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Ruslan SOLTAKHANOV (m), aged 40

Ruslan Soltakhanov was arrested by the Russian military authorities on 13 February, after working as a driver for a US journalist. He is now being held incommunicado at an unknown location, where he is at risk of torture.

Five Russian security officers in plain clothes reportedly came to his house, in the town of Mozdok in the Republic of North Ossetia, to arrest him. They apparently gave no reason. Several hours later they reportedly returned to search the house, and claimed they found two hand grenades. Ruslan Soltakhanov’s wife, Madina, asserts that there have never been weapons or ammunition in their house. 

Ruslan Soltakhanov was reportedly detained and tortured by Chechen fighters during the 1994-1995 armed conflict in Chechnya. In 2000, he was twice arbitrarily detained in Chernokozovo filtration camp, where he was tortured by Russian forces. Ruslan Soltakhanov has been known to foreign journalists, who often used his services as a driver to accompany them on independent visits to Chechnya.       

Amnesty International is concerned that Ruslan Solthakhanov has been arrested because he regularly works as a driver for independent foreign journalists in Chechnya, and in particular because of his recent work for Cox Newspapers correspondent Rebecca Santana. She has written to the head of the Presidential Commission on Human Rights, Ella Pamfilova, asking her to intervene, and stating that "I believe his detention was undoubtedly connected with the fact that he had been working with me and designed as an attempt to punish him for his actions." Amnesty International is concerned that Ruslan Soltakhanov’s arrest is an attempt by the Russian authorities to punish him for helping foreign journalists gain independent access to Chechnya, as well as to prevent others from working with foreign media in the future.

The two travelled to the Chechen capital, Grozny, from 8 to 11 February. On their return from Chechnya they were both questioned by the police and officers of the Federal Security Services (FSB). On 12 February, Rebecca Santana left for Moscow. At the airport in the town of Mineralnie Vody, near Mozdok, Rebecca Santana’s notebooks, camera, films and mobile and satellite phones were confiscated, allegedly by border control security officials, who reportedly gave no reason. In Moscow, she was contacted by officials of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs press centre, who returned her belongings. The films had all been developed by the security services. The officials also questioned the journalist about whom she had met and spoken to while in Chechnya.    

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Since the beginning of the current conflict the Russian authorities have exerted a high level of control over the reporting of events in Chechnya. Throughout the conflict, the Russian authorities have tried to limit independent reporting of human rights violations in Chechnya to the outside world. Journalists, human rights defenders and peace activists have been the most targeted groups. 

Although some foreign journalists, accompanied by Russian military officials, have been allowed to interview Russian troops in Chechnya, they have reportedly not been taken anywhere near the conflict, and their interviews with local residents have been heavily monitored. Journalists and independent monitors are officially barred from the only open border crossing between Chechnya and the neighbouring Republic of Ingushetia, although there is no legal basis for such restrictions. Foreign journalists in Ingushetia have told Amnesty International that all their activities have been monitored by the Russian authorities and some of them have been threatened with cancellation of their media accreditation if they attempt to enter Chechnya. Other foreign media representatives who have crossed into Chechnya unofficially have been detained by the Russian authorities and later expelled.
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Imran EZHIEV (m), aged 53, human rights defender

Imran Ezhiev, a prominent Chechen human rights defender, was recently detained overnight and reportedly ill-treated by police in Ingushetia. He was released when the head of the Presidential Human Rights Commission intervened. He has been persecuted by the authorities for some time, and Amnesty International is concerned that he will now face further retaliation.

Imran Ezhiev is the head of the Society of Russian-Chechen Friendship’s Information Center in the Northern Caucasus, regional coordinator of the Moscow Helsinki Group and a member of a working group on human rights in Chechnya organized by the Presidential Human Rights Commission.

On 29 January, he was accompanying the head of the Russian Presidential Human Rights Commission, Ella Pamfilova, on a visit to the camps for internally-displaced (IDP) Chechens in Ingushetia. According to Imran Ezhiev, shortly after Ella Pamfilova left the "Sotsita" camp, several police officers approached him and asked to see his documents. They accused him of "trying to organize an unsanctioned demonstration" in the camp. When he explained that he was accompanying Ella Pamfilova, they let him go.

Some 40 minutes later, a group of armed men in military uniforms stopped Imran Ezhiev's car, as he was travelling to rejoin Ella Pamfilova, and took him and his two companions forcibly to Sunzhenskoe Regional Department of Internal Affairs (ROVD) - a police station - in the village of Sleptsovskaia. There, several officers allegedly repeatedly hit Imran Ezhiev on the back and beat his head against the wall, while threatening to hand the men over to the Russian federal forces, where they would "disappear" without a trace. Imran Ezhiev claimed that the police officers read the medical documents he carried with him and were aware that he had a spinal injury when they hit his back. One of the police officers allegedly offered to release the three if they confessed to several unsolved thefts. 

The next morning, Ella Pamfilova learnt that the men had been detained, and reportedly went to the ROVD and insisted that they be released. The police let the three men go later that day.

On 5 February Imran Ezhiev visited the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Republic of Ingushetia to file a complaint about his arbitrary detention. The Deputy Minister of Internal Affairs, Zaialudin Kutyev, allegedly told him that the police had acted within the law and that nobody who is not a government official, including human rights monitors and journalists, has the right to visit the IDP camps.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Amnesty International has reported on human rights defenders being targeted by Russian armed forces in Chechnya on a number of occasions. Imran Ezhiev himself has been detained 17 times, most recently in March 2003, when he was taken from his car by armed, masked men and held for approximately three days, during which he was reportedly tortured. His cousin Akhmed Ezhiev was shot and killed at his home near Shali on 18 December 2002.

On 29 November 2002 Malika Umazheva, the former head of the local administration of the village of Alkhan-Kala in Chechnya, was killed reportedly by masked men in uniforms who entered her house around midnight claiming to be looking for "Islamic extremists". It is alleged that Russian forces killed her in retaliation for her outspoken criticism of the numerous raids on her village. She had worked closely with the Society of Russian-Chechen Friendship. 

On 16 January 2004, the mutilated body of human rights activist Aslan Davletukaev was found near the town of Gudermes in Chechnya. He had been working with the Society of Russian-Chechen Friendship, and had reportedly been kidnapped by Russian federal forces on 10 January. Several other members of the Society of Russian-Chechen Friendship have been killed, allegedly by Russian forces, in what appears to be a deliberate campaign to target human rights activists in this organization. On 13 December 2001, Luiza Betergirieva, a volunteer working with the Society, was shot and killed at a roadblock near the city of Argun. On 4 August 2003, Arthur Akhmatukaev, a member of the Society who had recently married Imran Ezhiev’s niece, "disappeared" after he was taken away by Russian soldiers in an armoured vehicle. Criminal investigations into these incidents have been inconclusive and no one has been held responsible.
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Eliza Gaitamirova (f) (born 1973)

Milana Kodzoeva (f) (age not known)

The two women named above are believed to have been abducted by Russian federal forces in the Chechen Republic. 

On 1 December 2003 Eliza Gaitamirova, a mother of four from the village of Gekhi, in the Urus-Martan region of the Chechen Republic, received an order to come to the Urus-Martan district police station (ROVD). She apparently went there the next day, but did not return to her family that evening. On 3 December, the head of the Department for Criminal Investigations at the ROVD told her mother that Eliza had been detained, but did not say why. Eliza Gaitamirova was reportedly released from the ROVD in mid-December, but on her way home to Gekhi, she was apparently stopped by men in camouflage, thought to be Russian soldiers, who took her away. She has not been seen since. Her husband apparently "disappeared" as well, in 2001. 

Milana Kodzoeva, a widow from Kotar Yurt in the Achkhoi-Martan region of the Chechen Republic, was questioned on 5 and 9 January by a member of the Russian federal forces, whose name is known to Amnesty International, about allegations that she wanted to become a suicide bomber and had plans to go to a training camp for Chechen fighters. She denied all the allegations and the man left. On 19 January several men in camouflage came to her house and forced her to go with them. Milana Kodzoeva has two children, one of whom is only two months old and still breastfeeding. The men would not let her take this child with her. She has not been seen since. Her husband is alleged to have been a fighter who died in a recent clash with Russian forces.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

According to independent human rights organizations gathering information in the Russian Federation, thousands of Chechen civilians have "disappeared" during the conflict after being detained by Russian forces. The bodies of some of the "disappeared" have been found in unmarked dumping sites or mass graves. Many appear to have suffered torture, including rape, or violent death.
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