm of reporting.

“Traditionally in this field, we give credit to full blown-stories, not tweets. That’s the standards,” an editor of a large news organization told me when I asked if he would be willing to acknowledge that I had tweeted out information before one of his senior writers wrote an “exclusive” piece containing the same data. The tweet was never cited.

This is not to garner sympathy for a newspaper failing to mention my work, but rather an insight into the reluctance of these companies to adapt to the times. Independent journalists can dig deep into congressional travel records, for example, with the same capability as a paid writer.

Too often, however, independent journalism gets hijacked by those who spread conspiracy theories that play to people’s fears in the pursuit of fame, fortune, or some combination of both. All positions on the political spectrum can be and have been victim to these theories that seem plausible but don’t rely on fact or evidence. In my view, this modern form of yellow journalism can be as destructive to the fabric of American society as those who persistently and publicly attack the free press.

The leap from political and investigative analysis to outlandish conspiracy theory is not as big as one might think. The power of social media has turned what used to be fringe conspiracy believers into a larger portion of the population. If a post by someone with a blue checkmark is being shared or retweeted thousands of times, then it must have a hint of truth. It is an easy trap to fall into, hearing what you want to hear instead of hearing what is actually true.

The Russia investigation, combined with the power of social media, has produced an immense wave of information from many sources. Part of the strategy from the Russian government in interfering with the 2016 election and beyond was to create chaos and confusion. In the indictment of the Russian “troll factory,” Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s office said that the Russians “had a strategic goal to sow discord in the U.S. political system, including the 2016 U.S. presidential election.” The Russians organized Americans with many different political views. Part of the effort included funding both sides of the debate about the “Black Lives Matter” movement, resulting in protests and counter-protests that were both set up by the Russian operatives.

These foreign enemies seek to create an angry, divided American population. One of their main goals is to see the United States so preoccupied with internal strife that it cannot be seen as a global leader on important issues. If this chaotic America becomes so wrought with division, the Russians and others hope, then it will cease to be a great power in international affairs. Nations such as Russia, China, Iran, and others could then hypothetically fill the vacuum left by our country.

The media as a whole can play an extremely important role in ensuring that this vision of a divided America doesn’t come to pass.

It is within this context that we all should strive to remain dedicated to fact and reason. Those who fabricate and disseminate false information for whatever purpose only bolster our foreign adversaries. A wild conspiracy theory about the Russia investigation, for instance, is a home run for the very Russian operatives who seek to divide us.

There are many public figures on social media and elsewhere who have become popular (and wealthy) for feigning inside information into the Mueller probe. Some even claim that members of Mr. Trump’s campaign are going to face the death penalty for espionage crimes. “My sources say the death penalty, for espionage, being considered for @StevenKBannon,” one such figure with hundreds of thousands of followers wrote in 2017. “I am pro-life and take no pleasure in reporting this.”

Recognizing that these voices are doing precisely what our enemies dream of—sowing discord and chaos—is a point that cannot be overstated. If a claim based on anonymous sources seems like it might be too outlandish, it probably is. It’s important to consistently identify and condemn people who spread conspiracy theories for personal gain. These grifters are willingly or unwillingly doing the bidding of foes who would love nothing more than to see America crumble from the internal political divisions among its citizens. Don’t let them win.

Looking at the future of journalism, isolating and elevating independent researchers who show their work and do their due diligence instead of those who make up wild claims will be paramount. There is no doubt that the future of journalism is going to be much more of a team effort among regular citizens who focus on areas of investigations that news organizations can’t or won’t spend resources on. Separating fear-mongering from fact will allow this future to thrive.

The world needs sound investigative journalism to sort fact from fiction and shine light when and where those in power depend on enduring cloudiness. This journalism cannot simply be driven by entertainment, profits, or clicks, but by the principle that “whatever may be our wishes, our inclinations, or the dictates of our passion, they cannot alter the state of facts and evidence.”

[image: image]

Through the lens of someone who grew up not knowing who in the public arena to trust, I made the decision to jump into the deep end of journalism with little prior experience. The overwhelming lack of evidence-based reporting, combined with a unique set of political circumstances that seemed crushing at times, drove the strong obligation that I felt to chip in with what I knew best: research and objectivity.

My past forays into writing were limited to baseball data analysis and terrorism studies, but something about the Russia investigation demanded that I participate in the fact-finding. Posting on Reddit and discussing current events with friends and family didn’t feel like enough anymore, so when the first charges were brought by Special Counsel Robert Mueller and the effort by the Trump camp to downplay their significance was not met with resounding resistance based on the facts, I started a blog to chronicle the investigation wherever the evidence took me.

My reports on the Trump campaign’s ties to Russia organically picked up steam, and after a year of investigative journalism, my follower count had incredibly soared passed 60,000. The idea of writing a book about my investigations was first broached to me by Skyhorse Publishing in September 2018, and we quickly sketched out an outline and agreed to work together.

I wrote this book in the hopes that someone who has never heard about the Russia investigation could pick it up and understand the premise, while also seeking to include fresh information for those who follow the probe closely. I’ve chosen to focus on the five main areas in which most of my work has been done and which constitute the broad foundations of the Trump-Russia conspiracy.

I still cannot believe that this opportunity has presented itself to me at such a young age. I am eternally grateful for all of those who have put up with my antics along the way.

Scott Stedman


Introduction

THE ELECTION OF DONALD TRUMP AS President of the United States in 2016 came as a shock to nearly everyone who had an interest in world politics. Pundits, pollsters, political scientists, and writers had all forecast a win for his Democratic opponent Hillary Clinton, leaving many asking How did this happen?

At least one branch of the many reasons that Mrs. Clinton ultimately lost the Electoral College became increasingly clear as the 2016 election reached its pinnacle.

One month before election day, the Department of Homeland Security and Office of the Director of National Intelligence released a joint statement saying in part that, “The U.S. Intelligence Community (USIC) is confident that the Russian Government directed the recent compromises of e-mails from US persons and institutions.”

These emails, stolen from John Podesta, Mrs. Clinton’s Campaign Chairman, and other high-ranking officials of the Democratic National Committee, were selectively leaked to publications such as WikiLeaks. The content of the emails was covered breathlessly by major media outlets, with seemingly none interested in the source of the information, despite pleas from Robby Mook, the Clinton Campaign Manager, and Mrs. Clinton herself.

Though the impact that the release of the emails had on the outcome of the 2016 election can be debated, most political scientists agree that it was at least one of the reasons why Mrs. Clinton lost when she was the odds-on favorite. What cannot be denied is that a foreign adversary stole information from one of the two major US political parties and released it to the public in a secretive way to influence the outcome of the presidential election. Not only are these acts highly illegal, but they compromise the integrity of the most sacred aspect of a functioning democracy: the right to vote. Americans deserve the privilege to decide who to elect without the one-sided influence of a foreign government. In 2016, this privilege was criminally stripped away from the average citizen.

No matter your political or social views, we must be united in recognizing that elections in the United States should be solely decided by its citizens, without the influence of any foreign entities. The successful effort by the Russian government to intrude in the American electoral process through a series of cybercrimes in 2016 is something that should anger all Americans, and indeed everyone around the world who believes in free and fair elections. One can debate the effectiveness of the actions taken by the Russian government, but the actions themselves deserve immense condemnation.

As was verified by nearly every intelligence agency in the country in January 2017, the Russian government interfered in the election by stealing emails from Mrs. Clinton’s inner circle and the Democratic Party and releasing the information methodically in the months leading up to voting day. This effort was coupled with a massive propaganda push by Russian actors who targeted American voters with disinformation on social media. The Russian government undertook these cyberattacks in an attempt to help Mr. Trump’s chances of becoming president, as he was a person who had for decades publicly and privately called for warmer relations with Russia and praised its autocratic leader, Vladimir Putin.

The wave of disinformation and confusion regarding the events of 2016 is an ongoing battle in all forms of media. Despite this, however, there are truths about the Russian cyberattack on our democratic processes that cannot be denied. It is crucial now more than ever that we as a public stick to the facts and evidence that can rise above any attempts to muddy the waters.

The Russian cyberattack on the 2016 election began in earnest in the summer of 2015, when the Russian intelligence-connected hacker group nicknamed “Cozy Bear” successfully infiltrated the Democratic National Committee’s (DNC) computer systems. This gave the Russian hackers access to top Democrats’ emails, chats, and other confidential information. In the spring of 2016, Cozy Bear had company within the DNC systems in the form of the Russian military intelligence hacker group Fancy Bear. Whereas Cozy Bear seemed to be more interested in long-term spying and intelligence collection, Fancy Bear had a different motive: to help elect Donald Trump by splintering the Democratic Party and damaging Hillary Clinton.

Fancy Bear also managed to penetrate the email account of John Podesta, chairman of Mrs. Clinton’s presidential campaign. They disseminated this stolen information to outfits of “plausible deniability” such as WikiLeaks and an online persona called “Guccifer 2.0,” through which the Russian government could deny knowledge of the hacking. In reality, WikiLeaks and Guccifer 2.0 acted as an arm of the hostile Kremlin attack on the US presidential election.

The majority of the private DNC emails were released through Guccifer 2.0, who falsely claimed to be a lone Romanian hacker instead of its true identity: Russian military intelligence. Mr. Podesta’s emails were gradually and methodically released by WikiLeaks, oftentimes within minutes of negative stories about Mr. Trump being published.

The Trump–Russia investigation was officially initiated in mid-2016, when the FBI got word that at least one Trump associate had had foreknowledge that Russia had “dirt” on Hillary Clinton in the form of damaging emails. After FBI Director James Comey was fired by President Trump in May 2017, a Special Counsel was soon named. Robert Mueller, a Vietnam war hero, longtime prosecutor, and Mr. Comey’s predecessor as FBI Director, was called upon by the Deputy Attorney General to investigate “any links and/or coordination between the Russian government and individuals associated with the campaign of President Donald Trump.”

In the months following Mr. Mueller’s appointment as Special Counsel, there has been an avalanche of information dropped on the public regarding the numerous connections that the Trump campaign had with Russian officials, operatives, and intelligence agents. The goal posts for those in Mr. Trump’s inner circle have moved tremendously since word first broke that authorities were investigating his ties to Russia.

“There was no communication between the campaign and any foreign entity during the campaign,” Trump’s spokeswoman Hope Hicks definitively proclaimed in late 2016. Vice President-elect Mike Pence went on Fox News in January of 2017 and was asked, “Was there any contact in any way between Trump or his associates and the Kremlin or cutouts they had?” Mr. Pence replied, “Of course not. Why would there be any contacts between the campaign?

Since these statements, at least ninety-four contacts between members of the Trump campaign and transition and Russian-linked operatives have surfaced, according to a study done by the Moscow Project. At least thirteen members of the Trump team, as well as multiple Trump business associates, had contact with Russians during the campaign, and numerous others were aware of these contacts.

Some of the communications with Russians were with private citizens, but others took place directly with the Russian government. Undeniably, an extensive coverup ensued to hide these communications with the very entity that had waged a cyberattack against Mr. Trump’s opponents.

The media as a whole struggled to keep up with the important details of the relationship between the Trump campaign and Russian individuals. The overwhelming amount of evidence that was being dropped on the public hourly meant that, among other things, the larger picture of the Trump-Russia story became a behemoth that was difficult to keep up with for even the most avid political-news consumer.

Real News attempts to break through this chaos and concisely present the five main areas in which Mr. Trump and his associates are linked to Russia:


1. The negotiations to build Trump Tower Moscow, which were conducted during the most crucial months of Mr. Trump’s campaign.

2. Two secret meetings in Trump Tower in Manhattan, in which election help was promised to the Trump campaign by foreign entities.

3. The story of Trump adviser George Papadopoulos, who was the first to learn about Russian dirt on Hillary Clinton, and his new wife, who attempted to make matters still more chaotic.

4. The successful infiltration of the National Rifle Association by a Russian banker and his young female operative.

5. Suspicious activity involving those in the Trump campaign, including secret overnight flights, business transactions, and a public confession of collusion by a well-known Kremlin propagandist.



With limited resources and connections in the political world, I took a different tack than most major news organizations. I relied heavily on documents, official records, and open-source intelligence to strongly diminish the possibility of being disregarded as fake news. One can easily denounce anonymous sources as false, but it becomes nearly impossible to dilute the power of investigative journalism when the proof from tangible documentation is printed in black-and-white.

My lodestar throughout my year-plus of investigations was this simple, prescient-yet-powerful declaration by the second President of the United States, John Adams:
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