

Russian Federation: Reverse Backtracking on Civil Liberties
Joint Appeal by the Moscow Helsinki Group and the
International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights
Vienna/Moscow 21 May 2007. The International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights (IHF) and the Moscow Helsinki Group (MHG) today appealed to Russian President Vladimir Putin to use his authority as a guarantor of the Russian Constitution, and the fundamental rights and freedoms it safeguards,
 to ensure that Russian citizens and civil society groups can engage in peaceful and legitimate protest activities without hindrance.
“Expressing dissatisfaction with how a country’s affairs are run is not ‘extremist’ – as suggested by some Russian authorities – or illegal; it is a fundamental civil liberty and human right protected by international law,” stated Aaron Rhodes, IHF Executive Director. “We appeal to President Putin to demonstrate his commitment to this right by putting an end to the crackdown on opposition rallies,” he continued.
In the last two months, demonstrations organized by opposition groups have been prohibited or severely restricted on spurious grounds in Moscow, St. Petersburg and other Russian cities, and assemblies have been violently dispersed.

Protest participants, as well as observers, journalists and by-standers, have been rounded up and detained en masse and subjected to heavy-handed treatment by riot police and interior ministry troops especially mobilized for these operations. Those apprehended have frequently been denied information about the grounds for their detention, refused access to lawyers and held for a longer period of time than sanctioned by Russian law.
Actions taken to quash the protest rallies appear to have been guided by dubious government decrees and instructions, which are not publicly available.

Civil society activists and journalists have also been harassed, threatened and detained prior to rallies in apparent attempts to impede the organization of assemblies and prevent media coverage of them.

A so-called march of dissent was eventually permitted during the EU-Russia summit held near the city of Samara on 18 May 2007,
 but was preceded by a wave of harassment against those connected to it. More than a dozen activists, journalists and monitors (including two MHG monitors and a Human Rights Watch representative) were detained and intimidated in the days before the march, and on the same day opposition leader Garry Kasparov, other members of the Other Russia opposition coalition as well as observers and journalists were prevented from boarding a Moscow plane to Samara.
The violations committed in connection with the recent protest rallies have been substantiated by witness accounts and photo and video footage.

Russian authorities have sought to justify the harsh response to the opposition rallies with the need to maintain public order and safety, and accusations of “extremism” have been leveled against well-known figures involved in the rallies.
 Campaigns aimed at discrediting opposition members as “radicals” have been visibly promoted by state-controlled media and youth movements committed to preventing an “orange revolution” in Russia.
The IHF and the MHG condemn all attempts at exploiting security concerns to silence the non-violent expression of dissent, and call on President Putin to:
· Publicly speak out in defense of the right to freedom of expression and freedom of assembly guaranteed by the Russian Constitution and international human rights treaties to which Russia is a party; 

· Instruct authorities at all levels to refrain from imposing undue restrictions on the organization of opposition rallies – such as unjustified restrictions on where and when events can he held – and from interfering with the implementation of such rallies in ways inconsistent with the Russian Constitution and international law;

· Ensure an end to the harassment and intimidation of organizers and participants in opposition rallies, as well as monitors and journalists covering such events;

· Ensure that impartial and thorough investigations are carried out into all complaints about misconduct and violations of the law by authorities in connection with opposition rallies and that any officials guilty of violations are held accountable;

· Order the publication and annulment of any anti-constitutional decrees and regulations used in policing operations relating to opposition rallies.
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Moscow:
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� According to Article 80.2 of the Constitution of the Russian Federation.


� The march was first prohibited with reference to “road repairs” along the proposed route and “inconvenient timing,” but the ban was subsequently reversed amid pressure from the EU.


� For example, Garry Kasparov was summoned for questioning by the security services on suspicion of “extremist” activity after making statements to a radio station about an April opposition rally in Moscow and publishing a call to participate in the rally. Shortly before the protest march in Samara, one of the organizers, Anastasia Kurt-Adzhiyeva, was stopped by police when she was distributing flyers for the march on suspicion of being “armed with grenades.”
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