
 1 

                                         
 
 

 
Statement on human rights defenders  

by the International Partnership for Human Rights, the Bulgarian Helsinki 

Committee and the Netherlands Helsinki Committee 

on the occasion of the OSCE Civil Society Forum, Helsinki, 2-3 December 2008 

International Partnership for Human Rights (IPHR), IPHR@IPHRonline.org, www.IPHRonline.org 

 
 
Across the OSCE region, human rights defenders are involved in invaluable efforts to monitor and 
report on human rights problems, provide legal assistance to victims of human rights violations 
and, in other ways, promote compliance with international human rights obligations. Most of these 
defenders at least occasionally face criticism and misgivings because of their human rights 
engagement, while some work at an ever present risk of intimidation and persecution. The 
International Partnership for Human Rights (IPHR), the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC) and 
the Netherlands Helsinki Committee (NHC) would like to use this forum as an opportunity to 
highlight concerns with respect to some of the countries in the OSCE region where human rights 
defenders are most endangered, as illustrated by recent individual cases. In view of the upcoming 
OSCE Ministerial Council, which will likewise take place in Helsinki on 4–5 December 2008, we 
would also like to make a number of recommendations to the OSCE participating States on how 
to further protection of human rights defenders in the region.  
 
While the international community has recently taken steps toward reassessment of the situation 
in Belarus, serious problems remain with respect to the exercise of fundamental rights in the 
country. Existing legislation places far-reaching restrictions on civic engagement, for example by 
criminalizing involvement in the activities of groups that are not registered with the authorities. 
Most NGOs have been denied registration, and numerous activists have been fined, warned and 
imprisoned on these grounds in recent years.

1
 Human rights and pro-democracy activists also 

face other forms of harassment by authorities 
 

• On 30 August 2008, police detained Yana Paliakova, a human rights activist, in her home 
in the city of Salihorsk and brought her to a local police station. At the police station, she 
was pressured to sign some documents with unclear content and, as she refused, a 
police officer hit her on one of her arms and on her legs.

2
 She subsequently filed a 

complaint about the incident with the local prosecutor’s office. In a development believed 
to be related to this complaint, an unknown individual approached Paliakova outside of 
her home on 9 October 2008, grabbed her by the hair, hit her head against the door and 
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warned her to “shut up.”
3
 As of November 2008, none of the two attacks on the defender 

had been investigated. Pailiakova has, among others, provided legal assistance to 
numerous victims of police brutality and was involved in the campaign of an opposition 
candidate running in the August 2008 parliamentary elections.

4
  

 
In the last few years, parallel to a development toward growing consolidation of powers and 
growing erosion of democratic checks and balances, the space for difference in views has 
gradually decreased in Russia. In this climate, journalists, human rights defenders and others 
who express opinions critical of official policies are vulnerable to intimidation, harassment and 
violent attacks. Those who work on human rights issues in the North Caucasus are at particular 
risk. 
 

• In the morning on 25 July 2008, some 50 law enforcement officials arrived to the home of 
human rights defender Zurab Tsechoev in Trotskaia, Ingushetia. Without presenting any 
documents or stating any reason for their actions, they carried out a search of his home 
and thereafter forcefully took him away by car.

5
 A few hours later, he was left by the road 

some kilometers outside the city of Margas, with injuries on different parts of his body and 
in need of medical treatment. According to Tsechoev, his abductors had badly beaten him 
and pressured him to confess to providing a list with addresses of law enforcement 
officials to the opposition website ingushetia.ru, which he denied having done.

6
 Tsechoev 

works as web editor for the human rights NGO Marsch (peace in Ingush) and is also an 
applicant to the European Court of Human Rights, in the case of his brother, who was 
abducted in 2004 and whose fate remains unknown.

7
  

 
Human rights defenders in Serbia enjoy relative freedom to operate, but the climate in which they 
work remains hostile. Leading human rights groups and activists – many of whom are women – 
are frequently subject to media attacks and publicly stigmatized as “enemies,” in particular 
because of their work on issues related to accountability for war crimes and minority protection. 
The authorities do not provide threatened human rights defenders adequate support and 
protection.

8
   

 

• In September-October this year, the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia 
(HCHRS) and its chair Sonja Biserko were the subject of an aggressive smear campaign 
in media. The campaign was triggered by a misrepresentative review of the HCHRS’ 
annual report for 2007, which among others deals with the issues of Serb nationalism and 
responsibility for war crimes perpetrated in the 1990s. The HCHRS was accused of “anti-
Serbian propaganda” and several newspapers featured personal attacks on Biserko. Her 
home address and other private information were also published.

9
 On 30 September, a 

number of extreme right groups gathered outside of the office of HCHRS, shouting 
abusive slogans and, on 5 October two unknown men tagged Biserko outside of her 
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apartment.
10

 While these developments gave rise to serious concerns about the safety of 
Biserko and her colleagues, no police protection was provided. Biserko has also in 
previous years faced threats, hostile media campaigns and other attacks.

11
    

 
While the government of the current Turkmen President Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov has 
taken some steps to reverse the polices of its predecessor, no real break with the Turkmenbashi 
era has yet taken place with respect to the protection of human rights. Turkmenistan remains a 
highly repressive country where political opposition parties, independent media or independent 
civil society groups cannot operate openly. Those courageous individuals who are involved in pro-
democracy and human rights activities in the country are at serious risk of persecution.  
 

• Valery Pal, a civil society activist from the city of Turkmenbashi, was arrested in February 
2008. On 14 May 2008, he was sentenced to 12 years in prison on apparently politically 
motivated charges of embezzlement and other economic crimes. The proceedings 
against him were characterized by serious due process violations, with the court 
assuming him guilty from the very beginning.

12
 In the past 15 years, Pal has been 

involved in various human rights initiatives and provided technical assistance to NGOs in 
using the Internet.

13
 In September, he reportedly suffered a stroke after being denied 

release under a presidential amnesty, although promised that he would be amnestied.
14

  
 

The authoritarian regime of Uzbekistan continues its crackdown on civil society. While some 
human rights activists convicted on trumped-up charges have been released this year, new cases 
of imprisonment have also continued to be reported, and more than a dozen human rights 
defenders currently remain behind bars.

15
 Thus, the government’s policies toward the country’s 

human rights community remain fundamentally repressive, and there is reason to concern that 
steps such as the October 2008 decision by the EU to suspend sanctions against Uzbekistan

16
 

will only serve to embolden the Uzbek government in this respect. 
 

• In October 2008, two human rights activists were imprisoned in the western Uzbek 
autonomous region of Karapalkstan. On 10 October 2008, human rights defender and 
journalist Salijon Abdurahmanov was sentenced to ten years in prison on charges of 
selling drugs, and on 23 October 2008, human rights defender and opposition activist 
Akzam Turgunov was given an identical sentence for “extortion.” The charges against 
Abdurahmanov, who is known for his writings on human rights and related issues and 
who has frequently criticized local authorities, were brought after police allegedly 
discovered drugs under his car during an inspection in June 2008. Shortly prior to the 
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inspection, the car had been at a mechanic’s for service.
17

 Turgunov, who is the director 
of a Tashkent-based organization promoting the rights of political prisoners and who has 
served as a defendant in numerous cases involving human rights issues, was arrested in 
an apparent police set-up related to a case he was working on. While in pre-trial custody, 
he had burning water poured down his neck and back, as a result of which he contracted 
severe burns and lost consciousness.

18
 

 
 
Recommendations: 
 
The IPHR, the BHC and the NHC call on the governments of the OSCE participating States, 
where applicable, to: 
 

• Take immediate steps toward abolishing any legal restrictions on civil society activity in 
place in their countries that are not consistent with international standards on freedom of 
expression, association and assembly; 

• Publicly speak out in support of the important efforts of human rights defenders and 
ensure that they can carry out their work without intimidation, obstruction or undue 
interference by national authorities at any level; 

• Provide adequate protection to human rights defenders at risk in their countries and 
ensure that any attacks or incidents of violence targeting defenders are investigated in a 
prompt and thorough fashion with a view to bringing those responsible to justice; 

• Release promptly and unconditionally any human rights defenders who have been 
imprisoned merely for exercising their internationally protected rights. 

 
The IPHR, the BHC and the NHC further call on the participating States to: 
 

• Reaffirm that the implementation of human dimension commitments are of direct and 
legitimate concern to all participating States and, thus, that they are accountable to each 
other for their human rights policies, including their treatment of human rights defenders; 

• Undertake to apply the EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders in their individual and 
joint actions and to ensure that relevant OSCE institutions implement a pro-active policy 
toward human rights defenders; 

• Address human rights issues, among others the situation of human rights defenders, as 
an essential and integral part of political dialogues conduced at the bilateral and 
multilateral level and bring up for discussion individual cases of persecution of defenders 
with governments concerned; 

• Increase political, moral and other forms of forms of support to human rights defenders at 
risk in the region and consistently make use of benchmarks to encourage constructive 
change on this and other human rights matters in individual countries. 
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