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Amnesty International Open Letter to the EU on the EU-Russia Summit - 31 May

Your Excellencies, 

Dear Madam, 

Dear Sir,

On the eve of the European Union summit meeting with the Russian Federation in St. Petersburg, Amnesty International calls on you to urge President Vladimir Putin to put human rights at the heart of the agenda for peace in Chechnya, as the best way to give substance to his stated commitment to a process of reconciliation and reconstruction in the Chechen Republic, and the only way to break the cycle of violence. Specifically, the Russian President should take immediate action to 


· guarantee protection now of the human rights of the Chechen population, including the internally displaced;

· bring to justice those responsible for the grave abuses committed during the conflict in Chechnya;

· grant access to Chechnya to UN human rights mechanisms, re-establish a presence of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) with a human rights monitoring mandate and reaffirm the commitment to cooperate with the Council of Europe’s experts.

The presence at this summit of all Heads of State or Government of the ten countries acceding to the European Union in May 2004 signifies the imminent challenge for the EU’s relations with Russia. The EU has made a commitment towards its present and future citizens to create an “enlarged area of political stability and functioning rule of law” at its Eastern borders, as set out in the European Commission’s recent proposals for a “New Neighbourhood Policy”. If the EU wants Russia as a neighbour that is the “stable, open and pluralistic democracy governed by the rule of law” envisioned in the Common Strategy on Russia in 1999, obtaining results in building respect for human rights for all people in Russia must be at the core of the EU’s dealings with Russia. Therefore, any serious engagement for reform in Russia demands the EU’s rigorous scrutiny of Russia’s conduct in the Chechen Republic. 

No peace without human rights

According to the Russian government and Chechen Prime Minister Anatoly Popov, the 23 March referendum has opened “a door to peace”. Amnesty International holds that a durable solution to the conflict in Chechnya can only be achieved when the human rights of the population on whose behalf this process is proclaimed are respected and protected. The EU should reflect on the disastrous impact the absence of human rights guarantees and accountability provisions in the Middle East peace process has had on the lives of Israeli and Palestinian civilians and draw the lessons for its engagement with Russia to achieve a durable solution to the conflict in the Chechen Republic. We reiterate our conviction that true stability and human security in Chechnya can only be achieved if the impunity that those responsible for “disappearances”, extrajudicial executions and torture, including rape, continue to enjoy, is tackled decisively. A process devoid of human rights guarantees that exonerates those with blood on their hands is bound to spiral back into a cycle of violence.

Trust requires accountability

The European Union must convey to the Russian President that the credibility and eventual success of this process depends on the trust it can engender amongst the Chechen population, including the 89.650 people 1 who continue to be displaced in the neighbouring republic of Ingushetia as a result of the conflict. The determination of the Russian authorities to end the ongoing impunity for human rights abuses and to prevent further abuses is crucial for building this confidence. It is also a pre-condition for the voluntary and sustainable return of refugees and the internally displaced. As a first confidence-building measure, Russia should be urged to revise its policy of treating Chechnya as a no-go zone for independent monitors. The EU should call on President Putin to grant unfettered access to the United Nations human rights mechanisms, to re-establish a presence of OSCE with a human rights mandate and to give assurances that the role of the Council of Europe experts will be maintained. 

Post-referendum: no security for Chechen civilians

Since the 23 March referendum, the risk for ordinary Chechen civilians of being fatally trapped in the ongoing conflict has not diminished. Indiscriminate attacks by Chechen fighters and attacks attributed to Chechen rebels, including the recent bomb attack in Znamenskoye on 12 May 2003 and in Iliskhan-Yurt on 14 May 2003, as well as special operations and so-called “targeted measures” by the Russian federal forces, perpetuate the chronic sense of insecurity amongst the Chechen population. Amnesty International remains concerned at reports, including by the Prosecutor of the Chechen Republic, that gross human rights violations during such operations continue unabated. 

People reportedly continue to “disappear” following detention at checkpoints and during nightly raids. These “disappearances” recently appear to have replaced the notorious large-scale sweep operations by the federal forces. According to an unpublished government report on serious crimes committed on the territory of the Chechen Republic, 126 persons were abducted in January and February 2003, and 19 persons “disappeared” during the same period.

Amnesty International remains concerned that the Russian security forces fail to consistently implement measures aimed at protecting civilians during such operations, including Order N° 80 and Decree N° 46. Order N° 80 issued in March 2002 by General Moltenskoi prohibits security forces from wearing masks or concealing the identity of their units during raids. It also requires forces of the Ministry of the Interior and the police to announce their name, rank 

and purpose when entering civilian homes. These requirements, however, do not apply to other security forces, such as officers of the Federal Security Service (FSB) or federal soldiers. Recent cases of “disappearances” on 5 and 6 May 2003 documented by the Russian human rights organization Memorial also illustrate the failure of Russian security forces to comply with Decree N° 46 issued by the General Procurator in July 2001, which requires the presence of procurators and local authorities during military raids: 

· The case of Rizvan Yaragievich Appazov: 
Rizvan Yaragievich Appazov (born 1969) was reportedly detained by Russian soldiers after a passport control at a military checkpoint at the road fork leading to the villages of Vedeno and Elistanzhi on 5 May 2003. Rizvan Appazov was travelling by bus in the direction of Grozny for some private appointments. At the mentioned checkpoint the bus was stopped by soldiers. After controlling Rizvan’s passport the control of all the other passports was stopped. Without any explanations, the military servicemen allegedly brought Appazov to a former asphalt factory, where currently a military unit of the federal armed forces is located. The bus passengers’ attempts to clarify the motives for the detention of Appazov had no result. Relatives, the head of the municipality and the local mufti who inquired about his whereabouts and the reason for his detention were only able to clarify that Appazov had been brought to the military base at Khankala for further checks. It has been reported that a large number of prisoners are being held at Khankala. Rizvan Appazov’s brother was detained by Russian federal servicemen in 2001 while herding cattle in the pasture. He remains unaccounted for to date. The reasons for Rizvan Appazov’s detention and his whereabouts remain unknown.

· The case of Musa Khozhaevich Zaurbekov :
At around 3am in the night of 6 May 2003 Musa Khozhaevich Zaurbekov (born in 1961) was abducted from his home in Kataiama in the Staropromyslovskii region of Grozny. He was reportedly abducted by unidentified armed persons, who were wearing masks and dressed in camouflage clothing. They had arrived at Zaurbekov’s house in several khaki coloured jeeps of the type UAZ-452. They broke into the house and did not introduce themselves nor explain the reasons for their visit. The wife and children of Zaurbekov were locked up in a separate room, tied up and their mouths covered with scotch tape. Musa Zaurbekov was pulled out into the street and taken away in an unknown direction. The efforts of his relatives to find him have not brought any results; both in the local administration and at the military command post in the Staropromyslovskii region their requests were ignored. Musa Zaurbekov and his wife had recently returned to Chechnya in the hope of a new life. 

These recent incidents underline the continued and vivid relevance of the assessment by President Putin’s Special Representative for Human Rights in the Chechen Republic Abdul-Khakim Sultygov and representatives of the Russian prosecuting bodies of March 2003. They branded human rights violations committed by the federal forces during special operations and the implementation of “targeted measures”, “disappearances” of persons and the prevailing climate of impunity as the most problematic issues in terms of safeguarding human rights in the Chechen Republic.

EU must call for protection of the Chechen population

Amnesty International urges the EU leadership to call on President Putin to take urgent measures to protect the human rights of the Chechen population, by:

· Ensuring respect for Order N° 80 and Decree N° 46, including the sanctioning of members of the military who fail to respect these regulations.


· Preventing “disappearances”, by ensuring that the family of any person deprived of their liberty, including those detained at border crossings and other checkpoints, in police stations, temporary detention facilities and on the premises of Russian military bases, is informed of their whereabouts, the reason for their detention, and any transfer of place of detention without delay. The civil procuracy should also be notified without delay. 

· Stopping attempts to forcibly return Chechen internally displaced persons (IDPs) back to Chechnya until they can return voluntarily, in safety and with dignity, to their place of origin or choice.

EU must call for openness and accountability 

The recent failure of the European Union initiative for the UN Commission on Human Rights to call on the Russian authorities to ensure that all violations are “investigated systematically, fully, promptly, and sanctioned”, is no excuse for resignation. Amnesty International expects the European Union to use all avenues of its own political dialogue and that of Member States to impress on the Russian Federation that a genuine process of peace and reconciliation requires decisive action against perpetrators, openness to independent international human rights monitoring and cooperation with international organizations.

Amnesty International calls on the European Union to urge President Putin to take immediate steps to: 

· Provide information about all criminal investigations by military and civilian law enforcement agencies and prosecutors into alleged crimes which may amount to human rights violations or violations of international humanitarian law. Such information should include the status of criminal proceedings including numbers of people charged, specification of the charges, numbers of people prosecuted and convicted;
· Set dates for and facilitate the visits of the UN Special Mechanisms without delay, in particular the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture, the UN Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women and the Representative of the Secretary-General on Internally Displaced Persons;

· Re-establish an OSCE presence in Chechnya with a mandate that includes monitoring and reporting on human rights developments;


· Ensure continued security of and cooperation with the Council of Europe Experts and that their mandate is maintained and extended;

· Authorize the publication of the reports of the visits of the Committee for the Prevention of Torture of the Council Europe without further delay, as called for by the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe.

EU-Russia relations: Time for human rights results  

Amnesty International takes note of the repeated assurances given by the EU leadership that the EU “insist[s], on every occasion, on the need for respect of human rights and for appropriate investigations and punishment of all persons responsible for human rights abuses, as well as for violations of International Humanitarian Law”.2 However, the EU has little to prove that its insistence with Russia on the solution of outstanding human rights concerns is taken seriously, and nothing to show in terms of results. 

There is no record of any joint engagement between the EU and Russia on Chechnya since the summit meeting in Brussels in October 2001. Neither have EU efforts resulted in stopping Russia from putting itself above its obligations as a state party to international and regional human rights treaties, and from evading the scrutiny of international organizations - first and foremost the mechanisms of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights, where Russia’s membership has recently been confirmed until 2006 with the support of the EU. Amnesty International recalls the Council conclusions of April 2003 that the time had come for the “EU-Russia relationship to become more results-oriented, with the emphasis on substance rather than structures”. The people of Russia, including in the Chechen Republic, should not have to wait any longer for the EU to implement this principle in relation to its human rights policy vis-à-vis their government. 

We urge you to ensure that the EU will seize the opportunity of the forthcoming meeting with President Putin to make a meaningful contribution to the solution of the conflict in Chechnya, and achieve concrete results for the human rights of the Chechen population. 

Yours sincerely, 
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Dick Oosting 





Simeon Bouras

Director





Chair


Amnesty International EU Office 


Amnesty International Greek Section

cc : 

President of the European Parliament

EU Ministers of Foreign Affairs 

European Commissioner for External Relations

Permanent Representatives of Member States and Acceding Countries to the European Union

Members of the EP Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defense

1 According to figures from the Danish Refugee Council, 15 May 2003.

2 Statement by the President in office of the Council to the European Parliament on the EU’s relations with Russia, 14 May 2003.
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