3 September 2020
Slovakia: A travesty of justice in the case of investigative journalist Ján Kuciak and his
fiancée Martina Kušnírová as alleged masterminds are acquitted.
Media Freedom Rapid Response (MFRR) partners today call for the fight for justice for
Slovak investigative journalist, Ján Kuciak and his fiancée Martina Kušnírová to continue,
after the Specialized Criminal Court in Pezinok returned a not-guilty verdict for alleged
mastermind of their murder, Marian Kočner.
The court also acquitted Alena Zsuzsová, a Kočner confidante suspected of acting as an
intermediary in the assassination plot, ruling that the evidence presented against both
her and Kočner left reasonable doubt. However, the court did find the third accused
Tomáš Szabó, one of the hitmen, guilty and he was convicted to 25 years’ imprisonment
and ordered to pay damages to the victims’ families.
Nonetheless, MFRR said the decision marked a sad day for media freedom and the fight
for an end to impunity for the murder of journalists in Europe. Going forward we
welcome the appeal of the verdict to the Supreme Court and call for both investigators
and prosecutors to reopen the case and work towards securing the direct evidence
required for convicting those responsible.
International Press Institute (IPI) Deputy Director Scott Griffen, who monitored the
investigation and trial, and attended the verdict hearing on behalf of the MFRR, said: “We
are hugely disappointed by this verdict, which repeats a tragic pattern we see worldwide:
the hitmen go to jail while those ultimately responsible for the murder of journalists remain
free. But this cannot be the end. The fight for justice must continue. Investigators and
prosecutors must restart their work, must push forward and ensure that this case does not
become yet another cold statistic in the battle against impunity.”
Kuciak, whose reporting for A
 ktuality.sk uncovered allegations of tax fraud and financial
crime that implicated some of Slovakia’s political and business elite, and Kušnírová were
murdered in their home on 21 February 2018. The prosecution alleged that controversial
businessman Kočner ordered the killing in response to Kuciak’s coverage of his allegedly
corrupt political and financial dealings, and asked a trusted associate, Zsuzsová, to
arrange it. The latter was said to have contracted a middleman, Zoltán Andruskó, who in
turn hired Szabó and Miroslav Marček to carry out the assassination. In December,
Andruskó confessed and agreed to cooperate with the prosecution, and was sentenced
to 15 years’ imprisonment. Marček, meanwhile, pled guilty in January 2020 and was
sentenced to 23 years in prison in April.

Today, the Court found that an organised criminal group consisting of Szabó, Marček
and Andruskó carried out the assassination of Kuciak who, the Court agreed, was
murdered for his work as a journalist, without however explaining which motives drove
these three men. In relation to Kočner and Zsuzsová, the judges found that reasonable
doubt existed, as they said they were presented mostly with circumstantial evidence
emphasising Kočner’s motive, namely revenge towards the journalist. Explaining the
ruling, the judges stated that Kočner’s alleged commissioning of the murder was not
supported by sufficient direct evidence. In this regard, the Court explained that it did not
have full trust in the credibility of Andruskó, who testified that Zsuzsová showed him
pictures of Kuciak and later paid him 50,000 euros for the murder.
Kočner is believed to have links to both organised crime and SMER-SD (Direction –
Social Democracy), the ruling political party that Kuciak was also investigating. Former
Prime Minister Robert Fico resigned as a result of the political crisis that was brought
about by Kuciak and Kušnírová’s murders.
Although we welcome that the executioners have been convicted, the MFRR stresses
that for justice to be done, all those who played a role in this heinous crime must be held
to account. Moreover, some of the details of the case that were revealed during this trial
have served to underscore the need for the Slovak authorities to address the structural
failings that undermine the safety of journalists and media workers in the country.
Ultimately, until those who orchestrated the killing are brought to justice, the search for
truth will go on. During this time, the MFRR stands with the families of Kuciak and
Kušnírová and will continue to support our partners and colleagues on the ground and
continue the fight against impunity for the killing of journalists both in Slovakia and
elsewhere in Europe.
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