
ON PUTIN’S
BLACKLIST
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Director Boris Ivanov takes an engaging look at the country—or the oligarch-run gangster 
state, if you will—that you’re probably most curious about right about now. Timelier than a 
clock wearing a wristwatch, inside another clock.

- The Georgia Straight
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SYNOPSIS

SHORT SYNOPSIS

ON PUTIN’S BLACKLIST presents the reality of how an adoption ban of Russian orphans to US citizens came about and how it was the first step in Russia’s new Cold War with 
America. Soon enough this adoption ban was expanded to all countries that allow same-sex unions and combined Kremlin’s anti-adoption campaign with anti-LGBT. Next 
victims were the NGOs and Human Rights Groups followed by Russian opposition. Anyone on Putin’s Blacklist is labeled as American spy, a foreign agent controlled by Western 
intelligence agencies with the aim of destroying Russia. This is how Putin is able to control the populace, by creating enemies for Russian’s to hate. With Donald Trump as 
president, the world is staring at an unclear future. Can Russia reverse its trajectory of persecuting opposition and vilifying the West or will Donald Trump accept Russia as is and 
legitimize Putin’s regime.

LONG SYNOPSIS

Since Putin’s re-election in 2012, Russia has introduced a series of laws banning Western involvement in Russian life. First, a ban barring U.S. parents from adopting Russian 
children, then, a ban on adoptions to citizens of any country that allows same-sex marriage. This was followed by an anti-LGBT campaign claiming that gay individuals are a 
foreign import and that “propaganda” of such lifestyle is illegal. Finally, all this spiraled into a crusade to vilify all opposition leaders as puppets of Western governments. 

Plenty of different explanations have been given to justify these laws, but one message remains clear: that Russia doesn’t want the West meddling in its affairs. With the adoption 
ban to foreign countries leaving thousands of Russian orphans without homes, state-sanctioned anti-LGBT discrimination spreading throughout the country and increasing 
numbers of persecutions of the opposition leaders, Russian society appears to be headed back to Soviet times.. 

Russian government was looking for a way to punish the West for instituting sanctions against Russian elite. Soon enough, Russia’s Child Ombudsman, Pavel Astakhov, found a 
great way to attack and began making widespread accusations of abuse and murder by American parents of Russian orphans. Using Russia’s 750,000 orphans as political pawns 
he succeeded in banning international adoption first to Americans followed by a ban to any country in the world that permits same-sex marriage. Thousands of children lost their 
parents for the second time.  

Russia’s attack on foreign elements continued with an Anti-Gay Propaganda law labeling gay community as pedophiles, encouraging state-sanctioned homophobia and violence. 
Putin’s anti-LGBT policies ostracized the whole community, conjuring up enemies for Russians to hate. 

All the repressive policies of Putin’s regime have forced the brightest to leave Russia. Many gay and lesbian Russians have fled their homeland to settle in countries where they 
are accepted. Masha Gessen, famous Russian journalist has had to move her family to US after being threatened with removal of her kids. Justin Romanov, Russian LGBT activist, 
has had to move to Canada otherwise he feels he would’ve been dead before he turned twenty. Now, at twenty two, Justin has a partner and a life he has always wanted but he 
continues his activism, helping Russian LGBT youth as much as he can. 

Ilya Ponamarev was the only member of Russian parliament who voted against the Annexation of Crimea, voted against the Gay Propaganda Ban and against Adoption Ban to 
Americans. Because of that Ilya is now living in exile in US. He is still hoping for a day when true Russian patriots, not Putin’s self-serving cronies, will be needed to build strong 
Russia. This is when he will be able to return.

Serg was adopted by a Canadian family from a Russian orphanage. Now that he is thirty years old he thinks back to his time in the orphanage where he was sexually abused by 
one of the caretakers. He also considers what his life would have been was he not given a chance to a family in Canada. He is disgusted with Russian politicians using orphans as 
pawns in the political games with the West. Thinking back he remembers how Russian orphanage life tried to mold him into this person without personality, originality. How he 
was encouraged to follow rules, how he was discouraged to express his opinion. Watching Russian news and the propaganda on TV channels like Russia Today, it’s easy to see 
how these values of obedience is what allows Putin to control and mold Russian people into what he wants them to be.



DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

BORIS IVANOV

The tug-of-war between Russia and the world is in the news constantly. Russia’s involvement in 
Ukraine, Western sanctions imposed on Russia, anti-Western policies that the Russian government 
is adopting to punish the West - it all reminds us of the Cold War. I’ve met so many people who grew 
up terrified of the Soviet Union’s nuclear posturing. Is this where it is all going again? While living in 
Canada, we may feel that these world events have little to do with us but I know many Canadians 
whose lives are directly affected by Russia’s current geopolitical position. This was one of the 
inspirations to tackle this film.

The passing of the “Dima Yakovlev” Law by Russian parliament, which banned the adoption 
of Russian orphans by US citizens, was the first clear step in Russia’s movement away from the 
West. Since then, Russia has piled on anti-West legislation, denying that anything positive has 
been achieved since the breakup of the Soviet Union with the help of the Western partners. When 
I realized that hundreds of thousands of children had become pawns in this geopolitical squabble, 
I knew that I needed to do something. Then I saw online the disgusting videos of LGBTQ youth 
being tortured in Russia. I just couldn’t believe that this was the country I was born in. Through 
both my filmmaking and life experiences, I realized I have a unique voice and can bring this story to 
international audiences in a way that will resonate.

It is easy to use children for propaganda purposes, to speak about them as if we know their 
experiences. For me, it is important to give a voice to the orphans who are now adults, and who can 
tell us firsthand what the experience was like. By giving them a voice, we are subverting Russia’s 
propaganda narrative. Sometimes, the amount of information is overwhelming and those spreading 
propaganda understand that by making it complicated they guarantee that the truth doesn’t come 
out. I am able to use my unique voice and knowledge to open this can of worms and let people see 
the truth.

To put this complex story and project on screen requires not only a deep knowledge of Russian 
history, society and political systems, but also an understanding of the cultural underpinnings of 
the Western world. I grew up in the Soviet Union until I was fifteen, and I understand Russian culture 
and the political baggage inherited from the Soviet times. But I also graduated high school in the 
USA and finished university in Canada and I have observed the development of Russia over the last 
twenty-five years from my base in Vancouver. As the country became more and more Stalinist, just 
like in the books I read about 1930’s, I realized it was time to say something because I can, unlike 
many people in Russia now.

My intention is to make the film as international as possible because the stories of Americans 
affected by the events are similar to individuals in Canada or Sweden or the UK. By bringing the 
world into the narrative, the film makes the point that all of us are affected by current Russian 
regime and its whimsy.

I’ve always had a strong vision for the film to be able to show geopolitical conflict through the lives of 
the individuals it affects. I feel that I did just that.



BIOS -  FILMMAKERS

BORIS IVANOV
Director/Producer/Cinematographer

Boris Ivanov’s directing credits include theatrical recreations for History channel’s Beyond Top Secret, which earned two News and 
Documentary Emmy nominations. He co-directed Loving a Stranger, TV documentary on the complexity of cross-cultural relationships. 
As well, he has directed several narrative films including Seven Storeys, winner of Los Angeles Short Film Festival, and Princess Castle. 
Recently Boris directed an online documentary In The Monument on the evolution of Holocaust memorialization. Boris is also the 
producer behind Sundance premiered Family Portrait In Black and White (VIFF 2011), Love Translated (VIFF 2010), High Five: A 
Suburban Adoption Saga (VIFF 2012).

PETER KLEIN
Executive Producer

Peter is a journalist, writer and documentary filmmaker. He is a longtime producer with CBS News 60 Minutes, and has produced 
projects for many of the major American news programs, including Frontline, Nightline, 20/20 and 48 Hours. He has written for The 
New York Times, The Globe and Mail, The Christian Science Monitor and other newspapers. He is the founder of the Global Reporting 
Centre, a non-profit organization dedicated to reporting on neglected global issues and innovating the practice of global journalism.

AVI FEDERGREEN
Executive Producer

Avi Federgreen’s over twenty years of experience in the Canadian film industry feature many highlights, including over fifty films 
produced. Federgreen’s current releases include Kiss and Cry directed by Sean Cisterns, Prisoner X directed by Gaurav Seth , and How 
To Plan An Orgy In A Small Town Directed by Jeremy Lalonde. Federgreen’s other producing credits include Still Mine, Score: A Hockey 
Musical, Relative Happiness, The Cocksure Lads Movie, Moon Point, I’m Yours, Hungry Hills, One Week, High Life, Leslie, My Name Is 
Evil, and the documentary As Slow as Possible to name a few.

In November 2011, Federgreen opened his own film distribution and sales company INDIECAN ENTERTAINMENT.  The company 
services not just up-and-coming Canadian and International filmmakers, but also those indies making films in a lower budget bracket 
who have otherwise virtually no chance to shine in a market of big studios, distributors and exhibitors.



BIOS -  EXPERTS

MASHA GESSEN
Masha Gessen is a contributing opinion 
writer for New York Times and the 
author of “The Man Without a Face: The 
Unlikely Rise of Vladimir Putin.”

BJORN VAN ROOZENDAAL
Bjorn Van Roozendaal is a manager 
at ILGA - the European Region of the 
International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Trans and Intersex Association.

CHUCK JOHNSON
Chuck Johnson serves as president of 
the National Council For Adoption.  He 
is an advocate for adoptive families, and 
is a frequent commentator on adoption 
policy.

MICHAEL McFAUL
Michael McFaul is an American 
academic and professor at Stanford 
University who served as the United 
States Ambassador to Russia from 
2012–14.

TANYA COOPER
Tanya Cooper works on issues related 
to freedom of assembly, association, 
and expression, LGBT rights and 
discrimination at Human Rights Watch.

MATTHEW LUXMOORE
Matthew Luxmoore is a journalist with a 
focus on Russia and Eastern Europe. He 
was a reporter with The Moscow Times. 

MASHA ALYOKHINA
Masha Alyokhina is a member of the 
punk rock group Pussy Riot. She was 
sentenced to two years’ imprisonment 
for a political public art performance.

STEVEN BLOCKMANS
Steven Blockmans is the head of 
the ‘EU foreign policy’ and ‘politics 
and institutions’ units of Centre for 
European Policy Studies.

JON EARLE
Jon Earle was a reporter in Moscow, 
Russia, and covered Russian politics 
and society for The Moscow Times.

JEREMY KINSMAN
Jeremy Kinsman is a career diplomat 
who has served as a Canadian 
Ambassador to Russia from 1992 -96.

IAN BOND
Ian Bond is the director of foreign policy 
at the Centre for European Reform. 
His area of expertise is Russia and the 
former Soviet Union.

MELISSA HOOPER
Melissa Hooper is a lawyer, and the 
Director of Human Rights and Civil 
Society programs at Human Rights 
First.



BIOS -  CAST

SARAH adopted two orphans from Russia with severe cleft palates. These children were tortured by 
the Russian medical system. Sarah’s younger daughter Daria spent her formative years in a remote 
mental institution, causing her psychological damage. Her older son Alex experienced severe trauma 
growing up in his orphanage and Sarah has spent years trying to get him the help he needs. Sarah is 
a martyr and gives all of herself to her children. She even tried to adopt two more young children with 
cleft palates, as she felt especially equipped to deal with their medical challenges after her experience 
with her first adoptees. On top of the cleft palate condition, the two prospective adoptees were 
exposed to HIV and one of them needed an urgent heart operation. Sarah was ready to go and get 
them when the adoption ban to US parents came into effect. It crushed her dreams of mothering two 
more children and permanently damaged the lives of these Russian orphans, left defenceless in the 
orphanage system and unable to get much needed medical treatment.

What is happening in Russia today is not a big surprise 
for SERG, the Russian adoptee who now resides 
in Vancouver. He remembers growing up in the 
orphanage and how the whole system rewarded those 
who followed the rules, discouraging individuality and 
different opinions. To him, Russian society is just 
like the orphanage, encouraging homogeneity and 
crushing anyone willing to defy the status quo. Serg 
feels lucky to be in Canada, to have loving adoptive 
parents and to freely be himself.   

The ban on international adoption to the US was followed by a ban on any 
country that has same sex marriage legislation. Adoptive couples KELLY & 
JEFF and SHERRY & DEREK, never imagined that their adoption stories 
would become a headline on national newspapers in Canada. Both couples 
found a child to call their own in a remote orphanage in Russia. Everything 
was going according to plan and all that was left was a court date to take 
custody of the children. Little did they know, at the same time, the Russian 
Supreme Court was given a directive to make sure no member of the LGBT 
community would ever become a parent. This state-sponsored homophobia 
lead the court to rule that any heterosexual couple from any country that 
has any form of same-sex union legislation is banned from adopting Russian 
orphans.  These laws have nothing to do with child protection, but are direct 
expressions of Russia’s new political agenda.



BIOS -  CAST

JUSTIN ROMANOV, who was a teen LGBT activist in 
Russia, now resides in Toronto. After years of discrimination 
in school, arrests for protesting and threats to his life, he 
had to leave his home country. Seeing his friends die from 
violence and suicide has had a major effect on him and 
years later he still experiences panic attacks. Justin refuses 
to leave his LGBT activism behind and even while living in 
Canada, he’s managed to be useful to Russian LGBT youth. 
He has become a point of contact for these young Russians, 
coaching them on how to leave their homeland for an open 
life in Canada. He also organizes events and rallies to raise 
awareness about Russian LGBT youth and the hardships 
they face. Now that he is living a normal life in Canada, he 
can’t help but try to encourage other Russian youth not to 
commit suicide and to find life someplace else. In his work, 
Justin has discovered the difficulty in the asylum process 
for Russia’s gay community and is working actively to make 
changes to the system.

ILYA PONOMAREV is now living in exile in San Francisco. He is a former 
member of Russian Parliament, Duma. During his years as an MP he voted 
against the adoption ban to US citizens and was the only voice that abstained 
during the vote for the gay propaganda law which effectively and unanimously 
instituted homophobia as official government policy. Ilya’s dissent was 
grudgingly tolerated by the Kremlin until the vote for the Annexation of 
Crimea. Ilya was the only member of Duma who voted against. Soon after the 
vote, Ilya was falsely charged with the embezzlement of twenty-two million 
rubbles. It’s a common way in Russia to get rid of dissenting voices and many 
of Russia’s opposition members have been charged with variety of different 
crimes. At the time of the court proceeding Ilya was out of the country and 
his Russian international passport was revoked to prevent him from ever 
returning back to Russia. Ilya had expected some sort of backlash after 
his Crimea vote but he did not expect to be blocked abroad with $20 in his 
pocket. Still, he thinks the reason his life was spared and he has the freedom 
he has now is that Vladimir Putin respect gutsy men and that Ilya’s decision 
to be the only vote against the Annexation of Crimea was the wrong decision 
from Putin’s perspective, but worthy of respect nonetheless.
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