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A critical moment

The EU-Russia summit on 11 November 2002 marks a critical moment in the European Union's relations with the Russian Federation. In dramatic fashion, the situation in Chechnya is back in the international spotlight as a result of the hostage crisis in Moscow, and Russia's hardline response in stepping up its "war against terrorism" is in open defiance of the notion that there can be no security without human rights. This poses a tremendous challenge to the international community and to the EU, especially when viewed against the background of the very problematic situation of human rights in Russia as a whole.

Amnesty International’s newly launched campaign for justice in the Russian Federation exposes an invidious cycle of abuse and impunity that exists across Russia today. Human rights violations that take place throughout the country include torture in police stations; cruel, inhuman and degrading conditions in crowded disease-ridden prisons; racist violence against ethnic and religious minorities and foreigners; and abduction, "disappearance" and torture, including rape, in Chechnya. 

Amnesty International believes that the European Union must confront this denial of justice, and press President Putin to deliver on the protection of basic rights and justice for ordinary people in Russia, whatever their origin.

Therefore, on the eve of the EU-Russia summit, Amnesty International calls on the European Union to bring human rights back to centre stage in its political dialogue with the Russian Federation.
The critical factor: Chechnya

In this context, it is of paramount importance that the EU confront Russian policies on the conflict in Chechnya. Chechnya remains the litmus test for the EU’s engagement on human rights in Russia, and must be the top priority of this engagement. An EU that shies away from insisting that Russia end the blatant impunity for the most serious human rights violations and breaches of international humanitarian law, including possible war crimes, cannot and will not be respected as a credible promoter of reforms aimed at building the rule of law across the Russian Federation. 

The hostage-taking at the theatre centre on Melnikov Street (“na Dubrovke”) and its aftermath underlines the urgent need to reconsider Russia’s approach to the Chechnya question. The Russian authorities have tried to downplay the armed conflict as an “anti-terrorist operation”, with increasing success amongst the international community including EU Member States, since 11 September 2001. A time of mourning for the loss of innocent lives is without doubt a most difficult moment for the EU to engage the Russian government on Chechnya. But if the EU does not demand transparency and accountability now, when will it ever demonstrate what distinguishes the EU and its external action from the approaches of other global actors? And if not the EU, who will engage and scrutinize Russia? 

No security without human rights

As the EU rightly pointed out in its 4 November address to the United Nations General Assembly with reference to the events in Moscow, “we must not fall into the trap of answering terrorist attacks by disregarding fundamental human rights principles”. If this is not to remain empty rhetoric, an urgent revision is required of the EU’s current policy of appeasement towards the Russian government’s assumption of carte blanche in its “war against terror”. At a time when Europe is discussing how to assert its global role as a community of values in the future, there is an urgent need to restore a balance between security and human rights. 

Furthermore, the EU must not allow a European government that is a party to numerous international human rights instruments, a fellow member of the Council of Europe, a partner in the OSCE and a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council, to declare itself above the law. By yielding to demands that Chechnya be treated as a strictly internal Russian matter that is none of the business of the international community, the EU undermines what it claims to be the bedrock of its policies and the very principles it is built on: respect for human rights, and adherence to international law and the principles of the UN Charter. 
The EU must act

Amnesty International is gravely concerned at the European Union’s stance on Chechnya, which oscillates between silence, complacency and denial of realities. The EU’s concern, as expressed in previous initiatives condemning the human rights abuses in Chechnya at the UN Commission on Human Rights, has become almost invisible in the EU’s political dialogue with the Russian leadership. Amnesty International welcomes the EU’s ongoing humanitarian assistance efforts to alleviate the plight of the more then 100,000 civilians still displaced by the conflict, and continued EU interventions to overcome the obstacles the Russian authorities put in the way of the effective delivery of EU aid. 

However, when the real issue the EU should be discussing with the Russian leadership is the persistent obstacles to their safe return, it borders on cynicism if all the EU achieves in encounters with the Russia leadership on Chechnya are words of gratitude for the ongoing delivery of humanitarian assistance
. And while there may indeed be “no new message on Chechnya”, as the President of the European Commission reportedly stated following the latest EU-Russia summit in Moscow in May 2002 in explanation of the fact that the summit conclusions failed to mention Chechnya
, Amnesty International is alarmed at the EU's unwillingness to reiterate and insist on solutions to outstanding concerns. 

When the EU proclaimed its Common Strategy on Russia in 1999, it set out to build a “strong and healthy” partnership with a country the EU envisioned as a “stable, open and pluralistic democracy governed by the rule of law”. Building respect for human rights for all people in Russia is critical to achieving this goal. Any serious engagement for reform in the Russian Federation demands the 

EU’s rigorous scrutiny of Russia’s conduct in the Chechen Republic. Russia will not become a stable neighbour of the EU unless all parties in the Chechen conflict engage in a negotiated solution 

that is firmly anchored in respect for human rights, and unless justice is done for the abuses committed by Russian security forces and Chechen fighters.  If the rule of law is to prevail, and if a 

durable solution is to be found to the conflict, Russia must allow its citizens and the international community to find out the truth about the situation in Chechnya. 

Amnesty International urges the EU to break its silence on Chechnya and engage the Russian government in a substantial dialogue on how the fateful cycle of human rights abuse and impunity can finally be broken, both in the Chechen Republic and across the Russian Federation.

Hiding the truth about Chechnya

The conflict in Chechnya continues to be characterized by serious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law by both sides against a largely defenceless civilian population trapped between the frontlines. The so-called “zachistki” mopping up or sweeping operations by Russian security forces continue to be accompanied by serious human rights violations. Russian forces often use their firepower indiscriminately against civilian targets. The Russian authorities have failed to adequately investigate allegations of violations, including “disappearances”, extrajudicial executions and torture, including rape, by Russian forces and to bring those responsible to justice. Hundreds of people who are believed to have "disappeared" at the hands of Russian security forces in Chechnya since the start of the second conflict in 1999 remain unaccounted for.

Chechen forces are also reported to have committed abuses in violation of international humanitarian law. Their fighters have failed to protect civilians during operations in and around populated areas. They have targeted civilian members of the pro-Moscow administration, kidnapped civilians and have claimed to have executed captured members of the Russian forces. Amnesty International has condemned these abuses, including the recent hostage taking in Moscow, in the strongest terms. 

Such measures as have been taken by the authorities to address human rights violations committed by Russian security forces during raids do not appear to have improved the conduct of Russian troops nor increased accountability for human rights violations. The Russian authorities' responses to abuses have ranged from blanket denials of responsibility -- for example, asserting that violations were in fact committed by Chechen fighters wearing Russian military uniforms -- to acknowledgement that violations have been committed by their forces. Various measures aimed at restraining the conduct of Russian security forces are not only inadequate in themselves, but are reported to be consistently violated. These include Order N° 80 of the Commander of the Joint Troups Group (Forces) of March 2002, which requires investigations and prosecutions in connection with incidents of pillage but not in response to violations of the right to life and personal integrity; and Decree N° 46, issued by the General Procurator in July 2001, which requires the presence of procurators and local authorities during military raids. 

Investigations of crimes against civilians committed by federal forces are still few, and far from being concluded. Even fewer cases are ever taken to court. This has created a climate in which Russian security forces believe that they can continue to violate the fundamental rights of the civilian population in Chechnya with impunity. Another consequence of the absence of the rule of law is that the civilian population in Chechnya remains deeply suspicious of the authorities and has little faith that any complaint that they bring will result in a prosecution, let alone effective redress.

Of the hundreds of thousands of people who have fled their homes to escape the fighting, some 100,000 still live outside Chechnya, mainly in Ingushetia. Many of the camps visited by Amnesty International are overcrowded and insanitary. Distribution of humanitarian aid from the state has been intermittent and arbitrarily withheld. Since December 1999, the Russian authorities have been reluctant to register new arrivals at these camps and others across Russia. Without registration, a displaced person has no access to state-provided shelter, humanitarian aid, healthcare or education. While the May 2002 agreement between the Chechen administration and Ingushetia about the return of all Chechen refugees before the end of September 2002 was fortunately not implemented, recent statements, including by the head of the Moscow backed Chechen administration, that the displaced are to return to Chechnya by December 2002, give rise to deep concern that internally displaced Chechens might be forced to return to a situation where their lives would be in danger, and moreover where international humanitarian organizations have only limited access.  

Vindicated by the defeat of the EU-led resolution on Chechnya at the 2002 United Nations Commission on Human Rights, Russia continues to hide the truth about Chechnya from regional and United Nations human rights mechanisms, as well as from independent media and international human rights monitors. Despite repeated requests, including by the UN Commission on Human Rights in 2001, Russia has still not invited the UN Special Rapporteurs on Torture and on Extrajudicial, Summary and Arbitrary Executions. Visits by the UN Special Rapporteurs on Violence against Women and the Representative of the Secretary-General on Internally Displaced Persons foreseen for September 2002 were cancelled, officially due to “security concerns”. The International Committee of the Red Cross is still not allowed access to all places of detention. Access for international media to Chechnya is severely restricted, and the region remains off-limits for independent monitors from international human rights organizations, including Amnesty International. Local human rights groups still operating in Chechnya are working under extremely difficult and dangerous conditions.

Russia remains the only member state of the Council of Europe to block the publication of the reports of the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) on the five visits the Committee has undertaken to the North Caucasus, including Chechnya, since 1998.  

Human Rights in the Russian Federation: A society denied justice

The climate of impunity which has marked the Chechen situation permeates the entire criminal justice system of Russia. Torture and ill-treatment is widely used by law enforcement officials across the Russian Federation to elicit confessions or incriminating information from suspects. Victims are blocked from justice and remain vulnerable to renewed abuse. Perpetrators, meanwhile, regularly evade responsibility and are essentially free to commit further violations. Nearly a million men, women and children are incarcerated in Russia, including more than 200,000 awaiting trial. The criminal justice system has been unable to cope with the investigation and trial of the large number of criminal cases within a reasonable time. There are persistent reports of torture and ill-treatment in pre-trial detention centers and prisons. Overcrowding and insanitary conditions in pre-trial detention facilities are generally so extreme that they amount to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. Poor conditions also prevail in prisons where infectious diseases are rife and medical treatment is inadequate. 


Children picked up by Russian police have been denied one of the most basic protections -- having a lawyer and an adult relative or trustee present during questioning. Amnesty International has documented cases where children have been tortured or ill-treated by police in such circumstances. 

Such findings are particularly disturbing given the scale of arrests and detention of children in Russia. More than a million juveniles were reportedly charged by the police in 2001. There are only 

three prison colonies for convicted girls in the whole country. Girls as young as 13 are held hundreds or thousands of kilometers from their homes.

People belonging to certain ethnic groups or nationalities, including Chechens and other Russian citizens, as well as migrant workers from territories of the former Soviet Union and refugees from further afield, have been stereotyped by Russian law enforcement officials as "terrorists", drug dealers or other types of criminal. There is a consensus of concern that discriminatory practices are linked with the registration system and its enforcement, particularly in Moscow. Although the "propiska" system, under which people had to register their place of residence and were not allowed to move or change it without official permission, was abolished in 1991, restrictive registration requirements impeding the right to freedom of movement are still being enforced by some local governments. 

The result has been the use of "racial profiling" - the widespread targeting by police of people, often on the basis of physical appearance, for checks of their homes and personal documents in relation to "registration". Those targeted by police are then at risk of human rights abuses such as arbitrary arrest, torture and ill-treatment. Since the end of the recent hostage taking, Chechens living in Moscow appear to be under increased pressure by the police. Amnesty International is currently investigating numerous reports about stepped-up registration checks, interrogations and detentions of Chechens. 

Amnesty International appeal to the European Union 

The EU must impress on Russia that respect for human rights is central for a durable solution to the conflict in Chechnya. Amnesty International urges the EU leadership to express concern about the ongoing impunity for human rights abuses committed in Chechnya and call on the Russian government to take urgent measures to: 

Protect civilians and the displaced


· Ensure that civilians are protected at all times from the impact of security force operations.

· Ensure that Order 80 and Decree 46 are expanded to cover all Russian security forces involved in carrying out raids, including federal soldiers, and that appropriate measures are taken against those who violate them.


· Provide adequate protection and humanitarian assistance, in accordance with principles of humanity and impartiality, to Chechen internally displaced people (IDPs) and other civilians in Chechnya in accordance with the UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement and other applicable international standards.


· Stop attempts to forcibly return Chechen IDPs back to Chechnya until they can return voluntarily, in safety and with dignity, to their place of origin or choice.

Give access to Chechnya

· Ensure full and appropriate access to all detainees by the International Committee of the Red Cross.


· Extend an invitation to and arrange without delay dates for visits of the UN Special Rapporteur on torture and the UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions. 

· Reschedule without delay the visits of the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women and the Representative of the Secretary-General on Internally Displaced Persons.
· Grant unrestricted access to Chechnya to independent media and human rights monitors, including from international organizations.

Prevent new abuses


· Ensure that all those held in custody are treated humanely with respect for the inherent dignity of the human person and are held in conditions which at least meet minimum international standards. 

· Make public the names and whereabouts of all persons deprived of their liberty and the charges brought against them, including those detained at border crossings and other checkpoints, in police stations, temporary detention facilities and on the premises of Russian military bases.

End impunity 

· Hold comprehensive and impartial investigations into allegations of violations of international human rights and humanitarian law, including war crimes, and bring those responsible to justice in accordance with international standards.
The Moscow events and their aftermath

In relation to the events at the theatre centre on Melnikov Street (“na Dubrovke”) in Moscow, Amnesty International appeals to the European Union to urge Russia to 


· Establish an independent and impartial investigation into the events in the theatre, including the circumstances of all deaths, and make the findings public;


· Ensure that measures taken in relation to the hostage taking or other “terrorist acts” are in accordance with obligations to respect and protect the human rights of all people and to respect international humanitarian law.

Finally, Amnesty International calls on the European Union to ensure sustained and rigorous scrutiny of the human rights situation in the Chechen Republic, including by presenting a resolution at the 2003 session of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights. 

If you wish to obtain a copy of Amnesty International’s report Russian Federation: Denial of Justice, please contact the EU office of Amnesty International. The report can also be downloaded from our website  www.amnesty-eu.org
� See Joint Statement of the EU-Russia summit, 3 October 2001, Brussels: “(…) 6. Mr Vladimir Putin, President of the Russian Federation, briefed the European Union leaders on the situation in Chechnya. Following an exchange of views, the European Union expressed its support for the Russian authorities' efforts to reach a political settlement. We have reiterated our commitment to the fight against international terrorism in our statement on the subject. The Russian Federation expressed its appreciation of the European Union's humanitarian aid to the region.”


� See Agence Europe 29 May 2002
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