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Since the last evaluation of Azerbaijan by the Committee against Torture (CAT), there hasn't been any improvement in the political landscape or the human rights situation within the country. The political environment in Azerbaijan is characterized by a concerning level of suppression of freedom of expression and assembly. The most recent elections, held on 7th February, were marred by significant violations in the voting process. These irregularities led to the prolongation of the presidency of incumbent Aliyev for his fifth consecutive term, securing another seven years in office. Azerbaijan has failed to fulfill the recommendations outlined by the previous Committee against Torture (CAT) assessment. Instances of torture persist, particularly among politically detained individuals, including journalists, bloggers, media workers, and human rights defenders. This ongoing issue underscores the government's disregard for human rights and the rule of law, contributing to a climate of fear and repression within the country.

In this submission, Institute for Human Rights and Institute for Reporters` Freedom and Safety, would like to report on the cases of torture among imprisoned journalists, activists and human rights defenders by the representatives of law-enforcrment agancies of Azerbaijan.

Tofig Yagublu, a member of the National Council of Democratic Forces and the Musavat Party, who was arrested on December 1 2021, faced severe violence during the detention. 
He stated that upon being detained, he was subjected to physical abuse. A specialized unit from the Main Directorate for Combating Organized Crime of the Ministry of Internal Affairs arrived at the 39th police station in Baku, where Mr Yagublu was held. He described being placed in a separate room, handcuffed, and beaten, including having a plastic bag placed over their head. The abuse persisted as he was later transported in a vehicle. According to the opposition figure, he was repeatedly stopped while driving and subjected to physical assault. Additionally, he was coerced into making a statement on camera renouncing his political involvement, which he refused. He recounted being left in a remote area near the village of Alyat, approximately 70 kilometers south of Baku, where he experienced severe pain. He described sustained injuries to various parts of his body, including his face, head, arms, and legs. According to information from human rights activists, about 40 people were detained during the action. Some of them were subjected to violence. In addition to Yagublu, other individuals who endured severe beatings include Pasha Dadashzade, Sagif Gurbanov, and Babek Hasanov.

Moreover, in instances where law enforcement agencies do not directly engage in acts of torture, their failure to adequately investigate such cases contributes significantly to the heightened pressure experienced by independent journalists and human rights activists.
The responsibility of the government to duly investigate and prevent cases of torture for bloggers and activists is underscored by flagrant incidents such as the murder of journalist and human rights defender Avaz Shikhmammadov (also known as Avaz Hafizli) on 22 February 2022. Investigations revealed that the killer was a relative of the victim, Amrulla Gulaliyev. Prior to his murder, Shikhmammadov had repeatedly appealed to authorities for protection against attacks by pro-government blogger Sevinj Huseynova, who openly incited violence against him. Despite these pleas and genuine fears for his safety, law enforcement agencies negligently ignored Shikhmammadov's requests for security. The minimal sentence imposed on the actual perpetrator further highlights the failure to deliver genuine justice in this case.

An egregious example of law enforcement inaction is the ineffective investigation into the group assault and abduction, involving torture and humiliation, of blogger and social activist Bakhtiyar Hajiyev, which occurred on April 21, 2022. The police initiated a criminal case under hooliganism charges, deliberately downplaying the severity of the crime, which entailed violent and unlawful abduction and deprivation of liberty by a group of individuals, torture and inhumane treatment, degradation of honor and dignity, threats of rape and murder, and forcible removal of publications critical of the government.

Another tactic employed by the authorities of Azerbaijan, which we deem essential to bring to the attention of the Committee, is their indirect involvement in cases of torture, often orchestrated to justify the detention of activists. For an instance, upon the detention of Afiaddin Mammadov, the coordinator of Azerbaijan's Alternative Confederation of Trade Unions, he was subjected to a severe beating. This incident appeared to be premeditated to justify his subsequent arrest on charges of inflicting physical harm, despite no evidence of such actions. Mammadov was apprehended near his residence in Baku on September 20 2023 and accused of premeditated bodily harm and armed hooliganism based on an unidentified individual's claim that Mammadov had stabbed them with a knife. Mammadov vehemently denies these charges.

Moreover, protests that erupted in the village of Soyudlu, Azerbaijan, on June 20, 2023 opposing the construction of an artificial lake to contain waste from the nearby Gadabay gold mine were suppressed by the government. Villagers alleged that toxic waste from the mine has already caused health issues and damaged crops, fearing further harm with the proposed reservoir. They expressed concern that cyanide and other toxic waste released by the mine into an existing nearby lake have led to health problems, including cancer. Peaceful demonstrators, including older women, were met with aggressive police tactics, including tear gas and rubber bullets. Dozens were beaten and detained, including journalists Ulvi Hasanli, the head of Abzas Media, and Teymur Kerimov, the head of Kanal 11,who were severely mistreated by the police for covering the protests and cases of ill-treatment undertaken by the police. 

We would also like to draw the attention of the Committee to cases where detainees are subjected to ill-treatment and deliberately denied necessary medical care. Such ill-treatment constitutes clear instances of torture, as it has irreversible effects on the health of those arrested. For instance, Avaz Zeynalli, the head of Khural newspaper, who was arrested in September 2022, and Alasgar Mammadli, detained on 8 March 2023, are being denied proper medical treatment while in detention, and the court has refused to change their preventive measures. Zeynalli is suffering from vision loss and may face complete blindness, while Mammadli was detained outside a hospital where he was scheduled for cancer examination.

Overall, the report highlights the persistent issue of torture inflicted by Azerbaijani authorities, particularly targeting journalists, activists, and human rights defenders. The reason behind the torture of journalists and activists in Azerbaijan stems from their outspoken criticism of the government and their efforts to expose human rights abuses and corruption. Authorities use torture as a means to suppress dissent and maintain their grip on power.

Based on the outlined above, we would like to provide following recommendations to Azerbaijan:

1. Immediately cease all forms of torture, ill-treatment, and arbitrary detention of journalists, activists, and human rights defenders. 
2.Uphold international human rights standards and ensure the protection of freedom of expression and assembly.
3. Conduct prompt, impartial, and thorough investigations into all allegations of torture and ill-treatment, holding perpetrators accountable regardless of their position or affiliation. Provide effective remedies, including compensation, to victims and their families.
4. Implement the recommendations outlined by the Committee against Torture (CAT) to address systemic issues contributing to human rights violations, including ensuring the independence of the judiciary, strengthening legal safeguards against torture, and enhancing transparency and accountability within law enforcement agencies.
5. Ensure full compliance with international human rights instruments, including the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, and cooperate fully with international monitoring mechanisms and human rights organizations.
[bookmark: _GoBack]6. Prioritize the protection of journalists, activists, and human rights defenders, including by providing adequate security measures and ending the practice of targeting individuals for their peaceful activities or expression of dissent.
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