
The human rights situation in Russia
deteriorated further as the government
continued its efforts to limit the influence of
opposition forces. Politically motivated per-
secution of opponents; misuse of anti-ex-
tremism legislation to put pressure on civil
society and restrictions of the rights to free-
dom of speech, assembly and association
were of major concern. Lack of independ-
ence of the judiciary, weak implementation
of the rule of law, arbitrary conduct and
abuse by law enforcement and prison offi-
cials, violence against military conscripts,
racism and xenophobia and violations of

the rights of migrants and refugees were
also pressing human rights problems. In
the name of fighting terrorism, gross hu-
man rights abuses continued to be com-
mitted in Chechnya, and the rest of the
North Caucasus region (for the North Cau-
casus, see part two of this report). 

Although subjected to growing pressure,
human rights activists stepped up their ef-
forts to raise awareness of human rights vio-
lations and promote compliance with inter-
national human rights standards. A greater
number of public human rights events were
organized than ever before, at both the fed-
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eral and the regional level, and numerous
joint appeals, resolutions and calls for action
were adopted during such events.1

Independence of the judiciary, right
to a fair trial and effective remedies

While the constitution and other legis-
lation in force guaranteed the independ-
ence of the judiciary, courts were in prac-
tice highly dependent on the executive
power. Judges who handed down verdicts
that did not correspond to the position of
the heads of courts, who typically were un-
der the direct influence of the executive,
were vulnerable to pressure and punish-
ments, such as disciplinary sanctions or
dismissal. This was also true for judges
who openly criticized the current state of
affairs within the judiciary. 

A growing number of not-guilty sen-
tences passed by lower courts were an-
nulled by the Supreme Court,2 raising con-
cern about political control of the highest
instance of the judicial system. 

The conduct of criminal proceedings
was also negatively impacted by close con-
nections between the judiciary and public
prosecutors, with most courts routinely
overlooking flaws in preliminary investiga-
tions. 

After the entry into force of a new cri-
minal procedure code in 2002, jury trials
have gradually been introduced in the
country. However, this procedure was ra-
rely used, and jury members were some-
times subject to pressure. In an open letter
to President Putin, a number of jury repre-
sentatives stated that they had been ”per-
secuted, degraded [and] belied in TV and
newspapers” for seeking to ensure honest
and legal verdicts and the acquittal of in-
nocent people.3

In civil cases, legal proceedings were
frequently lengthy, and non-execution of
court decisions remained a major concern. 

Mistrust toward the judicial system
was widespread among the citizens. 

Torture and inhuman treatment 

Torture and other forms of ill-treatment
continued to be perpetrated by police, pri-
son and army officials in a climate of wide-
spread impunity. The country’s prosecutor’s
offices remained reluctant to initiate inves-
tigations into allegations of torture, even
when clear evidence of abuse was present,
and such investigations were typically only
opened in response to complaints filed by
or on behalf of victims. When investigations
were opened, they were frequently charac-
terized by repeated postponements or de-
lays, as a result of which they dragged out
for years, or were closed without any con-
clusion having been made.4

When examining Russia’s record un-
der the UN Convention against Torture at
its November session, the UN Committee
against Torture (CAT) expressed concern
about “numerous, ongoing and consistent
allegations of acts of torture and other cru-
el, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment” as well as the failure of pros-
ecutor’s offices to “conduct prompt, impar-
tial and effective investigations into allega-
tions of torture and ill-treatment.” The
committee called on the Russian authori-
ties, as a matter of priority, to reform the
procuracy so as to ensure its independ-
ence and impartiality, and to separate the
function of criminal prosecution from the
function of supervision of investigations
into torture allegations. It, further, urged
the Russian authorities to establish effec-
tive and independent oversight mecha-
nisms to ensure adequate measures to in-
vestigate and prosecute cases of torture.5

While brutal hazing (“dedovshchina”)
remained a common practice in the army,
most such cases went uninvestigated as
victims refrained from reporting their expe-
riences out of fear of repercussions, and
military authorities sought to conceal the
true events.6 A particularly shocking case
reported at the beginning of 2006 served
to highlight the problem:
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◆ On New Year’s Eve 2005, a soldier in
the Chelyabinsk Tank Academy in the Urals
was made to crouch for hours and was se-
verely beaten, as a result of which he
developed a gangrenous infection. He was,
however, only hospitalized on 4 January,
when he was already in a critical condition
and unable to stand. Both his legs and ge-
nitals had to be amputated.7 In a September
trial, a sergeant of the Chelyabinsk Tank
Academy was convicted to four years in pri-
son for exceeding his authority and using vi-
olence. The prosecutor and the family of
the victim criticized the sentence as far too
lenient and said that they would appeal it.8

The CAT called on the Russian author-
ities to apply “a zero tolerance approach”
to hazing and take immediate measure to
prevent and remedy such abuses.9

As in previous years, abusive practices
were frequently reported in the context of
the purported “anti-terrorism campaign”
conducted in Chechnya and neighboring
republics. In this campaign, federal and lo-
cal law enforcement officials engaged in

kidnappings, secret detention, “disappear-
ances,” brutal torture, fabrication of crimi-
nal cases using forced confessions and ex-
tra-judicial executions with little or no ac-
countability.10

Freedom of expression, free media
and access to information

Respect for freedom of expression
and the media deteriorated, with state and
state-controlled media increasingly pro-
moting political state propaganda and con-
tributing to manipulating public opinion. 

There were almost no live broadcasts,
with the exception of sport events, on state
and state-controlled TV and radio stations.
These media also did not feature any gen-
uine political discussions and adhered to a
tacit rule of denying broadcasting space to
opposition politicians and a range of dissi-
dents.11

Newspapers and journalists reporting
critically about government policies experi-
enced different obstacles in their work,
such as limited access to information of le-
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gitimate public interest, and were subject-
ed to intimidation, arrests, attacks and oth-
er forms of pressure. Numerous newspa-
pers faced lawsuits for allegedly undermin-
ing the dignity of state officials, and given
the dependency of courts on the executive
power such lawsuits typically resulted in
findings against these newspapers. Several
such cases were brought to, and admitted
by the European Court of Human Rights. 

Moreover, according to Reporters with-
out Borders, three journalists were killed in
Russia in 2006.12 In total, more than a do-
zen journalists have met this fate since
President Putin took office in 2000, with
none of the perpetrators being brought to
justice.13

◆ The murder of Anna Politkovskaya
(see photo), who was shot dead in her
Moscow apartment building on 7 October,
represented a particularly serious blow to
independent journalism in Russia.14 As a
correspondent for the Novaya Gazeta
newspaper, Politkovskaya had built a
strong reputation for her investigative and
critical reporting on Russian policies in
Chechnya as well as for her compassion-
ate fight on behalf of the victims of human
rights violations in this region. While her
murder resulted in widespread internation-
al denunciation, President Putin only con-
demned it days after it took place15 and,
when doing so, he sought to play down
the significance of Politkovskaya’s journal-
istic contributions. “This journalist was a se-
vere critic of the incumbent authorities in
Russia; she was well known among jour-
nalists and human rights campaigners and
in the West. However, her influence on the
country’s political life... was minimal,” stat-
ed Putin.16 At the end of the year, an in-
vestigation into the killing was ongoing. 

Freedom of assembly 

Hundreds of violations of the 2004
law on public meetings and demonstra-
tions were reported. The law was either di-

rectly disregarded by different authorities
or interpreted in such a way so as to re-
strict the right to freedom of assembly and
other fundamental rights protected by the
Russian constitution and international
treaties to which Russia is a party. Most vi-
olations were a result of the conduct of lo-
cal officials and police officers, while a rel-
atively small number of violations were
perpetrated by high-ranking officials, such
as heads of the Russian regions. However,
the latter cases had a more serious impact
as they established an example for lower-
ranking officials. 

Participants in civil society meetings
were vulnerable to harassment.

◆ In connection with the Second All-Rus-
sian Social Forum and “The Other Russia”
Conference, which took place in the sum-
mer of 2006, numerous participants were
followed by special services and were sub-
jected to different forms of harassment.17

There were also reports of the use of
excessive force by police against partici-
pants in peaceful assemblies.

◆ On 25 April, law enforcement authori-
ties used gas against the participants in a
peaceful demonstration in the Dokuzpa-
rinsk district of Dagestan, killing one per-
son and injuring two. Several dozen other
participants were beaten up.18

◆ On September 3, police and the spe-
cial police force OMON GUVD violently
dispersed a legal picket held in Moscow to
commemorate the victims of the Beslan
tragedy, on the Day of Solidarity with Vic-
tims of Terrorism.19

Freedom of association20

The situation with respect to freedom of
association worsened significantly in 2006,
and civil society groups experienced growing
difficulties in carrying out their activities.

Restrictive amendments to the laws
on non-commercial and public organiza-
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tions, which were adopted in late 2005,
came into force in April. This legislation
provided for enhanced oversight of NGOs,
in particular those receiving funding from
abroad. It, inter alia, introduced stricter reg-
istration procedures and new cumber-
some reporting obligations for NGOs and
vested the authorities with wide powers to
close down NGOs, thus opening up an av-
enue for arbitrary and discriminatory meas-
ures.21 All foreign NGOs operating in Russia
were required to re-register by mid-
October, a deadline which hundreds of
groups failed to meet, frequently because
of technical and bureaucratic difficulties
created by authorities. While these groups
were granted additional time to revise or
complement their applications, they were
forced to suspend their activities pending a
re-consideration of their cases.22

Restrictive tax legislation also created
serious obstacles for the activities of
NGOs, and numerous leading NGOs well-
known for their critical positions were sub-
jected to punitive measures by tax author-
ities, such as lengthy inspections resulting
in the imposition of high fines.23

According to the Moscow Helsinki
Group (MHG), the so-called public cham-
ber, a consultative body that was created
on the initiative of President Putin in 2005
and partly consisted of civil society repre-
sentatives,24 was used as a means by the
authorities to sidestep independent civil
society groups in the political process. 

Intolerance, racism and xenophobia

According to statistics compiled by the
Russian Analytical and Information Center
SOVA, a total of 439 persons were victims
of violence motivated by racial and ethnic
hatred in Russia during the period January-
November 2006. Out of these 44 died be-
cause of the injuries they sustained.
Attacks were reported from across the
country, but most occurred in Moscow and
St. Petersburg.25

Victims of racist violence included for-
eign students, asylum seekers, refugees, mi-
grants and minority members, as well as
anti-racism activists and others viewed as
sympathizing with foreigners or minority
groups and therefore as being “unpatriotic.”26

The perpetrators of racially and ethni-
cally motivated hate crimes continued to
act with relative impunity as existing crimi-
nal law provisions for punishing such of-
fenses were not adequately implement-
ed.27 Although the number of cases in
which hate motives were taken into ac-
count in the prosecution of violent assaults
increased in comparison to previous years,
the number of such cases (25 in the first
11 months) still remained low in compari-
son to the total number of attacks report-
ed, and the sentences handed down by
courts in these cases were frequently sus-
pended.28 Moreover, in many cases, at-
tacks were prosecuted as acts of “hooli-
ganism” rather than as hate crimes and, in
other cases, they were not investigated,
prosecuted or punished at all.29

Hate crimes took place in a climate in
which racist and intolerant views were high-
ly prevalent in public debate and opinion. 

In response to the arrest in Georgia of
four Russian military officers on espionage
charges in late September, a discriminato-
ry campaign against ethnic Georgians was
pursued by Russian authorities. Ethnic Ge-
orgians were arrested and deported from
Russia, Georgian-owned businesses were
inspected and forced to temporarily close
down, and Russian schools were request-
ed to provide lists of students with Geor-
gian last names. Anti-Georgian media re-
ports accompanied these measures.30

Human rights defenders31

Human rights activists were subjected
to growing pressure. They faced, inter alia,
threats, defamation in state and state-con-
trolled media, arbitrary tax controls and
other administrative inspections, arrests
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and interrogations, searches of their ho-
mes and offices, politically motivated char-
ges and abuse. 

The situation was most critical for hu-
man rights defenders working in the North
Caucasus, as well as groups based else-
where that addressed issues relating to the
so-called anti-terrorism activities conduct-
ed in this region.32 Among these groups
was the Russian-Chechen Friendship So-
ciety (RCFS).

◆ In February 2006, Stanislav Dmitrivsky,
the director of the RCFS was found guilty
of “inciting hatred or enmity on the basis
of ethnicity and religion” and given a two-
year suspended prison sentence. The
charges against him were brought after the
RCFS published appeals by the late
Chechen separatist leader Aslan Maskha-
dov and his envoy, Akhmed Zakayev, for a
peaceful resolution of the Chechen con-
flict.33 The sentence was subsequently up-
held on appeal.34 Applying the new NGO
law, the Regional Court of Nizhny Novgo-
rod ordered in October that the RCFS be
closed down on a number of grounds, in-
cluding the failure of Dmitrivsky to resign
from his positions within the RCFS despite
his conviction for an “extremist” crime and
the failure of the RCFS to publicly denoun-
ce Dmitrivsky after his conviction.35 The
RCSF appealed the decision to the Russian
Supreme Court, which rejected it on 23
January 2007.36

Human rights activists in other regions
were also increasingly the targets of various
forms of harassment. At the beginning of

the year, the MHG and a number of other
leading Russian human rights NGOs were
accused of of espionage for receiving proj-
ect funding from the British government.37

These groundless accusations, which never
resulted in any formal investigation or pro-
ceedings, were widely distributed by state-
controlled media and thereby tarnished the
reputation of the NGOs in question.38

New problematic provisions to the
2002 anti-extremism law were adopted in
July, reinforcing concerns that the law may
be interpreted to impede legitimate civil
society activities.39 In recent years, there
have been several cases in which anti-ex-
tremism provisions have been used
against outspoken civil society activists and
groups. 

In February, the NGO Memorial was
warned by the Moscow city prosecutor
that it may be liquidated on grounds of
“extremism” unless it removed from its
website an expert assessment of materials
of the Hizb-ut-Tahrir movement, which has
been designated a terrorist organization by
the Russian government. Memorial com-
plied with the warning to avoid closure.40

At the same time Russian authorities
remained largely indifferent to a form of
extremism represented by so-called death
lists (see photo), and failed to take effec-
tive measures to protect those concerned.
Such lists were published on extremist na-
tionalist websites and provided names and
addresses of human rights defenders and
journalists, as well as their families, and
called for them to be killed.41
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➧ SOVA, at http://xeno.sova-center.ru
➧ International Federation for Human Rights, at www.fidh.org
➧ Amnesty International, at http://web.amnesty.org
➧ Human Rights Watch, at www.hrw.org
➧ Committee to Protect Journalists, at www.cpj.org
➧ Reporters without Borders, at www.rsf.org
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