THE US AND RUSSIA

US ECONOMY
The US is the world's foremost economic and military power. It is also a major source of entertainment: American TV, Hollywood films, jazz, blues, rock and rap music are primary ingredients in global popular culture. 

Ethnic and racial diversity - the 'melting pot' - is celebrated as a core element of the American ideology. The 1964 Civil Rights Act outlawed racial and other discrimination, but race continues to be a live issue. The ongoing debate includes topics such as affirmative-action programmes - intended to remedy past discrimination - and housing segregation. 
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The US originated in a revolution which separated it from the British Crown. The constitution, drafted in 1787, established a federal system with a division of powers even at the central level which, uniquely among modern nation-states, has remained unchanged in form since its inception. 

The early settlers came predominantly from the British Isles. Slaves from Africa joined them involuntarily in a second wave. Millions of Europeans constituted a third stage of immigration. 

Today, Asians from the Pacific rim and Hispanics from the Americas are seeking what their predecessors wanted: political freedom and prosperity. This shift is reflected in America's interests abroad, which are now less European in focus than ever before. 

American foreign policy has often mixed the idealism of its "mission" with elements of self-interest. The latter is exemplified in its international record on the environment, which has attracted criticism, and the need to maintain energy supplies, in which the US is not self-sufficient. 

In September 2001 the US was shaken after three hijacked aircraft were deliberately crashed into the World Trade Center in New York and the Defence Department - the Pentagon - near Washington DC, killing thousands of people. A fourth hijacked aircraft, thought to be headed for Washington DC, crashed in Pennsylvania, killing all on board. 

The attacks had a momentous impact as the country continued to re-define its role as the world's only superpower. In October 2001 the US led a military campaign in Afghanistan which unseated the Taleban regime. In March 2003 Washington initiated military action in Iraq which led to the toppling of the Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein. 

Despite relative prosperity in recent years, the gap between rich and poor is a major challenge. More than 30 million Americans live below the official poverty line, with a disproportionate percentage of these being African-Americans and Hispanics. 
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Population: 295 million (US Census Bureau estimate, 2005) 

Capital: Washington D.C. 

Area: 9.8 million sq km (3.8 million sq miles) 

Major language: English 

Major religion: Christianity 

Life expectancy: 74 years (men), 80 years (women) (UN) 

Monetary unit: 1 US dollar = 100 cents 

Main exports: Computers and electrical machinery, vehicles, chemical products, food and live animals, military equipment and aircraft 

GNI per capita: US $37,610 (World Bank, 2003) 

Internet domain: .us 

International dialling code: +1
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President: George W Bush

George W Bush, a Republican, won a second term in office in the 2 November 2004 presidential elections. His main challenger in the bitterly-fought contest, the Democratic candidate John Kerry, admitted defeat after a tight race. 

National security and the war in Iraq took centre stage in the campaign, one of the most expensive ever staged. 

Bush presidency was transformed by 11 September attacks 

Having previously favoured decreased US involvement in world hotspots, Mr Bush declared a "war on terror" following the 11 September 2001 attacks on New York and Washington. The US took the pre-eminent role in the ensuing military campaign against the Taleban regime in Afghanistan. 

As a doctrine of pre-emptive intervention took shape, Mr Bush turned to Iraq, accusing Baghdad of harbouring weapons of mass destruction (WMD). The subsequent US-led invasion toppled the regime of Saddam Hussein. 

But the search for WMD - a prime justification for the invasion - proved fruitless. Ongoing violence in Iraq and mounting casualties have also challenged Mr Bush's standing on the issue. 

At home, the president signed tax cut bills and oversaw a strongly-performing economy. But by September 2004 the US had seen a net loss of more than 800,000 payroll jobs since the start of the Bush administration. 

Mr Bush began his first term in office in January 2001 after a controversial and bitterly-fought contest against the incumbent vice-president, Al Gore of the Democrats. 

The final result hinged on the extremely close count in the state of Florida. Recounts and legal challenges right up to the Supreme Court meant that Mr Gore conceded to Mr Bush only in mid-December, several weeks after the votes were cast. 

Born in the New England state of Connecticut in 1946, Mr Bush is the son of former president George Bush. He worked in the energy business and helped to run a baseball franchise before being elected as governor of Texas in 1994. 

Mr Bush turned to evangelical Christianity in his earlier years, and has said his faith helped him to overcome a drink problem. He has likened America's international role, post 11 September, to a battle against forces of evil. 

Mr Bush is an opponent of abortion and a supporter of the death penalty. He has described himself as a "compassionate conservative". 

George W Bush is married and has two daughters. 

Vice president: Dick Cheney 

Secretary of state: Condoleezza Rice 

Secretary of defence: Donald Rumsfeld 

Attorney-general: Alberto Gonzales 

Homeland security secretary: Michael Chertoff 

National security adviser: Stephen Hadley
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The US has the most highly-developed mass media in the world. American-made dramas, comedies, soap operas, animations, music videos and films have a global audience and are part of the staple fare of broadcasters worldwide. 

Television is America's most popular medium. Three networks - ABC, CBS and NBC - dominated the scene for decades until the mass take-up of cable and satellite and the arrival of the Fox network. Mainstream American TV is slick, fast-moving and awash with advertising. Audience ratings and advertising revenues spell life or death for shows; networks may axe lame ducks after just one season. 

There are around 10,000 commercial radio stations in the US. In urban areas there are stations to satisfy almost every musical taste, language preference and world-view. News, sports and talk stations predominate on the mediumwave (AM) dial, with music on the FM band. 

Veteran presenters traditionally dominated network TV news 

2004: US news anchor Tom Brokaw retires

2004: Dan Rather - America's news anchor 

Freedom of expression in the US is guaranteed by the constitution, and some stations give airtime to extreme hues of political - often right-wing - and religious thinking. Elsewhere, outspoken radio "shock jocks" push at the boundaries of taste. 

American public broadcasting is partly government-funded, but also supported by private grants. Many universities and colleges operate broadcasting outlets. National Public Radio - with more than 600 member stations - offers a more highbrow mix of news, debate and music without advertising. Public TV services operated by PBS have a mission to provide "quality" and educational programming. 

The government sponsors a range of TV and radio stations aimed at audiences outside the US. Lately, radio services for audiences in the former Soviet bloc have been cut back, while stations targeting audiences in the Middle East and Asia have been launched. 

There are more than 1,500 daily newspapers in the US, most of them with a local or regional readership. 

The US is the home of the internet. By early 2004 67% of Americans were estimated to be online. 

The press

USA Today - national daily

Wall Street Journal - business daily

Christian Science Monitor - church-owned daily

Los Angeles Times - daily

Washington Post - daily

Boston Globe - daily

New York Post - daily

New York Times - daily

Philadelphia Inquirer - daily

Baltimore Sun - daily

Chicago Tribune - daily

Newsweek - news weekly

Time - news weekly 

Television

ABC - major commercial network 

CBS - major commercial network 

NBC - major commercial network 

Fox - major commercial network 

CNN - pioneer of 24-hour rolling TV news, operates domestic and international streams 

MTV - pioneer of music television 

HBO (Home Box Office) - pay-TV network; originator of some of American TV's most critically-acclaimed programmes 

PBS (Public Broadcasting Service) - public TV, serves some 350 non-commercial member stations 

Radio

NPR (National Public Radio) - non-commercial network of member stations; news, information and cultural programmes 

Clear Channel - America's largest commercial radio operator, owns more than 1,200 stations 

Infinity - major commercial operator with some 180 stations in major markets 

ABC Radio Networks - operates flagship stations coast-to-coast 

External broadcasting 

Voice of America - government-funded, programmes for global audiences in many languages 

Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty - government-funded, targets eastern Europe, former Soviet Union and the Caucasus in local languages 

Radio Free Asia - government funded, targets China, North Korea and southeast Asia 

Al-Hurra - government-funded, satellite TV for Middle East 

Radio Sawa - government-funded, Arabic-language radio for Middle East 

Radio Farda - government-funded, Persian-language radio 

Radio and TV Marti - government-funded services for Cuba 

News agencies

Associated Press

Bloomberg Business News 

UPI 

United States Economy at a Glance

                                        Sept         Oct         Nov         Dec         Jan         Feb

                                        2004        2004        2004        2004        2005        2005

Unemployment Rate (,1,)                  5.4         5.5         5.4         5.4         5.2         5.4

Change in Payroll Employment (,2,)         130         282         132         155    132(,P,)    262(,P,)

Average Hourly Earnings (,3,)          15.77       15.81       15.82       15.85  15.90(,P,)  15.90(,P,)

Consumer Price Index (,4,)               0.2         0.6         0.3         0.0         0.1            

Producer Price Index (,5,)               0.3    1.3(,P,)    0.7(,P,)   -0.3(,P,)    0.3(,P,)            

U.S. Import Price Index (,6,)            0.5         1.6        -0.3        -1.4         0.9            

Employment Cost Index (,7,)              0.9                                 0.7                        

Productivity (,8,)                       1.3                                 2.1                        

http://www.johnbirchall-economist.com/US1_files/frame.htm
A series of four power point presentations covering the evolution of the US economy since the War of Independence.

RUSSIA
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Russia has been striving to overcome the legacy of Communism. 

While progress has been made in establishing a new political order and a market economy, much remains to be done. Meanwhile, Chechnya remains a very painful thorn in Russia's flesh. 
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The country impresses with its diversity and size. Spanning 10 time zones, this Eurasian land mass covers over 17m sq kms. Its climate ranges from the Arctic north to the generally temperate south. 

Russia has a rich literary tradition stretching from Pushkin, Tolstoy and Dostoyevskiy in Tsarist times to Solzhenitsyn in the Soviet era. Composers from Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninov to Prokofiev and Shostakovich have left a lasting musical legacy. 

The Russian economy bounced back more quickly than many expected after nearly 10 years of turmoil, peaking in August 1998 with the devaluation of the rouble. However, it remains heavily dependent on world oil prices. 

In the privatisation years of the 1990s Russia provided entrepreneurs with the potential for rich pickings. A small group of people, often referred to as oligarchs, acquired vast interests in the energy and media sectors. 

Some analysts believed that Yeltsin allowed their influence to extend too far into the political field but President Putin soon made it clear that there was no question of that with him in charge. Some oligarchs found themselves facing criminal investigation and one or two household names felt it necessary to leave the country. 

Chechnya and the West 

While Russians make up over 80% of the population and Orthodox Christianity is the main religion, there are many other ethnic and religious groups. Muslims are concentrated among the Volga Tatars and the Bashkirs and in the North Caucasus. 

Chechnya continues to dominate the headlines. Many thousands have died since Russian troops were first sent in to put down a separatist rebellion in 1994 and guerrilla fighters continue to mount attacks. However, the Kremlin faced less criticism from the West over its actions in Chechnya in the aftermath of the 11 September attacks on the USA. 

Since then, Moscow has presented its war against Chechen separatism as part of the global war against international terrorism. It insists that its hard-line policies there are working and that peace is returning to the republic. 

This has frequently been called into question as violence flares with tragic regularity across Chechnya and the wider North Caucasus. 

Russia's supportive policy on the US-led campaign against international terrorism also had an impact on the country's relations with Nato. The two sides agreed in May 2002 to establish the Nato-Russia Council giving Russia an equal role with Nato countries in decision making on policy to counter terrorism and other security threats. 

Nevertheless, Russia was firm in its opposition to the US-led military action against Iraq in the spring of 2003, insisting that UN weapons inspectors be given as much time as they needed to do their work. 

Despite concerns expressed by Washington, Moscow and Tehran agreed early in 2005 that Russia will supply fuel for Iran's Bushehr nuclear reactor. 

Russia has consistently shown that its desire to build a new relationship with the USA will not deter it from going its own way on key issues. 
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Population: 142.4 million (UN, 2004) 

Capital: Moscow 

Area: 17 million sq km (6.6 million sq miles) 

Major language: Russian 

Major religions: Christianity, Islam 

Life expectancy: 61 years (men), 73 years (women) (UN) 

Monetary unit: 1 rouble = 100 kopecks 

Main exports: Oil and oil products, natural gas, wood and wood products, metals, chemicals, weapons and military equipment 

GNI per capita: US $2,610 (World Bank, 2003) 

Internet domain: .ru 

International dialling code: +7 
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President: Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin 

Mr Putin was elected to a second term as Russian president by a landslide in March 2004 with around 70% of the vote. His nearest rival, the Communist candidate, mustered 14%. 

President Vladimir Putin 

Western observers were quick to criticise media bias in favour of Mr Putin during the campaign. 

They had been similarly critical when United Russia, the party backed by the president, won a landslide victory in parliamentary elections the previous December and liberal parties lost virtually all their seats. Not only has Mr Putin secured a second term as president, he also has very substantial control over parliament. 

Concerns about Mr Putin's attitude to the media are not new. They came to the fore when independent TV broadcasters critical of the Kremlin were forced off the air in his first term. Not everyone was convinced by the president's insistence that this was business, not politics. 

Vladimir Putin started his career in the ranks of the KGB. From 1990 he worked in the St Petersburg administration, before moving to Moscow in 1996. By August 1999 he was prime minister. 

Mr Putin was named acting president by his predecessor, Boris Yeltsin, who resigned on the last day of 1999. Mr Yeltsin introduced him as the man who could "unite around himself those who will revive Great Russia". 

He won elections the following May having gained widespread popularity for his pledge to take a tough line against Chechen rebels and improve security. 

When the siege of a school in southern Russian ended in a bloodbath in September 2004, Mr Putin blamed international terrorists with links to Chechnya. Faced with criticism over the authorities' failures in handling the incident, he pledged to overhaul the security system. He did not indicate that there would be any softening of his stance on Chechnya. 

In the aftermath of the siege Mr Putin controversially took over control of the appointment of regional governors who had been directly elected for the previous decade. He said the move was intended to tighten the Kremlin's grip on the regions. Critics saw it as undermining democracy. 

Mr Putin has said he wants to modernise Russia and has been credited with introducing economic reforms which have balanced the budget and cut inflation. He promises to continue reforming the economy and to safeguard democracy. 

Mr Putin was born in St Petersburg in 1952. Under the current constitution, his second term must also be his last. 

Prime minister: Mikhail Fradkov 

Foreign minister: Sergei Lavrov 

Finance minister: Alexei Kudrin 

Defence minister: Sergei Ivanov 
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In recent years the Kremlin has secured greater control over the country's main national TV networks - Channel One, RTR and NTV. Critics say independent reporting has suffered as a result. 

Bringing court cases against two of the country's biggest tycoons, Boris Berezovsky and Vladimir Gusinsky, and acting through the industrial groups Gazprom and Lukoil, the Kremlin wrested control of NTV in 2001 and ordered the closure of TV-6 in January 2002. 

TV-6 was replaced by TVS, which soldiered on as Russia's only privately-owned national network until the authorities pulled the plug in June 2003, officially for financial reasons. 

Russia's TV market is highly competitive; state-owned or influenced TV networks have the largest audiences. Hundreds of radio stations crowd the dial; traditional state-run networks compete with music-based commercial FM stations. 

The conflict in Chechnya has been blamed for government attacks on press freedom. Journalists have been killed in Chechnya while others have disappeared or have been abducted. 

In Moscow and elsewhere, journalists have been harassed or physically abused. Journalists investigating the affairs of the political and corporate elite are said to be particularly at risk of intimidation.

Free coverage of the 2003 parliamentary elections was said by the media watchdog Reporters Without Borders to have been "obstructed" by the authorities. The top state TV networks had "openly backed" President Putin's party, it added. 

The press

Komsomolskaya Pravda - mass circulation, outspoken daily, controlled by tycoon Vladimir Potanin 

Kommersant - liberal, business-orientated, controlled by tycoon Boris Berezovsky 

Moskovskiy Komsomolets - popular daily controlled by Moscow Mayor Yury Luzhkov 

Izvestia - popular daily controlled by tycoon Vladimir Potanin 

Rossiyskaya Gazeta - official government newspaper 

Nezavisimaya Gazeta - influential privately-owned daily 

Argumentiy i Faktiy - popular weekly 

Sovetskaya Rossiya - pro-Communist daily 

Krasnaya Zvezda - Defence Ministry newspaper 

The Moscow Times - English-language daily 

Television

Russia TV Channel - national network, run by state-owned Russian State Television and Radio Broadcasting Company (RTR) 

Channel One - national network, 51% owned by state, 49% by private shareholders 

NTV - national network, owned by gas monopoly Gazprom 

Centre TV - commercial, Moscow area 

Ren TV - Moscow-based commercial station with strong regional network 

Radio 

Radio Russia - national network run by state-owned Russian State Television and Radio Broadcasting Company (RTR) 

Moscow Echo - influential private station 

Radio Mayak - state-run national network 

Russkoye Radio - major private network, music-based 

Voice of Russia - external service, broadcasts in English and other languages 

News agencies 

Itar-Tass - state-owned, pages in English 

RIA-Novosti - state-owned, pages in English 

Interfax - private, pages in English 

