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Prison, trials, investigations for religious meetings 

Yevgeny Kim was jailed for three years, nine months in Blagoveshchensk for 
meeting to study Muslim theologian Said Nursi's works. Another nine elsewhere 
are on trial or being investigated. Two Jehovah's Witnesses appear to have 
received a verdict in Sergiev Posad. Other criminal cases continue. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (23.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2tbOFUB - A Muslim in the Russian Far Eastern city 
of Blagoveshchensk has been sentenced to three years and nine months' imprisonment for 
studying the works of late Turkish theologian Said Nursi. Yevgeny Kim is the first person 
to receive a (non-suspended) custodial sentence for allegedly continuing the activities of 
the banned "extremist" organisation "Nurdzhular" for more than two years. 
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Five other Sunni Muslim men are still on trial on similar charges under Criminal Code Article 
282.2 in Krasnoyarsk and Makhachkala, while the FSB security service continues its 
investigations of four more in Novosibirsk and another in Izberbash in Dagestan. 

Jehovah's Witnesses are also facing punishment for exercising their right to freedom of 
religion or belief. 

On 21 June, Sergiyev Posad City Court appears to have handed down verdicts in the trial 
of Andrei Sivak and Vyacheslav Stepanov for alleged incitement of religious hatred under 
Criminal Code Article 282, Part 2, of which they were initially acquitted in 2016. 

Danish citizen Dennis Christensen is in pre-trial detention in Oryol, having also been 
charged under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1, with "organising the activities of a 
banned extremist organisation" for attending a bible study group. 

Jehovah's Witness community leader Arkadi Akopyan, meanwhile, is on trial in Prokhladny 
in the North Caucasus Republic of Kabardino-Balkariya for allegedly inciting religious hatred 
in his sermons (Criminal Code Article 282, Part 1). 

Blagoveshchensk: prison sentence for reading Nursi's books 

After six months and 25 hearings, Yevgeny Lvovich Kim (born 5 October 1974) was found 
guilty on two charges under Article 282.2, Part 1 (organising the activities of a banned 
extremist organisation) and Article 282, Part 1 (publicly performed "actions aimed at the 
incitement of hatred or enmity, as well as humiliation of a person or group", based on 
gender, race, nationality, language, origin, attitude to religion, or social group) of the 
Criminal Code. 

Judge Aleksei Salnikov of Blagoveshchensk City Court sentenced him on 19 June to 3 years 
and 9 months in an ordinary-regime correctional colony. In a video of the sentencing made 
available by the court, the judge stipulates that Kim's imprisonment is to be followed by 
one year of "restrictions on freedom – during this time, he will not be allowed to move 
house or travel outside his place of residence without permission, and may have to report 
regularly to probation authorities. 

The official video shows police officers removing Kim's handcuffs as he is put inside the 
cage in a small courtroom, and Kim and his lawyer listening as Judge Salnikov reads out 
the sentence. Kim is then led from the room. 

Kim's time in detention before and during the trial, amounting to nearly 18 months spent 
in Blagoveshchensk's Investigation Prison No.1, will be subtracted from his sentence, a 
fellow Muslim who has been following the case told Forum 18 on 21 June. He added that 
Kim intends to appeal against his conviction. 

An Amur Region FSB representative commented in a 20 June report on local news website 
amur.info that Kim, "engaging in the religious activities and sharing the religious ideas of 
the international religious association "Nurdzhular", organised religious meetings, during 
which he quoted from texts of Said Nursi which are recognised as extremist and included 
in the Federal List of Extremist Materials, thus bringing their content to those participating 
in the meetings by means of discussion and commentary on what was read". 

The report adds that the religious literature seized from Kim's home (about 370 items) will 
be destroyed. 

Amur Region FSB and Blagoveshchensk City Court have consistently refused to answer 
questions from Forum 18 about the case. 
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Kim's fellow Muslim who has been following the case told Forum 18 that witnesses 
questioned in court in March "refused to corroborate the testimonies they had given during 
the preliminary investigation, explaining that they had not said these things [and] that 
they had been interrogated in handcuffs". 

According to the formal charges, seen by Forum 18, Kim "systematically organised the 
carrying out of religious gatherings, united by one theme – the study of the works of Said 
Nursi, which are the foundation of the ideology of the international religious organisation 
Nurdzhular, which threatens inter-ethnic and inter-confessional stability in society and the 
territorial integrity of the state". 

The FSB's case file nevertheless notes that Kim refused to admit any guilt throughout the 
investigation, does not recognise the existence of "Nurdzhular", and does not consider 
himself a member. 

The additional charge under Article 282, Part 1, is unusual for a Nursi-related case; Forum 
18 knows of only two other individuals who read Nursi's writings who have been taken to 
court for this alleged offence since the works began to be banned in 2007. 

According to the FSB investigators, "by verbal and non-verbal means .. [Kim] exerted a 
leading, directing, unifying and active effect on the subconsciousness, consciousness, will, 
and behaviour of people attending the gatherings, with the aim of formulating in them a 
feeling of hatred and enmity, and also of humiliating the dignity of a person or group of 
people on grounds of religion and social grouping" and "inculcating a belief in the social 
and religious superiority of the followers of the teachings of 'Risale-i Nur'". 

The Moscow-based SOVA Centre noted in its report of 20 June that Article 282 specifically 
covers public actions aimed at inciting hatred, while Kim's alleged remarks were addressed 
to a small number of people at private religious meetings. 

Kim and several friends were detained and interrogated after an armed FSB unit raided 
Kim's flat on 26 December 2015, during a gathering to celebrate the birthday of the Muslim 
Prophet Mohammed. All but Kim were later released. 

Kim's friend Anton Pavlovich Starodubtsev (born 4 April 1980), who attended the 
gathering, described to Moscow-based human rights monitor OVD-Info how armed men in 
balaclavas stormed the flat between 7 and 8pm, then made the attendees lie handcuffed 
on the floor for five hours while the property was searched and individuals taken into 
another room to be questioned. Starodubtsev was later also charged under Criminal Code 
Article 282.2, Part 2 (participation in the activities of a banned extremist organisation) but 
his whereabouts remain unknown. 

After his and his friends' initial detention, Starodubtsev complained to the regional FSB, 
the city prosecutor's office, and the Presidential Administration of the treatment they 
received during both arrest and questioning, including threats and attempted blackmail 
(receiving no response). He has categorically denied any involvement in "extremist" 
activity. 

Both Kim and Starodubtsev appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and 
extremists". 

Sergiyev Posad: Verdict in Jehovah's Witness trial 

Sergiyev Posad City Court appears to have reached a verdict on 21 June in the trial of 
Vyacheslav Yuryevich Stepanov (born 20 March 1977) and Andrei Petrovich Sivak (born 
28 March 1974). The retrial took eleven months and 24 hearings with multiple delays. 
Court officials refused to tell Forum 18 on 23 June what the verdict was. 
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The two Jehovah's Witness elders had originally been acquitted by a different judge at the 
same court on 4 March 2016, but were forced to undergo repeat proceedings after Moscow 
Regional Court overturned this ruling on 26 May 2016 at the request of prosecutors. 

Sivak and Stepanov were charged under Criminal Code Article 282, Part 2. This punishes 
publicly performed "actions aimed at the incitement of hatred or enmity, as well as 
humiliation of a person or group", based on sex, race, nationality, language, origin, attitude 
to religion, or social group", when committed a) with violence or the threat of violence; b) 
by a person using their official position; c) by an organised group (of which Stepanov and 
Sivak are accused). 

As their alleged offences took place before amendments to the Criminal Code increased 
extremism-related sentences in February 2014 and July 2016, Stepanov and Sivak faced 
the following possible punishments: a fine of 100,000 to 500,000 Roubles or 2 to 3 years' 
income; or community service for up to 480 hours; or 1 to 2 years' correctional labour 
(ispravitelnaya rabota); or up to 5 years' compulsory labour (prinutdelnaya rabota); or up 
to 5 years' imprisonment. 

They were originally brought to Sergiyev Posad City Court in August 2015, after an 
unusually long investigation beginning in April 2013, during which Sivak and Stepanov 
were added to the Interior Ministry wanted persons database on three occasions without 
any grounds and without their knowledge. 

In March 2016, Judge Yelena Aminova found the two men not guilty of organising 
gatherings, "veiled under the guise of 'religious meetings'", with the aim of "inciting hatred 
and enmity against followers of all religions other than adherents of the 'Jehovah's 
Witnesses' religious organisation, and humiliating human dignity on the grounds of 
religion". 

According to the written verdict, prosecutors also accused them of "contrasting the 
'Jehovah's Witnesses' religion to other religions, declaring [the latter] 'false', [and] 
evaluating them very negatively, as well as appealing to citizens to refuse their civic 
responsibilities and commit illegal actions" – claims for which Judge Aminova concluded 
there was no evidence in the recordings presented to the court. She also ruled that the 
men were to be compensated for moral damages. 

Both men's names appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of terrorists and extremists. During 
the re-trial, they were placed under travel restrictions, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18. 

Oryol: Danish Jehovah's Witness detained 

Danish citizen Dennis Ole Christensen (born 18 December 1972) is in pre-trial detention in 
Oryol after being charged with "organisation of the activities of a banned extremist 
organisation" (Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1). This is the first such case against a 
Jehovah's Witness since sixteen people were convicted in Taganrog in 2015. 

If convicted, Christensen could be imprisoned for six to ten years or fined 400,000 to 
800,000 Roubles. 

The registered Jehovah's Witness community in Oryol was ruled "extremist" and liquidated 
in 2016. Its former members have since been vulnerable to criminal prosecution if they 
continued to meet for prayer or Bible study. Jehovah's Witnesses confirmed to Forum 18 
on 21 June that Christensen's prosecution is linked to the Oryol ban, and not directly to 
the Supreme Court decision on 20 April 2017 to liquidate the national-level Administrative 
Centre as extremist. 
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Although the Administrative Centre's and local organisations' activities are currently 
suspended, this ruling will only come into full legal force if the Jehovah's Witnesses' appeal 
(due to be heard on 17 July) is unsuccessful. 

The police and FSB security service arrested Christensen during a raid on a Bible study 
meeting on the evening of 25 May. Local news website Orlovskiye Novosti posted video 
footage (about 13 minutes long, with no commentary) of the events on YouTube. It shows 
at least a dozen officers in black stab-proof vests and balaclavas (accompanied by other in 
plain clothes) scaling the fence around what appears to be a purpose-built Kingdom Hall 
at No. 50 Railway Street. 

When a Jehovah's Witness attempts to block an internal door to the main hall, officers 
bodily lift him out of the way. Christensen and other Jehovah's Witnesses object that the 
search is unlawful, which the plain-clothes officers deny. 

The person with the camera then moves around the rest of the building and its grounds – 
while the police and FSB remain inside – before the footage cuts back to the hall, where 
the congregation is shown still waiting. The moment of arrest is not shown. 

The FSB also seized a large quantity of religious literature, audio-visual equipment, 
electronic devices, and financial documentation, an FSB source commented to Orlovskiye 
Novosti on 10 June. 

A 20 June video interview on jw-russia.org with Irina Christensen (Dennis Christensen's 
wife) and others who were present during the raid describes how the law enforcement 
officers stopped them from using their phones or leaving the building, seized their tablet 
computers and took down their passport details. The FSB then took several men to their 
office. 

The following day, Judge Svetlana Naumova of Oryol's Soviet District Court granted the 
FSB's request to detain Dennis Christensen for two months while they carry out their 
investigation. Christensen's appeal against his detention, initially delayed because of the 
difficulty in finding a Russian-Danish interpreter, was eventually heard at Oryol Regional 
Court on 21 June, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18, but this was unsuccessful. 

"On hearing the court's decision, many of those present in the courtroom could not hold 
back their tears," Jehovah's Witnesses reported on their jw-russia.org news website on 21 
June. They added that investigators "falsely" told the judge that Christensen was the leader 
of the banned Oryol community, when in fact he was only ever an ordinary member. 

Jehovah's Witnesses confirmed to Forum 18 on 21 June that Christensen has not been 
allowed to see or speak to his wife Irina Christensen since his arrival in jail. She has, 
however, been allowed to send him letters, newspapers, and a Jehovah's Witness New 
World Bible via the guards. Christensen was also able to meet the Danish consul on 30 
May. 

The Open Russia human rights initiative reported on 22 June, however, that Christensen 
complained at the appeal hearing that his Bible had been removed and that he has become 
ill in the cold and damp conditions of his cell as he has not been given warm clothing. 

Christensen has lived in Russia for the last 14 years and appears to have worked in the 
roofing business in Oryol for the last eight. He is married to a Russian citizen. As of 23 
June, he does not appear on Rosfinmonitoring's list of terrorists and extremists. 

Christensen's prison address is: 

Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 
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302040 Oryol 
Ul. Krasnoarmeyskaya 10 
Russia 

Forum 18 wrote to Oryol Region FSB on 22 June to ask why Christensen was considered 
so dangerous he had to be kept in custody, whether any other people are or would be 
charged in the case, and when and where Christensen's case was likely to be heard. No 
reply has been received as of the afternoon of the Oryol working day of 23 June. 

Oryol Regional Court declared the Oryol Jehovah's Witness community an "extremist" 
organisation on 14 June 2016 and ordered it to be liquidated and its activities banned. This 
decision came into force on 18 October 2016 after the Supreme Court rejected the 
Jehovah's Witnesses' appeal. A further appeal was refused consideration by the Supreme 
Court on 27 March 2017. 

The path to liquidation was a familiar one, beginning with law enforcement accusations of 
distributing "extremist material" and a 12-month warning on 24 August 2015 from the 
regional Justice Ministry of "the inadmissibility of extremist activity", which threatened 
liquidation should further violations be detected. The community challenged this 
unsuccessfully. 

An FSB security service raid on their rented premises on 25 November 2015 allegedly found 
copies of banned Jehovah's Witness literature, leading to conviction under Administrative 
Code Article 20.29 and the initiation of a liquidation suit. 

A total of ten registered Jehovah's Witness communities have been dissolved in the same 
way (in Taganrog in 2009; Samara in 2014; Abinsk and Tyumen (though the latter ban 
was overturned on appeal) in 2015; Stariy Oskol, Belgorod, Elista, Oryol, and Birobidzhan, 
all in 2016; and Cherkessk in 2017). 

Prokhladny Jehovah's Witness leader on trial 

Arkady Akopovich Akopyan, head of the Prokhladny Jehovah's Witness community, has 
been charged under Criminal Code Article 282, Part 1 (publicly performed "actions aimed 
at the incitement of hatred or enmity, as well as humiliation of a person or group", based 
on gender, race, nationality, language, origin, attitude to religion, or social group) and is 
currently on trial before Judge Oleg Golovashko at Prokhladny City Court in Kabardino-
Balkariya. 

After the preliminary hearing was twice delayed at request of prosecutors (who "asked for 
more time to prepare their position on the case", according to an 18 May report on jw-
russia.org), the trial eventually got underway on 1 June. The first full hearing took place 
on 15 June, with the next due on 4 July, according to court records. 

Akopyan is accused of giving sermons in which he "degraded the dignity of adherents of 
other religions", according to jw-russia.org on 7 June, as well as of distributing banned 
"extremist" literature among members of his congregation. He claims that the charges are 
based on false testimony from witnesses, and has appealed to the investigative committee 
with a request to charge those who, he believes, lied in their statements to investigators. 

If convicted, Akopyan may receive the following possible punishments: a fine of 300,000 
to 500,000 Roubles; or 2 to 3 years' income; or compulsory labour (prinutdelnaya rabota) 
for 1 to 4 years with a ban on working in one's profession for up to 3 years; or 2 to 5 years' 
imprisonment. 

The Caucasus edition of the "Moskovsky Komsomolets" newspaper reported on 1 March 
2017, before the case was submitted to court, that "in his sermons, Akopyan .. called 
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Orthodox priests paedophiles and Muslim imams murders and mujahideen. After the 
scandalous demonstration in an Orthodox church in Moscow by the "Pussy Riot" activists, 
he publicly supported and condoned the actions of these crazy women". 

Akopyan has been placed under travel restrictions, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 on 
21 June, but does not appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of terrorists and extremists as 
of 23 June. 

Anti-extremism police and the FSB raided Prokhladny's Kingdom Hall in March 2016 and 
allegedly discovered banned Jehovah's Witness literature. On 16 May 2016, the community 
received a 100,000 Rouble fine under Article 20.29, and in June 2016, the Prokhladny 
Inter-District Investigative Committee initiated its case against Akopyan. 

Telephones at the investigative committee went unanswered when Forum 18 called on 22 
June to ask why Akopyan was considered dangerous. 

Individual members of the Prokhladny community were also prosecuted under Article 20.29 
in 2015 and 2016. 

Dagestan Nursi readers 

Ilgar Vagif-ogly Aliyev, a Muslim who reads Nursi's works who was arrested in Izberbash 
on 19 April, remains in pre-trial detention in Makhachkala, his lawyer Magomedrasul 
Zaripov told Forum 18 on 19 June. He has still not been added to the Rosfinmonitoring list. 

The trial of fellow readers of Nursi's works - Ziyavdin Badirsoltanovich Dapayev (born 12 
May 1982) and brothers Sukhrab Abdulgamidovich Kaltuyev (born 13 November 1981) and 
Artur Abdulgamidovich Kaltuyev (born 15 June 1986) - is continuing at Lenin District Court 
in Makhachkala. There have been eight hearings so far, most recently on 16 June. The next 
is scheduled for 3 July, according to the court website. 

Krasnoyarsk Nursi readers 

Nursi readers Andrei Nikolayevich Dedkov (born 16 June 1979) and Andrei Gennadyevich 
Rekst (born 14 March 1994) are also still on trial at Soviet District Court and Sverdlovsk 
District Court respectively. After two delayed hearings in April and May, Dedkov is next 
due to appear on 23 June. Rekst has undergone three hearings so far, most recently on 13 
June. His next appearance is due on 10 July. 

Novosibirsk Nursi readers 

Four Muslims – Komil Olimovich Odilov (born 18 August 1975), Uralbek Karaguzinov (born 
21 July 1954), Mirsultan Takhir-ogly Nasirov (born 8 October 1997), and Timur 
Muzafarovich Atadzhanov (born 21 April 1988) – remain under investigation, charged 
under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Parts 1 and 2. Odilov's lawyer Yuliya Zhemchugova, 
told Forum 18 on 19 June that the investigation has been extended again. 

All the defendants in these cases against Muslims who read Nursi's works, with the 
exception of Aliyev, have been added to the Rosfinmonitoring list. 

 

Dennis Christensen, a Danish prisoner of conscience in 
Russia 

Forum for Religious Freedom-Europe and Human Rights Without Frontiers (23.06.2017) 
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Full name: Dennis Ole Christensen 

Birthdate: 1972, December 18  

Citizenship: Danish 

Residency: He has resided in Russia for about 17 years 

Civil state: Married to Irina Christensen (Russian citizen) on August 3, 2002 – no children. 

Occupation: Works as a carpenter. His wife has no resource or financial support. Their 
banks accounts have been frozen and their bank card confiscated. 

Circumstances of the arrest: On the evening of May 25, 2017, Dennis Christensen – a 
baptized Jehovah’s Witnesses since July 25, 1989 - was arrested along with 15 Russian 
citizens at a peaceful worship service held in a privately owned building in Oryol. The valid 
rental contract was presented to the investigation leader during the raid. At least 15 
masked and armed police together with Federal Security Service (FSB) officers disrupted 
the religious service. The police collected copies of the identification documents of the 70-
80 people in attendance and seized their electronic devices. Mr. Christensen was 
immediately taken to the detention in Oryol. 

 
Most of the attendees were detained for some hours. Then the older ones and families with 
children were allowed to leave. The remaining (about 20) persons were detained in the 
Hall the whole night or were released about 9:00 a.m. the following morning. Several felt 
ill during the night, had nothing to eat, one even had an epileptic seizure and was taken 
to the hospital. An ambulance arrived and the paramedics were ordered to stay during the 
night. None got any sleep or something to eat.  

Charges: Mr Christensen has been charged with organizing an illegal religious activity 
under article 282.2 of the Russian Criminal code and he faces up to 10 years of 
imprisonment. It is unclear at this stage on which factors the judge relied to consider that 
Mr Christensen was organizing the meeting. 

Current place of detention: His postal address to the detention is Krasnoarmeiskaja 10, 
SIZO-1, City of Orel, 302040, Russia. 

Conditions of detention: According to his lawyer, Mr. Christensen was not given any 
food during the 36 first hours following his arrest, with the exception of some water. He 
was kept awake and constantly interrogated during the first night, and appeared at a 
hearing in the afternoon the following day before the court that decided over his pre-trial 
detention. Mr. Christensen was exhausted (he had been kept awake for almost 40 hours) 
when he appeared before judge Svetlana Naumova in Soviet District Court of Oryol. The 
court ruled to keep Mr. Christensen in detention until July 23 pending the investigation for 
fear that he being a foreigner would flee the country. He is now kept in detention in a cell 
he shares with 2 criminals. Only his lawyer and the consul from the Denmark Embassy in 
Moscow have been able to visit him. Despite repeated requests, the wife of Mr. Christensen 
could not exercise her right to visit him since his arrest until now. The representatives of 
the Danish Embassy reported him being in good health. 

 

Condemn Russia’s Jehovah’s Witnesses ban 

Statement for the Supplementary Human Dimension Meeting (SHDM) I: 
Freedom of Religion or Belief  

22-23 June 2017, Vienna 
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Forum for Religious Freedom-Europe and Human Rights Without Frontiers (23.06.2017) - 
The Russian Federation’s ban on the Jehovah’s Witnesses is arguably the most flagrant 
assault on religious freedom to occur in the Euro-Atlantic region since the end of the Soviet 
Union and its satellite communist regimes in Eastern Europe. 

The ban was confirmed by the Russian Supreme Court on the 20th of April. The ban makes 
it a crime for about 170,000 Russian citizens to practice their faith. The denomination has 
faced increasing persecution in Russia for decades.  Recently, Dennis Christensen, a Danish 
citizen, has been arrested for attending a religious meeting of Jehovah’s Witness and was 
sentenced to a 2-month pretrial detention. Russia has thus started to incarcerate prisoners 
of conscience. 

Yet this unprecedented restriction on the fundamental human right to freedom of religion, 
a right the Russian Federation is legally and politically committed to protect, has been met 
with only limited and muted criticism, and more often than not, by silence indicating 
indifference.   

International reaction has not been consistent with the gravity of this massive violation of 
human rights, and compels us to ask, why not? 

What would have happened had the Russian Federation banned the Catholic Church, or 
the practice of Judaism or Islam?  

The weak reaction to the ban on the Jehovah’s Witnesses reflects enduring prejudice 
against minority religions, and what are categorized as “sects.”  Indeed, it reflects the 
same ignorance and condescension that motivated Russian authorities, at the behest of 
the Russian Orthodox Church, to outlaw the group.     

Our organizations applaud numerous activists, experts, international officials, and 
governments, and the few human rights organizations, which have voiced their objections.    

But not enough have done so. The issue has not been afforded the importance it deserves, 
but has largely remained underreported. We can only conclude that weak international 
criticism and action to counter this assault on freedom of religion will be taken as a “green 
light” for further legal discrimination against religious communities not only in Russia, but 
in other states where authoritarian regimes seek to impose cultural and spiritual harmony 
upon their citizens. 

We are thus calling on the participating States of the OSCE to raise your voices against the 
ban on the Jehovah’s Witnesses by the Russian Federation. Without exaggeration, the 
future of religious freedom in the region depends on it.      

For more information and/or interviews: 
 
Aaron Rhodes (President, FOREF)  
Peter Zoehrer (Executive Director, FOREF)  
Phone: +49-170-323-8314 / +43 664-523-8794 
Email: foref.office@gmail.com 
Blog: foref-europe.org 
 
Willy Fautré (Executive Director, HRWF) 
Phone: +32478202069 
Email: international.secretariat.brussels@hrwf.net  
Website: www.hrwf.eu 
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Court refuses to grant habeas corpus to Danish 
Jehovah's Witness 

The Dane is the first Jehovist who was placed behind bars after the 
organization's ban 

By Denis Volin 

Otkrytaya Rossia (22.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2sHX9S1 - The Orel provincial court on 21 
June rejected the appeal against his detention from Danish citizen Dennis Christensen, who 
is charged with arranging the activity of an extremist organization. Christensen is the first 
Jehovah's Witness imprisoned in Russia after the prohibition of the organization by the 
Supreme Court. During the session, the Dane's defense attorney insisted on the 
groundlessness of his retention in custody and the defendant himself complained about the 
harsh conditions of being in the SIZO and he asked the court to release him to his family. 
A correspondent of Otkrytaya Rossia [Open Russia] observed the session. 

The session in the Orel provincial court was scheduled for 2:00 p.m. In the half hour before 
the start, a long line formed in the courthouse. Several dozen adherents of the now banned 
Jehovah's Witnesses came to support the subject of the Danish kingdom and 
representatives of the Danish embassy in Russia also came. The courtroom could not 
accommodate everyone and bailiffs were able to find seats for only 30 persons. 

Before presiding judge Igor Paukov entered the courtroom, the Dane's attorney, Anton 
Bogdanov, and a translator, Yulia Avakova, were permitted to speak with their client. The 
Dane was present in the court on the screen of a monitor of a conference call from the 
SIZO [pretrial detention cell]. 

"You will be able to see only the judge," the attorney immediately warned. "We requested 
that it would be possible to send an image of the whole courtroom, but they explained to 
us that the technical capacity did not permit doing this." 

The attorney asked the Dane to speak more slowly during the debate so that it would be 
easier to translate. "He understands everything," the translator explained after hearing 
Christensen's response. 

After a few minutes the judge appeared in the courtroom and the court proceeded to 
establish his identity and to announce the circumstances of the appeal. 

Search and Arrest 

The 45-year-old native of Copenhagen, Dennis Ole Christensen, was arrested in Orel on 
26 May 2017 by F.S.B. personnel. A case was opened against him based on part 2 of article 
282.2 of the Criminal Code of the RF (arranging the activity of a religious organization that 
has been ruled extremist). In 2016, a court prohibited the activity of the organization "Orel 
Jehovah's Witnesses." However, even after the prohibition, the investigators posited, 
Christensen continued the activity of the sect in its base. The day before the arrest, the 
F.S.B. and police conducted searches in the building where meetings of the Jehovists were 
held. As the press service of the directorate reported at the time, the agents seized "more 
than 1500 copies of religious literature, including some of an extremist nature, audio and 
video materials of meetings, electronic media, computer equipment, accounting documents 
reflecting the scope of the financing of the structure and sources of finances, and signed 
forms with contact information of members of the congregation concerning refusal to 
perform civic duties." "There also were conducted interrogations of about 50 members of 
the local congregation of 'Orel Jehovah's Witnesses,'" the F.S.B. added, "during which 
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testimonies regarding the figure of the criminal case and his participation in illegal activity 
were collected." 

The Soviet district court of Orel imprisoned Christensen for a term of two months. His 
defense attorney did not agree with this and the decision was appealed. 

"Your honor, I have several petitions," Attorney Bogdanov said when the judge granted 
him the floor. The attorney explained that he was asking to make a recording of the session 
using audio tape, and in addition he requested making a video tape and then attaching it 
to the materials of the case. However the judge immediately rejected this request. "We do 
not have such technical capacities," the presiding official immediately replied. Bogdanov 
also asked the judge to attach to the case several documents which, in his opinion, should 
prove that Dennis Christensen did not intend to flee from the investigation and the court, 
in the event of a change in his measure of prevention. These included bank statements 
showing that the Dane works and pays taxes in Russia and documents from Denmark that 
say that he has no source of income there and materials from Danish police that note that 
Christensen has never been convicted of a crime. The attorney also requested adding a 
certification for a two-room apartment in Orel, positive references from his place of 
residence, thanks from the administration of the Zavod district of Orel and a photograph 
in which Christensen is shown during one of the local work-days, and a video disk of the 
search activities in the office of the Jehovah's Witnesses. "They will prove that Mr. 
Christensen requested providing him a translator," the attorney explained. The judge 
attached almost all the documents to the case, except the video tape, since he did not see 
any basis for that. 

Law-abiding Citizen 

It took an hour and a half to resolve the petitions. This was because the translator had to 
translate each response and each petition document for the Dane. The court needed 
another half hour for a partial publication of the materials of the case, after which the 
debate of the parties was held. Christensen's attorney immediately said that he considers 
the decision of the court of the first instance to be illegal and without basis. In his opinion, 
it grossly violated criminal procedural legislation. Bogdanov emphasized that, in choosing 
the measure of prevention, the court considered without grounds that Christensen, in the 
event of his release, could exert influence upon witnesses, and also he may flee, since he 
is charged on a harsh article and is not a citizen of Russia. 

"It seems like in the event that any person is suspected of a serious crime, he automatically 
might flee and the same seems to be the case for a subject of another country. But this is 
not so. It is necessary to look at the nature of Mr. Christensen's stay in Russia," the lawyer 
urged. "If a person is on Russia territory illegally and he is suspected of a crime, then of 
course there are no questions. But my client is here legally, until 2022, and he has a 
residency permit. In addition, his passport has been confiscated. How would he be able to 
flee, if even I, in order to come to Orel from Moscow, cannot do this without a passport?" 
Bogdanov added that Christensen will not flee and that he is a Jehovah's Witness. "And 
everybody knows that they are peaceful citizens. Whom can he threaten?" the lawyer 
asked. He also complained that the court does not consider alternative means of 
prevention—house arrest or bail. "If house arrest needs some additional prohibitions, then 
impose them and they will be fulfilled. He is a law-abiding citizen," Bogdanov said. He 
called the charges themselves discriminatory and in violation of international legal acts. "It 
is not clear just what he is accused of. To imprison Mr. Christensen only on the basis that 
he is a Jehovah's Witness is a violation of his right to religious confession. Let's look at the 
references of my client: he regularly participates in the city clean-up of trash and he 
participates in building a children's playground. Neighbors and children await his return. 
People who might flee and intimidate someone do not clean up the city and build 
playgrounds," the attorney said. 
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Bogdanov concluded his speech with a reference to the "famous Danish writer Hans 
Christian Andersen." "We have all read 'The Steadfast Tin Soldier,' and I want to ask you, 
your honor, to prevent a repetition of the fate of this character by Mr. Christensen. That 
he not be turned into a tin soldier who would have to suffer more and more new 
misadventures while in the SIZO," the attorney concluded his speech and asked the court 
to choose for the Dane any measure of prevention that does not entail incarceration. 

"They took away my Bible and I consider that unfair" 

Then the floor was granted to Dennis Christensen himself. He spoke in Danish. 

"I am an honest and peaceful person, who respects the convictions of other people, even 
if they are not the same as my own," the Dane began. "I conduct myself this way always 
and I will do so in the future. Therefore I consider that everybody has the right to express 
his convictions. I cannot and I do not wish to threaten and exert influence on investigators 
so that they think as I do. I always have respected the personnel of state agencies. I will 
not prevent investigators from conducting an investigation. I have never engaged in 
criminal activity and I cannot do so, since that contradicts everything that I believe and 
that I love and base my life upon. I am not a criminal." 

Christensen described how he has lived many years in Orel along with his wife, Irina, and 
he loves this city very much and participated in its beautification. The Dane described how 
since 2009 he has been an individual businessman, a carpenter. "There are people who 
are very satisfied with my work and value me as a person, who does nobody any harm. I 
do not want to quit engaging in my business. In addition, I have many friends in Orel whom 
I love. I have an apartment and car here. But the F.S.B. has besmirched my name, honor, 
and reputation with its accusation. This is a false accusation. I do not intend to leave Orel 
and Russia, and I will defend myself. I want for my life to be returned to me," Christensen 
said. 

He complained about the conditions of his detention. The Dane is "in custody" and for him 
it is "very cold and damp." Since he was not given warm clothing, he has suffered chronic 
illnesses. "I need professional treatment which I cannot get here [in the SIZO]. Besides, I 
can take a shower only once a week and the other days I use a bottle. There is no hot 
water here. They took away my Bible, and I consider that unfair," the Dane explained. He 
concluded his speech with an appeal to Judge Paukov and asked to let him return to his 
wife "so that we may be together." 

The floor was given next to the state's prosecutor, Elena Chernikova, who immediately 
called for casting emotion aside. Chernikova said that all requirements of legislation with 
respect to Christensen have been observed and the measure of prevention in the form of 
detention in custody "has a preventive character," since there exists the likelihood that a 
man who faces ten years in jail will try to flee from the investigation. The prosecutor noted 
that Christensen's guilt is not being considered in this judicial proceeding: "This remains 
to be clarified by the investigation, but the possible participation in a crime has been 
confirmed." Chernikova asked the judge to take into account that the crime of which the 
Dane is accused "pertains to the category of crimes against the state." "At the original 
stage, the court of the first instance made a legal and reasonable decision. I ask that it be 
left without change and that the appeal be denied," the prosecutor said. 

In his final statement, Dennis Christensen again asked for selecting for him a milder 
measure, after which the judge left for the conference room. Upon return, he read the 
resolution portion of the decision: to leave the Dane in the SIZO; and he left the room. 
Christensen's companions who gathered around were left standing as they listened to the 
translator giving him the essence of Judge Paukov's words. 
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OSCE Supplementary Human Dimension Meeting: 
Freedom of Religion or Belief  

Religious Discrimination Directed at the Church of Scientology and 
Scientologists in Russia in Contravention of Fundamental Human Rights 

European Office of the Church of Scientology for Public Affairs and Human Rights 
(22.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2sRVQ14 - On June 6, 2017, over 60 Federal Security Bureau 
(FSB) officials and SWAT police raided the premises of the Church of Scientology religious 
group in St. Petersburg as well as the homes of four leaders of the religious group.  

Five leaders of the religious group were arrested, interrogated and detained by the FSB. 
Four of these individuals, Anastasia Terentieva, Galina Shurinova, Ivan Matsitskiy and 
Sakhib Aliev were sentenced to two months pretrial detention by the Court (the maximum 
pretrial sentence which may be extended before it runs out – the same pretrial sentence 
recently handed down against Dennis Christensen, a Danish Jehovah’s Witness, for 
practicing his faith in Russia). The fifth local leader, lawyer Konstanci Esaulkova, was 
sentenced to two months house arrest as she has an elderly mother she cares for at home.  

If convicted, these five individuals could face a six to ten-year prison term.  

Based on the search warrants and public statements made by the FSB, the raid took place 
regarding charges concerning Article 171 (illegal commercial activity without registration) 
and Articles 282 and 282.1 of the criminal code (extremism). The illegal commercial activity 
without proper registration of a legal entity charge and investigation was opened last year; 
the extremism charges are new.  

Extremism Charges  

The use of the Extremism law against religions has been criticized by the UN Human Rights 
Committee (28 April 2015), the PACE Monitoring Committee of the Council of Europe (14 
September 2012, and the Venice Commission (1 June 2012), which found the law and its 
use against religions violated human rights and called on Russia to correct the law. 

The Extremism Law may have been justified by the need to combat terrorism. However, 
the Russian government has increasingly seized upon this law to improperly target and 
suppress religious minorities. This has led to a wide-ranging crackdown on religious 
literature, minority religious organizations and their members in Russia.  

In spite of the principles of non-discrimination and equal treatment at the heart of the UN 
Bill of Rights, the Russian Government is systematically using the Extremism Law to: 1) 
seize and censor peaceful religious scriptures read without incident the world over; 2) 
arrest and detain members of minority faiths for reading and disseminating these religious 
materials; and 3) initiate proceedings to liquidate and shut down religious organizations in 
order to disrupt and suppress their right to conduct religious activities in contravention of 
the fundamental human right to religious freedom.  

Over fifty cases regarding Russia’s misuse of the Extremism Law against religions have 
been filed by numerous religious groups before the European Human Rights Court. One of 
these pending cases has been filed by the Moscow Church of Scientology regarding nine 
distinct Scientology materials that were improperly placed on the “extremist materials” list.  

In the pretrial detention hearings, the Court accepted the prosecutor’s unsupported 
argument, forwarded by the FSB, that the Church of Scientology is an “extremist 
organization” even though no Court in Russia or elsewhere has ever made such a finding. 
This erroneous finding, supported by no evidence whatsoever, provided the basis for the 
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pretrial sentencing, imprisoning religious leaders of a peaceful and lawful religious group 
on the fallacious grounds that they were “dangerous extremists” that would endanger 
society if released on their own recognizance pending trial.  

The Church of Scientology operates in countries throughout the world as a peaceful, law 
abiding group. One of Scientology Founder L. Ron Hubbard’s directives to all Scientologists 
and the Church is to abide by the laws of a country.  

People who come into the Scientology religion receive spiritual help, improve their lives 
and the lives of their loved ones. They also actively participate in social programs to 
improve their communities, to save children from the menace of drugs, to help in times of 
disaster, to provide assistance to victims and to work to better their local communities.  

The parishioners of the religious group of St. Petersburg have, in just the past six months, 
held dozens of community events and distributed more than 20,000 The Way to Happiness 
booklets, a guidebook for how to live a peaceful and moral life. The religious group also 
distributed more than 120,000 drug education leaflets to help the city cope with the drug 
addiction problem and the decline of moral standards. The religion and its members 
actively work to improve society for all. They are part of the solution, not part of the 
problem.  

The Russian Constitution guarantees every citizen the right to practice the religion of their 
choice. Scientologists have been practicing their faith in Russia for more than thirty years, 
providing spiritual help to fellow citizens and actively participating in solving the most 
urgent problems of society.  

Illegal Commercial Activity Without Proper Registration  

The charge of performing illegal commercial activity without proper registration of a legal 
entity is equally spurious. The reason that the religious group has not formed a legal entity 
is because the Russian government has refused to register it as a religious organization in 
contravention of the right to religious freedom and the right to freedom of association 
guaranteed by human rights treaties that Russia has signed and is obliged to follow.  

Stripped of the fundamental human rights to form a legal religious entity, the religious 
group has been forced to rely on its religious leaders to act on behalf of the religious group, 
to open up bank accounts, to collect and spend monies to further its religious mission, and 
to rent a facility to serve as its place of worship.  

Ironically, three of the imprisoned individuals, Anastasia Terentieva, Galina Shurinova and 
Ivan Matsitskiy, were applicants before the European Human Rights Court in the case 
Church of Scientology of St. Petersburg and Others v. Russia. There, the Human Rights 
Court determined that:  

“A ‘religious group’ without legal personality cannot possess or exercise the 
rights associated exclusively with the legal-entity status of a registered ‘religious 
organization’– such as the rights to own or rent property, to maintain bank 
accounts, to ensure judicial protection of the community, to establish places of 
worship, to hold religious services in places accessible to the public, or to produce, 
obtain and distribute religious literature – which are essential for exercising the 
right to manifest one’s religion. Thus, the restricted status afforded to ‘religious 
groups’ under the Religions Act did not allow members of such a group to enjoy 
effectively their right to freedom of religion, rendering such a right illusory and 
theoretical rather than practical and effective, as required by the Convention.”  

Accordingly, the Court found that a refusal by the domestic authorities togrant legal-entity 
status to the applicant group amounted to an interference with the applicants’ rights under 
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the right to freedom of religion (Article 9) interpreted in the light of the right to freedom 
of association (Article 11). 

See, Church of Scientology of St. Petersburg and Others v. Russia, Paragraph 38, 
(Application no. 47191/06) (16 February 2015).  

Rather than comply with this unequivocal decision by the Human Rights Court, Russian 
authorities have refused to register the St. Petersburg religious group as a legal entity.  

Worse, it has determined to arrest and imprison the religious leaders who successfully 
challenged the government’s refusal to register the religious organization as a legal entity 
on the grounds that they are collecting and distributing funds for religious services and 
materials, renting a place of worship, and producing and distributing religious materials 
“without proper registration of a legal entity.” This constitutes a grave violation of 
fundamental religious freedom of these individuals and their Church.  

When Russian authorities refused to register the St. Petersburg religious organization 
despite the favourable St. Petersburg ECHR decision, the religious group then returned to 
a Russian Court, seeking to re-open and register the St Petersburg Church on the basis of 
the European Court’s order and favourable decision. However, the Russian courts continued 
to ignore the Human Rights Court decision and refused to register the St Petersburg 
Church. The religious group and its leaders who are individual applicants, including some 
of the imprisoned local religious leaders, are once again forced to file an application before 
the ECHR arising from the continued refusal of Russian authorities to register the Church. 
They are in the process of doing so.  

Based on these circumstances, an argument that these religious leaders should be 
imprisoned for operating a religious group without a registered legal entity amounts to a 
bad faith prosecution in contravention of fundamental human rights.  

Conclusion 

The right to religious freedom is in serious peril in Russia for religious minorities as the 
government continues to foster an atmosphere of intolerance and discrimination 
throughout the entire country against these targeted religious communities and their 
members.  

The Scientology religion, its parishioners and its religious and social organizations have 
been a primary target of this Russian national campaign of religious repression. The 
campaign has been chillingly wide-ranging. Jehovah’s Witnesses, Muslims, Evangelicals, 
Lutherans, Baptists, Pentecostals, Methodists, Presbyterians, Hindus, Buddhists and others 
have been targeted.  

International and legal standards mandate that religious minorities be treated fairly and 
without discrimination in the same way as other religions. Yet, Russia has contravened 
these standards through misapplication of the Extremism Law to censor religious materials, 
to arrest and detain believers for reading or disseminating Scriptures, to refuse to register 
religious groups, to prosecute and harass religious groups that are refused registration, 
and to liquidate and close down places of worship for targeted religious faiths. Such 
oppressive measures have no place in a democratic society.  

Millions of Scientologists around the world sincerely believe in freedom of religion and the 
religious tenets and practices of Scientology. For every one of these individuals, 
Scientology is their religion. Scientology is fully developed, by definition of religion, in its 
theology, religious practice and organization. The breadth and scope of the religion include 
nearly 8,000 Churches of Scientology, Missions and related organizations with over 20,000 
full-time staff in 164 countries, all unified by a common religious goal.  
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Under these circumstances, efforts to suppress the religion violate OSCE standards 
regarding the right to freedom of religion and freedom from religious discrimination.  

 

Crimean Jehovah’s Witnesses told to renounce their faith 
or serve in occupiers’ army 

By Halya Coynash 

KHPG (20.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2tnqK1u - A Crimean member of the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses has been ordered to provide ‘proof of change of faith’ in order to be eligible for 
alternative civilian service. Russia is already in grave breach of international humanitarian 
law by conscripting young men on illegally occupied Ukrainian territory, and is now also 
applying a form of religious repression which hearkens back to the worst Soviet times. 

The young man in question received a summons from the Bakhchysarai military 
recruitment commission for June 14. The document includes a handwritten demand that 
he present “documents confirming change of religion”. 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses’ Russian website reports that the lad had visited the office on 
June 9 and been offered alternative civilian service. He was told, however, that this was 
only if he renounce his Jehovah’s Witnesses faith. The summons posted on the site is 
apparently one of two received, with exactly the same wording, and no indication as to 
which religion he is supposed to ‘change’ to. It is also reported that Russia has already 
denied at least one Russian Jehovah’s Witness the right to alternative civilian service, citing 
the Russian Supreme Court’s ruling banning the faith. 

This ruling on April 20 (by judge Yury Ivanenko) followed an application lodged by Russia’s 
justice ministry, asking for the court to order the dissolution of the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
Administrative Centre and 395 regional branches. Their activities were claimed to be 
‘extremist’ and were suspended pending the Court decision. 

The ruling flouts Russia’s Constitution and, unless overturned at appeal level on July 17, 
must inevitably reinstate Soviet-style religious persecution. Many young men are likely to 
again be forced to go to prison, rather than taking up arms which the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
strictly prohibit. 

Russia is openly flouting the UN General Assembly and the Fourth Geneva Convention by 
conscripting young men from occupied Crimea into the Russian Army. In 2017, for the first 
time since Russia’s invasion, Crimeans will be sent to regions of the Russian Federation. 
Criminal liability and other measures have also been increased since April 1 against those 
unwilling to do such ‘military service’, and at least one young man from Yalta is known to 
be facing criminal prosecution for refusing to serve in the Russian army. 

Article 51 of the Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time 
of War states unequivocally that “the Occupying Power may not compel protected persons 
to serve in its armed or auxiliary forces. No pressure or propaganda which aims at securing 
voluntary enlistment is permitted”. 

Article 49 prohibits “individual or mass forcible transfers, as well as deportations of 
protected persons from occupied territory to the territory of the Occupying Power or to that 
of any other country, occupied or not”. This, of course, applies also to Russia’s continuing 
imprisonment in Russia of Ukrainian political prisoners and its ‘deportation’ of Crimean 
Tatars. 
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Russia’s denial that it is occupying Crimea has been rejected by the entire democratic 
world. The Chief Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court issued a preliminary report 
on Nov 16, 2016, which found that the situation with Crimea constitutes an international 
armed conflict between Ukraine and the Russian Federation. 

In its Nov 16, 2016 Resolution Situation of human rights in the Autonomous Republic of 
Crimea and the city of Sevastopol (Ukraine), the UN General Assembly explicitly condemns 
Russia’s occupation of Crimea and its application of Russian law in the occupied peninsula. 

The situation is particularly serious as there is evidence to suggest that conscripts have 
been sent against their will to fight in Donbas. 

The Crimean Human Rights Group has repeatedly warned that Russia’s defence ministry is 
continuing to wage propaganda of military service. On June 12, they held large-scale 
events in both Simferopol and Sevastopol entitled: ‘Military contract service is your choice’. 
Various entertainment stunts and an exhibition of military technology were used to attract 
people in direct violation of the Geneva and other international conventions. 

Russia’s occupation of Crimea has generally been accompanied by mounting war 
propaganda and the deliberate militarization of public awareness. Children are particularly 
targeted in the campaign of disinformation, stirring up of enmity towards Ukraine and the 
glorification of war in Crimean schools. 

 

"Extremist" literature fines rose in 2016 

Administrative prosecutions for religious literature and videos deemed 
"extremist" (all Jehovah's Witness or Muslim) rose between 2015 and 2016. 
Across Russia 103 defendants were punished, including one man's 13-day jail 
term and a Jehovah's Witness congregation's 45-day suspension. Prosecutions 
led to a mosque being liquidated. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (19.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2swbYW2 - A total of 123 individuals and 
organisations across Russia are known to have been brought to court in 2016 for the so-
called "mass distribution" of religious literature and other items deemed to be "extremist", 
Forum 18 has found. None of this material appears to incite the violation of human rights, 
violence or hatred. Of this total, 103 defendants ended up with punishments, including a 
13-day jail sentence for one man who shared a video on social media, and a 45-day 
suspension of activity for a Jehovah's Witness congregation in Voronezh. 

(A full listing of known 2016 cases is at the bottom of this article.) 

These figures represent an increase on the previous two years. In 2015, 89 prosecutions 
led to 79 punishments (including four jail sentences); in 2014, 65 prosecutions led to 56 
fines. 

Despite the relatively low fines for private individuals and officials, conviction under 
Administrative Code Article 20.29 can have serious consequences for the communities to 
which they belong. The Mirmameda Mosque, an unregistered religious group in Samara 
Region, was declared "extremist" and its activities banned after its imam was fined twice 
in 2016 – once for a banned video posted on the group's social media page, once for a 
banned book allegedly found in its mosque. 
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Several registered Jehovah's Witness organisations were dissolved as "extremist" in 2016 
after Article 20.29 prosecutions; these convictions were also cited as one of the reasons 
for the liquidation of the Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre and all local 
congregations across Russia in April 2017. 

Jehovah's Witness prosecutions overtake those for Islamic literature for first 
time 

For the first time since Forum 18's records began, the number of prosecutions for 
possession or sharing of Jehovah's Witness materials is higher than that for Islamic books 
or videos – at 63 versus 60 prosecutions. In 2015, the breakdown by religious affiliation 
stood at 32 Jehovah's Witness/55 Islamic (plus 2 Falun Gong), while in 2014, it was 10 
Jehovah's Witness/55 Islamic. 

As these figures indicate, the proportion of Article 20.29 cases involving Muslim literature 
has remained fairly static, while the proportion involving Jehovah's Witness literature has 
increased hugely. This is in line with the intensification of law enforcement attention 
towards Jehovah's Witnesses over the last two to three years, culminating in the Supreme 
Court's decision to dissolve their national-level Administrative Centre and outlaw their 
activities as "extremist". 

In 2016, judges ordered Islamic literature to be destroyed in 12 of the prosecutions found 
by Forum 18 and confiscated in another 16. Jehovah's Witness texts were subject to 
destruction in 11 cases and confiscation in 20. In all other cases, either judges did not 
pronounce on the fate of the "extremist" material, or the question did not apply as the 
offence had taken place online. 

Article 20.29 and the Federal List of Extremist Materials 

Administrative Code Article 20.29 punishes "production or mass distribution of extremist 
materials included in the published Federal List of Extremist Materials, as well as their 
production or storage for mass distribution". Once a court – even a low-level court - has 
ruled a text "extremist" and the verdict has come into force, the ruling must be 
communicated within three days to the Justice Ministry, which maintains the Federal List. 
The item will then be added to the List within a further 30 days, banning its distribution 
throughout Russia. Non-violent religious literature is included on the List alongside violent 
racist, nationalist, and Islamist materials. 

Despite the term "mass distribution", prosecutors have often brought charges even if only 
one copy of a text is discovered. No state agency has answered Forum 18's questions on 
whether it is right that people should be punished for their possession and whether such 
prosecutions are a sensible use of police and prosecutors' time. 

The Russian authorities began similar prosecutions in Crimea soon after they annexed the 
territory from Ukraine in March 2014. 

The Federal List now runs to over 4,100 items, often does not include full bibliographical 
details, and is irregularly updated. Checking whether a particular item is on the List can be 
very difficult or even impossible. The removal of an item from the Federal List is rare and 
can be short-lived, and in recent years, new texts have been added at an increasing rate. 
As of 1 January 2017, the List also shows when entries were added, as well as when they 
were ruled "extremist". 

From 23 November 2015, an amendment to the Extremism Law stops some, but not all, 
sacred texts - "the Bible, the Koran, the Tanakh and the Kanjur, their contents, and 
quotations from them" - from being ruled "extremist" and placed on the Federal List. 
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If convicted, "juridical persons" (religious organisations, commercial concerns, media 
outlets, etc.) may receive a fine of 100,000 to 1 million Roubles or have their activities 
suspended for up to 90 days. Individuals face a fine of 1,000 to 3,000 Roubles or up to 15 
days' administrative arrest – for a person acting in an official capacity (dolzhnostnoye 
litso), the fine stands at 2,000 to 5,000 Roubles. The "extremist" material in question will 
likely be confiscated and may be ordered destroyed. 

Many individuals are charged with offences under Article 20.29 for dissemination of 
material which does appear to incite the violation of human rights, violence or hatred. 
Forum 18 found a total of 1,132 cases under Article 20.29 in 2016 (an increase from 849 
in 2015). This figure includes prosecutions for both religious and non-religious texts, 
images, videos, and songs, and for both material which does appear to be violent or racist 
and that which does not. 

Consequences 

Prosecutors may use convictions under Article 20.29 as evidence of extremist activity and 
reason for attempting to have a religious community dissolved and banned as "extremist". 

On 22 July 2016, Samara Regional Court ruled that the Mirmameda Mosque in Chapayevsk 
was "extremist" and that its activities should be prohibited. Ilgar Guseynov, the imam of 
the unregistered Shia religious group, had twice received fines at Chapayevsk City Court 
for the alleged "mass distribution of extremist materials" – 3,000 Roubles on 29 February 
2016, because FSB internet monitoring found a link on the mosque's VKontakte page to 
the banned Islamic video "Wonders of the Koran", and 3,000 Roubles on 5 May 2016, after 
prosecutor's office staff, FSB officers, and anti-extremism police carried out an "inspection 
of compliance with the requirements of the law on federal security" and found a copy of 
the prayer book "Fortress of a Muslim" (edition unspecified in verdict) on a lectern in the 
mosque. 

The prosecutor's office had already issued Guseynov with a warning of the "inadmissibility 
of extremist activity" on 21 January 2016, when the first Article 20.29 prosecution was 
initiated. This threatened dissolution should new evidence of extremism come to light. After 
the second conviction, therefore, prosecutors applied to the regional court to have the 
group's activities halted and banned. As a result, Judge Tatyana Rodina concluded that the 
mosque's activities had led to "the undermining of the foundations of constitutional order, 
the morality, health, rights and freedoms of person and citizen, the country's defence and 
the security of the state". 

Guseynov appealed to the Russian Supreme Court on 14 September 2016, but this was 
unsuccessful. Mirmameda Mosque was added to the Justice Ministry's list of banned 
"extremist" organisations on 31 October 2016. 

This has also been the experience of ten registered local Jehovah's Witness organisations 
(in Taganrog in 2009; Samara in 2014; Abinsk and Tyumen (though the latter ban was 
overturned on appeal) in 2015; Stariy Oskol, Belgorod, Elista, Oryol, and Birobidzhan, all 
in 2016; and Cherkessk in 2017). The Supreme Court also declared the Jehovah's 
Witnesses' national-level Administrative Centre an extremist organisation on similar 
grounds on 20 April 2017 and prohibited all Jehovah's Witness activity in Russia. One 
registered Muslim organisation, in Borovsky village in the Tyumen Region, is also known 
to have been liquidated as a result of an Article 20.29 conviction. 

If an entire religious community is banned as "extremist", its former members may face 
criminal prosecution if they continue to meet informally. Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses in 
Taganrog were convicted on 30 November 2015 of "continuing the activities of a banned 
extremist organisation". 
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A Danish Jehovah's Witness, Dennis Christensen, is currently in pre-trial detention in Oryol 
on charges of "continuing the activities of a banned extremist organisation" (Article 282.2 
of the Criminal Code). He was arrested during a raid by armed riot police and the FSB 
security service on a bible study meeting on 25 May 2017. 

More on 2016 figures 

Of the 123 prosecutions for religious materials under Article 20.29 known to Forum 18, 
105 resulted in conviction in the first instance, and fourteen in acquittal. Judges halted the 
remaining four cases because the time limit on administrative prosecution had expired. 
Defendants appealed against 31 convictions, only three of which were overturned (two for 
technical reasons, only one because the judge found no evidence of an offence). One 
appeal was withdrawn by the defendant. Another two sentences were reduced (although 
the convictions themselves remained). No cases in 2016 are known to have been sent for 
re-trial. 

Even if they are ultimately exonerated, defendants are forced to spend time, energy and 
money to counter the charges against them, Forum 18 notes. A few defendants pursue 
appeals through the cassational stage (also heard at a regional/republic court) and up to 
the Supreme Court, although these efforts are rarely successful. 

Overall, Article 20.29 prosecutions are overwhelmingly based on the online sharing of 
materials (1,018 out of 1,132 cases in 2016), usually by means of the Russian social 
network VKontakte. Prosecutions for religious materials, however, continue to be 
dominated by hard copies of books and other materials and comprise the majority of 
"offline" cases found by Forum 18 (86 out of 114). 

Fourteen of the 37 prosecutions involving online religious material were based on the 
sharing of the Islamic video "Wonders of the Koran". This was banned by Neftryugansk 
City Court in the Khanty-Mansiisk Autonomous Region (Tyumen Region) on 7 April 2011 
and does not appear to incite hatred or violence. Another 16 online religious cases arose 
from the posting of a link to the main international Jehovah's Witness website jw.org which 
was banned and blocked as "extremist" by a Russian Supreme Court ruling of 2 December 
2014. 

The Justice Ministry removed 50 Islamic texts from the Federal List in July 2015 after an 
appeal by authors and publishers eventually saw the extremism ban on them lifted – they 
had been among 68 items originally outlawed in a 20-minute hearing at Lenin District Court 
in Orenburg in March 2012. 

While there were 35 prosecutions for possession of the Orenburg texts in 2014 and 18 in 
2015 (including three involving items already deleted from the Federal List), 2016 saw only 
three (none of which were for the reprieved texts). Several of the Orenburg titles have also 
been banned by other courts in different editions, however – this, combined with the 
Federal List's wildly varying levels of bibliographical detail, often leads to confusion in 
investigations and court proceedings as to exactly which books are involved. Individual 
believers and mosque authorities must also check carefully which texts they possess. 

The popular Muslim prayer book "Fortress of a Muslim", by Said al-Qahtani, was unbanned 
in its 2001 fifth edition by the Orenburg ruling. It was ruled "extremist" and outlawed in 
its 2006, 2009 and 2010 editions on 16 February 2015 by Kurgan City Court, and by the 
same court in its 2004 on 6 April 2015 (after Orenburg Regional Court had upheld the 
publishers' appeal). Ussuriysk City Court in Primorye had already banned a further two 
undated editions on 31 July 2014. In 2016, Forum 18 found 14 prosecutions for possession 
of "Fortress of a Muslim", four of which resulted in acquittal because of uncertainty over 
the edition of the book. 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Russia     

There were 21 prosecutions of legal entities under Article 20.29 in 2016, with some 
organisations charged more than once) – a substantial increase from five in 2015 and nine 
in 2014. This increase was driven by an intensification in the prosecution of Jehovah's 
Witness communities, which accounted for 18 of these 21 cases (up from three in 2015 
and two in 2014). The other organisations prosecuted were: one Muslim community in the 
Volgograd Region, which received a 7-day suspension of activities; a small business selling 
Islamic religious items in Bashkortostan, which was sentenced to 20 days' suspension of 
activity; and a correctional colony in the Ulyanovsk Region, which was fined 100,000 
Roubles for allowing a banned Islamic text inside the prison mosque. 

Forum 18 found that prosecutions under Article 20.29 took place in 41 of the 83 federal 
subjects of Russia in 2016. The regions which saw the highest numbers of cases are as 
follows: Bashkortostan Republic (15), Arkhangelsk Region (13), Kirov Region (11), 
Krasnodar Region (8), and the Republic of Karachai-Cherkessiya (7). 

Further examples from 2016 

The only individual to be detained for an Article 20.29 offence in 2016 was Artur Grunichev, 
who posted the video "Wonders of the Koran" (banned by Nefteyugansk City Court, Khanty-
Mansiisk Autonomous Region, 7 April 2011) on his VKontakte profile page. According to 
the court verdict, "The posted material was freely available to be viewed, downloaded and 
copied by an unlimited number of individuals .. including minors". Grunichev admitted 
sharing the video in 2014, but said that he had been unable to delete it as he had lost his 
mobile phone. 

Judge Viktor Belyayev of Buy District Court (Kostroma Region) sentenced Grunichev on 10 
October 2016 to fifteen days' administrative arrest. On 19 October, Kostroma Regional 
Court reduced this on appeal to thirteen days, concluding that the maximum punishment 
should not have been applied when the defendant admitted the offence. 

On 20 December 2016, Lenin District Court in Voronezh suspended the activities of the 
Central Voronezh Jehovah's Witness community for 45 days. Law enforcement officers had 
carried out a raid on a rented sports centre where about 1000 worshippers had gathered 
for a service, and allegedly discovered banned religious literature (titles unspecified) 
hidden between a lectern and the wall. Community members argued in court that the items 
must have been planted during the raid, pointing out that they had no need for such 
literature during services, for which they required only the Bible and a hymn book. 

The community appealed successfully against its conviction on 2 March 2017 at Voronezh 
Regional Court, where Judge Svetlana Kurchevskaya decided that there was insufficient 
evidence of an offence. 

Two men in Dagestan who were convicted under Article 20.29 in 2016 have since been 
prosecuted under Article 282.2, Part 1 (organisation of the activities of a banned extremist 
organisation), charges based in part on their possession of books by late Turkish theologian 
Said Nursi. Ilgar Aliyev was fined an unknown amount at Izberbash City Court and Artur 
Kultuyev was fined 2000 Roubles at Kirov District Court in Makhachkala, both on 26 April 
2016. Kultuyev is now on trial at Makhachkala's Lenin District Court alongside his brother 
Sukhrab Kultuyev and their friend Ziyavdin Dapayev. Aliyev is currently in pre-trial 
detention, having been arrested in mid-April 2017. 

How cases start 

The majority of known Article 20.29 cases in 2016 arose from raids or inspections carried 
out by law enforcement officials, usually with the aim of "checking compliance with anti-
extremism legislation", according to court verdicts. In a few cases against Jehovah's 
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Witnesses, prosecutors brought charges after an individual handed in a text to the police 
or security services after receiving it in the street or at a meeting. 

It is also apparent that, rather than rely on chance sightings or reporting by other citizens, 
regional law enforcement agencies, including the FSB security service and anti-extremism 
police, carry out systematic online monitoring of internet users in their regions in order to 
track down any sharing or reposting of links, videos, or text files containing allegedly 
extremist material (even when such reposts were clearly made before the material was 
banned). Twelve of the sixteen prosecutions for posting links to the Jehovah's Witness 
jw.org website took place in the Arkhangelsk Region between 26 April and 11 July. The 
written verdicts acknowledge that they arose from monitoring of VKontakte by the 
Arkhangelsk FSB. 

List of known religious-related Article 20.29 cases in 2016: http://bit.ly/2swbYW2  

 

FECRIS Russian branch behind the persecution of non-
Orthodox minorities in Russia	

For years, the French anti-sect umbrella organization has been funded – 
almost entirely – by the French government which, under the principle of 

laïcité, is supposed to be neutral in religious matters 

• The concept of ‘spiritual security’ 
• Extremism without violence 
• The Russian Orthodox Church hailed the ban of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
• FECRIS member association in Russia: St. Irenaeus of Lyons Religious 

Studies Research Centre 
• FECRIS involvement in the hate campaign against religious minorities 

in Russia 
• French laïcité betrayed 
• Conclusions 

 
HRWF (12.06.2017) - “The persecution of non-Orthodox minorities of foreign origin, 
or without a ‘historical’ presence in Russia, is based on the philosophy of ‘spiritual 
security’ which is promoted by the Kremlin, the Russian Orthodox Church and the 
Russian branch of the France-based European Federation of Research and Information 
Centers on Sectarianism (FECRIS),” declared French attorney Patricia Duval at a 
conference on religious freedom in Russia co-organized by MEP Hannu Takkula 
(Finland, ALDE) and Human Rights Without Frontiers on 6 June at the European 
Parliament in Brussels.  

The concept of ‘spiritual security’ 

In the 2000 National Security Concept, the Putin Administration stated:  

“Assurance of the Russian Federation’s national security also includes 
protecting the cultural and spiritual-moral legacy and the historical traditions 
and standards of public life, and preserving the cultural heritage of all Russia’s 
peoples. There must be a state policy to maintain the population’s spiritual and 
moral welfare, prohibit the use of airtime to promote violence or base instincts, 
and counter the adverse impact of foreign religious organizations and 
missionaries.” 
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This spiritual understanding of national security began with the adoption of the Russian 
federal law on security in March 1992. The law was a clear rejection of the old Soviet 
model of security. The first article of the law puts an emphasis on the importance of 
‘spiritual values’, which in 1992 indicated the end of the Soviet militant atheism and 
the State persecution of religious believers.  

However, the developments that ensued stifled the principles of liberalism established 
in the post-Soviet period and in the 1997 Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious 
Associations, and ultimately put to bed the brief period of religious freedom that Russia 
experienced following the 1990 law on Freedom of Worship. The 1997 law, as well as 
the ideological position and policy which were later adopted by the Russian authorities, 
were all inspired by the desire to ensure the ‘spiritual security’ of Russia through the 
purported role of the Russian Orthodox Church in safeguarding national values and 
security.  

Once the 1990 law guaranteed freedom of conscience, large numbers of missionaries 
flooded into Russia, believing that the former Soviet Union was to be a vast missionary 
territory. 1 

In 1996, the Metropolitan Kirill of Smolensk and Kaliningrad commented on the 
problem of proselytism facing the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC). It was thought 
that proselytizing groups did not aid the ROC, but operated against it “like boxers in 
a ring with their pumped-up muscles, delivering blows.”2   This ‘attack’ was framed to 
be against the nation’s national and religious values. In turn, the population developed 
and adopted the idea that ‘non-Orthodox’ can be defined as those who attempt to 
dismantle and destroy the spiritual unity of the people and the Orthodox faith, that 
the ‘non-Orthodox’ are “Spiritual colonizers who by fair means or foul try to tear the 
people away from their church”3 

The leaders of the ROC believed that Russia’s cultural identity as an Orthodox nation 
was crumbling. As Wallace Daniel and Christopher Marsh state, “Unless the 
government affirmed Russia’s traditional faiths against the aggressive actions of other 
religious groups and sects, the patriarch [Alexey II] maintained, the renewal of 
Russia’s own spiritual traditions stood little chance.”4 

Therefore, in this atmosphere, where the ROC believed itself as well as Russian culture 
to be under attack, Boris Yeltsin passed the 1997 Law, differentiating traditional and 
nontraditional religions in Russia.  5 

Since then, the concept of ‘spiritual security’ as part of national security has been 
instrumentalized by the political authorities and the judiciary to restrict the rights of 
non-Orthodox minorities of foreign origin and to criminalize their beliefs, their 
teachings, their religious publications and peaceful activities. They erect such 
allegations on the basis of the 2002 law against extremism which in 2006 was purged 
of its violence element.  

Extremism without violence 

                                            
1 Witte, Bourdeaux, Proselytism and Orthodoxy in Russia. Wipf and Stock Publishers. 1999. Page 
73. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1465916?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents  
2 Payne, “Spiritual Security, the Russian Orthodox Church and the Russian Foreign Ministry: 
Collaboration or Cooptation?”. http://bit.ly/2r9nmG1  
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid.  
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The year 2006 was a turning point when the law countering violent extremism was 
amended, removing the necessity for violators to be associated with extremism, 
violence or calls to violence, Duval commented.  

The amended law was criticized by the UN Human Rights Committee (28 April 2015), 
the PACE Monitoring Committee of the Council of Europe (14 September 2012), and 
the Venice Commission (1 June 2012) which called on Russia to correct the law so it 
requires an element of violence or hatred. 

The amendment to the law opened the door to arbitrary and unrestrained 
interpretations of the concept of extremism, to the criminalization of freedom of 
thought, expression, worship, and assembly, to police raids, fabricated charges, 
arrests and sentences of members of peaceful groups such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
Scientologists, Tablighi Jamaat, and Said Nursi followers. Their movements and their 
publications were all victims of bans. Jehovah’s Witnesses had their assets confiscated 
and were fully banned nation-wide by the Russian Supreme Court on 20 April.  

The Russian Orthodox Church hailed the ban on Jehovah’s Witnesses 

The Russian Orthodox Church called Jehovah's Witnesses a dangerous, totalitarian 
and harmful sect and supported its ban in the Russian Federation.  

"Their doctrine contains a multitude of false teachings. They distort the teaching of 
Christ and interpret the New Testament incorrectly. They do not believe in Jesus Christ 
as God and Savior, they do not acknowledge the doctrine of the Holy Trinity, and 
therefore they cannot in any way be called Christian," the head of the synod's 
Department for External Church Relations, Metropolitan of Volokolamsk Ilarion, 
declared on the program "Church and World" on the Rossiia-24 television channel. 

High-level members of FECRIS and its Russian branch played a prominent role in the 
campaign against non-Orthodox minorities of foreign origin and the adoption of the 
repressive policy aiming at their eradication. 

Aleksander Dvorkin, Vice-President of FECRIS, is also Russia’s most prominent 
« anti-sect » activist. He was appointed in 2009 by Russia's Justice Minister to head 
the Ministry's Expert Council for Conducting State Religious-Studies Expert 
Analysis whose mandate is to investigate the activity, doctrines, leadership decisions, 
literature and worship of any registered religious organisation and recommend action 
to the Ministry. 

A. Dvorkin is also Director of the St. Irenaeus of Lyons Religious Studies Research 
Centre, FECRIS’ member association in Russia. 

FECRIS member association in Russia: St. Irenaeus of Lyons Religious 
Studies Research Centre 

The Saint Irenaeus of Lyons Centre for Religious Studies, which is FECRIS 
member association in Russia, was founded in 1993 with the blessing of the Patriarch 
of Moscow and All Russia Alexy II. The Centre is also a missionary faculty department 
of St Tikhon's Orthodox University in Moscow the objective of which is “to spread 
credible information on doctrines and activities of totalitarian sects and destructive 
cults”. For that purpose “employees of the Centre pursue research, advisory, lecturing 
and publishing activity and liaise with state structures and the media.” Since then, 
A.L. Dvorkin has been the president of this Centre affiliated to the Russian Orthodox 
Church.  

The Saint Irenaeus of Lyons Centre for Religious Studies is the head centre of 
the Russian Association of Centres for Religious and Sectarian 
Studies(RATsIRS). The president of RATsIRS is also A.L. Dvorkin; the vice-
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presidents are Archpriest Alexander Novopashin and Archpriest Alexander Shabanov; 
the executive secretary is priest Lev Semenov, Ph.D., associate professor. 

Apart from the Saint Irenaeus of Lyons Centre, there is a global network of so-
called "parents’ initiatives" and other similar organizations in Russia and the CIS the 
majority of which have become members of RATsIRS in Russia (some are missionary 
departments of Orthodox dioceses) and created RATsIRSrepresentative offices 
abroad.  

FECRIS’ member association in Russia and its affiliates are all financed by the Russian 
Orthodox Church and engaged in the fight against Evangelicals, Pentecostals, 
Mormons, Baha’is, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Falun Gong practitioners, Scientologists…  

“Rehabilitating” followers of “non-traditional religions”   

A number of the centres of the Russian Association of Centres headed by A. Dvorkin are 
“rehabilitation centres” for followers of “non-traditional religions”.  

Under the pressure of families, followers are induced to go to these rehabilitation centres 
to be "enlightened" about the danger of sects, about how sects manipulate their minds, 
and to accept the Orthodox religion because, according to them, if one really believes in 
Christ he is protected from various sects.  

Here follow a few of these centres:  

- Centre of rehabilitation of victims of non-traditional religions under the missionary 
department of Stavropolskaya and Vladikavkasskaya Eparchy. Location: Russian, 
Novopavlovsk.  

The Centre indicates on its website: "The basis of the department is to help people in the 
acquisition of real, true Faith in God and the Church".  

- Center of rehabilitation of victims of non-traditional religions under the Church of Our 
Lady "Joy of All Who Sorrow". Location: Moscow.  

Rehabilitation” is done by two priests and one graduate of Saint Tikhon's Orthodox 
University (where Alexander Dvorkin is teaching).  

- Rehabilitation Centre for sect victims under the Holy Trinity Monastery. Location: Russia, 
Kursk.  

Priests and psychologists work there to “rehabilitate” followers.  

- Rehabilitation Centre for victims of non-traditional religions in the name of St. Joseph of 
St. Volotsk.  

This Centre operates under the Orthodox Eparchy of Yekaterinburg city.  

- As concerns the Saint Irenaeus of Lyons Centre for Religious Studies, FECRIS member 
association in Russia, in an article on their website they explain how to go with people 
“caught in sects":  The process of exit through an external influence involves a 
psychologist, relatives and a “sect-specialist”, to arouse critical thinking towards the “sect” 
and get rid of emotional dependency towards it. Then it involves connecting the person to 
the Orthodox catechist, preferably a priest offering the true religious and ideological 
alternatives.  

This seems like a remake of the “deprogramming” technics used in the 1980s and outlawed 
in the US, which were used to remedy alleged “brainwashing” by religious communities. 
“Arising critical thinking” towards the sect is achieved through bombarding the followers 
with misinformation and twisted facts against the denomination they adhered to. After this 
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phase, a phase of “reprogramming” is then done in the Russian “rehabilitation centres” by 
Orthodox priests so that the followers of non-traditional religions whose creeds have been 
destabilized through the “critical thinking arising” are now persuaded to adhere to the 
“true” religion instead.  

French laïcité betrayed 

FECRIS was created in France and is financed by the French State, whose Constitution 
and laws provide a total separation of State and religions and the respect of all creeds. 
The FECRIS vice-President is currently Alexander Dvorkin, the leading Russian anti-
cult crusader and key agitator responsible for popularising the term 'totalitarian sects', 
a term used by defenders of “spiritual security” to designate peaceful religious 
denominations considered as potential threats to the Orthodox Church.  

FECRIS’ Russian member association headed by Alexander Dvorkin is an organ of the 
Orthodox Church and has been blessed by Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia Alexy 
II. Key member organizations of FECRIS’ Russian member association are led by 
radical Orthodox priests and archpriests or are missionary departments of Orthodox 
dioceses. They refer followers of non-traditional religions to “rehabilitation centres” 
where they are re-educated to the “right” Orthodox religion.  

The question is “How can FECRIS be financed by the French State and support such 
activities in Russia?” 

Conclusion 

The European Convention on Human Rights guarantees the right to freedom of religion 
or belief, which entails the duty for signatory States to hold neutrality in religious 
matters. Both the Russian Federation and France have committed to the Convention 
and are bound by its obligations.  

In spite of these obligations, Russia’s motivation behind the banning of a number of 
non-violent movements is narrowly linked to the spiritual security philosophy which 
encompasses the rejection of religious diversity for the benefit of religious 
homogeneity, the defence of the Orthodox Church against proselytizing new religious 
movements, and the protection of Russian values against the contamination by 
unwelcome foreign values.   

Moscow’s fight against foreign religious groups and against the foreign funding of 
Russian human rights NGOs administratively renamed ‘foreign agents’ are a source of 
deep concern in the international human rights community because all the legal – but 
undemocratic – tools have been put in place to clean up the religious landscape.  

A community of 177,000 members of the Jehovah’s Witnesses movement in Russia 
has been banned, its members are being jailed, their children taken away, and their 
security is no longer guaranteed. Some have started to emigrate to the European 
Union. Members of the Church of Scientology are also prosecuted and jailed, the police 
raid their Churches with machine guns, and initiate liquidation proceedings. Peaceful 
Muslim groups of foreign origin, such as Tablighi Jamaat and Said Nursi followers, 
have been banned and a number of their followers have been arrested and sentenced 
to several years in prison.  

Is the European Union willing to receive all the religious refugees from Russia?  

Is the Council of Europe really able to have its member states fulfill their obligations 
under the Convention?  
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After the ban of Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Church of 
Scientology seems to be the next priority target 

Russian authorities raid Church of Scientology in St Petersburg 
 
HRWF (09.06.2017) – On 6 June, over sixty Federal Security Bureau (FSB) officials and 
SWAT police raided the Church of Scientology's branch in St. Petersburg and the homes of 
church members as part of a probe into allegations of illegal entrepreneurship, incitement 
of hatred, and extremism. 	

Five leaders of the group were arrested, detained and interrogated by the FSB. Four of 
them - Anastasia Terentieva, Galina Shurinova, Ivan Matsitskiy and Sakhib Aliev - were 
sentenced to two months pretrial detention on 7th and 8th June, 2017 by the Court. This 
maximum pretrial sentence may be extended before it expires. The fifth arrested local 
leader, lawyer Konstanci Esaulkova, has a hearing on 9th June 2017 regarding her pretrial 
detention.  	

If convicted, these five individuals could face a six to ten-year prison term. 	

Based on the search warrants and public statements made by the FSB, the raid took place 
as a result of charges concerning Article 171 (illegal commercial activity without 
registration) and Articles 282 and 282.1 of the criminal code (extremism).  The charge of 
illegal commercial activity without proper registration of a legal entity and its subsequent 
investigation opened last year. The extremism charges are new as no court has ever made 
such a finding. 	

The 6 June raid on the U.S.-based church comes after Russia's Supreme Court in April 
issued a ruling banning Jehovah's Witnesses and seizing their property.	

The FSB said the probe was initially launched into the church's earnings from selling 
educational materials to new recruits. 	

The Moscow Regional Court ruled in 2012 that some books of the Church of Scientology be 
included on the Federal List of Extremist Literature and prohibited from distribution in 
Russia. Complaints against Russia are pending in Strasbourg on this issue.	

In 2015 the Moscow Church was also ordered to "liquidate" itself on the grounds that its 
name is trademarked in the United States and is therefore not a religious organisation. 
However, their case is pending at the European Court in Strasbourg.	

The Church of Scientology was first registered officially in Russia in 1994 but the authorities 
have pursued it through the courts in recent years. In 2007, 2009 and 2014, the European 
Court of Human Rights ruled twice in favor of the Church, saying that Russia violated its 
rights by refusing to re-register the Church of Scientology of Moscow (Church of 
Scientology Moscow v. Russia, Application no. 18147/02), Nizhnekamsk and Surgut 
(Kimlya and Others v. Russia, Applications nos. 76836/01 and 32782/03) and St 
Petersburg (Church of Scientology of St Petersburg and Others v. Russia, Application no. 
47191/06). In each case, the decision of the European Court acknowledged that there had 
been a violation of Article 9 of the European Convention, which protects freedom of religion 
or belief. However, Russia did not implement the judgment.	

Three of the imprisoned leaders of the Church were applicants in the successful ECHR case 
to register the Church. Now they are being imprisoned on the grounds that they are 
operating a group that is not legally registered…	

The Church of Scientology was founded in the United States in 1954 by science-fiction 
writer L. Ron Hubbard and was accorded the status of a religion in the U.S. in 1993.	
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Arrests and imprisonment	

On 8 June, the Nevsky District Court of St. Petersburg on Wednesday ordered the detention 
of executive director of Church of Scientology local religious group, Galina Shurinova, 
until August 5.	

Shurinova is officially charged with participating in an extremist organization, illegal 
business, inciting hatred and enmity, and violation of human dignity.  The accusation of 
“illegal commercial activities” could be used against the Church because the Russian 
authorities had refused to re-register it as a religious organization and as a non-profit 
association years ago, despite the decision of the European Court which recognized that it 
was a religious or belief community. Exhaustion of domestic remedies on this case recently 
occurred and the Church is in the process of going back to Strasbourg on this matter. 	

Law enforcement officers have seized literature banned in Russia as extremist during 
searches at her premises, an investigator said in court.	

According to the FSB, Shurinova is the main manager of Church of Scientology of St. 
Petersburg and exercises control over cash inflow. From 2013 to 2016, the organization 
allegedly received over 276 million rubles ($4.9 million) for rendering its services. 	

However, the Church of Scientology of St. Petersburg has not been incorporated under the 
law, an FSB representative noted in court.	

Shurinova motioned for house arrest or release on bail.	

On 7 June, the court detained two other managers of Church of Scientology of St. 
Petersburg, Tatyana Terentyeva and Sakhib Aliev.	

At a conference on religious freedom in Russia held at the European Parliament on 6 
June, Human Rights Without Frontiers denounced the misuse of the accusation of 
extremism (without use of violence) against and the banning of peaceful religious 
movements such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and two Muslim religious groups, Tablighi Jamaat 
and Said Nursi followers. 	

As the international community, including the EU, has remained silent every time each of 
these groups has been banned, Putin will continue his strategy of eliminating other 
‘unknown’ or ‘unpopular’ religious minorities in breach of its obligations under international 
law and in total impunity as long as there is no foreign reaction. 	

Human Rights Without Frontiers urges the EU institutions to monitor more closely 
Putin’s policy of eradication of non-Orthodox minorities in the name of the “spiritual 
security concept” and to voice its concerns about the present situation of all religious 
minorities in Russia. 

		

Unreasonable pressures imposed on Jehovah's 
Witnesses believers 

Believers forced to quit work in south of Russia because of Supreme ourt 
decision against Jehovah's Witnesses 

JW-Russia (08.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2sWZSVK - The Supreme Court's decision against 
the organizations of the Jehovah's Witnesses evoked a stream of violations of the rights of 
individual believers, despite the fact that the court did not review the doctrine of the 
Jehovah's Witnesses and also did not resolve the issue of the rights of individual persons. 
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On 26 April 2017, in the city of Mineralnye Vody (Stavropol territory) the head of the 
security service of a company suggested to a Jehovah's Witness who worked in the 
enterprise that he quit of his own accord. Otherwise he promised to make his life 
unbearable. In an unofficial conversation, one of the supervisors confirmed that this 
demand was connected with religious belief. 

On 28 April 2017, in the city of Krasnodar, two women who worked in a territorial medical 
clinic refused to comply with a requirement to wear a St. George's ribbon on their uniform. 
They were summoned to the supervisor's office, who referred to an order of the head 
doctor and threatened them with dismissal. The women tried unsuccessfully to explain 
their decision. Since they refused to sign a statement of quitting of their own accord, they 
were demoted (with loss of pay) and at the same time the volume of their work was 
increased by 1.5 times. As was explained to them, this was done so that they would quit 
themselves. 

On 15 May 2017, in the city of Novokubansk (Krasnodar territory), the director of a 
preschool summoned a worker to her office and demanded that she sign a statement of 
resignation "of her own accord," and the demand was explained by the fact that the woman 
professes the religion of Jehovah's Witnesses. The believer recalled that for two years she 
acquitted herself as a conscientious and responsible worker, who gets along with the staff 
and children, and against whom the management had no complaint. Citing the Supreme 
Court's decision, the director said that the woman could not work in this institution any 
longer. The believer suffered a severe emotional disorder because of the dismissal. 

Previous reports about cases of pressure at work places have come from Perm territory, 
Smolensk province, Tatarstan, and Crimea. After the Supreme Court's decision, pressures 
has also intensified on Jehovah's Witnesses' children in schools. In one case, a schoolgirl 
even was threatened with transfer to another form of education. 

	

Religious freedom in Russia: A conference at the 
European Parliament stresses that Russia is a country of 

particular concern 
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HRWF (07.06.2017) - “Religious diversity is shrinking in Russia because of Putin’s policy of 
eradication of ‘foreign’ religious minorities,” concluded Human Rights Without Frontiers 
Int’l (HRWF) at the end of a conference about religious freedom in Russia held yesterday 
at the European Parliament and hosted by Finnish ALDE MEP Hannu Takkula.	

“Spiritual security” philosophy as part of the national security policy	

Russian NGOs and Russia-based NGOs that receive funding from the EU, the United States, 
and American or European foundations are infamously being labelled ‘foreign agents’ by 
Moscow. It is much lesser known that non-Orthodox religious minorities of ‘foreign’ origin 
are also having their international headquarters outside of Russia labelled as ‘foreign 
agents’. 

This ‘foreign agent’ stigmatization revives the old Soviet accusation of espionage that still 
finds some echo in the minds of the older Russian generation. The manipulation of this 
socio-psychological reflex is part of the “spiritual security” ideology that underpins the 
various forms of increasing persecutions of non-Orthodox religious groups across the 
country.  

 “Religious movements of foreign origin have become victims of the Russian concept 
of spiritual security that was concretely put in place by Putin in 2000 to purify the 
Russian Orthodox lands.  The combination of this concept with the anti-extremism 
laws has been damaging to many minority religious groups as they are perceived 
as a threat to the Russian identity, national Orthodox values, social and religious 
cohesion and even national security,” commented Willy Fautré, director of HRWF. 

	

The year 2006 was a turning point when the law countering violent extremism was 
amended in such a way that removed the necessity for violators to be associated with 
extremism, violence or calls to violence. 

This opened the door for arbitrary and unrestrained interpretations of the concept of 
extremism, which enabled the criminalization of religious activities carried out by non-
Orthodox minority groups. This move was criticized by the UN Human Rights Committee 
(28 April 2015), the PACE Monitoring Committee of the Council of Europe (14 September 
2012), and the Venice Commission (1 June 2012) which called on Russia to correct the law 
so it requires an element of violence or hatred. 

During the conference, attorney Patricia Duval, a religious freedom expert from Paris, 
commented:  

“In some respects, the politics of spiritual security in Russia resembles the politics 
of traditionalism elsewhere in the world. In Russia, spiritual security serves as a 
basis for a campaign based on paranoia of ‘foreign’ enemies among non-Orthodox 
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religious groups and for measures unduly restricting their rights to religious 
freedom” 

De-registering and banning religious minorities 

Since the beginning of this century, Russia has attempted to de-register or ban a number 
of religious groups of foreign origin, such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses community of Moscow 
(but also in other cities), the Jesuits, the Moscow branch of the Salvation Army and the 
Church of Scientology of Moscow and of St Petersburg. 	

“While several of these minorities have experienced the safety net of the European Court 
of Human Rights, some peaceful Muslim groups of foreign origin such as Tablighi Jamaat 
and Said Nursi followers, have not. They have been banned, many of their publications 
have been declared extremist, and a number of their followers have been arrested and 
sentenced to several years in prison,” added Lea Perekrests, a researcher at HRWF.  

Attorney Shane Brady from Canada gave 
a legal and historical overview of the 
persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
Russia, explaining the actions that led to 
the ban of the movement, its 
Administrative Center in St Petersburg, 
approximately four-hundred 
congregations, and all the activities of the 
170,000 members in Russia.  

He specifically raised the issue of an EU 
citizen, Dennis Christensen from 
Denmark, who was arrested on 25 May 
2016 for attending a religious meeting of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses and was sentenced 
to two-months in pretrial detention. If 

convicted, he could face a six to ten-year prison term on the grounds of extremism under 
Article 282.2, part 1 of the Criminal Code.  

Brady also discussed the case of sixteen 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Taganrog who were told 
by investigators that the extremist criminal 
charges against them would be dropped if they 
agree to voluntarily terminate their religious 
activity and beliefs. The sixteen refused to 
recant, and in November 2015, they were all 
convicted but their sentences and fines were 
ultimately suspended. Their case is currently 
being reviewed by the European Court of 
Human Rights.  

Fautré also recalled that following the Russian annexation of Crimea, the Russian 
authorities insisted that all religious communities that had legal status under Ukrainian rule 
needed to re-register under Russian law with the Russian Justice Ministry. 	
 
After this process which expired on 1 January 2016, it appeared that about 1,100 religious 
entities in the Crimean Peninsula had lost their legal status and were therefore not allowed 
any more to operate.	
 
As of 1 January 2014, Ukraine's Culture Ministry noted that 1,409 religious communities in 

Speakers (left to right): Lea Perekrests, Shane 
Brady, Patricia Duval, Willy Fautre, Xenia Sergazina 
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the then Crimean Autonomous Republic had state registration. Two years later, Russia's 
Federal Tax Service only listed 332 religious organisations registered in the Russian 
Republic of Crimea. 	
 	
Fautré concluded the panel discussion by recalling the position of the US Commission on 
International Religious Freedom which in its recent annual report designated Russia “as a 
particular concern for its systematic, ongoing, and egregious violations of religious 
freedom.[1]” Fautré and fellow panelists urged the EU institutions to similarly voice their 
concerns about the present and future situation of all religious minorities in Russia.	
 	
[1] See the report at http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Russia.2017.pdf 

 

Russian authorities raid Church Of Scientology in St. 
Petersburg 

RFE/RL (07.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2r4WQ4m - Russia's security service has told Russian 
news agencies that it raided the Church of Scientology's branch in St. Petersburg as part 
of a probe into illegal entrepreneurship, extremism, and incitement of hatred. 

The June 6 raid on the U.S.-based church comes after Russia's Supreme Court in April 
issued a ruling banning Jehovah's Witnesses and seizing their property, with the Justice 
Ministry calling the Christian evangelical movement an "extremist organization." 

An Federal Security Service (FSB) spokeswoman said it raided the church's buildings and 
also the homes of church members. 

The FSB said the probe was initially launched into the church's earnings from selling 
educational materials to new recruits. 

The Church of Scientology was first registered officially in Russia in 1994 but the authorities 
have pursued it through the courts in recent years. 

In 2016 the Russian Supreme Court ordered the closure of the Moscow branch of the 
Church of Scientology. 

The Justice Ministry has ruled that a number of the church's publications are extremist and 
calls the organization a sect. 

The Church of Scientology was founded in the United States in 1954 by science-fiction 
writer L. Ron Hubbard and was accorded the status of a religion there in 1993. 

The European Court of Human Rights has twice ruled in favor of the church, saying that 
Russia violated its rights by refusing to register its churches in various regions. 

 

Persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia intensifies 
and targets children 

By Lauren Markoe 
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Religion News Service (01.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2rQ2uXa - Teachers have humiliated 
Jehovah’s Witness children in front of their classmates. Arsonists have burned 
Witnesses’ homes. Security forces have raided their meeting halls. 

Since the Russian Supreme Court on April 20 declared the Jehovah’s Witnesses an 
extremist group, its members have faced increasing harassment from both authorities and 
suspicious neighbors. 

And last week, for the first time since the decision, a Jehovah’s Witness has been not only 
detained by police, but jailed by a judge. 

“He read the Bible. That’s why he was arrested,” said Yaroslav Sivulskiy, a representative 
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses in St. Petersburg. 

For about a month the Witnesses had not felt the full force of the court decision, which 
calls for the liquidation of the Jehovah’s Witnesses organization — not only its Russian 
headquarters in St. Petersburg, but the 400 or so Kingdom Halls where more than 100,000 
Jehovah’s Witnesses across the nation meet. 

Yet worship had continued at many of these Kingdom Halls. 

Within the past few weeks, however, intensifying persecution has prompted most 
congregations to move group worship to private homes, Sivulskiy said. 

Most worrisome to many Witnesses are the recent instances in which schoolteachers, 
principals and police have turned on children. 

“Officials who were already minded to take action against Jehovah’s Witnesses are now 
emboldened, and ordinary people who have long disliked them are also emboldened,” said 
Felix Corley, an Oslo-based religious rights activist who edits the Forum 18 News Service, 
which tracks abuses in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. 

Sivulskiy, speaking from St. Petersburg, tells the story of an 8-year-old girl recently forced 
by her school principal to sing a patriotic song at school in front of her classmates. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, founded in Pittsburgh in the late 19th century, see themselves as 
representatives of God’s kingdom and remain neutral in politics. They pay taxes but do not 
recite patriotic pledges, sing nationalistic songs or join the military. 

Witnesses also report an incident, near Moscow, of another 8-year-old girl, whose parents 
were brought to her school after she had sung a Jehovah’s Witness song and talked about 
God to classmates. In the presence of the school’s psychologist and director of security, 
the principal handed the parents a document informing them that if this behavior 
continued, the school would no longer educate the girl. 

In Bezvodnoye, northeast of Moscow, two sixth-grade girls were humiliated by a music 
teacher who defended her actions by noting that Jehovah’s Witnesses are “banned.” She 
reportedly said to the girls’ mother: “You are now extremists and there will be no mercy.” 

The encounter with the music teacher is one of 50 detailed in a May 25 report the Witnesses 
— whose world headquarters are outside New York — released on harassment against their 
co-religionists in Russia. 

The report also describes: 
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• Physical attacks, including one in Belgorod, just north of the Ukrainian border, 
where the perpetrator shouted “you have been banned” and repeatedly punched a 
Witness in the head, face and upper body. 

• Arson, including an incident in Zheshart, in the northwest, where a building used 
for religious services was destroyed and a Molotov cocktail was found at the scene. 
Another attack occurred in Lustino, near Moscow, where the home of a Witness 
family burned to the ground. 

• Disruption of religious services, such as one that took place in a private home 
in Pavlovskiy Posad, 42 miles from Moscow. Police officers in plainclothes told 
Witnesses that the court decision meant they could no longer gather and worship. 

On May 25, Dennis Christensen was worshipping in another private home — in the city of 
Oryol, about 185 miles south of Moscow — when 15 armed agents of the FSB, the successor 
to the KGB, stormed the house and arrested all the men. 

The men spent the night in jail and were released in the morning — except for Christensen, 
according to accounts from the Witnesses. The judge reportedly considered him a flight 
risk because of his Danish citizenship. Christensen’s alleged crime: membership in an 
extremist group. He faces six to 10 years in prison. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, with about 8 million followers worldwide, are far from the only 
religious group harassed in Russia, where President Vladimir Putin has aligned the 
government with the formerly communist country’s dominant religion: Russian Orthodoxy. 

Hare Krishna, Muslims, members of Falun Gong, atheists and evangelical Christians have 
also suffered. But only the Witnesses have been officially labeled extremists. They sit on a 
list of groups that includes the Islamic State group and al-Qaida. 

An “extremist” group in Russia can be defined as one that preaches that its path is the only 
one that can lead to salvation. Only the Russian Orthodox Church and a select few others 
may legally make that claim. 

Corley said the Jehovah’s Witnesses will not abandon their faith in the face of increasing 
persecution and will continue to gather to worship, discuss Scripture and educate their 
children in their beliefs. 

“It will then become a head-to-head between the government and community members 
as to who’s going to hold out the longest,” he said. 

The Supreme Court will hear an appeal against the ban ruling on July 17. 

 

Tomsk Jehovah's Witnesses found guilty of violating 
suspension order 

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Tomsk pay 100,000 rubles (1600 EUR) fine for 
evangelism in period of suspended activity 

 
Interfax-Religii (31.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2sl8PYC -  A magistrate judge of the October 
judicial district of Tomsk ordered the fining of the Tomsk religious organization of Jehovah's 
Witnesses for evangelism in the period of the suspension of activity by the Russian Ministry 
of Justice, the court's press service reports on Wednesday. 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Russia     

"In late March 2017, the religious organization distributed information about its beliefs 
among Tomskans who are not adherents of this religious association, with the goal of 
attracting them to become members in the period of its suspension by order of the Russian 
Ministry of Justice," the report says. 

In court, the lawyer for the religious organization did not admit guilt, explaining that the 
association did not know about the suspension of activity and had not received the order 
of the Russian Ministry of Justice, and the worship service itself was conducted by a 
different religious organization. 

Nevertheless, the judge found the organization guilty of committing an administrative 
offense under part 4 of article 5.26 of the Code of Administrative Violations of Law of the 
RF (conducting missionary activity with violation of the requirements of legislation) and 
fined it 100,000 rubles. (tr. by PDS, posted 31 May 2017) 

 

 Jehovah's Witness guilty of illegal evangelism 

Jehovah’s Witnesses follower from Asha fined 25,000 rubles 
 
Dostup (31.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2sleu0Q - A resident of Asha (Cheliabinsk province) 
was fined 25,000 rubles (400 EUR) for missionary activity in the name of the religious 
organization of Jehovah's Witnesses, which is prohibited in Russia, a correspondent of the 
news agency Dostup reports. 

According to information of the district prosecutor's office, a man was found guilty on the 
basis of part 4 of article 5.26 of the Code of Administrative Violations of Law of the RF 
(conducting missionary activity with violation of the requirements of legislation on freedom 
of conscience and religious confession and on religious associations). 

It was reported earlier that a resident of Asha conducted missionary activity since May 
2016: twice a week, on strictly established days, he gathered in his residence on Vavilov 
St. people for joint reading of prayers and discussion of biblical commandments and 
convictions of the religious organization of Jehovah's Witnesses, with distribution of 
informational brochures. 

The monitoring agency notes that all this occurred without the appropriate notification 
about the start of activity of a religious group on the territory of the Asha district. In 
addition, in accordance with federal law, the conduct of missionary activity in residences is 
not permitted. 

We recall, on 20 April 2017 the Russian Supreme Court found the activity of the 
"Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia" to be extremist and it ordered to 
liquidate it, converting the property into state income, and to ban its activity on the 
territory of the country.  (tr. by PDS, posted 31 May 2017) 

 

Jehovah's Witness gets high court to explain law on 
sacred scriptures 

SOVA Center (29.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2qHseBW -  The Constitutional Court turned 
down an appeal by Vladimir Sergienko, who challenged the provision about texts of sacred 
scriptures and the right of prosecutors to deny citizens who seek a prohibition of materials 
for extremism, while it provided an important explanation. 
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On 20 April 2017, the Russian Constitutional Court issued a determination on an appeal by 
Vladimir Sergienko, who challenged point 3 of part 1 of article 128 of the Code of 
Administrative Proceedings and article 3.1 of the federal law on combating extremist 
activity (prohibition of banning some sacred scriptures). 

Sergienko, who is an adherent of the Jehovah's Witnesses, apparently on the order of a 
legal experiment, addressed to a Belgorod city prosecutor's office a request to file in court 
a lawsuit for finding a treatise by Joseph of Vologda, "The Enlightener" (late 15th, early 
16th centuries), to be extremist, which was directed against the heresy of the Judaizers, 
because it contains calls for discrimination and violence on the basis of religious and 
national identity. However the prosecutor denied Sergienko, citing article 3.1 of the law on 
combating extremist activity, which, we recall, says the following: "The Bible, Quran, 
Tanakh, and Kangyur, their contents, and quotations from them may not be ruled to be 
extremist materials." The prosecutor interpreted this article of the law in his own way and 
drew the following conclusion: since The Enlightener contains quotations from the Bible, it 
cannot be ruled to be an extremist book. 

Sergienko subsequently challenged the prosecutor's decision in two directions. First, he 
challenged the very possibility of denying a citizen his attempt to prohibit a book. Second, 
he specifically cast doubt on the contents of article 3.1 quoted above. 

Sergienko filed an administrative lawsuit in the October district court of Belgorod in which 
he asked for the prosecutor's refusal to be found illegal and that he be required to send 
the book for expert analysis. The district court did not accept the lawsuit and the provincial 
court confirmed this decision. At the same time, the provincial court pointed out that "the 
appeal of the applicant was considered by established procedure and he was sent an 
explanatory response on the merits of the questions posed," and the court cannot require 
the prosecutor to change his decision, which "does not violate or in any other way affect 
the rights, liberties, and legal interests of the administrative plaintiff." 

After this Sergienko turned to the Constitutional Court, pointing out that article 3.1 of the 
federal law on combating extremist activity does not comport with articles 2 and 29 (part 
2) of the constitution, because it permits refusing to find as extremist materials that contain 
calls for violence, merely because they contain quotations from the Bible. With regard to 
point 3 of part 1 of article 128 of the Codes of Administrative Proceedings, Sergienko's 
appeal says that this standard does not comport with articles 2 and 46 (parts 1 and 2) of 
the constitution, because it does not permit one to appeal in court a prosecutor's refusal 
to take measures for finding as extremist direct calls for violence with regard to groups of 
people who are united in religious or national identity. 

The Constitutional Court refused to consider Sergienko's appeal, but at the same time it 
provided substantial explanations on both points. 

In its determination, the Constitutional Court noted that the prosecutor is independent in 
deciding a question about the necessity of appealing in court with lawsuits for finding 
materials to be extremist, and "in the event that a citizen suggests that by specific 
informational materials his rights, liberties, and legal interests are affected and violated, 
he has the right to use means to defend said rights provided by legislation." We will explain: 
because the issue is the prohibition of a book in which the plaintiff is not mentioned, he 
cannot demand a prohibition nor use a civil lawsuit against the publisher, but if he considers 
himself to be hurt, he may address to law enforcement agencies a request to start an 
investigation of the criminal activity or administrative violation of law that he alleges. 

With respect to the provision on sacred scriptures, the Constitutional Court referred to its 
own determination of 2 July 2013 and pointed out that the federal law on combating 
extremist activity "follows from the fact that the recognition of one or another informational 
material as extremist cannot be based on subjective perception of such informational 
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material by individuals and that literary monuments may not be ruled to be extremist, 
which have become a part of the history and culture of one or another nation, having 
widespread distribution in the respective epoch and are the subject of numerous academic 
investigations and quotations and never are perceived to be the source of extremist 
ideology. This also pertains to article 3.1 of the federal law "On combating extremist 
activity," which the plaintiff challenged and which forbids considering religious monuments 
to be extremist materials (including their contents and quotations from them), as 
foundational sources of the beliefs of traditional world religions—Christianity, Islam, 
Judaism, and Buddhism—which play a special role in Russia's multiconfessional society. 

From our point of view, Sergienko's appeal clearly gives evidence that the laconic wording 
of article 3.1 of the law on combating extremist activity has engendered many questions 
as to how it should be applied, particularly whether it pertains to all paraphrases of sacred 
scriptures, and the Constitutional Court has not explained that matter. 

However we would like to call special attention to the fact that the Constitutional Court 
considers that "literary monuments that are a part of the history and culture of one or 
another nation, having widespread distribution in the respective epoch" are not subject to 
prohibition. Taking account of the fact that in Russia authoritative Islamic texts, including 
medieval ones, have often been banned, and attempts to prohibit ancient texts cannot be 
ruled out in the future, the Constitutional Court's position may serve as a substantial 
argument for the courts. (tr. by PDS, posted 31 May 2017) 

 

Danish Jehovah’s Witness Arrested and Jailed in Russia 
After Police Raid a Christian Meeting 

JW.ORG (26.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2rdnwic - In the wake of the April 20, 2017, decision 
of the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation against Jehovah’s Witnesses, a Danish 
citizen was arrested along with Russian citizens at a peaceful worship service disrupted by 
a police raid on the evening of May 25, 2017. 

 

Dennis Christensen 

At least 15 heavily armed police and Federal Security Service (FSB) officers raided a 
peaceful religious service of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the city of Oryol (also known as Orel), 
pictured above. The police collected copies of the identification documents of all in 
attendance and seized their electronic devices. The FSB also took into custody Dennis 
Christensen, one of Jehovah’s Witnesses who is a Danish citizen. Shortly thereafter, police 
officers searched four homes of Jehovah’s Witnesses located throughout the city. 

After being detained overnight in FSB custody, today, the Soviet District Court of Oryol 
granted the application of the FSB and ordered Mr. Christensen to be jailed in pretrial 
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detention pending completion of the FSB criminal investigation. Mr. Christensen is the first 
foreigner to be included in these official actions against Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia since 
the Russia Supreme Court decision. If convicted, Mr. Christensen faces the possibility of a 
lengthy term of imprisonment. 

This raid is the latest of over 40 incidents of aggression against Jehovah’s Witnesses 
perpetrated by authorities and others after the Russian Supreme Court labelled them as 
extremists and liquidated the Witnesses’ Administrative Center in Russia along with 395 
Local Religious Organizations they used throughout the country. 

 

Vandals burned a house used for religious services. 

Just hours after the Supreme Court issued its decision on April 20, a group of men in St. 
Petersburg vandalized the largest place of worship used by Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia, 
even threatening the worshippers. Vandals have also targeted other places of worship and 
even homes of Witnesses in Kaliningrad, Moscow, Penza, Rostov, St. Petersburg, 
Sverdlovsk, Voronezh, and Krasnoyarsk. In one incident, on May 24, 2017, in the town of 
Zheshart in the Komi Republic, a house where meetings of Jehovah’s Witnesses used to be 
held was badly damaged in an arson attack. In addition to police raids and vandalism, 
individual Witnesses have been attacked, threatened at school and work, or lost their jobs. 

David A. Semonian, a spokesman at the Witnesses’ world headquarters, states: “Jehovah’s 
Witnesses around the world are now even more concerned about our fellow worshippers in 
Russia. These disturbing events are clearly aftereffects of the Russian Supreme Court’s 
unjust decision against us. We have formally appealed this decision on May 19, 2017. This 
will give Russia another opportunity to end these unwarranted and unjustifiable actions 
against Jehovah’s Witnesses. We are also filing a complaint against the unjust 
imprisonment of our fellow worshipper, Dennis Christensen.” 

 

Fines, vandalism follow Jehovah's Witness liquidation 

As Jehovah's Witnesses challenge the Supreme Court liquidation of all their 
organisations as "extremist", their Centre is closed, police have sealed some 

Kingdom Halls and bank accounts are frozen. Individuals continue to face fines, 
children face pressure, and places of worship face increased vandalism. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (26.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2r3L1K2 - Pressure on children, further fines for 
individuals and an upsurge in incidents of vandalism against places of worship have 
followed the 20 April Supreme Court ruling that the Jehovah's Witness Administrative 
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Centre and all its local religious organisations across Russia should be liquidated as 
"extremist". The Centre's activities are suspended, police have sealed some Kingdom Halls 
and all bank accounts have been frozen. One early denial of a civilian alternative to military 
service may foreshadow future difficulties for Jehovah's Witness conscientious objectors. 

On 25 May, FSB security service officers in Oryol arrested Danish citizen Dennis 
Christensen on suspicion of "continuing the activities of a banned extremist organisation" 
(Article 282.2, Part 1 of the Criminal Code). This is the first criminal case to be initiated 
since the Supreme Court's liquidation ruling. 

According to Jehovah's Witness reports, fifteen armed men raided a building in which local 
Jehovah's Witnesses were meeting, took the worshippers' passport details and seized their 
electronic devices. Several were then taken to the local FSB headquarters, where they 
were kept until the early hours of the morning. Law enforcement agents also conducted 
searches of believers' homes. 

So far, only Christensen has been charged. He is currently being held, "without food", at 
the FSB building. On 26 May, Soviet District Court in Oryol acceded to the FSB request to 
hold him in pre-trial custody for two months. 

The many problems flow from both the 20 April liquidation ruling itself and the Justice 
Ministry's earlier order suspending Jehovah's Witness activities for the duration of court 
proceedings. 

On 19 May, lawyers for the Administrative Centre lodged an appeal against the 20 April 
Supreme Court liquidation ruling. It is not known when the Supreme Court will hear the 
appeal. 

Although the Supreme Court ruling has not yet entered into force, local religious 
organisations already appear to have been removed from Federal Tax Service records. In 
the records seen by Forum 18, local communities across several regions were already listed 
as "liquidated" and their activities as "terminated", with the dates of termination 
(prekrashcheniye) ranging from 28 April to 12 May. The Administrative Centre itself is 
listed as having been liquidated on 27 April. 

Forum 18 tried to reach Svetlana Borisova, who put forward the Justice Ministry's case in 
the Supreme Court, to ask how Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia can exercise their 
constitutional right to freedom of religion and belief now that all their organisations have 
been dissolved and their activities prohibited. The woman who answered the phone at 
Borisova's Department for the Affairs of Religious Organisations on 26 May refused to 
answer any of Forum 18's questions, referring all enquiries to the press service. 

Liquidation ruling followed suspension order 

Supreme Court Judge Yury Ivanenko issued the liquidation ruling after nearly 30 hours of 
hearings across 6 days. It declares the Administrative Centre an "extremist" organisation, 
orders that its activities and those of all 395 local Jehovah's Witness organisations should 
be prohibited, and subjects its property to confiscation by the state. 

According to the written verdict, seen by Forum 18, the ban on Jehovah's Witness activity 
was effective immediately. The remainder of the verdict will not enter legal force unless 
the Centre's appeal is unsuccessful, Jehovah's Witnesses explained to Forum 18 on 1 May. 

The Supreme Court's ruling is also effective in Russian-annexed Crimea, where 22 
Jehovah's Witness organisations were registered under Russian law in 2015, Forum 18 
notes. 
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The Justice Ministry lodged its suit at the Supreme Court on 15 March. On the same day, 
the Ministry also issued an Order summarily suspending most Jehovah's Witness activities, 
including all public meetings and the Administrative Centre's financial transactions. 

Although the Justice Ministry press service claimed to Forum 18 that the Suspension Order 
did not apply to meetings for worship, Jehovah's Witnesses described to Forum 18 several 
instances of law enforcement agents halting services. Some of these incidents have since 
led to prosecution under Article 20.28, Part 1, of the Administrative Code ("Organisation 
of or participation in the activities of a public or religious association, in relation to which 
a decision on the suspension of its activities is in force"). 

"Very sad" consequences of liquidation ruling 

Jehovah's Witness lawyer Anton Bogdanov described the consequences of the liquidation 
ruling so far as "very sad", adding that "Law enforcement agencies are already attempting 
to extend the application of the Supreme Court's decision .. to ordinary Jehovah's Witness 
believers, creating obstacles for them in the confession of their faith". 

The Administrative Centre's 19 May appeal, seen by Forum 18, claims that the Supreme 
Court's decision was based on "the presumption of guilt", and not on "a comprehensive, 
complete, objective, and direct investigation of the available evidence". It also points out 
that the ruling violates the rights not only of the Centre itself, but also those of individuals 
and legal entities who were not permitted to participate in the case, and condemns it as 
unconstitutional and in contradiction of international law. 

The Supreme Court has not yet set a date for the appeal hearing, but Jehovah's Witnesses 
believe it could take place as late as September 2017. 

In the meantime, Jehovah's Witnesses have also submitted a challenge to Judge 
Ivanenko's refusal, during the proceedings in April, to dismiss the Justice Ministry's suit. 
The Supreme Court is due to hear this challenge on 13 June. 

Liquidation ruling "disturbing" 

Human rights commentators have continued to condemn the ban on Jehovah's Witnesses 
in Russia. "Whether or not one agrees with the ideology of the Jehovah's Witnesses is 
beside the point," the then United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the Rights to 
Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association Maina Kiai commented to Forum 18 on 
21 April. "This ruling is disturbing because of the precedent it sets. By defining extremism 
so loosely and subjectively, it paves the way for the government to liquidate virtually any 
religious organization that it chooses to target. It crosses the line into criminalizing 
thoughts and opinions, which is a very dangerous and slippery slope." 

Michael Georg Link, Director of the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights (ODIHR), said in a press statement on 25 April that he was "deeply concerned by 
this unwarranted criminalization of the peaceful activities of members of the Jehovah's 
Witnesses communities in Russia, eliminating this community as a viable entity in the 
country". The Supreme Court decision "poses a threat to the values and principles that 
democratic, free, open, pluralistic and tolerant societies rest upon", he added. 

Consequences of liquidation suit – both before and after ruling  

All the Administrative Centre's activities, including worship, have ceased, Jehovah's 
Witnesses told Forum 18 on 1 May. Its property in the village of Solnechnoye on the north-
western edge of St Petersburg has not yet been confiscated, they added, as this will likely 
happen only once the verdict has come into legal force. Law enforcement agencies have, 
however, sealed some Kingdom Halls belonging to local religious organisations. 
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The Centre remains on the list of "terrorist and extremist" organisations maintained by the 
Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring), on which it was placed when the 
liquidation suit began and its financial transactions were blocked. It also remains on the 
Justice Ministry's list of public and religious organisations whose activities have been 
suspended because of involvement in extremism. The only other entry on this list is the 
Jehovah's Witness community of Chapayevsk in Samara Region (by order of the Samara 
Regional Prosecutor on 22 March 2017). 

The Centre has not yet been added to the Justice Ministry's list of banned extremist 
organisations (on which eight local Jehovah's Witness organisations already appear), 
because the Supreme Court's ruling is not yet in force. 

Vandalism 

The liquidation ruling has triggered "a wave of aggressive actions" against Kingdom Halls 
and believers' homes, Jehovah's Witnesses complain. On their jw-russia.org news site 
(hosted outside Russia), they have recorded instances of vandalism in St Petersburg (20 
April), Gukovo (Rostov Region, 22 April), Achinsk (Krasnoyarsk Region, 30 April), Penza 
(30 April), Lutsino (Moscow Region, 30 April), Kaliningrad (2 May), Novomoskovsk (Tula 
Region, 5 May), Novokhopyorsk (Voronoezh Region, 6 May), Yekaterinburg (14 May), and 
Izhevsk (Udmurt Republic, 20 May). 

Although damage to Kingdom Halls and other property has been a long-standing problem, 
these ten cases over one month appear to mark an increase in such incidents since the 
Supreme Court's 20 April decision. In a September 2016 report, Jehovah's Witnesses 
stated that Kingdom Halls had been vandalised eight times in the eight months from 
January to August of that year, while in a September 2013 report, they noted an average 
of two or three incidents per month between September 2009 and July 2013. 

The first of the recent incidents took place only hours after the Supreme Court ruling. Two 
men blocked the entrance to a St Petersburg Kingdom Hall with their cars. They then 
attacked the building with cobblestones they had brought with them, breaking glass doors 
and windows and "shouting insults to the religion of Jehovah's Witnesses and threats of 
physical harm". 

During the latest reported attack, in Izhevsk, a man broke into the building used for 
worship by the local Jehovah's Witness community. He smashed furniture, doors and 
electrical equipment with a "heavy metal object", and set off fire extinguishers before being 
caught by community members. Police later arrested the man. 

Pressure on children 

Children from Jehovah's Witness families have been experiencing "unprecedented pressure 
from teachers and police", often in school, since the Supreme Court proceedings began, 
Jehovah's Witnesses complain. 

In Bashkortostan's capital Ufa on 28 March, a police officer went to a Jehovah's Witness 
home and asked the eldest son to confirm the family's religion in writing. When the boy's 
mother arrived, the officer demanded a written explanation as to why she was "involving 
minors in extremist activity", which she refused to give. 

On 17 April, a fourteen-year-old girl was called to the headteacher's office at her school in 
Rodionovo-Nesvetayskaya District of Rostov Region. There her phone was confiscated and 
a uniformed police officer and a man in plain clothes "talked to the girl about how her 
mother forces her to go to a 'terrorist organisation' in which 'they are robbed' and 'are 
taught to kill people'". The men claimed that Jehovah's Witnesses would "send her to blow 
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up the school" and told her not to go to any meetings, but to stay at home and "just read 
our Bible, from the church". 

When two sisters from a Jehovah's Witness family in Pizhanka District, Kirov Region, 
refused to sing a song about war, their class teacher told them: "You are now banned and 
we are already fed up with your religion". Later, she said to their mother: "You are now 
extremists and there will be no indulgence". 

Alternative service refused 

On 12 May, a military conscription office in the Chuvash Republic refused to give an 18-
year-old Jehovah's Witness from Shumerla permission to perform alternative civilian 
service instead of being conscripted into the army. According to Jehovah's Witness reports, 
one member of the conscription panel referred to the Supreme Court ruling and told the 
applicant: "You can keep your beliefs to yourself, and your faith too." The young man 
intends to appeal against the decision. 

Conscription into the armed forces is compulsory for one year for all men aged 18 to 27, 
but alternative civilian service is available for those whose beliefs do not allow them to 
engage in military activity. 

A Jehovah's Witness spokesperson told Forum 18 in 2016 that young Jehovah's Witness 
men have usually encountered no problems in choosing alternative service. Apart from 
refusal of alternative service, as happened in Shumerla, it remains unclear what 
consequences might arise if a man cites membership of a banned "extremist" religious 
association as grounds for avoiding conscription. 

Arzamas ban suit withdrawn 

Prosecutors have withdrawn their request to ban the activities of an unregistered Jehovah's 
Witness group in Arzamas (Nizhny Novgorod Region). Hearings took place (after some 
delays) on 3 and 4 May at Arzamas City Court. At the latter hearing, prosecutors dropped 
the suit with the agreement of the judge. The written decision, seen by Forum 18, gives 
no explanation for this. 

In the Administrative Centre's official objection to the Justice Ministry's lawsuit, published 
on 4 April, Jehovah's Witnesses note that the Justice Ministry had requested details of all 
such groups on 20 February as part of their inspection of the Administrative Centre: "The 
aim of this demand is obvious. It is to prohibit the collective profession of faith in such 
groups .. it is clear that state bodies are focused on a complete ban on the profession of 
faith of Jehovah's Witnesses". 

Local leaders prosecuted after earlier suspension order 

The Justice Ministry's 15 March suspension order forbade the Administrative Centre and all 
its local religious organisations from "using state and municipal news media, organising 
and conducting assemblies, rallies, demonstrations, processions, picketing, and other mass 
actions or public events, and using bank deposits, with the exception of use for making 
payments connected with their economic activity, compensating for losses (damages) 
caused by their actions, and paying taxes, fees, or fines, and making payments based on 
labour contracts". 

The issuing of this order quickly led to heavy-handed law enforcement tactics, including 
the disruption of worship by armed police in several locations across the country. 

Some local Jehovah's Witness leaders have since been prosecuted under Article 20.28, Part 
1, of the Administrative Code ("Organisation of or participation in the activities of a public 
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or religious association, in relation to which a decision on the suspension of its activities is 
in force"). This carries a fine of 500 to 1,000 Roubles.  

On 15 May, Uchaly and Uchaly District Magistrate's Court No. 2 fined Sh. Gataullin, chair 
of a Jehovah's Witness community in the Uchaly district of Bashkortostan, an unknown 
amount under Administrative Code Article 20.28, Part 1. According to an 18 May press 
release on the Republic Prosecutor's Office website, the Uchaly Inter-District Prosecutor's 
Office had carried out an inspection of "compliance with legislation on religious associations 
and combating extremist activity". This found that Gataullin had held a gathering in rented 
premises in March, "in violation of" the suspension of Jehovah's Witness activities. 

Similarly, on 19 April, Kyzyl Magistrate's Court No. 2 in the Tyva Republic fined Marat 
Sharakhov, head of a local Jehovah's Witness organisation, 1,000 Roubles for holding a 
service. According to Jehovah's Witness reports, police received a phone call on 5 April 
saying that people were "gathering, talking about religious topics, and discussing the 
possible end of the world" in a house on the city's Churgui-oola Street. 

On 4 May, Judge Nataliya Vasilaki of Railway District Magistrate's Court No. 3 fined 
Stanislav Glotov, chair of the Ulan-Ude community in the Republic of Buryatia, 1,000 
Roubles under Article 20.28, Part 1. On 4 April, he had given a brief interview on local TV 
channel Alternativnoye Televideniye Buryatii (at a journalist's request) about the 
impending liquidation proceedings in the Supreme Court in Moscow. The prosecutors and 
judge interpreted this as "using state and municipal media" (explicitly banned in the 
suspension order). 

Prosecutors also cited the suspension order as evidence of the illegality of the defendant's 
actions in a case under Article 5.26, Part 4, of the Administrative Code, which punishes 
loosely defined "unlawful missionary activity". On 19 April, Muravlenko Magistrate's Court 
No. 2 in the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Region fined Z. Dzhafarov 5,000 Roubles for 
allegedly sharing his beliefs with the residents of a block of flats on 5 April. 

Unsuccessful challenge of suspension order 

The Administrative Centre challenged the suspension order unsuccessfully at 
Zamoskvoretsky District Court in Moscow on 24 April. "The Justice Ministry's order 
suspending the activities of the Administrative Centre ceased to be active as soon as the 
Supreme Court's verdict was issued – therefore, such an order no longer has any meaning," 
lawyer Anton Bogdanov told Forum 18 on 26 April. "The Administrative Centre will continue 
to appeal against this order, as it has suffered substantial losses while it was in force, and 
the right to freedom of religion was violated." 

According to the verdict, seen by Forum 18, Judge Nelli Rubtsova decided that the 
suspension order was "lawful and well-founded, insofar as the Justice Ministry acted in the 
interests of the Russian Federation, as well as for the rights, freedoms, and legal interests 
of an unspecified circle of people...the rights, freedoms, and legal interests of [the 
Administrative Centre] were not violated, since the organisation had the right to use bank 
accounts to pay [fees, bills, taxes, fines]". 

Judge Rubtsova concluded: "The Supreme Court's decision of 20 April 2017 upheld the 
Justice Ministry's suit. This court therefore finds no grounds for the satisfaction of [the 
Administrative Centre's] request." 

Lawyer Bogdanov believes that "This reveals a dangerous trend: following the Supreme 
Court, all lower courts could take the course of denying Jehovah's Witnesses in the defence 
of their constitutional rights". 

Other banning suit continues 
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Despite the Supreme Court's ruling applying to the activities of all local Jehovah's Witness 
organisations, prosecutors in Kamchatka are pursuing the liquidation as "extremist" of the 
Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky community. Kamchatka Regional Court is due to hear the suit 
on 2 June (postponed from 23 May). 

The suit appears to be based on the community's earlier conviction under Article 20.29 on 
9 February 2017 (upheld on appeal on 22 March) after a law enforcement inspection 
allegedly found three discs containing the banned text of "What does the Bible really 
teach?" on 13 November 2016. 

Prosecutors had issued a warning of "the inadmissibility of extremist activity" on 19 
February 2016, after local residents accused community members of handing out extremist 
literature in a park the previous summer. The liquidation attempt does not, therefore, 
appear to be a direct consequence of the national-level ban, but the Regional Court website 
does note the Supreme Court ruling in its 4 May press release. 

The last local Jehovah's Witness organisation to be dissolved as "extremist" before the 
Justice Ministry initiated its suit against the Administrative Centre was the community in 
Cherkessk, in the North Caucasus Republic of Karachai-Cherkessiya, on 10 February. The 
community has lodged an appeal against this ruling with the Supreme Court, which is due 
to be considered on 26 May, according to the court website. 

Further consequences 

If the Administrative Centre's appeal is unsuccessful, it will be added to the Justice 
Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Organisations, which comprises mainly far-right and 
violent nationalist groups. At present, 59 banned or liquidated organisations are on the 
List. These include eight Jehovah's Witness communities: in Taganrog, Samara, Abinsk, 
Stariy Oskol, Belgorod, Elista, Oryol and Birobidzhan. 

The state will also confiscate the Centre's property – and that of all local religious 
organisations. 

If Jehovah's Witnesses continue to meet for prayer or Bible study after liquidation, they 
would be liable to criminal prosecution under Criminal Code Article 282.2 ("organisation 
of" or "participation in the activities of a banned extremist organisation"). Sixteen 
Jehovah's Witnesses in Taganrog were tried and convicted on these charges in November 
2015 after their community became the first to be liquidated as extremist. Their latest 
appeal is currently pending at the Supreme Court.  

Individuals who are involved in criminal "extremism" cases – whether convicted, charged, 
or merely suspected – may also be placed on the "List of terrorists and extremists" 
maintained by the Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring) of those 
"against whom there is evidence of their involvement in extremist activity or terrorism". 
Banks are obliged to freeze the assets of people who appear on the List, meaning that they 
cannot withdraw or transfer money, receive salary payments, or use their bank cards. 
Since 30 January 2014, this has been relaxed to allow small transactions not exceeding 
10,000 Roubles per month. 

If the liquidation ruling comes into force, it is likely that Jehovah's Witnesses facing criminal 
"extremism" prosecution will be added to the List. 

Since July 2016, the Religion Law - among many other severe restrictions on freedom of 
religion and belief - bans former members of banned "extremist" religious organisations 
from carrying out broadly defined "missionary activity". Punishments can be imposed under 
Administrative Code Article 5.26 ("Conducting missionary activity"). 
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People such as Jehovah's Witnesses who publicly share their beliefs are also liable to 
prosecution under Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure 
for organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket"). 

Courts around Russia have already placed many Jehovah's Witness texts on the Federal 
List of Extremist Materials. Now that the Administrative Centre has been ruled an 
"extremist" organisation, possession of any Jehovah's Witness text could make the 
possessor liable to criminal prosecution. 

 

Russian Supreme Court upholds liquidation of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses  

RAPSI News (26.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2qn2XwF - The Supreme Court of Russia has 
upheld a ruling declaring a branch of Jehovah’s Witnesses religious organization in 
Cherkessk extremist and liquidating it, RAPSI learnt in the courtroom on Friday. 

The court has dismissed an appeal against the February 10 ruling of the Supreme Court of 
the Karachay-Cherkessia Republic. In addition to the organization’s declared extremist 
status and it liquidation, its real estate property was ruled to be transferred to the state. 
On Friday, this ruling came into force. 

On April 20, Russia’s Supreme Court banned the Administrative Centre of Jehovah's 
Witnesses as extremist organization. According to the ruling, the Centre and its local 
branches are to be liquidated. 

The Justice Ministry said that violations of the law “On Combatting Extremism” had been 
revealed during inspection conducted in the organization. The Prosecutor General’s Office’s 
notice concerning inadmissibility of carrying out extremist activities by Jehovah's Witnesses 
has taken effect, the Ministry said. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses religious organization has had many legal problems in Russia. Since 
2009, 95 materials distributed by the organization in the country have been declared 
extremist and 8 Jehovah's Witnesses’ branches have been liquidated, according to the 
Justice Ministry. 

Jehovah's Witnesses is an international religious organization based in Brooklyn, New York. 
Since 2004 several branches and chapters of the organization were banned and shut down 
in various regions of Russia. 

 

Discrimination Against Jehovah’s Witnesses Worse After 
Ban Put in Place 

Recent ban makes the Jehovah’s Witness religious group a soft target for 
discrimination. 

 
World Religion News (22.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2rO3B6O - Ever since being tagged as 
“extremist” by the Russian Supreme Court Jehovah’s Witnesses have been constantly 
facing persecution and violence. Apart from vandalism, Jehovah’s Witnesses also report of 
persecution from the state. 

For instance, there have been cases where bank accounts belonging to members have 
been frozen by the government. 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Russia     

Recently, an assembly hall belonging to the group was stoned in St. Petersburg while the 
home of a member was burnt down.  

The ban is believed to have played a key role in spreading the hatred for the group even 
further. Russia, ruled by President Vladimir Putin, is dominated by the Russian Orthodox 
Church, which has been linked to the marginalization of various minority groups including 
homosexuals.  

Robert Warren, a spokesman for the Jehovah’s Witnesses, from New York, stated that the 
group was hoping that the Russian court wouldn’t see them as threats. However, he added, 
the exact opposite had happened and that things have only gotten worse.  

Though the court’s ruling hasn’t been enforced completely, the group feels that a complete 
ban is possible in the near future.  

The Human Rights Without Frontiers (HRWF) and Forum for Religious Freedom-
Europe (FOREF) have requested Russia and Ukraine to stop repressing religious 
minorities.  

Ukraine has also come under fire after two bills were passed establishing Ukrainian 
Orthodox Churches as members of an aggressor state. In essence, the bills aim to convert 
the churches into members of the Moscow Patriarchate.  

However, the bills have been criticized widely. Criticism has even come from factions within 
Ukrainian politics and civil society. Many believe that the legislation violates basic human 
rights and allows the state to interfere in the area of religious affairs.  

Orthodox congregations in Ukraine have been the targets of both pro-Russian groups and 
Ukrainian supporters. However, Dr. Aaron Rhodes, president of FOREF, believes that 
Russian aggression against Ukraine does not justify the move against the Moscow 
Patriarchate. 
 
Ironically, Orthodox Churches in Russia have supported the ban against Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. For instance, the Head of the Synodal Department for External Church Relations 
issued a statement calling the minority group a totalitarian sect that followed a harmful 
doctrine containing false teachings.  

The statement went on to criticize the group’s lack of belief in Jesus Christ and their 
reluctance to follow the doctrine of the Trinity.  

Willy Fautre, Executive Director of HRWF, called the Russian Orthodoxy’s reaction 
ironic referring to the discrimination faced by the church’s own members in Ukraine. 

 

Muslims mark the 1,095th anniversary of Islam in Russia 

Tatarstan celebrates day of adoption of Islam by Volga Bulgaria 

By Irina Durnitsyna 

RIA Novosti (20.05.2017) -  http://bit.ly/2r8VZza - More than 40,000 Muslims from 
throughout Russia and also guests from Muslim countries gathered in the ancient city of 
Bolgar for a holiday devoted to the day of the official adoption of Islam by Volga Bulgaria, 
the press service of the president of Tatarstan reports. 
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The holiday "Izge Bolgar Zhyeny" ("Gathering in Holy Bolgar") has been held in the Spassky 
district of Tatarstan since 1989, in memory of the day of the adoption of Islam as the state 
religion in 922 by Volga Bulgars and the ceremony of the meeting of the Bulgar Khan 
Almush with a delegation from the caliph of Bagdad. Every year the celebration draws 
numerous pilgrims from regions of Russia and foreign countries. Since 2005 the holiday 
has been conducted with the support of the Ministry of Culture of Tatarstan, the executive 
committee of the World Congress of Tatars, and the Ecclesiastical Board of Muslims of 
Tatarstan. 

"Our ancestors selected this land and this religion, and we should preserve traditions and 
customs piously, which they established. In recent years, thanks to the Regeneration 
foundation and the first president of Tatarstan, Mintimer Shaimiev, enormous work has 
been done. This is a splendid place where every person may sit and view the development 
of this territory in the land of our ancestors," the press service quotes [President Rustam] 
Minnikhanov. 

The president of Tatarstan said that the ancient city of Bolgar has become ever more 
popular among tourists. He especially noted the project of the Bulgarian Islamic Academy, 
whose creation was supported by the president of Russia. With the support of the 
Regeneration republican foundation, the complex of the Bulgarian Islamic Academy was 
erected in a year and in the new academic year, the academy will receive its first students. 

"This will be a center of theologians. Training of highly qualified imams is our common 
task. I am sure that we will be able to assemble a collective of professors and teachers and 
ensure the quality of the work of the educational center. I sincerely hope that graduates 
of the academy will become worthy successors of our rich theological traditions," he said. 

The president of Tatarstan signed an order for the creation of the Bulgarian Islamic 
Academy in November 2015. The academy was founded on the initiative of the 
Ecclesiastical Board of Muslims of Russia, the Central Ecclesiastical Board of Muslims of 
Russia, and the Ecclesiastical Board of Muslims of Tatarstan. The main goal of its creation 
was the formation of a national Muslim theological school. Within the framework of the 
Bulgarian academy it is planned for there to function a council of ulemas (academic 
theologians), a scientific educational center, centers for the study of the Tatar theological 
heritage and inter-religious dialogue, and an All-Russian Library of Islam. The Bulgarian 
academy, as the highest link of religious education in the Russian federation, should 
consolidate the potential of Muslim clergy in the RF and authoritative foreign scholars for 
strengthening the positions of trends of Islam that are traditional for Russia.  

 

Jehovah's Witness on trial for allegedly criticizing other 
religions 

Criminal trial on ‘extremism’ article against Jehovah’s Witness begins in 
Kabardino-Balkaria 

PDS (18.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2rtqWxR - On 16 May 2017, the city court of Prokhladnoe 
in Kabardino-Balkaria began consideration of the case of Arkady Akopian on a charge of 
committing the crime specified in part 1 of article 282 of the Criminal Code of the RF. 
Preliminary hearings on the case were held in a closed session. The state prosecutor asked 
to be given time for preparing his position in the case. On the basis of his petition, the 
hearings on the case were postponed to 31 May 2017 at 10:00. 

According to the indictment, the believer delivered a speech in which he allegedly 
demeaned the dignity of persons of other religions. He also is charged with distributing 
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religious literature among fellow believers. Arkady Akopian had previously appealed to the 
Investigative Committee of Russia asking that persons who gave knowingly false testimony 
that lies at the basis of the indictment be held accountable. However an appropriate 
verification of his declaration of a crime has still not been conducted. 

Meanwhile, a similar case is being considered in Sergiev Posad city court directly against 
two Christian elders of the religion of Jehovah's Witnesses. The next hearing is scheduled 
for 2 June 2017.  

 

Moscow court orders expulsion from Russia of rabbi with 
no work permit 

Interfax (17.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2qGusnC - Rabbi Yosef Yitzhak Khersonsky of the 
Maryina Roscha Jewish Community in Moscow has been expelled from Russia for illegal 
work in Russia, Olga Myshelova, a spokeswoman for Khamovnichesky District Court in 
Moscow, told Interfax. 
 
"The court imposed on Khersonsky, Yosef Yitzhak, an administrative penalty in the form of 
a 5,000 ruble fine with administrative expulsion from the Russian Federation in the form 
of compulsory expulsion from the Russian Federation by way of a controlled, unescorted 
departure," Myshelova said. 
 
Khersonsky was found guilty of having worked in Moscow without a work permit, the 
spokeswoman said. 
 
The man has denied his guilt, she said. 
 
"Khersonsky told the court that he has worked as an advisor for the 'Religious Organization 
of Orthodox Judaism - Moscow Maryina Roscha Jewish Community' since February 5, 2009. 
His duties include advising on religious matters," Myshelova said. 
 
He was also registered as head of the winding-up committee of the Sredi 
Svoikh educational center, which has not operated since its registration up to the present, 
Myshelova said. 

 

Further arrest for Muslim study groups 

The mid-April arrest in Dagestan of Ilgar Aliyev brings to twelve the number of 
Muslims known to be on trial or under criminal investigation for meeting to 

study Turkish theologian Said Nursi's writings. The "extremism"-related 
criminal trial of two Jehovah's Witnesses continues. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (12.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2qI6FVo - Another Muslim has been arrested on 
suspicion of "organising the activities of a banned extremist organisation" for leading study 
groups on the works of late Turkish theologian Said Nursi. The arrest of Ilgar Aliyev in 
Dagestan in the Russian North Caucasus in mid-April brings to twelve the number of people 
known to be currently on trial or under investigation accused of being members of 
"Nurdzhular", a banned "extremist" organisation allegedly based on Nursi's teachings, but 
which Muslims in Russia deny even exists. 
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All twelve have been charged under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1 ("organising the 
activities of a banned extremist organisation"), or the related charge of "participating in 
the activities of a banned extremist organisation (Article 282.2, Part 2). 

The trials of six men are underway in Krasnoyarsk, Blagoveshchensk in the Far East, and 
the Dagestani capital Makhachkala. Another four men are still awaiting trial in Novosibirsk. 
The whereabouts of another man, also charged in Blagoveshchensk, remains unknown. 

The FSB security service, which has been responsible for the investigations, has 
consistently refused to answer Forum 18's questions as to why these Muslims are 
considered dangerous and why several have been held in pre-trial detention. 

Also on trial on "extremism"-related criminal charges are two Jehovah's Witnesses in 
Sergiyev Posad north of Moscow. 

First to face higher penalties? 

Aliyev, the most recent Muslim detainee, may become the first person to be tried under 
new higher punishments for "extremism"-related offences. If convicted, he could receive 
up to ten years in prison. 

Higher penalties were introduced as part of the so-called Yarovaya package of anti-
terrorism legislation in July 2016. 

The other eleven Muslims accused in the ongoing prosecutions have been charged under 
the old provisions. If convicted under Part 1, they could receive fines of 300,000 to 500,000 
Roubles, compulsory labour of up to five years, or prison sentences of up to six years. If 
convicted under Part 2, courts could hand down fines of up to 300,000 Roubles, compulsory 
labour of up to three years, or prison sentences of up to four years. 

Financial penalties even if not convicted 

Officials have placed both Jehovah's Witness defendants and all of the Muslims currently 
being prosecuted (except Aliyev) on the list of "terrorists and extremists" maintained by 
the Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring). Banks are thereby obliged to 
freeze their assets. On 30 January 2014, the law was relaxed to allow small transactions 
not exceeding 10,000 Roubles per month. 

Another arrest in Dagestan: Izberbash 

Law enforcement agents arrested Ilgar Vagif-ogly Aliyev in a night-time raid in the city of 
Izberbash in Dagestan in the night of 19-20 April. He is now in pre-trial detention while 
the FSB investigation proceeds. Aliyev is accused of holding "classes involving a group of 
adherents of [Nurdzhular]", in Izberbash, Makhachkala, and Khasavyurt, an FSB source 
commented to local news outlet RIA Dagestan on 21 April, "within the framework of which 
extremist literature was disseminated and studied". 

Edited footage of the raid, published by RIA Dagestan, shows armed and masked personnel 
in camouflage gear entering a residential compound. Several civilians are then shown lying 
face down on the floor while officers search the property and gather mobile devices and 
books. Video close-ups show that the books include a Russian-Turkish dictionary, various 
Nursi texts in Turkish, and Russian translations of "A Guide for Youth" and "Faith and Man" 
from the Risale-i Nur collection. Both of the latter appear on the Justice Ministry's Federal 
List of Extremist Materials. 

Since Aliyev's alleged offence appears to have taken place since 20 July 2016, when the 
Yarovaya package's amendments to the Criminal Code came into force, it is likely that he 
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will be charged under the latest version of Article 282.2, Part 1. This sets out the following 
penalties: a fine of 400,000 to 800,000 Roubles or 2 to 4 years' income; or 6 to 10 years' 
imprisonment with a ban on working in particular occupations of up to 10 years and 
restrictions on freedom for 1 to 2 years. 

Aliyev has been ordered to be detained for two months, Imam Ilhom Merazhov, who has 
been following the case, told Forum 18 on 2 May. Since Izberbash, where Aliyev lives and 
where he was arrested, does not have pre-trial detention facilities, he has been sent to 
Makhachkala. His prison address is: 

367012 Respublika Dagestan 
Makhachkala 
ulitsa Levina 45 
Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 
Russia 

Forum 18 reached the investigation prison by telephone on 12 May to ask whether Aliyev 
was permitted to pray and have access to religious literature while in detention. A 
spokeswoman directed Forum 18 to another number, but when Forum 18 called this and 
mentioned Aliyev's name, the phone was immediately put down. 

Aliyev's lawyer, Magomedrasul Zapirov, told Forum 18 on 12 May that the prison 
authorities impose no prohibition on praying. He added that Aliyev has access to the Koran 
(in particular editions) and other religious literature (although this is censored). 

Aliyev is the fourth Muslim in Dagestan known to have been charged with involvement in 
"Nurdzhular" since the beginning of 2016. The others are already on trial. 

According to their case file, Aliyev was among those who visited the house in Makhachkala 
where they allegedly held meetings to discuss Nursi's works. He does not, however, appear 
to be formally involved in their case. As of 12 April, his name has not been added to the 
published Rosfinmonitoring list of terrorists and extremists. 

Forum 18 wrote to the Dagestan FSB early in the Makhachkala working day of 10 May, 
asking why Aliyev was considered dangerous and when and where his case is likely to come 
to court. Forum 18 had received no reply as of the middle of the Makhachkala working day 
of 12 May. 

Lawyer Zapirov told Forum 18 that it is too early to say where Aliyev will be tried - 
Izberbash or Makhachkala. He added that his client, who was born in Azerbaijan but has 
Russian citizenship, "loves Russia": "He does not dispute that he read some books, but he 
denies that he worked against Russia". 

Makhachkala Nursi trial 

Three other Muslims from Dagestan who read Nursi's works are already on trial in the 
capital Makhachkala. Ziyavdin Badirsoltanovich Dapayev (born 12 May 1982) and brothers 
Sukhrab Abdulgamidovich Kultuyev (born 13 November 1981) and Artur Abdulgamidovich 
Kultuyev (born 15 June 1986) are all facing charges under Criminal Code Article 282.2, 
Part 1, for allegedly organising a "Nurdzhular cell". 

They have had five full hearings so far before Judge Magomed Nasrutdinov at 
Makhachkala's Lenin District Court, with the latest on 12 May, their lawyer Murtazali 
Barkayev told Forum 18. It is unlikely that there will be a verdict soon, Barkayev added. 

Dapayev has been detained in Makhachkala's Investigation Prison No. 1 since March 2016, 
when 14 Muslims were arrested in a series of raids across Dagestan. Most of them were 
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later released. FSB officers seized hundreds of books, as well as phones and computers, 
from suspects' homes. The Kultuyev brothers remain under travel restrictions. All three 
men appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and extremists". 

The FSB submitted their case file to the Dagestan Prosecutor's Office on 4 March. The case 
materials, seen by Forum 18, include numerous witness statements, expert analysis of 
audio surveillance of the men's meetings, and inventories of confiscated materials from 
defendants' and witnesses' homes (currently in FSB storage), including texts by Nursi 
which appear on the Federal List, as well as passports, laptops and mobiles. 

Investigators note Dapayev's previous conviction under Article 282.2, Part 1 (which came 
into force on 15 November 2011) and claim that he persisted in his involvement with 
"Nurdzhular" while his three-year suspended sentence (with two years' probation) was in 
effect, "not standing on the path to reform, knowing the criminal nature and public danger 
of his actions". Dapayev's "particularly active role in the commission of crime" is cited as 
an aggravating factor in his case. 

Dapayev and the Kultuyev brothers are accused of organising "Nurdzhular" activities in 
Makhachkala, Khasavyurt, and Astrakhan between November 2011 and March 2016, 
setting up "house madrassahs" for the study of Nursi's "Risale-i Nur" collection. The aim of 
their gatherings was "the selection of candidates to join this prohibited association from 
among Muslim citizens, by means of their ideological cultivation". 

Dapayev's own statement describes how he held twice-weekly gatherings in his 
Makhachkala flat, where he lived with Sukhrab Kultuyev. At these gatherings they would 
read and discuss a book by Nursi and drink tea "in a friendly atmosphere" before evening 
prayers. 

All three men began studying Nursi's writings several years before any of them were 
banned. They have all refused to recognise their guilt in engaging in "extremist" activity, 
according to the case file, but do not deny regularly reading and discussing Nursi's works. 

This is the second time Dapayev has been charged with "extremist activity" for studying 
Nursi's works. In May 2011, he received a three-year suspended sentence, which was 
upheld on appeal, and the court decided that books belonging to him should be destroyed. 

After Dapayev challenged the destruction ruling, some books were returned, but up to 70 
copies of Nursi's writings in translation were again ordered to be destroyed. 

Krasnoyarsk trials begin 

The trials of two Muslim men accused of involvement in "Nurdzhular" have begun in 
Krasnoyarsk. Andrei Nikolayevich Dedkov's first hearing at the city's Soviet District Court 
has been delayed twice (on 18 April and 10 May), and he will next appear on 23 June, 
according to the court website. Andrei Gennadyevich Rekst appeared for the first time at 
the city's Sverdlovsk District Court on 4 May, but this, too, has been delayed until 31 May. 

This is the third time Dedkov (born 16 June 1979) has been prosecuted under Article 282.2, 
Part 1, for organising gatherings of Muslims to study the writings of Said Nursi. During the 
investigation period of the current case, he was held in pre-trial detention for almost a year 
(until 3 March 2017), before being placed under travel restrictions ahead of his trial. 

Rekst (born 14 March 1994) was charged at the same time as Dedkov under Article 282.2, 
Part 2, for participating in the gatherings. He is currently free on bail. 

Prosecutors are also seeking to have religious literature seized from Rekst's home declared 
"extremist". At the first hearing at Sverdlovsk District Court on 25 April, Sergei Mikhailov, 
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representative of the publisher Sözler, argued that the prosecutors' suit is based on flawed 
expert analysis, in which an independent specialist had found "a multitude of errors". This 
dispute between publisher and prosecutor can only be resolved with the carrying out of 
fresh expert analysis, Mikhailov told Forum 18 on 29 April. Judge Natalya Bogdevich will 
decide on the matter on 26 May. 

Law enforcement agents confiscated the books in question during a search of Rekst's flat 
in March 2016. FSB-appointed "experts", who also examined surveillance recordings of 
several Muslims' conversations in Krasnoyarsk over much of 2015, determined that Rekst 
possessed "some titles in a quantity greater than necessary for personal use, which 
indicates the possibility of spreading the ideas of the teachings of Said Nursi". 

Both Rekst and Dedkov appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and extremists". 

Blagoveshchensk trial continues 

The trial of Muslim Yevgeny Lvovich Kim (born 5 October 1974) continues at 
Blagoveshchensk City Court before Judge Aleksei Salnikov. He has undergone fourteen 
hearings so far, the latest on 3 and 11 May. 

The judge has begun reviewing video footage from hidden cameras which law enforcement 
agents placed in Kim's home, a fellow Muslim who reads Nursi's works told Forum 18 on 
29 April. The next hearings are due on 18 and 19 May, when the FSB-appointed "experts" 
who provided analysis of religious literature seized from Kim's flat will testify by video link. 

These "experts" are: Vyacheslav Kudashov, head of the philosophy department, Siberian 
Federal University; Tatyana Izluchenko, senior philosophy lecturere specialising in religious 
studies, Siberian Federal University; Irina Malanchuk, psychology lecturer, Krasnoyarsk 
State Pedagogical University; and Alla Kipchatova, linguistics lecturer, Krasnoyarsk State 
Pedagogical University). 

Kudashov and Izluchenko were also employed to examine seized religious literature, social 
media accounts, and the contents of covert surveillance recordings in the case against 
Andrei Rekst and Andrei Dedkov in Krasnoyarsk. 

Kudashov has previously produced "expert analyses" that led to some Jehovah's Witness 
texts being banned nationwide as "extremist" in January 2013, for "a negative evaluation 
of traditional Christianity and its religious leaders". 

According to the formal charges, seen by Forum 18, Kim "systematically organised the 
carrying out of religious gatherings, united by one theme – the study of the works of Said 
Nursi, which are the foundation of the ideology of the international religious organisation 
Nurdzhular, which threatens inter-ethnic and inter-confessional stability in society and the 
territorial integrity of the state". The FSB's case file nevertheless notes that Kim refused 
to admit any guilt throughout the investigation, does not recognise the existence of 
"Nurdzhular", and does not consider himself a member. 

Kim has also been charged under Criminal Code Article 282, Part 1 ("actions aimed at the 
incitement of hatred or enmity, as well as humiliation of a person or group", based on 
gender, race, nationality, language, origin, attitude to religion, or social group). This 
additional charge is unusual for a Nursi-related case; Forum 18 knows of only two other 
individuals who read Nursi's writings who have been taken to court for this alleged offence 
since the works began to be banned in 2007. 

Kim and several friends were detained and interrogated after an armed FSB unit raided 
Kim's flat on 26 December 2015, during a gathering to celebrate the birthday of the Muslim 
Prophet Mohammed. All but Kim were later released. 
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Kim's friend Anton Pavlovich Starodubtsev (born 4 April 1980) has also been charged under 
Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 2, but his whereabouts remain unknown. After their initial 
detention, Starodubtsev complained of the treatment they received during both arrest and 
questioning, including threats and attempted blackmail, and has categorically denied any 
involvement in "extremist" activity. 

Both Kim and Starodubtsev have been added to the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and 
extremists". 

Novosibirsk investigation still ongoing 

The FSB investigation of Komil Olimovich Odilov (born 18 August 1975) and three other 
Muslims in Novosibirsk, due to end on 2 May, was extended for a further month, Odilov's 
lawyer Yuliya Zhemchugova told Forum 18 from Novosibirsk on 12 May. She added that 
she and her client had not yet been sent the case materials. The case is likely to be heard 
at the city's October District Court. 

The four men have now been under investigation for seventeen months, Forum 18 notes. 
During this time, Odilov was held in pre-trial detention for nine months, before he was 
released and placed under travel restrictions in early September 2016. Two of his fellow 
defendants – Uralbek Karaguzinov (born 21 July 1954) and Mirsultan Takhir-ogly Nasirov 
(born 8 October 1997) – are also under travel restrictions. The whereabouts of the third, 
Timur Muzafarovich Atadzhanov (born 21 April 1988), remain unknown. He has been added 
to the federal wanted list. 

Prosecutors have charged Odilov under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1 for the alleged 
"organisation" of a "Nurdzhular" cell. Karaguzinov, Nasirov, and Atadzhanov have been 
charged under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 2, for alleged "participation" in a 
"Nurdzhular" cell. 

Odilov, Karaguzinov, Nasirov and Atadzhanov were among nine Muslims originally detained 
by the FSB security service at an Azerbaijani cafe in Novosibirsk on the night of 5 December 
2015. Most were released the next morning after questioning, but officers searched their 
homes and confiscated copies of Nursi's books from Odilov's flat, along with his computer 
and phone. 

All four men appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and extremists". 

Jehovah's Witness trial delayed again 

The "extremism" trial in Sergiyev Posad near Moscow of Jehovah's Witnesses Vyacheslav 
Yuryevich Stepanov (born 20 March 1977) and Andrei Petrovich Sivak (born 28 March 
1974) was delayed on 4 May for the tenth time since Judge Lidiya Baranova ordered further 
expert analysis to be carried out in November 2016. The next hearing is due on 15 May, 
according to the website of Sergiyev Posad City Court. 

Sivak and Stepanov have been charged under Criminal Code Article 282, Part 2, with 
inciting religious hatred. 

Russia's Supreme Court's ruled on 20 April that the Jehovah's Witnesses' Administrative 
Centre, their main body in Russia, should be liquidated as an "extremist" organization. 

It is unclear how the Supreme Court's liquidation ruling may affect proceedings in Sergiyev 
Posad, although since the case against Sivak and Stepanov is based on alleged offences 
committed several years before the liquidation suit was lodged, it should have no bearing. 
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The two men were originally acquitted in March 2016, when Judge Yelena Aminova 
concluded that the religious gatherings they had organised had "an educational, discursive 
character" and that "views inherent in the religion are evaluated as true and correct, which 
is an integral important feature of religious discourse". In May 2016, however, Moscow 
Regional Court overturned Judge Aminova's ruling at the request of prosecutors, and sent 
the case back for re-examination. 

Criminal Code Article 282, Part 2, punishes publicly performed "actions aimed at the 
incitement of hatred or enmity, as well as humiliation of a person or group", based on 
gender, race, nationality, language, origin, attitude to religion, or social group, when 
committed a) with violence or the threat of violence; b) by a person using their official 
position; c) by an organised group (of which Stepanov and Sivak are accused). 

If found guilty, Stepanov and Sivak face a fine of up to 600,000 Roubles, up to 5 years' 
compulsory labour, or up to 6 years' imprisonment. They have already been added to the 
Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and extremists". 

 
 

Supreme Court's decision about "extremism" threatens 
right of conscientious objection 

Constitutional right to alternative service denied for young people after 
Supreme Court’s decision liquidating Jehovah’s Witnesses organization 

Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia (11.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2qne2i1 - On 6 April 2017, a 
meeting of the draft commission was held in the military commissariat of the city of 
Zelenodolsk (Tatarstan) with regard to the case of an 18-year-old adherent of the religion 
of Jehovah's Witnesses, Damir Galeev, for whom performing military service contradicts 
his convictions. A member of the draft commission, A. Tygin (the mayor of the city), began 
arguing to other members of the commission that it is necessary to refuse the believer his 
constitutional rights to substitute alternative civilian service for military service on the basis 
that the youth allegedly is an "extremist." When the believer noted that the Supreme Court 
had still not issued a decision regarding the liquidation of the Jehovah's Witnesses 
organization, the mayor requested that he come back in three weeks and find out whether 
he is sent "into the troops or into prison." The believer intends to appeal the draft 
commission's decision in court, although he was unable to get a copy of this decision. 

On 28 April 2017, in the village of Kugesi (Chuvashia) the draft commission for Cheboksary 
and Marposad districts, under the chairmanship of V. Nikolaev, denied an 18-year-old 
Jehovah's Witness, Evgeny Vladimirov, his constitutional right to alternative civilian 
service. Performing military service contradicts his convictions. In his case there existed a 
certificate from a religious organization to the effect that at an age of accountability he 
received baptism in the religion of Jehovah's Witnesses. Members of the commission 
declared that this certificate "confirms that the conscript is an extremist." The young man 
was promised that his case would be transferred to the FSB for verification. The believer 
intends to appeal the commission's decision in court.  
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Lawyers appeal Imam Velitov's 3-year imprisonment for 
justifying terrorism 

Interfax (05.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2qRx6Vr - Defense lawyers have filed an appeal 
against the sentence handed down on Makhmud Velitov, the imam of Moscow's Yardyam 
Mosque, in the case of public justification of terrorism, Velitov's lawyer Dagir Khasavov 
told Interfax. 

"We have filed an appeal against the sentence. My client is not guilty," Khasavov said. 

The defense lawyers will seek Velitov's acquittal, he said. 

Besides, he told, the imam has been suffering significant health problems in the detention 
facility. 

"I am working on an address to the Federal Penitentiary Service department for Moscow 
and the supervisory prosecutor to ask for admitting medical personnel to my client and 
providing him with medications he needs because of his health status," Khasavov said. 

"My client is not receiving medications. His health has sharply declined at the Matrosskaya 
Tishina detention facility, he has serious pains in his heart," he said. 

Velitov, who has Group 2 disability due to heart problems, "has never been visited by 
doctors" while in detention, the lawyer said. 

"He is feeling poorly. The atmosphere is pressing him. A person with Group 2 disability is 
not receiving medical assistance," the lawyer said. 

There are no clocks or watches in the cell and no one tells Velitov when it is time to pray. 

"He does not know when to pray, he does not know when it's day and when it's night, it's 
worse than any sentence for such a religious figure," he said. 

It was reported earlier that the Moscow District Military Court on April 28 found Velitov 
guilty and sentenced him to three years in a penal colony. 

The investigation determined that the imam delivered a speech justifying the activities of 
a member of the organization Hizb ut-Tahrir (banned as a terrorist one in Russia) during a 
prayer at the mosque in September 2013. Khasavov asked the court to acquit his client, 
saying he was a respected religious figure. 

 
 

Jehovah’s Witnesses Banned in Russia: Human Rights 
Organizations appeal to Russia’s Supreme Court and 

Presidential Administration 
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FOREF – Europe/HRWF (05.05.2017) – BRUSSELS/VIENNA - The Forum for 
Religious Freedom – Europe (FOREF) and Human Rights Without Frontiers 
(HRWF) urge the Supreme Court of Russia to overturn its 20 April 2017 decision  
to ban the Jehovah’s Witnesses from the country and seize their assets. FOREF 
and HRWF also call on President Putin and his administration to resort to a 
“transparent and frank” dialogue to promote better understanding of the nature 
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, as proposed by the religious group 

“The allegation that the Jehovah’s Witnesses are an extremist group is transparently false, 
and the ban should be overturned,” argues Dr. Aaron Rhodes, President of FOREF. “The 
decision not only violates basic human rights obligations, but also puts all Russian citizens 
at further risk of arbitrary legal judgments. It makes a mockery of their legal system and 
humiliates Russia on the world stage” he added. 

United Nations monitors and other experts agree that neither the doctrines nor the conduct 
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses can be called “extremist” with any credibility whatsoever.  On 
the contrary, the group advocates respect for political and governmental authorities, and 
keeping clear of political matters. 

There are about 170,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Russian Federation, who worship in 
almost 400 branches.  The Russian Justice Ministry alleged that the group is a “threat to 
the rights of citizens, public order and public security.” But the Jehovah’s Witnesses are 
known as a denomination that rejects violence.    

Indeed, the weakness of the General Prosecutor’s case against the Jehovah’s Witnesses, a 
group that has long faced persecution in Russia, is obvious to any independent observer. 
Consisting of vague allegations, it offers no proof, no motivation, and leaves an impression 
that the Jehovah’s Witnesses are being denied their internationally-guaranteed rights, and 
their rights under Article 28 of the Russian Federal Constitution, simply for their doctrinal 
differences with the Russian Orthodox Church.   

If the Supreme Court ruling stands, participation in the activities of the group will be 
punishable by a fine of up to 600,000 rubles (over US$10,600) and a prison term of up to 
ten years.  

	
For	more	information	and/or	interviews:	
	
Peter	Zoehrer	(Executive	Director,	FOREF)	+43	664-523-8794	
Aaron	Rhodes	(President,	FOREF)	+49-170-323-8314	
Email:	foref.office@gmail.com	
Blog:	foref-europe.org	
Willy	Fautré	(Executive	Director,	HRWF)			
Email:	international.secretariat.brussels@hrwf.net		
Website:	www.hrwf.eu	
 
Click here to read the appeal in German. 

 

Angela Merkel raises concerns with Putin about the ban 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses 

(05.05.2017) – On 2 May, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, daughter of an East German 
Protestant pastor, raised concerns about the ban of Jehovah’s Witnesses during her 
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meeting with Vladimir Putin and stressed that it was important to protect the activities of 
this religious movement. 
	
Putin, Merkel struggle to move past differences in tense meeting (Excerpt) 
	
Reuters (02.05.2017) – http://nyti.ms/2pfMKIW  – …Touching on a sensitive point for the 
Russian authorities, Merkel said she had raised concerns with Putin about police breaking 
up anti-Kremlin protests, as well as other issues that human rights organizations say are 
a cause for alarm. 
 
Those include reports, denied by the local authorities, that homosexuals are being detained 
and tortured in the Russian region of Chechnya, and a Supreme Court ruling last month 
banning the Jehovah's Witnesses religious group as extremist. 
	
“I have in my talks with the Russian president indicated how important the right to 
demonstrate is in a civil society and how important the role of NGOs is," Merkel said.	"We 
have heard some very negative reports about the treatment of homosexuals in Chechnya 
and I asked President Vladimir Putin to use his influence to guarantee minority rights here 
as well as with Jehovah's witnesses… 
	
Angela Merkel presses Vladimir Putin on treatment of gays and Jehovah’s 
Witnesses	
 
New York Times (02.05.2017) – http://nyti.ms/2p3r72p – Germany’s chancellor, Angela 
Merkel, took the opportunity of a rare visit to Russia to raise human rights issues on 
Tuesday with President Vladimir V. Putin, a noted departure from their continuing 
differences over Ukraine and Syria. 

Ms. Merkel said she had talked to Mr. Putin about her concerns on civil rights in Russia, 
including, among other issues, the persecution of gay men, a new ban on Jehovah’s 
Witnesses and the arrests of anti-Kremlin protesters. 

“I have, in my talks with the Russian president, indicated how important is the right to 
demonstrate in a civil society and how important the role of NGOs is,” Ms. Merkel said at 
a news conference in Sochi, Russia, referring to nongovernmental organizations. 

“I also spoke about the very negative report about what is happening to homosexuals in 
Chechnya and asked Mr. President to exert his influence to ensure that minorities’ rights 
are protected,” she added. He hosted her at his residence in Sochi, her first visit to Russia 
since May 2015. 

There was no indication during the news conference that the two leaders had made 
progress on other topics during their nearly two-hour meeting, including economic 
problems like sanctions and differences over Ukraine and Syria. 

Germany has repeatedly pressed Russia to fulfill the Minsk peace agreements, which are 
meant to end the fighting in southeastern Ukraine. Although Mr. Putin endorsed the idea 
of their importance, he again accused Ukraine of fanning the problems there. 

Europe remains Russia’s most important interlocutor, despite the Kremlin’s multifaceted 
attempts to undermine European Union solidarity and to depict the region as a caldron of 
anarchy and economic problems and as lacking traditional values. Moscow has repeatedly 
brushed off criticism of its disinformation and other campaigns in Europe as the product of 
“Russophobia.” 

In Germany, the talks are important for the chancellor as she faces a difficult race for a 
fourth term in elections scheduled for Sept. 24. Gay rights protesters had engaged in a 48-
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hour vigil outside Ms. Merkel’s office, demanding that she bring up the issue of gay men in 
Chechnya. 

Asked about recent arrests of protesters in Russia, Mr. Putin said, “Our law enforcement 
and judicial organs act within the framework of the laws that exist in Russia and will 
continue to act in that way, observing order and discipline.” 

Relations between Germany and Russia have been fraught since 2014, when Russia seized 
Crimea and then destabilized the rest of Ukraine by its not-so-secret promotion of an 
insurgency in the southeast of the country. Russia also denies interfering in recent elections 
in the Netherlands and France, with any such plans for the German election this fall 
probably of particular concern for Ms. Merkel. 

Ms. Merkel has led the effort among European leaders to keep Western sanctions in place 
until the fulfillment of the peace agreements signed in Minsk, Belarus. 

One crucial economic matter is building a second branch of the Nord Stream pipeline 
carrying Russian gas to Europe. The strategy is to bypass Eastern European countries by 
shipping natural gas under the Black Sea in the south and the Baltic Sea in the north. If 
completed, the system of subsea pipelines would allow Russia to shut off gas to Eastern 
European countries during political disputes without disrupting hard-currency earnings 
from customers in Western Europe. 

Germans have been among the staunchest supporters of the plan, while European capitals 
generally hostile to Moscow are opposed to increasing dependence on Russian gas. 

The head of the Russian gas giant Gazprom, Alexei Miller, was quoted in Russian news 
reports last week as saying that the two sides had agreed on paying for construction costs, 
with Russia paying about half of the more than $10 billion and five European companies 
the rest. 

The twin issues of Crimea and Ukraine could block any improvement in relations, Ms. 
Merkel’s spokesman, Steffen Seibert, said before her visit. “These are burdensome 
circumstances which cannot just be talked away,” he said. 

Berlin also has doubts about Russia’s intervention in Syria, particularly its support for 
President Bashar al-Assad in the face of repeated evidence that he deployed chemical 
weapons against his civilian population. 

Mr. Putin also said that the two sides had discussed settling the conflict in Syria; later on 
Tuesday, he was scheduled to talk by phone with President Trump about Syria. 

Asked whether he had influence over Mr. Assad, Mr. Putin said Russia, in tandem with 
Turkey and Iran, was trying to “create the conditions for political cooperation from all 
sides.” 

A cease-fire is a top priority, he said, and will be the focus of talks on Wednesday and the 
next day in Astana, the capital of Kazakhstan. 

Mr. Putin is also scheduled to hold talks on Wednesday in Sochi with the Turkish president, 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, that will most likely focus on Syria. Mr. Erdogan said on Tuesday 
in Ankara, the Turkish capital, that he would discuss possible operations against the Islamic 
State in Syria with Mr. Putin. 

Ms. Merkel and Mr. Putin last met in October, when she hosted him, along with the leaders 
of France and Ukraine, for inconclusive talks on carrying out the cease-fire in Ukraine. 

The official reason for the visit on Tuesday was the agenda of the Group of 20 summit 
meeting in July in Hamburg, Germany, where Ms. Merkel will be the host. It will probably 
be the first face-to-face encounter between Mr. Trump and Mr. Putin. 
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Given the uncertainties of American policy toward Russia, which has moved from warmth 
from Mr. Trump as a candidate to something more antagonistic, Germany might find itself 
serving as an intermediary despite its own qualms over the Trump administration’s foreign 
policy. 

 

Roman Catholic leader raises concern that his people 
may be treated like Jehovah's Witnesses 

General secretary of Conference of Catholic Bishops of Russia criticizes ban of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses 

 
SKGNews (02.05.2017) – http://bit.ly/2qLcYUh – The Catholic church of Russia 
condemned the decision of the Supreme Court banning the Jehovah's Witnesses and it 
warned that this step increases the worries relative to new restrictions with respect to 
Catholics' rights. 

"Churches such as ours do not regard Jehovah's Witnesses to be Christian and we do not 
engage in dialogue with them, but we must distinguish theological problems from legal 
rights," declared the general secretary of the Conference of Catholic Bishops of Russia, 
Monsignor Igor Kovalevsky. 

"The situation in Russia now is complex and difficult. Catholics have very strong worries 
that we also may be faced, if not with persecution then at least with new manifestations 
of discrimination and restrictions of our freedom of religious confession," he said.  

By the decision of the Supreme Court of 20 April, Jehovah's Witnesses were called an 
"extremist organization" and sentenced to confiscation of the property belonging to this 
organization throughout the country. 

As Msgr. Kovalevsky reported to a correspondent of the news agency "Catholic News 
Service," it is not clear to the Catholic church which actions may be considered "extremist," 
adding that all religious groups have the right "to exist and to develop in the Russian 
federation," if they do not violate the law. "The law should be fairly applied to all . . . . A 
law may be severe, but it is the law as before. I think that the government is obliged to 
give to everyone a clear explanation about why this group was liquidated," Msgr. 
Kovalevsky said. 

The Jehovah's Witnesses were registered in Russia in 1991 and reregistered in 1999, but 
they have been subjected to regular arrests and police raids for passing out leaflets and 
witnessing "from door to door." Their members have been subjected to attack and their 
property has been damaged by vandals. 

A ruling of the Supreme Court established fines of up to 10,700 USA dollars and up to 10 
years incarceration for anyone who will be involved in the activity of the Jehovah's 
Witnesses. 

Msgr. Kovalevsky said that although there are no signs that the Catholic church will be 
treated as the Jehovah's Witnesses were, "the government should assure citizens that 
freedom of conscience remains intact."  

"Jehovah's Witnesses have the same right to protect their dignity and faith as do other 
citizens," he said. "Although protecting human rights is not our main task, the Catholic 
church defends the right of each person to freedom of conscience." (tr. by PDS, posted 2 
May 2017) 
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Military court sentences Moscow mosque imam charged 
with justifying terrorism to 3 years' imprisonment 

Interfax (28.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2p3YQF5 - The Moscow District Military Court has 
found Makhmud Velitov, the imam of Moscow's Yardyam Mosque, guilty in the case of 
publicly justifying terrorism and sentenced him to three years in a general regime penal 
colony on Friday, an Interfax correspondent reported. 

"The court is coming to the conclusion that the defendant's guilt has been proved. [The 
court ruled] to find the defendant guilty of justifying terrorism, to sentence Velitov to three 
years in a general regime penal colony," the judge said in a ruling. 

Only the introductory and the operative parts of the court's decision were read today, the 
court's reasoning behind it will be disclosed later. 

Investigators believe that on September 23, 2013, during prayers at the mosque located 
on Khachaturyan Street, Velitov, who holds the posts of the Council's chairman and the 
imam of the religious organization, delivered a speech justifying the activity of one of the 
members of the terrorist organization Hizb ut-Tahrir al-Islami (banned in Russia). 

As reported, during arguments in the court, prosecutor Yekaterina Rozanova sought to find 
Velitov guilty, sentence him to three years and six months in a general regime penal colony 
and deprive him of the right to engage in religious activity for three years. 

The imam himself insists he is innocent. 

 

Russia escalates violations of religious freedom 

By Thomas J. Reese and Daniel Mark 

The Philadelphia Inquirer (27.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2pc3lQn - On April 26, the U.S. 
Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) released its annual report on 
conditions for religious liberty abroad. 

Among the countries we reported on is Russia, where just this month, the nation’s highest 
court issued a chilling decision allowing the government to ban all operations of the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

This ruling, horrifying on its own, was the latest dramatic example of how violations of 
religious freedom have worsened in recent years. From administrative harassment to 
arbitrary imprisonment to extrajudicial killings, Russia’s government continues to 
perpetrate violations in a systematic, ongoing, and egregious way. 

The United States needs to send an unmistakable message. We urge the U.S. State 
Department to do so by designating Russia a “country of particular concern” under the 
1998 International Religious Freedom Act.  We should recognize President Vladimir Putin’s 
government for what it is — one of the most serious violators of religious freedom in the 
world. 

For years, Russia has vigorously applied its anti-extremism law, with Muslims and 
Jehovah’s Witnesses often targeted. The law, which does not require the use or threat of 
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violence for prosecution, is so vague as to permit the persecution of virtually any kind of 
expression — religious, political, or otherwise — that the government opposes. The law 
has enabled authorities to ban thousands of items from both of these groups, including a 
Jehovah’s Witnesses children’s book, My Book of Bible Stories. 

A year ago, the Kremlin began deploying that law against the Jehovah’s Witnesses in an 
appalling new way. In March 2016, the Ministry of Justice warned the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
that the organization was in danger of losing its legal right to exist in Russia due to 
questions of “extremism.” Subsequently, authorities were captured on videotape planting 
banned “extremist” material in prayer halls belonging to the Witnesses. Based on this so-
called evidence, the Ministry of Justice suspended all activity of the Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

And now, with Russia’s Supreme Court having recently ruled for the Justice Ministry, the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are legally abolished in Russia. It is the first time that Russia has 
legally banned a centrally administered religious organization. 

This is but one example — though a stark one, to be sure — of how Russia’s religious 
freedom conditions have gone from bad to worse. Other examples range from an anti-
blasphemy statute enacted in 2013 to the Yarovaya amendments enacted last July. 
including a measure targeting groups that place a premium on sharing their faith with 
others. The measure makes it illegal to preach, teach, and publish religious content 
anywhere other than government-approved sites. More brutally, in the North Caucasus, 
Russian security forces regularly carry out arrests, kidnappings, disappearances, and 
killings of people suspected of links to “nontraditional” Islam. 

Moreover, Russia has spent the last three years imposing its homegrown religious 
repression on Crimea and parts of eastern Ukraine. 

It has used its anti-extremism laws as a pretext for persecuting Crimean religious 
minorities, and authorities have conducted repeated raids on Muslim homes and mosques. 
In September, Russia’s Supreme Court upheld the banning of the Mejlis, the representative 
body of the Muslim Crimean Tatars, as extremist. 

Pro-Russian authorities also have harassed Crimean churches that operate independently 
of the Russian Orthodox Church’s Moscow Patriarchate, which the Kremlin has made into 
a de facto state church, forcing some leaders to leave the peninsula. In January 2016, 
authorities ordered the Ukrainian Orthodox Church’s Kyiv Patriarchate to vacate its last 
prayer space in Crimea’s capital of Simferopol, and in December they shuttered a 
Pentecostal church in Bakhchisaray. 

Similar abuses have been visited on parts of eastern Ukraine since Russian-backed groups 
conquered some territory and created separatist enclaves. These forces have seized 
Evangelical, Pentecostal, and Jehovah’s Witness houses of worship and schools, and 
perpetrated church attacks, abductions, and assaults on Kiev Patriarchate and Protestant 
representatives. 

Clearly, Russia has vastly escalated and expanded its practice of religious repression. The 
United States government should respond, shining a spotlight on Moscow’s behavior. A 
“country of particular concern” designation would be a good place to begin. 

 

After ban, Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia harassed by 
police during religious services 

By Jason Le Miere 
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Newsweek (25.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2q7dUFy - Russian authorities have already begun 
breaking up Jehovah’s Witnesses services and collecting members’ identities following 
a Supreme Court decision to uphold a ban on the religious organization, a spokesman for the 
faith said Tuesday. 

Backing a charge from Russia’s justice ministry that Jehovah’s Witnesses’ activity put it in 
violation of the country’s anti-extremism law, the Supreme Court Thursday ordered all 395 
of the religious group's local chapters to be seized and its activities outlawed. The faith, 
which comprises 175,000 members in Russia and has been active in the country since 
1991, has yet to receive the written decision from the court, which it needs in order to 
launch an appeal, something which it has said it will do. 

In the meantime, the group's bank accounts in Russia have already been frozen and most 
kingdom halls, where members gather for services and prayer, have ceased activity. Where 
local chapters have remained operating, an intimidatory police presence is being felt, said 
spokesman for Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia, Yaroslav Sivulskiy. 

“We expect that the police will be very active to interrupt meetings,” he 
told Newsweek Tuesday. “We've already started to receive reports in some places that 
meetings were disrupted. They take personal data, like copies of personal identity, of who 
was there. And after that, they let them go, but they want to know who attends those 
meetings.”  

During the six-day Supreme Court hearing, the justice ministry said members of the group 
could be prosecuted individually if the decision went in its favor. Sivulskiy says he is now 
fearful of worshippers being placed in prison. 

“Probably could happen,” he said. “So far nobody is in prison but this court decision is a 
major one. It’s opened the door for any unjust action against Jehovah’s Witnesses. We 
have no illusions that everything will be OK. No, it will not be OK.” 

The faith's legal fight was dealt another blow Monday when a district court in Moscow rejected 
a lawsuit attempting to lift a suspension on the group’s assets put in place when 
Russia's justice ministry declared it an extremist organization last month. Sivulskiy said he 
has “very, very little” hope that an appeal will be successful. From there, the only remaining 
step will be to go to the European Court of Human Rights. But even if that court rules in 
the group's favor, there is no guarantee Russia would accept the decision. 

The anti-extremism law was introduced in Russia following the country’s second war in 
Chechnya in 1999 and 2000 and the 9/11 attacks in the United States. During the Supreme 
Court hearing, the justice ministry argued that Jehovah’s Witnesses stance on rejecting 
blood transfusions was one of the ways it was in violation of that law. The Christian 
denomination, which was formed and still has its headquarters in the United States, had 
already been prevented from importing its religious texts. 

The Supreme Court ruling was condemned last week by the U.S. Commission on 
International Religious Freedom, which called it an act of “paranoia” on the part of Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s government. The ruling was also criticized by the U.S. State 
Department, as well as the European Union and governments in Germany and the United 
Kingdom. On Tuesday, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 
added their voice to the protest, particularly in light of reports of police breaking up 
religious services. 

“I urge the Russian authorities to ensure that rights to freedom of religion or belief, 
freedom of opinion and expression, freedom of peaceful assembly and association of 
individuals belonging to the Jehovah’s Witnesses community are upheld, in compliance 
with the obligations of the country under international human rights law and OSCE 
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commitments,” Michael Georg Link, director of the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights, said in a statement. 

Sivulskiy said Jehovah's Witnesses are not a threat to Russia. 

“You can’t accuse Jehovah’s Witnesses of being extremist," Sivulskiy said. "It’s insane 
because we are so innocent. Terrorism and extremism is a synonym. How can Jehovah’s 
Witnesses be a synonym to al-Qaeda or something like this? It’s… no words. No words.” 

 

Wave of violence against Jehovah's Witnesses 

Interview with Yaroslav Sivulsky, member of governing body of the 
Administrative Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia 

 
Portal-Credo.ru (21.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2oruP5F -  
	
Portal-Credo.Ru: What are the very first practical consequences of the decision 
of the Supreme Court of the RF regarding your liquidation? 
 
Yaroslav Sivulsky: One can say with certainty that we will not be able to conduct our big 
events—district and regional congresses, which we conduct three times a year, because 
our activity will not only be suspended but it is prohibited according to the court. In 
essence, this part of the decision is taking effect immediately. And if our houses of worship 
are confiscated, then regular meetings of congregations, which are conducted weekly, also 
will be impossible. Most likely, only one option remains—that is to meet in private homes 
of fellow believers. But this is a serious restriction of freedom. 
 
Have any excesses arisen in the wake of yesterday's decision and the 
"informational campaign" to arouse hostility toward Jehovah's Witnesses in the 
news media that accompanies it? 
 
--Today we learned that our Hall of Congresses in St. Petersburg was stoned, glass was 
broken, and serious physical damage was caused. From the regions we are receiving 
reports that some of our houses of worship have already been sealed. For example, in 
Crimea just yesterday police came to the house of worship, interrupted a meeting, and 
sealed the building. But these are only the starters; all this will come to fruition and around 
the country a wave of violence against Jehovah's Witnesses is rising. 
 
How is the Administrative Center now functioning? 
 
--In essence, it ceased its usual activity: bank accounts are frozen, and work is not being 
conducted any longer in the offices. We are following the court's decision and we cannot 
do anything else for now. 
 
Will you continue evangelistic work in Russia, and if so, in what forms? 
 
--We call this activity witnessing. Our fellow believers witness about what is written in the 
Bible, and it seems to me now this should be the personal decision of each of our fellow 
believers in the country, how they will act in the future. They should take account of certain 
consequences that participation in religious activity may entail, but practice will show that 
no decision of courts will be able to restrain a Christian from performing the task which 
Jesus Christ or God commanded of acquainting other people with God's standards, with his 
intentions, and with his personality. Most likely, this activity will continue. Perhaps in a 
somewhat less explicit form. 
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The status of the Jehovah's Witnesses was equated in the Russian federation to 
the Islamic State . . . 
 
--Actually, the boundary between real and virtual extremism has been washed away. Many 
times such statements of our defenders have been voiced in the Supreme Court: Jehovah's 
Witnesses are accused of virtual or literal extremism. It is clear that Jehovah's Witnesses 
are not any kind of extremists; they are very far from this. On the contrary, they proclaim 
respect for people and love. Jesus said: "By this they will know that you are my disciples, 
if you have love for one another," and not hatred. Jehovah's Witnesses treat people of 
other faiths and other nations with respect. If you come to an international congress of the 
Jehovah's Witnesses, you will see the greatest diversity of skin color and the greatest 
diversity of nationalities—and they all hug each other and get along amicably. 
 
Is it true that on the eve of this court decision you made some attempts to 
rearrange the property belonging to Jehovah's Witnesses organizations in order 
to save it from confiscation? 
 
--Some small attempts were made. But it seems that this was blocked. However before 
the court's decision takes effect there is still a lot of time, but all operations with our 
immovable property are suspended so that we have no chances for rewriting or rearranging 
anything. 
 
That means that for you there is already nowhere to return to your workplace? 
 
--Essentially, yes.    
 
Interview conducted by Vladimir Oivin, Portal-Credo.Ru. 
 
(tr. by PDS, posted 23 April 2017) 

 
 

Jehovah's Witnesses had foes before Putin 

By Leonid Bershidsky 
 
Bloomberg (21.04.2017) - https://bloom.bg/2pTpBzO - When the Russian Supreme Court 
banned Jehovah's Witnesses and ordered the confiscation of the denomination's property 
on Thursday, it wasn't the first time. The faithful were outlaws in the Soviet Union, too, 
until that country's final year. The stubborn group will fight on -- but the court has delivered 
another chilling reminder that President Vladimir Putin's Russia is even less free than the 
USSR was. 

Jehovah's Witnesses are a U.S.-based global religious organization, and they often are 
targeted by authoritarian and belligerent governments because members don't believe in 
government authority. They don't vote, serve in the military, salute flags or hail leaders. 
When the Nazis came to power in Germany, the Witnesses wouldn't use the Nazi salute 
because, according to their beliefs, it amounted to idolatry. Hitler responded by sending 
more than 10,000 "Bible Students," as they called themselves then, to prisons and 
concentration camps, where their pacifism particularly inspired torturers. 

In the Soviet Union directly after World War II, Witnesses were mostly concentrated in 
western Ukraine and Transcarpathia, and they had the bad luck to trade Nazi persecution 
for the equally harsh Stalinist kind. In two secret operations in the late 1940s and early 
1950s, the Witnesses were removed to Siberian labor camps. There were only about 
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10,000 of them then. But adherents of the denomination didn't stop practicing and 
preaching in exile and in the camps, and when, after Stalin's death, the state stopped 
systematically imprisoning them and switched to a harassment tactic, the flock started 
growing. 

By January 1991, when President Mikhail Gorbachev's government officially permitted the 
organization, there were about 45,000 followers in the Soviet Union. They formed one of 
the most stubborn and resourceful resistance groups that ever existed in the Communist 
country. Emily Baran wrote in a 2014 book about Soviet Jehovah's Witnesses: 

They organized a highly complex underground organization, with its own finances, 
leadership structures, and internal reporting system that kept careful record of its 
members' archives. While intellectual dissidents exercised caution in sharing their 
views with others who could denounce them, Witnesses spoke about their beliefs to 
complete strangers in an effort to convert them. 

 
The 1990s were a time of unprecedented freedom for the Witnesses in Russia. They 
converted about 100,000 new members, acquired influence and, in some cities, expensive 
real estate. But in the early 2000s, after Putin came to power, harassment began anew, 
with courts regularly banning the Witnesses' regional communities and literature. That 
became easier with the passage of "anti-extremist laws" that ban the preaching of one 
religion's advantage over others. Witness literature readily fit the description: They don't 
just consider themselves the one true faith, but also proudly preach it.   

The Witnesses fought the verdicts, sometimes reaching the European Court for Human 
Rights and winning there. But during Putin's latest presidential term, Russian courts have 
been encouraged to disregard the ECHR's decisions. Even though the European court is 
likely to overturn Thursday's Supreme Court ruling once the Witnesses' attempts to appeal 
reach Strasbourg, the Russian government is likely to stay firm on the ban, initiated by the 
justice ministry. The next step may be the prosecution of individual Witnesses for 
continuing to worship and proselytize.  

Jehovah's witnesses are in many ways extreme, even though their non-violent creed is 
hardly "extremist." That makes them a test case for religious freedom: The less liberal and 
tolerant a country is, the harsher it treats this particular denomination.  

Western democracies have struggled to accept Jehovah's Witnesses. At different times, 
they have faced bans in France, Spain and Canada because of their attitudes to military 
service and flags. But in recent years, following some protracted legal battles, European 
countries have come to recognize their right to their beliefs. The European Union 
has denounced the Russian ban. 

At the other end of the spectrum, African dictatorial regimes have killed, tortured and 
driven out Witnesses. A number of Muslim nations have banned them, and so has China. 
Russia is now positioning itself at the restrictive end of the spectrum, and that augurs ill 
for other Protestant denominations and smaller religious groups. Like Western non-
governmental organizations and members of the news media, which have been driven from 
Russia in the last four years, these groups represent a fifth column. Perhaps they don't 
defy the state as openly as Jehovah's Witnesses, but to Putin and his circle they still 
somehow appear disloyal because of their reluctance to join the big religions that maintain 
a relationship with the state and are controllable. 

Russia has no more patience with openness and tolerance. Putin's regime doesn't care 
whether it passes any tests on that score. In a way, it's as defiant as the Witnesses, and 
so far, it's just as resilient. But the Jehovah's Witnesses have been resilient for longer. 
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Court bans Jehovah’s Witnesses 

Human Rights Watch (20.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2q0Br7F -  Russia’s Supreme Court ruled 
on April 20, 2017 that the Jehovah’s Witnesses organization should be closed down and no 
longer allowed to operate legally in Russia, Human Rights Watch said today. The ruling, 
which affects more than 100,000 Jehovah’s Witness worshippers across Russia, is a serious 
breach of Russia’s obligations to respect and protect religious freedom. 
 
The Justice Ministry, which had petitioned the Supreme Court to close the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses organization, should withdraw the case and refrain from taking further measures 
that violate its obligations to respect the Jehovah’s Witnesses organization’s right to 
freedom of religion and to association. The Jehovah’s Witnesses organization said it will 
appeal the ruling to the European Court of Human Rights. 
 
“The Supreme Court’s ruling to shut down the Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia is a terrible 
blow to freedom of religion and association in Russia,” said Rachel Denber, deputy Europe 
and Central Asia director at Human Rights Watch. “Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia are now 
given the heartrending choice of either abandoning their faith or facing punishment for 
practicing it.” 
 
The ruling declares the Jehovah’s Witnesses Administrative Center an extremist 
organization, closes the organization on those grounds, and bans all Jehovah’s Witnesses’ 
activities. The Jehovah’s Witnesses Administrative Center is the head office for 395 
Jehovah’s Witnesses branches throughout Russia. 
 
If the ruling enters into force, people who continue to be involved with Jehovah’s Witnesses 
organization or their activities in Russia could face criminal prosecution and punishment 
ranging from fines of 300,00 to 600,000 rubles (US$5,343 to $10,687) to a maximum of 
six to 10 years in prison. People found to be leading such activity would face a maximum 
10 years. The organization’s property will be confiscated. Jehovah’s Witnesses will not be 
able to congregate for worship at their church or anywhere else. 
 
According to the Justice Ministry, since 2007, local courts have banned at least eight local 
Jehovah’s Witnesses organizations, and 95 pieces of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ literature have 
been banned and placed on the federal registry of banned extremist materials. In most 
cases the ban was triggered by claims in the literature of the superiority over other religions 
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ interpretation of the Bible. Anyone found with large quantities 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ banned materials can be held responsible for the misdemeanor 
offense of distributing “extremist” materials. 
 
The Justice Ministry case followed an unannounced inspection, started in February 2017, 
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses Administrative Center in St. Petersburg. The inspection found 
that the Administrative Center had continued to fund branches that had been closed after 
a court banned them for extremism. It also found the organization had taken no action to 
change “extremist” literature and had continued to distribute it. Jehovah’s Witnesses have 
vigorously denied the latter allegation. The Justice Ministry suspended all Jehovah’s 
Witnesses’ activities when the ministry filed its lawsuit on March 15. 
 
A member of the Council of Europe and a party to the European Convention on Human 
Rights, Russia is obligated to protect freedom of religion and association. It has previously 
been found in violation of multiple obligations under the European Convention on Human 
Rights for actions taken through the courts to dissolve communities of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
(Jehovah’s Witnesses of Moscow v. Russia, application no. 302/02). 
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The April 20 ruling to close the Jehovah’s Witnesses is a direct interference with freedom 
of religion, effectively denying its followers the right to worship, and cannot be justified as 
either necessary or proportionate. The closure order directly violates the pluralism of 
thought and belief that is foundational to a democratic society and as the court has 
repeatedly affirmed, is “at the very heart of the protection which [the convention] affords.” 
 

“It’s not too late for the Russian authorities to make right this serious move against 
religious freedom,” Denber said. “The Justice Ministry should withdraw the suit against the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses organization and stop interfering with group’s peaceful religious 
activity.” 

 

 Russia’s Supreme Court rules against Jehovah’s 
Witnesses 

Press release of the headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses 

Headquarters Jehovah’s Witnesses USA (20.04.2017)—After six days of hearings over the 
last two weeks, the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation today upheld the claim 
submitted by the Ministry of Justice to liquidate the Administrative Center of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Russia and 395 Local Religious Organizations (LROs) used by Witnesses 
throughout Russia. The ruling goes into effect immediately. 

“We are greatly disappointed by this development and deeply concerned about how this 
will affect our religious activity,” states Yaroslav Sivulskiy, a spokesman for Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Russia. “We will appeal this decision, and we hope that our legal rights and 
protections as a peaceful religious group will be fully restored as soon as possible.” 

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia have 30 days to submit their appeal for consideration by a 
three-person panel. 

For background information, please click on the following link:  
https://www.jw.org/en/news/releases/by-region/russia/ 
 
Please let us know if you are interested in obtaining additional information or wish to speak 
with a spokesman. Imagery is also available upon request. 
 
Regards, 
 
Jarrod Lopes 
Communications Representative 
Office of Public Information | N E W S R O O M 
World Headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
1 Kings Drive 
Tuxedo Park, New York Y 10987 
office: 845-524-3000 | www.jw.org/en/news 

 

Why banning the Jehovah’s Witnesses won’t work for 
Russia 

By Emily B. Baran 
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OUPblog (20.04.2017) - The Supreme Court of Russia has a decision to make this week 
about whether to label the Jehovah’s Witnesses an extremist organization and liquidate its 
assets. This act would transform the religious community into a criminal network, and 
make individual Witnesses vulnerable to arrest simply for speaking about their faith with 
others. While the court case has attracted recent media attention, this move is the 
culmination of two decades of increasing state hostility to Witnesses. In the late 1990s, 
Moscow took the Witnesses to court to deny them legal standing in the city limits. After 
several years of court hearings, the city banned the organization. In more recent years, 
anti-extremism laws drafted in the wake of domestic terrorism have been turned against 
Witness magazines and books. Currently, over eighty publications have been placed on the 
federal list of extremist materials. Even their website is now illegal. So is My Book of Bible 
Stories, an illustrated book for children, listed alongside publications by terrorist 
organizations. 

If the state criminalizes the Witnesses, it will represent a major deterioration in religious 
toleration in post-Soviet Russia. It will also put Russia at odds with the European Court of 
Human Rights, which has repeatedly ruled in favor of the Witnesses in the past two 
decades. It may make other minority faiths vulnerable to similar legal challenges. In the 
1990s, scholars spoke of a newly opened religious marketplace, in which post-Soviet 
citizens, freed from the constraints of state-enforced atheism, shopped around among the 
faith traditions. It is fair to say that these days, this marketplace has fewer customers, 
fewer stalls, and more regulations. 

If history is any guide, Russia will find it nearly impossible to eliminate Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. Soviet dissident author Vladimir Bukovsky once admiringly wrote of the 
Witnesses’ legendary persistence under ban. When the Soviet Union barred religious 
literature from crossing its borders, Witnesses set up underground bunkers to print illegal 
magazines for their congregations. When Soviet officials prohibited Witnesses from hosting 
religious services, they gathered in small groups in their apartments, often in the middle 
of the night. Sometimes they snuck away to nearby woods or out onto the vast steppe, 
where they could meet with less scrutiny. When the state told believers that they could 
not evangelize their faith to others, Witnesses chatted up their neighbors, coworkers, and 
friends. When these actions landed them in labor camps, Witnesses sought out converts 
among their fellow prisoners. Witnesses are certain to revive many of these tactics if placed 
in similar circumstances in the future. 

Moreover, technology makes it far more difficult for Russia to control the religious practices 
of its citizens. Although the Witnesses’ official website is no longer available in Russia, 
individual members can easily share religious literature through email or dozens of other 
social media platforms and apps. While Soviet Witnesses had to write coded reports and 
hand-deliver them through an underground courier network, Witnesses today can text this 
information in seconds. Technology will also facilitate meeting times for religious services 
in private homes. 

The Russian government simply does not have the manpower to enforce its own ban. It is 
hard to imagine that local officials could effectively prevent over 170,000 people across 
more than 2,000 congregations from gathering together multiple times per week, as 
Witnesses do worldwide. The case of Taganrog is instructive. Several hundred Witnesses 
lived there in 2009, when the city declared the organization illegal. A few years later, it 
convicted sixteen Witnesses for ignoring the ban and continuing to gather their 
congregations for services. The state spent over a year in investigations and court hearings 
for sixteen people, a tiny fraction of the total congregation, and then suspended the 
sentences and fines rather than waste more resources in following through on its 
punishment guidelines. There are not enough police officers in Russia to monitor the daily 
activities of each and every Witness, and the Witnesses know it. Under a ban, everyone 
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will face more scrutiny, a few will be dealt more serious consequences, and most will 
continue practicing their faith regardless. 

Russia may nonetheless decide that all of this conflict is worth it. After all, Soviet officials 
were fairly successful in relegating Witnesses to the margins of society. Few Russians will 
complain if Witnesses no longer come to knock on their door. After all, even Americans 
rarely have kind words for religious missionaries at their own doorsteps. In my own 
research, I have never heard a single Russian, other than a scholar, say anything positive 
about Witnesses. For the record, my experience with Americans has been similar. On a 
more basic level, Russian citizens may not even notice the Witnesses’ absence from public 
life. While the post-Soviet period saw a religious revival for all faiths, far fewer joined the 
Witnesses than the Russian Orthodox Church. For all their recent growth in membership, 
the Witnesses remain a tiny minority in a largely secular society. 

The vocal determination of Witnesses not to acquiesce to state demands should not cause 
observers to overlook the very real damage a ban would do to this community. Yes, 
Witnesses have faced similar challenges before and have dealt with them. For decades, 
they held their baptisms in local rivers and lakes under cover of night. In the post-Soviet 
period, new members were finally able to celebrate their baptisms in full view of their fellow 
believers at public conventions. A long-time Witness who attended one of these events in 
the early 1990s recalled, “What happiness, what freedom!” A new ban would mean a return 
to this underground life, to a hushed ceremony in cold waters. This is not what freedom of 
conscience looks like in modern states. 

Emily B. Baran is the author of Dissent on the Margins: How Jehovah’s Witnesses Defied 
Communism and Lived to Preach About It. Her work explores the shifting contours of 
dissent and freedom in the Soviet Union and its successor states. She is Assistant Professor 
of History at Middle Tennessee State University. 

https://blog.oup.com/2017/04/banning-jehovahs-witnesses-russia/ 

 

Jehovah's Witnesses banned, property confiscated 

Supreme Court declares Jehovah's Witness headquarters and local communities 
"extremist", bans all their activity immediately, and orders their property seized 
by state. Russia's estimated 170,000 Jehovah's Witnesses now risk criminal 
prosecution for "extremist activity" if they continue to meet for prayer or bible 
study. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (20.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2pKoWQU - Russia's Supreme Court in Moscow has 
this evening (20 April) declared the Jehovah's Witness national headquarters in St 
Petersburg and all 395 local organisations "extremist", banned all their activity 
immediately, and ordered their property seized by the state. Judge Yury Ivanenko took 
just over two minutes to read out his decision after nearly 30 hours of hearings across six 
days. Jehovah's Witnesses intend to appeal against the ban. 

Judge Ivanenko explicitly stated only that the "halting of activity" is to be enforced 
immediately. Jehovah's Witnesses believe the other parts of the decision will take effect 
only after any subsequent unsuccessful appeal. 
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Judge Ivanenko issued the ruling at 18:48 Moscow time on 20 April. Earlier in proceedings, 
he had rejected requests by Jehovah's Witness representatives to have the Justice 
Ministry's lawsuit dismissed or postponed. 

This is the first time that a court has ruled that a registered national centralised religious 
organisation is "extremist" and banned. 

Russia's estimated 170,000 Jehovah's Witnesses now risk criminal prosecution for 
"extremist activity" if they continue to meet for prayer or Bible study. 

Any attempt by Jehovah's Witnesses to share their beliefs, even within the restrictions of 
the July 2016 so-called "missionary amendment" to the Religion Law, will now be illegal, 
as the amendment prohibits any missionary activity by former members of banned 
"extremist" organisations. The July 2016 changes also imposed harsh restrictions on 
anyone sharing any religious beliefs, including where and who may share them, as part of 
alleged "anti-terrorism" changes. 

Further consequences of the ruling remain uncertain, including the effect on "extremism" 
cases currently underway against individual Jehovah's Witnesses (for example, the criminal 
trial of two men in Sergiyev Posad on charges of "inciting religious hatred") and on the 
attempt to ban the Jehovah's Witness edition of the Bible as "extremist" (see below). Other 
Jehovah's Witness literature which has not been banned now seems likely to be 
immediately outlawed. 

Also unclear is what will happen to young Jehovah's Witness men who seek to undertake 
alternative civil service rather than military service on grounds of their pacifist religious 
beliefs. 

The Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring) had already added the 
Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre to its list of "organisations, against which there 
is evidence of involvement in extremist activity or terrorism", and the Centre's financial 
transactions are already blocked. 

Three United Nations Special Rapporteurs warned before the Supreme Court hearings 
began that any ban on Jehovah's Witnesses would be "a threat not only to Jehovah's 
Witnesses, but to individual freedom in general in the Russian Federation". Russian human 
rights defenders and members of other religious communities also spoke in their support. 

Jehovah's Witnesses to appeal 

Once the Supreme Court has issued its full decision in writing, the Administrative Centre 
will have one month to appeal to a three-person panel at the Supreme Court, but Jehovah's 
Witnesses say they anticipate serious problems, regardless of any pending appeal. 

Jehovah's Witnesses added that, if necessary, they will take their case to the European 
Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. 

In a report of the verdict on the jw-russia.org website, Jehovah's Witnesses described the 
outcome of the case as "a black day for fundamental human freedoms in Russia". They 
noted that "this decision could lead to the saddest consequences for believers of different 
faiths, as well as for Russia's image on the world stage". 

Liquidation, banning suit 

The Justice Ministry lodged its suit at the Supreme Court on 15 March, asking that the 
Administrative Centre be declared an extremist organisation, that it be liquidated, that all 
its activities be banned, and that all its property be seized by the state. 
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On the same day, the Ministry also issued an Order suspending most Jehovah's Witness 
activities, including all public meetings and the Administrative Centre's financial 
transactions. 

The Administrative Centre lodged a challenge to the Suspension Order on 27 March at 
Zamoskvoretsky District Court in Moscow (in the jurisdiction of which the Justice Ministry 
is located). A hearing is scheduled for 24 April (postponed from 18 April). 

Although the Justice Ministry press service claimed to Forum 18 that the Suspension Order 
does not apply to meetings for worship, police halted Jehovah's Witnesses' religious 
services. 

Supreme Court hearings 

The liquidation suit hearings took place on 5, 6, 7, 12, 19, and 20 April under Judge 
Ivanenko at the Supreme Court, according to the court website. They were open to the 
press and public. Both the Jehovah's Witnesses and the Justice Ministry answered questions 
from the judge and from each other, and were allowed to call witnesses. 

The case involved forty-three volumes of materials from both sides, including expert 
reports from "extremism" cases, earlier court decisions, testimonies of Jehovah's 
Witnesses' social and charitable work, and the Justice Ministry's inspection report of 27 
February. 

Judge Ivanenko refused several requests from the Administrative Centre's representatives 
to have the suit dismissed or postponed, and rejected their petition to have the attempted 
ban on all Jehovah's Witness activity recognised as political repression. 

Justice Ministry official Svetlana Borisova asked Judge Ivanenko to order the dissolution of 
all Jehovah's Witness organisations and to allow this process to begin immediately. 

Jehovah's Witness representatives refuted the Justice Ministry's claims that the 
Administrative Centre imported "extremist" literature, financed "extremist activity", and 
failed to take effective measures against "extremist activity" by local religious 
organisations. Lawyer Viktor Zhenkov pointed out, for instance, that the Administrative 
Centre could not have known that the books it imported would later be ruled extremist by 
Russian courts, and that in the past two years, no materials have been brought into the 
country at all. 

Lawyer Yury Toporov argued that money sent to local communities was used for the upkeep 
of religious buildings, the payment of utility bills, and the support of individual believers 
who had fallen on hard times. Lawyer Maksim Novakov described how prosecutions for 
possession of "extremist" literature were based on the apparent planting of banned items 
by law enforcement agents – he noted that one of these books in a recent case had borne 
an inscription showing it was the property of an Orthodox anti-sectarian centre. 

The Justice Ministry's accusations and Judge Ivanenko's questions focused on the 
relationship between the Administrative Centre and the local religious organisations (whose 
alleged "extremist activity" formed the basis for the liquidation lawsuit) and on the 
measures taken by the Administrative Centre to "prevent extremism", especially after the 
General Prosecutor's Office warning of 2 March 2016. 

The Jehovah's Witnesses' representatives tried to show that the local organisations were 
independent entities which the Centre could neither found nor dissolve, but simply provide 
with logistical support. 
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Lawyer Anton Omelchenko outlined measures taken by the Administrative Centre to guard 
against accusations of "extremist activity". These included the notification of local religious 
organisations about the addition of particular books to the Federal List of Extremist 
Materials and the creation of a commission to prevent the appearance of extremist 
materials. 

Jehovah's Witnesses also tried to complain to the authorities about the planting of banned 
items in Kingdom Halls (to no avail), and unsuccessfully attempted to find out from the 
General Prosecutor's Office what other measures could be expected. 

Both sides were permitted to question witnesses. Those for the Administrative Centre 
reaffirmed the essential peaceableness of Jehovah's Witnesses and the care taken to avoid 
falling foul of the Extremism Law. Professor Valentin Zavyalov of Moscow State 
Construction Institute, for instance, described how "extremist" titles were listed on the wall 
of his place of worship and how believers checked the premises before services began. 

Closing statements 

Lawyer Zhenkov concluded his remarks by asking: "What happens if the court upholds the 
Justice Ministry's request? If this is the will of the state, then the country successfully 
acquires 170,000 prisoners of conscience and a corresponding reputation. If the will of the 
state is to comply with the law, then the court can come to only one decision – to refuse 
to uphold the Justice Ministry's suit". Lawyer Novakov noted the violation of believers' 
rights since the Justice Ministry issued its suspension order, and expressed his fear that 
liquidation would lead to "even more tragic consequences". 

Jehovah's Witness chairman Vasily Kalin added that "The Justice Ministry not only 
humiliates itself and its functions, but has humiliated the entire state in the eyes of the 
international community with an unreasonable and reckless accusation". 

In her summing up, Justice Ministry representative Borisova argued that the Administrative 
Centre's very name indicated that it exercised control over local organisations and was 
therefore responsible for their "extremist activity". She added that "Jehovah's Witness 
texts contain impermissibly insulting ways of expressing the truth of their beliefs". She 
finished by asking the judge again to liquidate the Centre and all local Jehovah's Witness 
organisations and order their property confiscated – and to permit this to be carried out 
before the decision enters legal force. 

Judge Ivanenko issued his short judgment on the evening of 20 April after withdrawing 
from the room for just over 90 minutes. 

"A threat ... to individual freedom in general" 

United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly 
and of Association Maina Kiai told Forum 18 on 20 March that: "The Russian government 
is claiming that the Jehovah's Witnesses are an extremist group, but in fact it's their move 
to ban them outright that appears to be extreme." He added that "the right to freedom of 
association includes the right to association for religious purposes, and under international 
law this right can only be restricted in very narrowly-defined circumstances. The fact that 
people belonging to a majority religion may disagree with a minority group's beliefs or 
activities, or even be offended by them, is not a legitimate basis for a ban, so long as that 
group's activities are peaceful". 

On 4 April, before proceedings began in the Supreme Court, UN Special Rapporteur on 
Freedom of Opinion and Expression David Kaye, UN Special Rapporteur on Freedoms of 
Peaceful Assembly and Association Maina Kiai, and UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of 
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Religion and Belief Ahmed Shaheed condemned the attempt to outlaw Jehovah's Witnesses 
in Russia. 

"This lawsuit is a threat not only to Jehovah's Witnesses, but to individual freedom in 
general in the Russian Federation," the Special Rapporteurs wrote. "The use of counter-
extremism legislation in this way to confine freedom of opinion, including religious belief, 
expression and association to that which is state-approved is unlawful and dangerous, and 
signals a dark future for all religious freedom in Russia". They called on Russia to "drop the 
lawsuit in compliance with their obligations under international human rights law, and to 
revise the counter-extremism legislation and its implementation to avoid fundamental 
human rights abuses". 

Russian human rights defenders also spoke out against the lawsuit. They include Lyudmila 
Alekseyeva, who called it "Not simply a mistake, but a crime", and Maksim Shevchenko, 
member of the Presidential Council on Human Rights, who described the attempted ban as 
"unconstitutional, violating the fundamental principles of freedom of conscience". He 
added: "If it is possible in this way to ban an organisation with hundreds of thousands of 
members, then it is possible to repress other religious or public opinion groups quite easily. 
I believe that this is arbitrary, and it is impossible to agree with this arbitrariness. We must 
protect the rights of Russian citizens who are members of this religious organisation." 

Effects of Suspension Order even ahead of verdict 

The Justice Ministry's 15 March Suspension Order led to heavy-handed law enforcement 
tactics against Jehovah's Witnesses even before the Supreme Court ruling. On 11 April, 
Jehovah's Witnesses marked their main annual religious event – the Memorial of Christ's 
Death. They reported the next day that police and security forces had interrupted their 
commemorations in Snezhinsk (Chelyabinsk Region), where they took worshippers' 
personal details, and in Krasnoyarsk and Michurinsk (Tambov Region), where believers 
were questioned and some were served summonses. 

A few days later, on 14 April, officers of the police and the National Guard stormed a 
Kingdom Hall in Chelyabinsk during a service. Local TV news footage from the Rossiya-1 
channel shows several masked men, dressed in black combat gear and carrying guns, 
climbing the fence, then apparently standing guard over worshippers inside the building. 
Individual Jehovah's Witnesses say that they did not know that "continuing the service 
would violate the law", according to the news report. 

At the 19 April Supreme Court hearing, lawyer Zhenkov requested that documents detailing 
these incursions be added to the case materials. Judge Ivanenko allowed this, despite the 
Justice Ministry's objections. 

Prosecutors are also attempting to ban the activities of an unregistered Jehovah's Witness 
group in Arzamas (Nizhny Novgorod Region). In the Administrative Centre's official 
objection to the Justice Ministry's lawsuit, published on 4 April, the Jehovah's Witnesses 
note that the Justice Ministry had requested details of all such groups on 20 February as 
part of their inspection of the Administrative Centre: "The aim of this demand is obvious. 
It is to prohibit the collective profession of faith in such groups .. it is clear that state bodies 
are focused on a complete ban on the profession of faith of Jehovah's Witnesses". According 
to the Arzamas City Court website, the hearing is due on 3 May, having been twice delayed 
on 6 and 18 April. 

What liquidation order means nationally 

Now the Justice Ministry's suit has been upheld, all exercise of freedom of religion and 
belief by Jehovah's Witnesses across Russia is banned. Any Jehovah's Witness who breaks 
the ban would be liable for prosecution as an "extremist". 
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The Administrative Centre is set to be added to the Justice Ministry's Federal List of 
Extremist Organisations. Its property – and that of "structural subdivisions", such as local 
organisations – is to be confiscated by the state. This List comprises mainly far-right and 
violent nationalist groups. At present, 59 banned or liquidated organisations are on the 
List. These include eight Jehovah's Witness communities, in Taganrog, Samara, Abinsk, 
Stariy Oskol, Belgorod, Elista, Oryol and Birobidzhan. 

Liquidation of the Administrative Centre will also lead to the liquidation of all other 
Jehovah's Witness communities and groups throughout Russia. 

If Jehovah's Witnesses continue to meet for prayer or Bible study after liquidation, their 
former members would be liable to criminal prosecution under Criminal Code Article 282.2 
("organisation of" or "participation in the activities of a banned extremist organisation"). 
Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses in Taganrog were tried and convicted on these charges in 
November 2015 after their community became the first to be liquidated as extremist. Their 
latest appeal is currently pending at the Supreme Court. 

Individuals who are involved in criminal "extremism" cases – whether convicted, charged, 
or merely suspected – may also be placed on the "List of terrorists and extremists" 
maintained by the Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring) of those 
"against whom there is evidence of their involvement in extremist activity or terrorism". 
Banks are obliged to freeze the assets of people who appear on the List, meaning that they 
cannot withdraw or transfer money, receive salary payments, or use their bank cards. 
Since 30 January 2014, this has been relaxed to allow small transactions not exceeding 
10,000 Roubles per month. 

It is likely that Jehovah's Witnesses who might face criminal "extremism" prosecutions, 
brought now the liquidation order has been upheld, will be placed on the List. 

Since July 2016, the Religion Law - among many other severe restrictions on freedom of 
religion and belief - bans former members of banned "extremist" religious organisations 
from carrying out broadly defined "missionary activity". People such as Jehovah's 
Witnesses who publicly share their beliefs are also liable to prosecution under 
Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for organising or 
conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket") and Administrative 
Code Article 5.26 ("Conducting missionary activity"). 

Courts around Russia have already placed many Jehovah's Witness texts on the Federal 
List of Extremist Materials. Now that the Administrative Centre has been ruled an 
"extremist" organisation, possession of any Jehovah's Witness text could make the 
possessor liable to criminal prosecution. 

Increasing targeting of Jehovah's Witnesses 

Many individual Jehovah's Witnesses and communities have been fined and liquidated for 
possession of allegedly "extremist" texts, which Jehovah's Witnesses insist are planted by 
the authorities. A total of 39 warnings and cautions of the "inadmissibility of extremist 
activity" in 24 regions are known by Forum 18 to have been issued to Jehovah's Witness 
local religious organisations since late 2007. 

Although Jehovah's Witnesses frequently challenge these warnings and cautions in court, 
Forum 18 knows of no instance in which this has been successful. Ten communities have 
subsequently been ordered to be liquidated. 

The frequency of warnings and liquidations has been increasing. In 2013 to 2016, there 
were 31 warnings and nine liquidations ordered, with one liquidation attempted. From late 
2016, raids on Jehovah's Witness premises have been taking place more than three times 
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per month. These raids on doctrinally pacifist religious communities often involve many 
heavily armed and camouflaged officers, who "discover" apparently planted banned 
"extremist" literature. This can lead to liquidation of a local religious organization. 

The import into Russia of Jehovah's Witness literature, even if it has not been ruled 
"extremist", is routinely blocked. 

Prosecutors in Vyborg are attempting to have the Jehovah's Witness New World Bible 
banned as "extremist", even though an amendment to the Extremism Law explicitly 
prohibits the banning of "the Bible, the Koran, the Tanakh and the Kanjur, their contents, 
and quotations from them". Proceedings are currently suspended while additional "expert" 
analysis is carried out. 

Two Jehovah's Witnesses are also on trial in Sergiyev Posad under Criminal Code Article 
282, Part 2 ("Actions directed at the incitement of hatred [nenavist] or enmity [vrazhda], 
as well as the humiliation of an individual or group of persons on the basis of .. attitude to 
religion"). Their next hearing is due on 3 May. 

Jehovah's Witnesses are not the only religious community targeted under the Extremism 
Law. Mosque communities, individual Muslims, and booksellers offering Islamic texts have 
also been raided and prosecuted, and Russian translations of the works of Islamic 
theologian Said Nursi have been banned. 

So far, however, these bans and prosecutions have not translated into the kind of campaign 
being carried out against Jehovah's Witnesses. Russian Muslims have always denied the 
existence of the banned alleged organisation "Nurdzhular" [Nursi followers] and so it has 
never had registered local communities. Falun Gong texts have also been banned, but its 
practitioners also do not have registered local communities which could be banned and 
whose property could be taken over. 

Neither group, therefore, could be targeted in the same way Jehovah's Witnesses are 
targeted. 

 

Support of the international community against the 
threat of banning Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia 

HRWF (14.04.2017) – The Kremlin has threatened to ban Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia, 
a peaceful religious group that holds approximately 2,300 congregations throughout the 
country. While Russia has already erected laws criminalising the literature and proselyting 
work of the Witnesses, this new ban will effectively dissolve and criminalise the community 
as a whole under the guise of ‘extremism’. The official decision on this matter is expected 
to be released any day. This threat of a complete ban has received widespread 
condemnation across the globe; including from the European Union Representation to 
the OSCE, the European Union Delegation to the Council of Europe, the United 
States Commission on International Religious Freedom, and the UN Special 
Rapporteurs on freedom of religion or belief, freedom of peaceful assembly, and freedom 
of opinion and expression. We have gathered the official statements of these constituencies 
below:  

Statement of the European Union Representation to OSCE 

The European Union is concerned about the latest developments regarding Jehovah's 
Witnesses in Russia. The decision by the Ministry of Justice to suspend the activities of 
Jehovah's Witnesses and the Minister's application to the Supreme Court to declare 
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"extremist" the Administrative Center, to prohibit its activities, and to dissolve it marks a 
new stage in the harassment and the legal persecution against Jehovah's Witnesses in 
Russia.  

The consequences for Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia could be heavy: confiscation of their 
places of worship, dissolution of nearly 400 legal entities, and criminal prosecution for each 
of the more than 170,000 Witnesses. These prosecutions would be simply motivated by 
the fact that they meet to practice their worship.  

The EU calls on Russia to respect its international commitments on freedom of religion or 
belief, freedom of expression, and freedom of assembly. OSCE participating States have 
repeatedly affirmed the importance of freedom of religion or belief as a pillar of the concept 
of inclusive security.  

The EU continues to promote freedom of religion or belief, a right which must be exercised 
everywhere by all on the basis of the principles of equality, non-discrimination, and 
universality.  

The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro, Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Iceland, Norway, Georgia and Canada align themselves with this statement.  

Statement of the European Union Delegation to the Council of Europe 

The Russian authorities must ensure that Jehovah’s Witnesses can peacefully enjoy 
freedom of thought, conscience and religion and freedom of assembly and association 
rights without further interference, as guaranteed by the Constitution of the Russian 
Federation. The Russian authorities need to comply with their international commitments, 
inter alia, the European Convention on Human Rights and with international human rights 
standards. 

The claim filed by the Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation on 15 March before the 
Supreme Court is the latest crackdown on, and a further escalation of the harassment and 
judicial persecution suffered by Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia, in contradiction with the 
international standards on freedom of religion or belief. 

This decision could lead to the liquidation of the Administrative Centre and all local 
branches of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia and the confiscation of their properties. In the 
meantime, the Ministry has labelled the Administrative Centre as "extremist" and imposed 
a nationwide ban on all legal entities of Jehovah's Witnesses. These are very negative 
developments, which could make it possible to launch criminal prosecutions against 
Jehovah's Witnesses for mere acts of worship. 

The European Union shares the concern of the UN Human Rights Committee about a 
number of reports indicating that the Federal Law on Combating Extremist Activity is 
increasingly used in the Russian Federation to curtail freedom of religion, targeting, inter 
alia, Jehovah’s Witnesses.  

The Russian authorities must ensure that Jehovah’s Witnesses can peacefully enjoy 
freedom of thought, conscience and religion and freedom of assembly and association 
rights without further interference, as guaranteed by the Constitution of the Russian 
Federation. The Russian authorities need to comply with their international commitments, 
inter alia, the European Convention on Human Rights and with international human rights 
standards.  

The European Union continues to promote freedom of religion or belief as a right to be 
exercised by everyone everywhere, based on the principles of equality, non-discrimination 
and universality. Under international human rights law the exercise of the freedom of 
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religion or belief in community include, but is not limited to, legal personality and non-
interference in internal affairs, including the right to establish and maintain freely 
accessible places of worship or assembly, the freedom to select and train leaders and the 
right to carry out social, cultural, educational and charitable activities. 

Statement of USCIRF  

Russia’s Justice Ministry suspended the Jehovah’s Witnesses on March 24, alleging that its 
activities “violate Russia’s laws on combating extremism.” The Russian authorities have 
used their extremism law to systematically harass the Jehovah’s Witnesses, a legally 
registered religious group in Russia with close to 200,000 adherents. That law, which 
requires neither the use nor advocacy of violence for activity to be labeled extremist, was 
enacted after a sustained Russian campaign against this group began in early 2006.  

Thomas J. Reese, S.J., chair of the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom 
(USCIRF) stated, “The Russian government’s latest actions appear designed to eliminate 
the legal existence of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia. If the Supreme Court rules in April 
that this group is ‘extremist’ it would mark the ቄrst time that Russia legally has banned a 
centrally-administered religious organization and would effectively criminalize all Jehovah’s 
Witnesses’ activity nationwide. USCIRF calls on the Russian government to stop its 
harassment of this peaceful religious group.”  

The treatment of the Jehovah’s Witnesses reflects the Russian government’s tendency to 
view all independent religious activity as a threat to its control and the country’s political 
stability. This approach dates back to the Soviet period and impacts other religious groups, 
including peaceful Christians and Muslims. These groups are also being persecuted for their 
beliefs in the Russian-occupied areas of Crimea and eastern Ukraine.  

In March 2016, the Russian Prosecutor General’s Office warned the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ 
national headquarters that the organization could be banned and its activities shut down 
nationwide if further evidence of alleged “extremism” was found within a year. In January 
2017, an appellate court rejected the Witnesses’ appeal of the warning, and in March 2017 
the Ministry of Justice filed a formal request for the Russian Supreme Court to designate 
the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ headquarters as extremist.  

USCIRF calls on the Russian government and judiciary to respect the freedom of religion 
or belief and halt their harassment of the Jehovah’s Witnesses and other religious groups. 

Statement of the UN Special Rapporteur  

Moves by the Russian Government to ban the activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses using a 
lawsuit brought under anti-extremism legislation have been condemned as “extremely 
worrying” by three United Nations human rights experts*.  

“This lawsuit is a threat not only to Jehovah’s Witnesses, but to individual freedom in 
general in the Russian Federation,” the experts said.  

“The use of counter-extremism legislation in this way to confine freedom of opinion, 
including religious belief, expression and association to that which is state-approved is 
unlawful and dangerous, and signals a dark future for all religious freedom in Russia,” they 
stressed.  

The condemnation follows a lawsuit lodged at the country’s Supreme Court on 15 March to 
declare the Jehovah’s Witnesses Administrative Centre ‘extremist’, to liquidate it, and to 
ban its activity.  
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A suspension order came into effect on that date, preventing the Administrative Centre 
and all its local religious centres from using state and municipal news media, and from 
organizing and conducting assemblies, rallies and other public events.  

A full court hearing is scheduled for 5 April and if the Supreme Court rules in favour of the 
authorities, it will be the first such ruling by a court declaring a registered centralized 
religious organization to be ‘extremist’. 

Concerns about the counter-extremism legislation have previously been raised in a 
communication by the three experts to the Russian authorities on 28 July 2016.  

The Suspension Order imposed on 15 March is the latest in a series of judicial cases and 
orders, including a warning sent to the organization last year referring to the 
‘inadmissibility of extremist activity’. This has already led to the dissolution of several local 
Jehovah’s Witness organizations, raids against their premises and literature being 
confiscated. 

“We urge the authorities to drop the lawsuit in compliance with their obligations under 
international human rights law, and to revise the counter-extremism legislation and its 
implementation to avoid fundamental human rights abuses,” the UN experts concluded.  

(*) The experts: Mr. David Kaye (USA), Special Rapporteur on freedom of opinion and 
expression, Mr. Maina Kiai (Kenya), Special Rapporteur on freedoms of peaceful assembly 
and of association, and Mr. Ahmed Shaheed (the Maldives), Special Rapporteur on 
freedom of religion or belief. 

 

Police harassment as Supreme Court considers ban 

Russia's Supreme Court is due to resume considering a total ban on Jehovah's 
Witness activity on 12 April. Already police in several towns have disrupted their 
worship. A Moscow community's rental of a hall to mark their main annual 
commemoration was cancelled after an FSB visit. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (07.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2oYcVUQ - As Jehovah's Witnesses await a verdict 
at Russia's Supreme Court in Moscow on whether they will be banned across the country, 
their communities are already feeling the effects of the Justice Ministry's actions. They 
have reported intimidation, harassment, and the disruption of worship by law enforcement 
agents in several towns as a result of the Justice Ministry's 15 March order summarily 
suspending most of their activities. One community found that its contract on a rented hall 
in Moscow had been cancelled. 

The harassment comes as hearings in the Justice Ministry's attempt to liquidate the 
Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre are underway in the Supreme Court. After three 
days of hearings between 5 and 7 April, Judge Yury Ivanenko adjourned proceedings until 
10.00am Moscow time on 12 April. This is the day after the Jehovah's Witnesses main 
annual commemoration – the Memorial of Christ's Death – on 11 April. 

Should the Justice Ministry suit be upheld, the Administrative Centre in St Petersburg and 
all 395 local Jehovah's Witness organisations would be dissolved and their property 
confiscated. Their members would risk criminal prosecution for "extremist activity" if they 
continued to meet for prayer or bible study. 
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The Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring) has added the Jehovah's 
Witness Administrative Centre to its list of "organisations, against which there is evidence 
of involvement in extremist activity or terrorism", and the Centre's financial transactions 
are already being blocked. 

Three United Nations Special Rapporteurs have warned that any ban on Jehovah's 
Witnesses would be "a threat not only to Jehovah's Witnesses, but to individual freedom 
in general in the Russian Federation". Russian human rights defenders and members of 
other religious communities have also spoken in their support. 

Liquidation, banning suit 

The Justice Ministry lodged its suit at the Supreme Court on 15 March, asking that the 
Administrative Centre be declared an extremist organisation, that it be liquidated, and that 
all its activities be banned. 

On the same day, the Ministry also issued an Order suspending most Jehovah's Witness 
activities, including all public meetings and the Administrative Centre's financial 
transactions. 

The Administrative Centre lodged a challenge to the Suspension Order on 27 March at 
Zamoskvoretsky District Court in Moscow (in the jurisdiction of which the Justice Ministry 
is located). No hearing date has yet been set, according to the court website.  

Although the Justice Ministry press service claimed to Forum 18 that the Suspension Order 
does not apply to meetings for worship, at least two instances of police halting religious 
services have since been reported, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 on 6 April. 

Effects of Suspension Order 

The Justice Ministry's 15 March Suspension Order forbids the Administrative Centre and its 
subdivisions from "using state and municipal news media, organising and conducting 
assemblies, rallies, demonstrations, processions, picketing, and other mass actions or 
public events, and using bank deposits, with the exception of use for making payments 
connected with their economic activity, compensating for losses (damages) caused by their 
actions, and paying taxes, fees, or fines, and making payments based on labour contracts". 

This Order appears to have led in some places to even harsher law enforcement measures 
against individual Jehovah's Witnesses and their communities, which allegedly go far 
beyond what the order itself requires. Police in Bryansk have gone to believers' homes and 
"demanded explanations of who they were, what they did, which of their friends and 
relatives were Jehovah's Witnesses", Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 on 6 April. In 
Kotovo in Oryol Region, police detained several people in the street and confiscated their 
Bibles and tablet computers. 

Despite the fact that religious services do not fall into the category of "public events" 
mentioned in the order, police and FSB officers have disrupted worship in at least two 
locations. In the Sverdlovsk Region town of Tavda, five law enforcement agents interrupted 
a service, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18. One of them "went onto the stage and read 
out the Justice Ministry's order regarding the suspension of activities, and announced that 
the service was over". Before halting a meeting for worship in Uchaly in Bashkortostan, 
officers covertly filmed those attending. Several worshippers were later summoned to the 
Prosecutor's Office, where officials demanded information about everyone in the video. 

The main Jehovah's Witness annual commemoration – the Memorial of Christ's Death – 
will be marked this year on 11 April. On 3 April, however, the owner of premises rented 
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for this event in Moscow cancelled the rental contract after a visit from the FSB security 
service, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 on 5 April. 

Administrative Centre bank accounts blocked 

Between 27 and 29 March, the Administrative Centre was added to the Rosfinmonitoring 
list of "organisations, against which there is evidence of involvement in extremist activity 
or terrorism", where it appears alongside banned terrorist organisations such as al-Qaeda 
and the so-called Islamic State. 

As stipulated in the Justice Ministry's 15 March order, banks have blocked the Centre's 
financial transactions – despite the exceptions mentioned above, the Administrative Centre 
complains in its official objection to the liquidation lawsuit that it cannot carry out "normal 
economic activity", including any payments to state bodies (gosudarstvennaya poshlina). 
The Centre's bank informed the Administrative Centre on 31 March that its accounts had 
been frozen, after a transaction was refused on 29 March. 

Jehovah's Witnesses report that local communities' and individuals' financial transactions 
have not been blocked. 

Support for religious freedom 

On 4 April, before proceedings began in the Supreme Court, United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on Freedom of Opinion and Expression David Kaye, Special Rapporteur on 
Freedoms of Peaceful Assembly and Association Maina Kiai, and Special Rapporteur on 
Freedom of Religion and Belief Ahmed Shaheed condemned the attempt to outlaw 
Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia. 

"This lawsuit is a threat not only to Jehovah's Witnesses, but to individual freedom in 
general in the Russian Federation," the Special Rapporteurs wrote. "The use of counter-
extremism legislation in this way to confine freedom of opinion, including religious belief, 
expression and association to that which is state-approved is unlawful and dangerous, and 
signals a dark future for all religious freedom in Russia". They called on Russia to "drop the 
lawsuit in compliance with their obligations under international human rights law, and to 
revise the counter-extremism legislation and its implementation to avoid fundamental 
human rights abuses". 

Russian human rights defenders also spoke out against the lawsuit. They include Lyudmila 
Alekseyeva, who called it "Not simply a mistake, but a crime", and Maksim Shevchenko, 
member of the Presidential Council on Human Rights, who described the attempted ban as 
"unconstitutional, violating the fundamental principles of freedom of conscience". He 
added: "If it is possible in this way to ban an organisation with hundreds of thousands of 
members, then it is possible to repress other religious or public opinion groups quite easily. 
I believe that this is arbitrary, and it is impossible to agree with this arbitrariness. We must 
protect the rights of Russian citizens who are members of this religious organisation." 

Jehovah's Witnesses respond to Supreme Court suit 

On 4 April, the Administrative Centre lodged its 103-page official objection to the Justice 
Ministry's suit at the Supreme Court. The document points out how liquidation would violate 
believers' rights to freedom of conscience and freedom of assembly under both the Russian 
Constitution and the European Convention on Human Rights, to which Russia is a signatory. 

It concludes that the lawsuit is based on "inaccurate and fabricated" information, and that 
"the Justice Ministry wants an absolutely innocent group of Russian citizens numbering in 
the hundreds of thousands to be declared extremists for nothing. Is this fair? Is it legal? Is 
it honest? No, no, and once again no." 
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Proceedings in the Supreme Court have been open to the press and public. So far, Judge 
Ivanenko has refused several requests from the Administrative Centre's representatives to 
have the suit dismissed or postponed, and rejected their petition to have the attempted 
ban on all Jehovah's Witness activity recognised as political repression. 

Justice Ministry official Svetlana Borisova asked Judge Ivanenko to order the dissolution of 
all Jehovah's Witness organisations and to allow this process to begin immediately. 

Jehovah's Witness representatives spent much of the second and third days of proceedings 
refuting the Justice Ministry's claims that the Administrative Centre imported extremist 
literature, financed "extremist activity", and failed to take effective measures against 
"extremist activity" by local religious organisations. Lawyer Viktor Zhenkov pointed out, 
for instance, that the Administrative Centre could not have known that the books it 
imported would later be ruled extremist by Russian courts, and that in the past two years, 
no materials have been brought into the country at all. 

Lawyer Yury Toporov argued that money sent to local communities was used for the upkeep 
of religious buildings, the payment of utility bills, and the support of individual believers 
who had fallen on hard times. Lawyer Maksim Novakov described how prosecutions for 
possession of "extremist" literature were based on the apparent planting of banned items 
by law enforcement agents – he noted that one of these books in a recent case had borne 
an inscription showing it was the property of an Orthodox anti-sectarian centre. 

What a liquidation order would mean nationally 

If the Justice Ministry's suit is upheld, all exercise of freedom of religion and belief by 
Jehovah's Witnesses across Russia would be banned if any liquidation order enters into 
force. Any Jehovah's Witness who breaks the ban would be liable for prosecution as an 
"extremist". 

The Administrative Centre would be added to the Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist 
Organisations. Its property – and that of "structural subdivisions", such as local 
organisations - would be confiscated by the state. This List comprises mainly far-right and 
violent nationalist groups. At present, 59 banned or liquidated organisations are on the 
List. These include eight Jehovah's Witness communities, in Taganrog, Samara, Abinsk, 
Stariy Oskol, Belgorod, Elista, Oryol and Birobidzhan. 

Liquidation of the Administrative Centre would also lead to the liquidation of all other 
Jehovah's Witness communities and groups throughout Russia. 

If Jehovah's Witnesses continued to meet for prayer or Bible study after liquidation, their 
former members would be liable to criminal prosecution under Criminal Code Article 282.2 
("organisation of" or "participation in the activities of a banned extremist organisation"). 
Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses in Taganrog were tried and convicted on these charges in 
November 2015 after their community became the first to be liquidated as extremist. Their 
latest appeal is currently pending at the Supreme Court. 

Individuals who are involved in criminal "extremism" cases – whether convicted, charged, 
or merely suspected – may also be placed on the "List of terrorists and extremists" 
maintained by the Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring) of those 
"against whom there is evidence of their involvement in extremist activity or terrorism". 
Banks are obliged to freeze the assets of people who appear on the List, meaning that they 
cannot withdraw or transfer money, receive salary payments, or use their bank cards. 
Since 30 January 2014, this has been relaxed to allow small transactions not exceeding 
10,000 Roubles per month. 
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It is likely that Jehovah's Witnesses who might face criminal "extremism" prosecutions, 
brought after any liquidation order enters into force, would be placed on the List. 

Since July 2016, the Religion Law - among many other severe restrictions on freedom of 
religion and belief - bans former members of banned "extremist" religious organisations 
from carrying out broadly defined "missionary activity". People such as Jehovah's 
Witnesses who publicly share their beliefs are also liable to prosecution under 
Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for organising or 
conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket") and Administrative 
Code Article 5.26 ("Conducting missionary activity"). 

Courts around Russia have already placed many Jehovah's Witness texts on the Federal 
List of Extremist Materials. After any liquidation order possession of any Jehovah's Witness 
text could make the possessor liable to criminal prosecution. 

Administrative Centre's formal warning, "unplanned inspection" 

On 2 March 2016, the Administrative Centre received a formal warning from the General 
Prosecutor's Office of the "inadmissibility of extremist activity". The warning was explicitly 
predicated on the allegedly "extremist" activities of the local communities and their 
members throughout Russia, which the Centre oversees and supports. 

The Centre repeatedly attempted to get the warning overturned, but on 16 January 2017 
Moscow City Court upheld an earlier ruling by the capital's Tver District Court that the 
General Prosecutor's Office had acted lawfully. Deputy General Prosecutor Viktor Grin 
claimed on 27 January that the Administrative Centre's "structural subdivisions" had 
engaged in "extremist activity" since his 2 March 2016 warning, and specifically mentioned 
the dissolution of local Jehovah's Witnesses as "extremist organisations". 

The Justice Ministry conducted an extraordinarily extensive "unplanned inspection" of the 
Administrative Centre in February. Among topics the inspection team looked at were: what 
Jehovah's Witnesses believe; their exercise of freedom of religion and belief throughout 
Russia; banned allegedly "extremist" texts and websites; and 73,000 pages of 
documentation on property, bank accounts, donations, and subsidiary organisations. The 
inspection team claimed to have found alleged "violations" and allegedly "inaccurate 
information" in their report seen by Forum 18. 

If the Supreme Court upholds the Justice Ministry's suit, this would be the first time that a 
court has ruled that a registered national centralised religious organisation is "extremist" 
and should be banned. 

Jehovah's Witnesses claim nearly 172,000 adherents in Russia, with a peak of nearly 
300,000 attending their most important annual commemoration, the Memorial of Christ's 
Death. There are at present 397 registered local organisations and more than 2,500 
unregistered religious groups. Liquidation "would be a disaster for rights and freedoms in 
our country", Administrative Centre spokesperson Yaroslav Sivulsky said on 15 February. 

Increasing targeting of Jehovah's Witnesses 

Courts around Russia have placed numerous Jehovah's Witness texts on the Federal List 
of Extremist Materials. Many individual Jehovah's Witnesses and communities have been 
fined and liquidated for possession of these allegedly "extremist" texts, which Jehovah's 
Witnesses insist are planted by the authorities. A total of 39 warnings and cautions of the 
"inadmissibility of extremist activity" in 24 regions are known by Forum 18 to have been 
issued to Jehovah's Witness local religious organisations since late 2007. Although 
Jehovah's Witnesses frequently challenge these warnings and cautions in court, Forum 18 
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knows of no instance in which this has been successful. Ten communities have 
subsequently been ordered to be liquidated. 

The frequency of warnings and liquidations has been increasing. From 2007 to 2012, there 
were eight warnings and one liquidation. In 2013 to 2016, however, there were 31 
warnings and nine liquidations ordered, with one liquidation attempted. From late 2016, 
raids on Jehovah's Witness premises have been taking place more than three times per 
month. These raids on doctrinally pacifist religious communities often involve many heavily 
armed and camouflaged officers, who "discover" apparently planted banned "extremist" 
literature. This can lead to liquidation of a local religious organization. 

The import into Russia of Jehovah's Witness literature, even if it has not been ruled 
"extremist", is routinely blocked. 

Prosecutors in Vyborg are attempting to have the Jehovah's Witness New World Bible 
banned as "extremist", even though an amendment to the Extremism Law explicitly 
prohibits the banning of "the Bible, the Koran, the Tanakh and the Kanjur, their contents, 
and quotations from them". Proceedings are currently suspended while additional "expert" 
analysis is carried out. 

Two Jehovah's Witnesses are also on trial in Sergiyev Posad under Criminal Code Article 
282, Part 2 ("Actions directed at the incitement of hatred [nenavist] or enmity [vrazhda], 
as well as the humiliation of an individual or group of persons on the basis of .. attitude to 
religion"). 

Among others targeted for exercising freedom of religion or belief, 11 Muslims now charged 
or on trial for meeting to study Turkish theologian Said Nursi's works face up to six years' 
imprisonment if convicted. 

Jehovah's Witnesses are not the only religious community targeted under the Extremism 
Law. Mosque communities, individual Muslims, and booksellers offering Islamic texts have 
also been raided and prosecuted, and Russian translations of the works of Islamic 
theologian Said Nursi have been banned. 

So far, however, these bans and prosecutions have not translated into the kind of campaign 
being carried out against Jehovah's Witnesses. Russian Muslims have always denied the 
existence of the banned alleged organisation "Nurdzhular" [Nursi followers] and so it has 
never had registered local communities. Falun Gong texts have also been banned, but its 
practitioners also do not have registered local communities which could be banned and 
whose property could be taken over. 

Neither group, therefore, could be targeted in the same way Jehovah's Witnesses are 
targeted. 

 

UN rights experts urge Russia to drop Jehovah’s Witness 
lawsuit which threatens religious freedom 

OHCHR (04.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2oal2zw - Moves by the Russian Government to ban 
the activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses using a lawsuit brought under anti-extremism 
legislation have been condemned as “extremely worrying” by three United Nations human 
rights experts*.  

“This lawsuit is a threat not only to Jehovah’s Witnesses, but to individual freedom in 
general in the Russian Federation,” the experts said.  
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“The use of counter-extremism legislation in this way to confine freedom of opinion, 
including religious belief, expression and association to that which is state-approved is 
unlawful and dangerous, and signals a dark future for all religious freedom in Russia,” they 
stressed.  

The condemnation follows a lawsuit lodged at the country’s Supreme Court on 15 March to 
declare the Jehovah’s Witnesses Administrative Centre ‘extremist’, to liquidate it, and to 
ban its activity.   

A suspension order came into effect on that date, preventing the Administrative Centre 
and all its local religious centres from using state and municipal news media, and from 
organizing and conducting assemblies, rallies and other public events.  

A full court hearing is scheduled for 5 April and if the Supreme Court rules in favour of the 
authorities, it will be the first such ruling by a court declaring a registered centralized 
religious organization to be ‘extremist’.  

Concerns about the counter-extremism legislation have previously been raised in a 
communication by the three experts to the Russian authorities on 28 July 2016.   

The Suspension Order imposed on 15 March is the latest in a series of judicial cases and 
orders, including a warning sent to the organization last year referring to the 
‘inadmissibility of extremist activity’. This has already led to the dissolution of several local 
Jehovah’s Witness organizations, raids against their premises and literature being 
confiscated.   

“We urge the authorities to drop the lawsuit in compliance with their obligations under 
international human rights law, and to revise the counter-extremism legislation and its 
implementation to avoid fundamental human rights abuses,” the UN experts concluded.  

(*) The experts: Mr. David Kaye (USA), Special Rapporteur on freedom of opinion and 
expression, Mr. Maina Kiai (Kenya), Special Rapporteur on freedoms of peaceful assembly 
and of association, and Mr. Ahmed Shaheed (the Maldives), Special Rapporteur on 
freedom of religion or belief.   

The Special Rapporteurs are part of what is known as the Special Procedures of the Human 
Rights Council. Special Procedures, the largest body of independent experts in the UN 
Human Rights system, is the general name of the Council’s independent fact-finding and 
monitoring mechanisms that address either specific country situations or thematic issues 
in all parts of the world. Special Procedures’ experts work on a voluntary basis; they are 
not UN staff and do not receive a salary for their work. They are independent from any 
government or organization and serve in their individual capacity.  

 

Trial for studying religious books begins 

Eleven Muslims charged or on trial for meeting to study Turkish theologian Said 
Nursi's works face up to six years' imprisonment if convicted. The trial of three 
men began in Dagestan, while another continues in Blagoveshchensk. Two 
Jehovah's Witnesses also remain on criminal trial. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (04.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2oUReV3 - The trial of three Muslims charged with 
"extremist activity" for meeting to study the works of Turkish theologian Said Nursi has 
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begun in the Dagestani capital Makhachkala, with the first full hearing on 3 April. The trial 
of a further Muslim on the same grounds continues in Blagoveshchensk in the Far Eastern 
Amur Region. Criminal proceedings against another two are due to begin next month in 
Krasnoyarsk. 

The FSB security service has extended until 2 May its investigation of a further four Muslims 
in Novosibirsk who read Nursi's works. 

The eleven now charged or on trial for meeting to study Nursi's works face large fines or 
up to six years' imprisonment if found guilty. 

Two Jehovah's Witnesses charged with "extremism"-related "offences" in Moscow Region 
have faced repeated delays to their criminal trial since the judge ordered further "expert 
analysis" in November 2016. 

The trial of Stavropol atheist Viktor Krasnov has ended with the expiry of the two-year 
time limit on criminal prosecutions. He was prosecuted under Criminal Code Article 148, 
Part 1 ("Public actions expressing obvious disrespect for society and committed with the 
intention of insulting the religious feelings of believers"). 

Nursi cases 

All four ongoing prosecutions of Muslims who study Nursi's works have arisen from 
circumstances similar to those of previous cases: people who have met to read and discuss 
Nursi's books are accused of creating "cells" of the banned "extremist" organisation 
"Nurdzhular", which Muslims in Russia deny exists. 

Prosecutors then bring charges under Criminal Code Article 282.2, either under Part 1 
("Organisation of the activity of a social or religious association or other organisation in 
relation to which a court has adopted a decision legally in force on liquidation or ban on 
the activity in connection with the carrying out of extremist activity") or Part 2 
("Participation in the activity of a social or religious association or other organisation in 
relation to which a court has adopted a decision legally in force on liquidation or ban on 
the activity in connection with the carrying out of extremist activity"). 

The 11 accused Muslims are being prosecuted under the pre-July 2016 version of Criminal 
Code Article 282.2. If convicted under Part 1, they could receive fines of 300,000 to 
500,000 Roubles, compulsory labour of up to five years, or prison sentences of up to six 
years. If convicted under Part 2, courts could hand down fines of up to 300,000 Roubles, 
compulsory labour of up to three years, or prison sentences of up to four years. 

The so-called Yarovaya anti-terrorism package introduced harsher penalties for extremism-
related offences in July 2016. These included an increase in the maximum prison sentence 
to ten years under Article 282.2, Part 1, and six years under Part 2. No prosecutions under 
these amended terms are known to have been initiated between 20 July 2016 and early 
April 2017. 

Financial penalties even if not convicted 

Officials have placed both Jehovah's Witness defendants and all eleven of the Muslims 
currently being prosecuted on the list of "terrorists and extremists" maintained by the 
Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring). (Krasnov has never appeared as 
he was not charged with an extremism-related offence.) Banks are thereby obliged to 
freeze their assets. On 30 January 2014, the law was relaxed to allow small transactions 
not exceeding 10,000 Roubles per month. 

Dagestan trial begins 
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Three Muslims who read Nursi's works have gone on trial in the Dagestani capital 
Makhachkala. Ziyavdin Badirsoltanovich Dapayev (born 12 May 1982) is facing charges 
under Article 282.2, Part 1, for allegedly organising a "Nurdzhular cell". On trial with him 
on the same charges are the brothers Sukhrab Abdulgamidovich Kultuyev (born 13 
November 1981) and Artur Abdulgamidovich Kultuyev (born 15 June 1986). 

After a preliminary hearing on 20 March, their first full hearing took place on 3 April before 
Judge Magomed Nasrutdinov at Makhachkala's Lenin District Court. The case is being heard 
in open court and three relatives of the defendants were present, Dapayev's lawyer 
Murzatali Barkayev told Forum 18 on 3 April. It is unlikely that there will be a verdict soon, 
he added. The next hearing is due on 12 April at 14.30 Makhachkala time. 

Dapayev is still being held in an investigation prison, Imam Ilhom Merazhov, who has been 
following the case, confirmed to Forum 18 on 30 March. He has been detained there since 
March 2016, when 14 Muslims were arrested in a series of raids across Dagestan (most of 
whom were later released). FSB officers seized hundreds of books, as well as phones and 
computers, from suspects' homes. The Kultuyev brothers remain under travel restrictions. 
All three men appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of terrorists and extremists. 

Dapayev's prison address is: 

367012 Respublika Dagestan 
Makhachkala 
ulitsa Levina 45 
Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 
Russia 

This is the second time Dapayev has been charged with "extremist activity" for studying 
Nursi's works. In May 2011, he received a three-year suspended sentence, which was 
upheld on appeal, and the court decided that books belonging to him should be destroyed. 
After Dapayev challenged the destruction ruling, some books were returned, but up to 70 
copies of Nursi's writings in translation were again ordered to be destroyed. 

Krasnoyarsk trials imminent 

Andrei Nikolayevich Dedkov (born 16 June 1979) is due to appear in court in April on 
charges of organising a "cell" of "Nurdzhular". He was released from pre-trial detention on 
3 March (after nearly a year in custody) and placed under travel restrictions, Imam 
Merazhov, who has been following his case, told Forum 18 on 5 March. 

Dedkov has been charged for the third time under Article 282.2, Part 1, for arranging 
gatherings of Muslims to read the works of Said Nursi. Prosecutors have submitted the 
case to Krasnoyarsk's Soviet District Court and the first hearing is due on 18 April, a fellow 
Muslim who reads Nursi's works told Forum 18 on 27 March. 

Andrei Gennadyevich Rekst (born 14 March 1994) was charged at the same time as Dedkov 
under Article 282.2, Part 2, for "participation in" the alleged cell. He will soon go on trial 
at Sverdlovsk District Court, but no hearing date has yet been set. He is currently free on 
bail. 

Prosecutors are also seeking to have religious literature seized from Rekst's home declared 
"extremist". A preliminary hearing was held before Judge Natalya Bogdevich at Sverdlovsk 
District Court on 27 March, at which the first full hearing was scheduled for 25 April, 
according to the court website. 

Law enforcement agents confiscated the books during a search of Rekst's flat in March 
2016. FSB-appointed "experts", who also examined surveillance recordings of several 
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Muslims' conversations in Krasnoyarsk over much of 2015, determined that Rekst 
possessed "some titles in a quantity greater than necessary for personal use, which 
indicates the possibility of spreading the ideas of the teachings of Said Nursi". 

Both Rekst and Dedkov appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of terrorists and extremists. 

Blagoveshchensk trial continues 

The trial of Yevgeny Lvovich Kim (born 5 October 1974) continues at Blagoveshchensk City 
Court before Judge Aleksei Salnikov. The next hearings are due on 18 and 19 April. 

The most recent hearings, on 28 and 30 March, focused on the questioning of prosecution 
witnesses, a fellow Muslim who reads Nursi's works told Forum 18 from Blagoveshchensk 
on 4 April. These witnesses, all Muslims whom the FSB had initially detained alongside Kim, 
"refused to corroborate the testimonies they had given during the preliminary 
investigation, explaining that they had not said these things [and] that they had been 
interrogated in handcuffs". 

Both the court and the Amur Region FSB, which conducted the investigation, have 
repeatedly refused to answer any of Forum 18's questions about the reasons for and 
progress of the case. 

The FSB completed their investigation of Kim and submitted it to Amur Regional 
Prosecutor's Office on 14 November 2016. The case file, seen by Forum 18, runs to 135 
pages, including witness statements, reports of raids and searches, inventories of 
confiscated materials, and the results of expert analysis of seized religious literature. 

According to the formal charges, Kim "systematically organised the carrying out of religious 
gatherings, united by one theme – the study of the works of Said Nursi, which are the 
foundation of the ideology of the international religious organisation Nurdzhular, which 
threatens inter-ethnic and inter-confessional stability in society and the territorial integrity 
of the state". 

Kim is accused of storing teaching materials and religious books in his flat, "some of which 
are recognised as extremist literature", and of reading and commenting on Nursi's "Risale-
i Nur" (Messages of Light) collection at the alleged gatherings, at which he reportedly took 
on a "leading role". 

The case file notes that Kim refused to admit guilt throughout the investigation period, 
does not recognise the existence of "Nurdzhular", and does not consider himself a member. 

Kim has also been charged under Article 282, Part 1 ("actions aimed at the incitement of 
hatred or enmity, as well as humiliation of a person or group", based on gender, race, 
nationality, language, origin, attitude to religion, or social group). According to the FSB 
investigators, "by verbal and non-verbal means .. he exerted a leading, directing, unifying 
and active effect on the subconsciousness, consciousness, will, and behaviour of people 
attending the gatherings, with the aim of formulating in them a feeling of hatred and 
enmity, and also of humiliating the dignity of a person or group of people on grounds of 
religion and social grouping" and "inculcating a belief in the social and religious superiority 
of the followers of the teachings of 'Risale-i Nur'". 

This additional charge is unusual for a Nursi-related case. Forum 18 knows of only two 
other individuals who read Nursi's writings who have been taken to court for this alleged 
offence since the works began to be banned in 2007 – Ilham Islamli was convicted under 
Article 282, Part 1, alone in August 2010; in September 2011, Rashid Abdulov was 
convicted under Article 282, Part 2(v), as well as Article 282.2, Part 1. 
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Kim and several friends were detained and interrogated after an armed FSB unit raided 
Kim's flat on 26 December 2015, during a gathering to celebrate the birthday of the Muslim 
Prophet Mohammed. All but Kim were later released. 

Kim's friend Anton Pavlovich Starodubtsev (born 4 April 1980) has also been charged under 
Article 282.2, Part 2, but his whereabouts remain unknown. After their initial detention, 
Starodubtsev complained of the treatment they received during both arrest and 
questioning, including threats and attempted blackmail, and has categorically denied any 
involvement in extremist activity. 

Both Kim and Starodubtsev have been added to the Rosfinmonitoring list of terrorists and 
extremists. 

Novosibirsk investigation extended 

The FSB investigation of Imam Komil Olimovich Odilov (born 18 August 1975) and three 
other Muslims in Novosibirsk has been extended until 2 May, Odilov's lawyer Yuliya 
Zhemchugova told Forum 18 on 16 March. She expects that the case will then be submitted 
to the city's October District Court. 

The four men will then have been under investigation for seventeen months, Forum 18 
notes. During this time, Odilov was held in pre-trial detention for nine months, before he 
was released and placed under travel restrictions in early September 2016. Two of his 
fellow defendants - Uralbek Karaguzinov (born 21 July 1954) and Mirsultan Takhir-ogly 
Nasirov (born 8 October 1997) – are also under travel restrictions. The whereabouts of the 
third, Timur Muzafarovich Atadzhanov (born 21 April 1988), remain unknown, and he has 
been added to the federal wanted list. 

Prosecutors have charged Odilov under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1 for the alleged 
"organisation" of a "Nurdzhular" cell. Karaguzinov, Nasirov, and Atadzhanov have been 
charged under Article 282.2, Part 2, for alleged "participation" in a "Nurdzhular" cell. 

Odilov, Karaguzinov, Nasirov and Atadzhanov were among nine Muslims originally detained 
by the FSB security service at an Azerbaijani cafe in Novosibirsk on the night of 5 December 
2015. Most were released the next morning after questioning, but officers searched their 
homes and confiscated copies of Nursi's books from Odilov's flat, along with his computer 
and phone. 

All four men appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of terrorists and extremists. 

Why the campaign against Nursi readers? 

Nothing in Nursi's writings appears to advocate hatred, violence, or the violation of any 
human right. Despite this, numerous lower courts across Russia have ruled that various 
Russian translations of his works (and of some other Islamic and Jehovah's Witness texts) 
are "extremist", and have had them added to the Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist 
Materials. 

The grounds for Russia's ongoing nationwide campaign against readers of Nursi's works 
are obscure, with quite different reasons offered for banning Nursi writings and 
"Nurdzhular" in different contexts. The primary cause, however, appears to be state 
opposition to "foreign" spiritual and cultural influence. 

Little or no reasoning is given in the court decisions which have added Nursi's works to the 
Federal List, Forum 18 notes. Among the few specific instances of "extremism" cited, for 
example, are Nursi's descriptions of non-Muslims as "frivolous", "philosophers" and 
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"empty-talkers". The freedom to criticise any religious or non-religious belief is, however, 
a central part of the freedom of religion and belief. 

Sergiyev Posad Jehovah's Witness trial delayed again 

The "extremism" trial of Vyacheslav Yuryevich Stepanov (born 20 March 1977) and Andrei 
Petrovich Sivak (born 28 March 1974) was delayed on 22 March for the seventh time since 
Judge Lidiya Baranova ordered further expert analysis to be carried out in November 2016. 
The hearing is now due on 10 April, according to the website of Sergiyev Posad City Court. 

Sivak and Stepanov have been charged under Criminal Code Article 282, Part 2, with 
inciting religious hatred. 

The two men were originally acquitted of this offence in March 2016, when Judge Yelena 
Aminova concluded that the religious gatherings they had organised had "an educational, 
discursive character" and that "views inherent in the religion are evaluated as true and 
correct, which is an integral important feature of religious discourse". In May 2016, 
however, Moscow Regional Court overturned Judge Aminova's ruling at the request of 
prosecutors, and sent the case back for re-examination. 

Criminal Code Article 282, Part 2, punishes publicly performed "actions aimed at the 
incitement of hatred or enmity, as well as humiliation of a person or group", based on 
gender, race, nationality, language, origin, attitude to religion, or social group, when 
committed a) with violence or the threat of violence; b) by a person using their official 
position; c) by an organised group (of which Stepanov and Sivak are accused). 

If found guilty, Stepanov and Sivak face a fine of up to 600,000 Roubles, up to 5 years' 
compulsory labour, or up to 6 years' imprisonment. They have already been added to the 
Rosfinmonitoring list of terrorists and extremists. 

Stavropol atheist's trial ends 

On 15 February, a Stavropol magistrate halted the trial of atheist blogger Viktor Krasnov 
(known on social media as Viktor Kolosov) on the grounds that the two-year limit on 
criminal prosecution had expired. Krasnov was being tried under Criminal Code Article 148, 
Part 1 ("Public actions expressing obvious disrespect for society and committed with the 
intention of insulting the religious feelings of believers"). 

In January, he had requested that his trial should continue beyond the expiry of the statute 
of limitations. At what would be his final hearing, however, Krasnov stated that he saw "no 
point in further court proceedings, since the court is ignoring all the arguments of the 
defence" and asked "to stop this circus", according to a 15 February post on his VKontakte 
page. According to the court's written decision, seen by Forum 18, the two-year limit was 
reached on 1 November 2016. 

Prosecutors accused Krasnov of "crimes" committed online on the Vkontakte social 
network, including stating that "there is no God" and calling the Bible "a collection of Jewish 
fairy tales". Krasnov also described as "rubbish" a verse in St Paul's first letter to the 
Corinthians claiming that: "Christ is the head of every man, and the husband is the head 
of his wife, and God is the head of Christ". Among other comments, Krasnov described 
attending church at Easter and Christmas as "herd mentality". The freedom to criticise any 
religious or non-religious belief is part of Russia's international freedom of religion and 
belief obligations. 

A total of 19 hearings took place before Judge Aleksandr Filimonov of Stavropol 
Magistrate's Court No. 6 over 15 months (including a suspension of proceedings for further 
"expert analysis" to be carried out). During this time, the "victims" of Krasnov's alleged 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Russia     

offence repeatedly failed to appear, and Stavropol's Moscow Patriarchate Diocese failed to 
send a representative (as requested by Krasnov's lawyer) to establish exactly who was 
being defended by the state – Krasnov's online interlocutors or all Russian Orthodox 
believers. 

 

Witness ban, Russia rebuke grows 

NewsDay (02.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2ot4y6e - The Kremlin threat to ban Jehovah’s 
Witnesses from worshipping in Russia has received widespread condemnation across the 
world after the United States Helsinki Commission yesterday spoke out strongly against 
the development and called for respect of religious freedom in the vast ex-communist 
country.  

The denunciation followed Russia’s decision to criminalise religious literature, places of 
worship known as Kingdom Halls and criminalising the preaching work of Witnesses in over 
2 300 congregations under the guise of fighting extremism. 

Helsinki Commission chairman Senator Roger Wicker (MS), co-Chairman Rep Chris Smith 
(NJ-04), and Commissioner Rep. Richard Hudson (NC-08), in a joint statement yesterday 
rebuked the Russian authorities for cracking down on religious liberty. 

“It is wrong to apply flawed counterterrorism laws to those who seek to practice their 
faith,” Wicker said. 

“The Russian government is exploiting genuine threats of violent extremism to undermine 
what little religious freedom remains in that country. This distracts from real efforts to fight 
terrorism. I urge the Russian government to drop the case immediately.” 

Smith added: “At stake in the upcoming court case is the legality and perhaps the survival 
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses – and in fact basic religious freedom – throughout the Russian 
Federation. If the Supreme Court of Russia declares this faith group an extremist 
organisation, it is an ominous sign for all believers and marks a dark, sad day for all 
Russians.” 

The pressure was being applied as Russian authorities have approached the country’s 
Supreme Court to effectively ban Jehovah’s Witnesses in the country from worshipping 
claiming that they were members of an “extremist organisation”. 

“As a staunch supporter of religious liberty, I am appalled by the Russian government 
treating an entire religious group as a threat to national security. Religious affiliation should 
never be a justification for persecution,” Hudson also said. 

On March 15, the Russian Ministry of Justice filed a formal court claim to label the 
Administrative Centre of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia an extremist group and liquidate 
their national headquarters and 395 local chapters, known as “local religious 
organisations”. 

Should the Russian Supreme Court decide against the Witnesses next week some 175 000 
Witnesses in Russia could face criminal prosecution for practising their faith. 

Some of the publications outlawed by Russia include My Book of Bible Stories – which 
teaches basic truths to people willing to know more about the Truth and have denied the 
importation of the New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures, a Bible translation 
published by the Witnesses. 
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Spokesperson for the organisation John Hunguka said Witnesses in Zimbabwe last week 
participated in the global letter-writing campaign against the Russian authorities’ threat to 
ban their international brotherhood. 

According to the Helsinki Final Act signed by all 57 participating states of the organisation 
for security and cooperation in Europe – including Russia –“participating States will 
recognise and respect the freedom of the individual to profess and practice, alone or in 
community with others, religion or belief acting in accordance with the dictates of his own 
conscience.” 

 

Muslim head scarves still pose an unresolved problem for 
Russia 

RIA Novosti (31.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2nw0hKX - The parliament of Chechnya adopted 
a bill on the wearing of hijabs in the schools in response to the lack of a resolution of this 
question in legislation at the federal level, the head of the Spiritual Assembly of Muslims 
of Russia, Mufti Albir Krganov, told RIA Novosti on Friday. 
  
Earlier the parliament of Chechnya introduced an additional article in a draft law on 
education in the republic, giving pupils of schools the right to wear clothing or symbols in 
accordance with their traditions and religions. The prohibition on wearing religious clothing 
and head covering, including hijabs, in schools was earlier recognized by the Supreme 
Court of Russia to be legal. 
  
"The necessity of finally resolving this question has matured. . . . I think that the bill of the 
Chechen parliament is a response to the absence of a resolution of this problem on the 
federal level. We need a maximally cohesive society and we should do the work here," 
Krganov said. 
  
He urged the expert community; lawmakers; and representatives of the regions, the 
Caucasus, and traditional religions to gather in Moscow and discuss this topic. 
  
"By our joint efforts we should put an end to this question. As a member of the Public 
Chamber of the RF, I would also be able to be an assistant in this work," the news agency's 
interlocutor noted. 
  
Krganov added that the federal structure of the state assumes that the regions have the 
right to take legislative initiatives. 
  
"As a believing person, I am able to say that for Muslims the Holy Quran is fundamental 
law. It prescribes that our women cover their heads. We cannot change this rule. For 
Muslims this is very important. A believing person who lives in the RF should not have an 
internal contradiction between the civilian person and the believing person," the mufti 
emphasized. 
  
Earlier the press secretary of the Russian president, Dmitry Peskov, declared that the 
Kremlin does not have a united position on the question of wearing hijabs in Russian 
schools. It is necessary to understand whether to resolve this question at the federal level 
or to leave this to the regions. (tr. by PDS, posted 31 March 2017) 
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Russian scholar supports Jehovah's Witnesses 
Maksim Shevchenko: "this lawsuit violates fundamental principles of freedom of 

conscience" 
 

Stetson.edu (30.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2oQcUlb  - Maksim Leonardovich Shevchenko is 
the president of the Center for Strategic Studies of Religion and Politics in the Modern 
World and a member of the Council for Development of Civil society and Human Rights 
under the president of the Russian federation. 
  
"I consider that this lawsuit, of course, violates fundamental principles of freedom of 
conscience inasmuch as it is difficult to call the Jehovah's Witnesses an extremist 
organization. Jehovah's Witnesses have not been detected in either any terrorism acts or 
evil intentions. The Witnesses do not call for any armed actions, terrorist organizations, or 
disobedience. 
  
"The attempt is made to accuse Witnesses of not donating blood. But there is a mass of 
Orthodox groups, or Muslims, or Jews even more so who show the same care towards 
blood, considering it the sacred bearer of life, for example. So it is possible to go too far. 
  
"I think, of course, that Witnesses are persecuted for only one reason—that working in 
accordance with the principle "from man to man," they constitute serious competition for 
the Russian Orthodox Church in a number of regions. And I consider that Jehovah's 
Witnesses, as an organization that was born in Russia in the 19th century, are, if not 
traditional, at least a native Russian organization. Its American affiliate, Watchtower, 
cannot define the face of this organization, just as the Russian Orthodox Church Outside 
Russia (ROCOR) cannot define the face of Russian Orthodoxy. 
  
"Jehovah's Witnesses were imprisoned in stalinist camps and in nazi camps and, in general, 
they professed their faith firmly and strongly. Those who deal with Witnesses in personal 
life, when it is not a matter of religious questions but simply human relations, know that 
as a rule they are very decent, honest people, who do not steal or drink and who can be 
trusted. 
  
"If it is possible in this way to ban the organization, whose members number in hundreds 
of thousands, then that means it is possible to repress other religious or public worldview 
groups quite easily. I consider that this is arbitrariness, and it is impossible to agree with 
this arbitrariness in any way. And one must protect the rights of citizens of the Russian 
federation who are members of this religious organization, in a judicial manner. 
  
"And contemporary persecutions seem to me simply absurd. I do not understand how they 
are meaningful even for those who initiate them. What, is it simply to make a check mark? 
That we will suffocate those who are choking? It seems to me this is the unpleasant manner 
of the Russian security structures and judicial system. Here there obviously is the hand of 
influential public organizations, the Moscow patriarchate and its sympathizers at high levels 
of security services, who think that in prohibiting the Witnesses they are fulfilling some 
kind of supposed duty before Russian Orthodoxy. 
  
"Therefore, frankly speaking, I think the ban to be unconstitutional and a violation of 
fundamental principles of freedom of conscience and of the very essence of the law on 
extremist activity." (tr. by PDS, posted 30 March 2017) 
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In Russia, some scientology files have been included in 
the federal list of extremism-related materials 

TASS (29.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2oBkbpp - Police are carrying out a search at a 
scientology center located to the northeast of Moscow, a law enforcement source told TASS 
on Wednesday. 

"Today the law enforcement agencies have come to conduct a search in the Center for 
managing activity on spreading dianetics and scientology located in the town of Losino-
Petrovsky, in the Moscow Region," the source said. 

The investigation is underway as part of a criminal case into illegal entrepreneurship 
launched by the Federal Security Service in St. Petersburg and the Leningrad Region. 

Dianetics and scientology is a religious and philosophic belief created in the United States 
in early 1950s by American author Lafayette Ron Hubbard. The scientific community does 
not recognize it as a science. 

In Russia, some scientology files have been included in the federal list of extremism-related 
materials and their storage and dissemination is prohibited in the country. 

 

HRWF calls on Russian officials to vote against the 
banning of Jehovah’s Witness activities in Russia 

HRWF (23.03.2017) – On 15 March 2017, the Ministry of Justice in Russia filed a claim with 
the Supreme Court requesting “to declare the religious organization, the Administrative 
Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses, extremist, ban its activity, and liquidate it”.  
 
The consequences of such a ruling could result in the 400+ Witness entities to be closed, 
and the properties to be seized by the Russian state. Furthermore, it would lead to 
increased persecution of the Witnesses in Russia, a group which numbers around 170,000.   
 
Discrimination against and the persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia has 
unfortunately dated back to the 1950s. The recently proposed laws, as well as the 
discrimination against the group in the past, represent clear violations of the right to 
Freedom of Religion or Belief, as guaranteed by the Russian constitution, the European 
Convention on Human Rights, and the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights.  
 
Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights reads: 
 

“1. Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this 
right includes freedom to change his religion or belief and freedom, either alone or 
in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or 
belief, in worship, teaching, practice and observance. 
 
2. Freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs shall be subject only to such 
limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic society in 
the interests of public safety, for the protection of public order, health or morals, 
or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.” 
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It seems that the newly proposed laws have been suggested under the second clause, and 
as experts in the field, we would like to share with you our research regarding the Jehovah’s 
Witness religious group.  
 
As an independent non-governmental organization we conduct extensive investigations 
and in-depth research into religious groups around the world. In 2015, we published a 
report on the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and were able to confidently conclude that the religious 
group is a peaceful organisation. We found that Jehovah’s Witnesses are not engaged 
politically and do not pose any security threat to society. Generally, they obey the law of 
the land and respect authorities. Whatever one might think of the doctrine or methods of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, respect and the freedom to practice their faith are clearly due to 
them in accordance with international law and standards of human rights. We would like 
to invite you to read our entire report of the group here: http://hrwf.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2016/05/HRWF-FoRB-Annual-Report-2015.pdf  
 
 
HRWF calls on the Russian Federation to: 
 

• vote against these newly proposed laws which would intensely violate citizens’ 
rights to freedom of religion or belief 

• adhere to the Russian constitution, as well as to the declarations that Russia has 
signed 

• To release the innocent persons that are currently in prison due to their peaceful 
practice of their religion or belief  

 
Best Regards,  
Human Rights Without Frontiers 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses mobilize global response to threat 
of ban in Russia 

JW.ORG (21.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2mOjcQT - Threatened with an imminent ban on their 
worship in Russia, Jehovah’s Witnesses are responding with a direct appeal to Kremlin and 
Supreme Court officials for relief through a global letter-writing campaign. The Governing 
Body of Jehovah’s Witnesses is inviting the over 8,000,000 Witnesses worldwide to 
participate. 

On March 15, 2017, Russia’s Ministry of Justice filed a claim with the Supreme Court of the 
Russian Federation to label the Administrative Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia as 
extremist and liquidate it. The claim also seeks to ban the activities of the Administrative 
Center. If the Supreme Court upholds this claim, the Witnesses’ national headquarters near 
St. Petersburg will be shut down. Subsequently, some 400 registered Local Religious 
Organizations would be liquidated, outlawing the services of over 2,300 congregations of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia. The branch property, as well as places of worship used by 
Witnesses throughout the country, could be seized by the State. Additionally, individual 
Jehovah’s Witnesses would become subject to criminal prosecution for merely carrying out 
their worship activities. The Supreme Court is expected to rule on the claim on April 5. 

“The Governing Body of Jehovah’s Witnesses wants to heighten attention to this critical 
situation,” states David A. Semonian, a spokesman at the Witnesses’ world headquarters. 
“Prosecuting non-violent, law-abiding citizens as if they were terrorists is clearly a 
misapplication of anti-extremist laws. Such prosecution is based on completely false 
grounds.” 
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The Witnesses’ global campaign is not without precedent. Nearly 20 years ago, Witnesses 
wrote to defend their fellow worshippers in Russia in response to a smear campaign by 
some members of the government in power at the time. Additionally, Witnesses have 
initiated past letter-writing campaigns to motivate government officials to end persecution 
of Witnesses in other countries, including Jordan, Korea, and Malawi. 

“Reading the Bible, singing, and praying with fellow worshippers is clearly not criminal,” 
adds Mr. Semonian. “We hope that our global letter-writing campaign will motivate Russian 
officials to stop this unjustifiable action against our fellow worshippers.” 
 
Instructions for Letter-Writing Campaign 
 
In order to participate in the letter-writing campaign, please use the link below to download 
the instructions and mailing addresses. 
 
Download instructions. 

 

 Jehovah's Witness activity largely halted 

Russia has summarily suspended most Jehovah's Witness activities. UN Special 
Rapporteur Maina Kiai told Forum 18: "The Russian government is claiming that 
the Jehovah's Witnesses are an extremist group, but in fact it's their move to ban 
them outright that appears to be extreme." 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (21.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2nmhSbM - As Jehovah's Witnesses await a 
Supreme Court ruling on whether to ban them across Russia and seize all their property, 
the Justice Ministry has summarily suspended most of their activities, including public 
meetings and financial transactions. 

With immediate effect, a 15 March Suspension Order forbids the Administrative Centre and 
all its local religious organisations from "using state and municipal news media, organising 
and conducting assemblies, rallies, demonstrations, processions, picketing, and other mass 
actions or public events, and using bank deposits, with the exception of use for making 
payments connected with their economic activity, compensating for losses (damages) 
caused by their actions, and paying taxes, fees, or fines, and making payments based on 
labour contracts". 

The Justice Ministry has not officially published the Order, but a mayor has posted a copy 
on his Facebook page, and it has been widely reproduced by other media. 

The Justice Ministry claimed to Forum 18 that its 15 March Suspension Order does not ban 
meetings for worship, "except in cases of a mass or public nature". It remains unclear, 
however, how local officials will interpret the Order. On 16 March Penza Region's Justice 
Ministry branch suspended the activities of the four local Jehovah's Witness organisations 
in its jurisdiction, and on 20 March a similar order was issued by the Justice Ministry of the 
Karachai-Cherkessiya Republic. 

Jehovah's Witnesses and others, such as readers of the works of Muslim theologian Said 
Nursi, are routinely prosecuted for possession of single copies of banned "extremist" tests 
– even though the law only allows prosecution for "mass distribution". 

The first hearing of the Justice Ministry's suit to liquidate the Jehovah's Witness 
Administrative Centre as an "extremist" organisation is due to take place on 5 April at 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Russia     

10am Moscow time. A Supreme Court secretary told Forum 18 on 20 March that it is still 
undecided whether the hearing before Judge Nikolai Romanenkov will be held in open or 
closed court. 

The Justice Ministry is also currently preparing an order to have the Administrative Centre 
added to its list of public and religious organisations whose activity has been suspended 
on grounds of extremism, the Ministry's Press Service told Forum 18 on 21 March. 

"Not a legitimate basis for a ban" 

Maina Kiai, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Rights to Freedom of Peaceful 
Assembly and of Association, criticised the proposed ban. "The Russian government is 
claiming that the Jehovah's Witnesses are an extremist group, but in fact it's their move 
to ban them outright that appears to be extreme," he commented to Forum 18 on 20 
March. 

"The right to freedom of association includes the right to association for religious purposes, 
and under international law this right can only be restricted in very narrowly-defined 
circumstances," Kiai added. "The fact that people belonging to a majority religion may 
disagree with a minority group's beliefs or activities – or even be offended by them – is 
not a legitimate basis for a ban, so long as that group's activities are peaceful." 

Vasily Kalin, chairman of the St Petersburg-based Administrative Centre, described the 
liquidation attempt in a press release on 21 March as "absurdity and savagery", and 
observed that "the most disturbing time of their lives is coming" for Jehovah's Witnesses. 

Kalin noted the likelihood that individuals would face criminal prosecution if they continue 
to meet for prayer or Bible study after liquidation: "For what? What are these people guilty 
of? That they study the Bible in the 'wrong' way, as it seems to some? That they consider 
theirs to be the only true faith? Or are they guilty of not resorting to violence, following 
the gospel commandment 'put the sword back into the sheath'?" 

Suit reaches Supreme Court 

The Justice Ministry submitted its suit to have the Administrative Centre dissolved as 
"extremist" on 15 March. 

The lengthy suit had four requests to the Supreme Court at the end: to declare the 
Administrative Centre "extremist" and ban its activity; to liquidate the Administrative 
Centre and local Jehovah's Witness communities and remove them from the Federal Tax 
Service Register of Legal Entities; after creditors have been paid, to hand the property of 
the Administrative Centre and local communities to the government; and to specify the 
immediate implementation of the Supreme Court ruling. 

Shortly before it lodged the suit, the Ministry had completed an exhaustive inspection of 
the Centre's activities, properties, finances, and subdivisions, and concluded that that 
Jehovah's Witnesses and their communities had violated the terms of a one-year 
"extremism" warning issued by the General Prosecutor's Office in March 2016. 

Jehovah's Witnesses challenge suit 

The Supreme Court registered the liquidation suit before the Administrative Centre was 
aware of it. On 16 March, Jehovah's Witnesses requested that the Supreme Court defer 
the suit on the grounds that, legally, the Justice Ministry should have informed the 
Administrative Centre (as the respondent) before submitting any documents. 
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Forum 18 wrote to Dmitry Peskov, press secretary to President Vladimir Putin, on 20 March, 
asking whether the presidential administration had approved the Justice Ministry's 
liquidation suit against the Jehovah's Witnesses and when it had learned the suit was in 
preparation. Forum 18 received no response by the end of the Moscow working day of 21 
March. 

Suspension of activities 

Deputy Justice Minister Sergei Gerasimov ordered the suspension of the Administrative 
Centre's activities on 15 March, the same day his Ministry lodged the liquidation suit at the 
Supreme Court. 

With immediate effect, the Order forbids the Administrative Centre and all its local religious 
organisations from "using state and municipal news media, organising and conducting 
assemblies, rallies, demonstrations, processions, picketing, and other mass actions or 
public events, and using bank deposits, with the exception of use for making payments 
connected with their economic activity, compensating for losses (damages) caused by their 
actions, and paying taxes, fees, or fines, and making payments based on labour contracts". 

These measures will remain in force until the conclusion of the Supreme Court proceedings. 

Minister Gerasimov instructs that the Order should be sent on to regional Justice Ministry 
branches, as well as to local administrations, banking authorities, and the Administrative 
Centre itself. 

The Justice Ministry has not officially published the Order. Aleksei Koshayev, mayor of 
Dmitrovgrad in Ulyanovsk Region, posted a copy on his Facebook page on 17 March. It 
was widely reproduced by other media. 

Galina Filatova of the Justice Ministry's Department for Religious Organisations (which 
prepared both the liquidation suit and the suspension of activities Order) told Forum 18 on 
20 March: "We are not obliged to publish such orders". Asked why an Order that touches 
on the rights of many citizens of the Russian Federation does not have to be made public, 
she responded: "Maybe it's strange". 

Are meetings for worship still allowed? 

The Order does not mention whether Jehovah's Witnesses will continue to be able to meet 
for worship, either in their Kingdom Halls or in members' homes. In response to Forum 
18's written enquiry of 21 March, however, the Justice Ministry's Press Service states that 
"This list [of banned activities] does not contain a prohibition or restriction on the 
performance of worship activities, except in cases of a mass or public nature". How local 
officials might interpret the order in relation to meetings for worship remains unclear. 

The Justice Ministry's Press Service told Forum 18 on 20 March that copies of the liquidation 
suit and the Order suspending the Administrative Centre's activities were sent to the 
Administrative Centre on 15 March (it did not specify how). Filatova, however, said that 
the documents were sent through the state-run postal service. 

The Press Service also explained that the Administrative Centre will be added to the Justice 
Ministry's list of public and religious organisations whose activity has been suspended on 
grounds of extremism. At present, this list, which is available on the Justice Ministry's 
website, only has one entry. This is the Birobidzhan Jehovah's Witness community, whose 
activity was suspended on 5 September 2016 while a liquidation suit against it was 
considered in court. The liquidation was approved on 3 October 2016, and upheld by the 
Supreme Court on 9 February 2017. 
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Regional orders 

On 16 March, Penza Region's Justice Ministry branch published a corresponding order on 
its website, suspending the activities of the four local Jehovah's Witness organisations in 
its jurisdiction. This was followed on 20 March by a similar order from the Justice Ministry 
of the Karachai-Cherkessiya Republic. 

Forum 18 telephoned the Penza Justice Ministry on 20 March to request further details of 
the order. Asked whether it banned meeting for worship and whether access to religious 
buildings was still possible, Olga Medvedeva, head of the department for non-commercial 
organisations, replied only that "You can read it all in the law", and would not comment 
further. 

"A disaster for rights and freedoms in our country" 

If the Supreme Court upholds the Justice Ministry's liquidation suit, this will ban all exercise 
by any Jehovah's Witness of freedom of religion and belief anywhere in Russia. 

On 2 March 2016, the Administrative Centre received a formal warning from the General 
Prosecutor's Office of the "inadmissibility of extremist activity". The warning was explicitly 
predicated on the allegedly "extremist" activities of the local communities and their 
members throughout Russia, which the Centre oversees and supports. 

The Centre repeatedly attempted to get the warning overturned, but on 16 January 2017, 
Moscow City Court upheld an earlier ruling by the capital's Tver District Court that the 
General Prosecutor's Office had acted lawfully. Deputy General Prosecutor Viktor Grin 
claimed on 27 January that the Administrative Centre's "structural subdivisions" had 
engaged in "extremist activity" since his 2 March 2016 warning, and specifically mentioned 
the dissolution of local Jehovah's Witnesses as "extremist organisations". 

The Justice Ministry conducted an extraordinarily extensive "unplanned inspection" of the 
Administrative Centre in February. Among topics the inspection team looked at were: what 
Jehovah's Witnesses believe; their exercise of freedom of religion and belief throughout 
Russia; allegedly "extremist" texts and websites which had been banned by court rulings; 
and 73,000 pages of documentation on property, bank accounts, donations, and subsidiary 
organisations. In their report, seen by Forum 18, the inspection team claimed to have 
found "violations" and allegedly "inaccurate information" in the materials submitted by the 
Administrative Centre. 

The Administrative Centre attempted to refute these allegations in a written response to 
the Justice Ministry on 10 March. 

If the government's attempt to liquidate the Administrative Centre is successful, it would 
be the first time that a court has ruled that a registered national centralised religious 
organisation is "extremist" and should be banned. This would ban all exercise by Jehovah's 
Witnesses of freedom of religion and belief anywhere in Russia, and render them liable to 
criminal prosecution if they continue to meet together for worship or to exercise freedom 
of religion and belief in other ways. 

Jehovah's Witnesses claim nearly 172,000 adherents in Russia, with a peak of nearly 
300,000 attending their most important annual commemoration, the Memorial of Christ's 
Death. There are at present 397 registered local organisations and more than 2,500 
unregistered religious groups. Liquidation "would be a disaster for rights and freedoms in 
our country", Administrative Centre spokesperson Yaroslav Sivulsky said on 15 February. 

Increasing targeting of Jehovah's Witnesses 
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Courts around Russia have placed numerous Jehovah's Witness texts on the Federal List 
of Extremist Materials. Many individual Jehovah's Witnesses and communities have been 
fined and liquidated for possession of these allegedly "extremist" texts, which Jehovah's 
Witnesses insist are planted by the authorities. A total of 39 warnings and cautions of the 
"inadmissibility of extremist activity" in 24 regions are known by Forum 18 to have been 
issued to Jehovah's Witness local religious organisations since late 2007. Although 
Jehovah's Witnesses frequently challenge these warnings and cautions in court, Forum 18 
knows of no instance in which this has been successful. Ten communities have 
subsequently been ordered to be liquidated. 

The frequency of warnings and liquidations has been increasing. From 2007 to 2012, there 
were eight warnings and one liquidation, but in 2013 to 2016, there were 31 warnings and 
nine liquidations ordered, with one liquidation attempted. Raids on Jehovah's Witness 
premises have been taking place more than three times per month as of late 2016. These 
raids on doctrinally pacifist religious communities often involve many heavily armed and 
camouflaged officials, with the "discovery" of apparently planted banned "extremist" 
literature which can lead to liquidations. 

The import into Russia of Jehovah's Witness literature, even if it has not been ruled 
"extremist", is routinely blocked. Prosecutors in Vyborg are attempting to have the 
Jehovah's Witness New World Bible banned as "extremist", even though an amendment to 
the Extremism Law explicitly prohibits the banning of "the Bible, the Koran, the Tanakh 
and the Kanjur, their contents, and quotations from them". Proceedings are currently 
suspended while additional "expert" analysis is carried out. 

Two Jehovah's Witnesses are also on trial in Sergiyev Posad under Criminal Code Article 
282, Part 2 ("Actions directed at the incitement of hatred [nenavist] or enmity [vrazhda], 
as well as the humiliation of an individual or group of persons on the basis of .. attitude to 
religion"). Their next hearing is due on 22 March. 

Jehovah's Witnesses are not the only religious community which the government has 
targeted under the Extremism Law. Mosque communities, individual Muslims, and 
booksellers offering Islamic texts have also been raided and prosecuted, and Russian 
translations of the works of Islamic theologian Said Nursi have been banned. But so far 
these bans and prosecutions have not translated into the kind of campaign being carried 
out against Jehovah's Witnesses. 

Russian Muslims have always denied the existence of the banned alleged organisation 
"Nurdzhular" [Nursi followers] and so it has never had registered local communities. Falun 
Gong texts have also been banned, but its practitioners also do not have registered local 
communities which could be banned and whose property could be taken over. Neither 
group, therefore, could be targeted in the same way Jehovah's Witnesses are targeted. 

What would happen if a liquidation order is made? 

If the Supreme Court upholds the liquidation suit against the Administrative Centre and 
the ruling enters into legal force, the Centre would be declared extremist and placed on 
the Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Organisations. This List mainly comprises 
far-right and violent nationalist groups. There are currently 58 banned or liquidated 
organisations on the List, including seven Jehovah's Witness communities in Taganrog, 
Samara, Abinsk, Stariy Oskol, Belgorod, Elista, and Oryol. 

Liquidation of the Administrative Centre would also lead to the liquidation of all local 
Jehovah's Witness communities throughout Russia. Under Russian law, both local religious 
organisations and unregistered religious groups can be considered part of the structure of 
a centralised religious organisation. 
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If Jehovah's Witnesses continued to meet for prayer or Bible study after liquidation, their 
former members would be liable to criminal prosecution under Criminal Code Article 282.2 
("organisation of" or "participation in the activities of a banned extremist organisation"). 
Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses in Taganrog were tried and convicted on these charges in 
November 2015 after their community became the first to be liquidated as extremist. Their 
latest appeal is currently pending at the Supreme Court. 

All property belonging to the Administrative Centre and local communities would be taken 
over by the state. 

Since July 2016, the Religion Law, among many other severe restrictions on freedom of 
religion and belief, bans former members of banned "extremist" religious organisations 
from carrying out broadly defined "missionary activity". People such as Jehovah's 
Witnesses who publicly share their beliefs are also liable to prosecution under 
Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for organising or 
conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket") and Administrative 
Code Article 5.26 ("Conducting missionary activity"). 

 

Interview: Jehovah's Witnesses' response to liquidation 
threat 

"We would have laughed if it were not sad for us" — Representative of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses about conflict with Justice Ministry 

 
Kommersant (17.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2n8PBF2 - Today it became known that the 
Russian Ministry of Justice sent a lawsuit to the Supreme Court with a request to find the 
leading Russian organization of Jehovah's Witnesses, the Administrative Center of 
Jehovah's Witnesses, to be extremist. The ministry thinks that this religious organization 
violated legislation on combating extremist activity. An employee of the press service of 
the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia, Ivan Belenko, described for 
Kommersant what, in his view, served as the basis for the lawsuit, appeals to the European 
Court for Human Rights, and also further plans of the center. 

What do you see as the reason for the Ministry of Justice's lawsuit? 

The issue is that a year ago, on 2 March 2016, our organization received a warning from 
the office of prosecutor general. And we, of course, knew that the warning about the 
impermissibility of extremist activity could be fraught with serious consequences, right up 
to a lawsuit. 

What is perceived as extremist activity? 

It is possible to say that the entire mass of accusations of extremist activity advanced 
against believers comes down to a single fact: the entry of several publications of a 
religious nature of Jehovah's Witnesses into the Federal List of Extremism Materials of the 
justice ministry. When we read the decisions of courts and expert analyses, on which they 
are based, it evokes a sad smile, because they are self-proclaimed experts who find 
extremism God knows where. Right up to the fact that extremism is discovered in the 
words of Leo Nikolaevich Tolstory, and these words were quoted in one of our magazines, 
and in the statements of the Spanish philosopher Miguel de Unamuno. 

Further, these materials, the very fact of their presence in Russia—in most cases they were 
planted in our houses of worship. We have quite entertaining, fascinating recordings from 
surveillance cameras where, imagine people in masks and body armor breaking into our 
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house of worship, removing from under the body armor, from the chest, publications and 
shoving them into a shelf. Can you imagine that? 

It's hard. What followed? 

These incidents were recorded and on this basis local magistrate judges, and here the 
issues is a fine of 10 to 15 thousand rubles, say that they have no basis not to trust the 
personnel of law enforcement agencies. They fine a local religious organization—one of 400 
in Russia—and then issue a warning. A second such incident—and the organization will be 
liquidated. At the present time eight local religious organizations have been liquidated. And 
on this basis the prosecutor general also issued a warning to us. They say: "Your local 
organizations have been found to be extremist, and that means you also are an extremist 
organization." They warned us that if in the course of 12 months something similar is 
repeated, a lawsuit for liquidation of the organization may be filed. 

Were there such incidents? 

In one year there were 46 incidents of the planting of extremist materialism in our houses 
of worship throughout Russia. And the prosecutor general's office thought that this is a 
basis. And in March 2017 the Ministry of Justice, at the behest of the prosecutor general's 
office, launched an unscheduled large-scale inspection of our administrative center. 

When did you learn about the justice ministry's lawsuit? 

We still have not received documents from the Ministry of Justice. We learned about it from 
news media and then confirmed the information on the website of the Supreme Court. 
Meanwhile the law requires a plaintiff who has a governmental function to first inform the 
defendant about the lawsuit being prepared and only after that to submit materials to a 
court. On this basis just yesterday the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses in 
Russia, that is we, filed in the Russian Supreme Court a petition requesting to defer 
consideration of the lawsuit because of noncompliance with these rules, since here is a 
violation of the principle of adversarialism and equality of the parties in a judicial 
proceeding. That is, the court is already working hard on this case and we have not even 
seen what we are accused of. After all, we still need time in order to prepare. Because of 
this we think that such actions are mistaken. 

In connection with what has happened there is an interesting circumstance. The issue is 
that we have appealed all cases that preceded this large lawsuit to the end, as far as the 
European Court for Human Rights. And what do you think? The European Court for Human 
Rights communicated our appeals, that is, it found them acceptable and united them into 
one proceeding and sent questions to the Russian government about what has happened 
to freedom of religious confession. The Russian government has already sent to the ECHR 
its own official explanations in which, as far as I recall, it seems that there are no open 
calls for violence and incitement of hostility in materials of the Jehovah's Witnesses. And, 
I remind you, the Russian constitution guarantees to everybody freedom to hold any 
convictions. But the Russian anti-extremism legislation is sufficiently vague that a claim 
about the truth of one's own religion, and indeed even if not expressed explicitly, but 
somehow indirectly, it would seem is interpreted by expert linguists, gifted and highly 
educated people, as propaganda of one's exclusiveness, and that means, extremism. This 
is funny. And we would laugh if what comes from it were not so sad for us. 

What actions do you intend to take in response to the lawsuit in the Supreme 
Court? 

If this case is not deferred for consideration, then of course we will try to defend ourselves. 
We have already formulated, even before this lawsuit became known, our official objections 
to the document of that inspection that was conducted by the Ministry of Justice in March 
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and the results of which, apparently, lie at the basis of this lawsuit. Of course, we will 
object to the lawsuit and we will insist that we are infinitely far from extremism and to 
accuse us of this is completely untrue, incorrect, and mistaken. We will insist that the 
plaintiff's demands of the Ministry of Justice be rejected. 

Interview conducted by Valeria Mishina. 

(tr. by PDS, posted 19 March 2017) 

 

Russian Supreme Court asked to find Jehovah’s Witness 
managing organization extremist 

RAPSI (16.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2nvZs5P - Russia’s Justice Ministry has asked the 
Supreme Court to find the Administrative Centre of Jehovah's Witnesses an extremist 
organization, the court announced on Thursday. 

The Administrative Centre of Jehovah's Witnesses is a head organization managing local 
branches of Jehovah’s Witnesses across Russia. 

According to the Center, the organization has not received a letter from the Justice Ministry 
and claims that if it is going to be found extremist, consequences for the religious freedom 
in Russia would be extremely negative. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses have had many legal problems in Russia. 

On January 25, chairman of the Jehovah’s Witnesses branch in the town of Dzerzhinsk was 
fined 4,000 rubles ($67) for keeping and distributing extremist literature banned in Russia. 

On October 12, 2015, a court in the Jewish Autonomous Region ruled to ban a branch of 
“The Jehovah’s Witnesses” in Birobidzhan because of distributing extremist literature by 
the organization. 

On June 16, 2015, Russia’s Supreme Court declared “The Jehovah’s Witnesses of Stary 
Oskol” in the Belgorod Region an extremist organization and ruled to liquidate it. 

On June 9, 2015, the Jehovah’s Witnesses of Belgorod was banned as extremist 
organization. 

In March 2015, a court in Tyumen fined the organization 50,000 rubles ($792) and seized 
prohibited literature. 

In January 2014, a court in Kurgan ruled to ban the organization’s booklets as extremist. 
The books talk about how to have a happy life, what you can hope for, how to develop 
good relations with God and what you should know about God and its meaning. 

In late December 2013, the leader of the sect’s group in Tobolsk, Siberia was charged with 
extremism and the prevention of a blood transfusion that nearly led to the death of a 
female member of the group. 

In 2004, a court in Moscow dissolved and banned a Jehovah’s Witnesses group on charges 
of recruiting children, encouraging believers to break from their families, inciting suicide 
and preventing believers from accepting medical assistance. 
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Jehovah's Witnesses is an international religious organization based in Brooklyn, New York. 
Since 2004 sever branches and chapters of the organization were banned and shut down 
in various regions of Russia. 

 

Justice Ministry seeks complete Jehovah's Witness ban 

With no public announcement, Russia's Justice Ministry lodged a suit at the 
Supreme Court today (15 March) to declare the Jehovah's Witness Administrative 
Centre "extremist", to liquidate it, and to ban its activity. If successful, this would 
ban all Jehovah's Witness activity across Russia. 

By Victoria Arnold  

Forum 18 (15.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2ncVx0H -Russia's Justice Ministry has submitted a 
suit to the Supreme Court to declare the Administrative Centre of Jehovah's Witnesses an 
"extremist" organisation, order it liquidated, and ban its activity. If the Justice Ministry 
wins the administrative suit, Jehovah's Witness activity would be banned across Russia. 
The suit reached the Supreme Court today (15 March) and was included in the list of 
forthcoming cases on the Court website late in the afternoon Moscow time. 

If successful, this would be the first time a court has ruled a registered centralised religious 
organisation "extremist". 

The Justice Ministry made no public announcement that it had lodged the suit. 

The liquidation suit, which reached the Supreme Court on 15 March, was handed the same 
day to Judge Nikolai Romanenkov. "Once he has examined the case, the Judge will 
determine when the hearing will begin and whether it will be open or closed," a Court 
secretary told Forum 18 from Moscow on 15 March. "All the information will be posted on 
the court website." 

Should the suit succeed, the Administrative Centre's property would be forfeit to the state 
and all its activity would be prohibited. The local religious communities for which it is 
responsible would also be dissolved, and their members would be liable to criminal 
prosecution if they continued to meet for worship. This would end Jehovah's Witnesses' 
open public life in Russia. 

An official of the Justice Ministry involved in an exhaustive inspection in February of the 
Administrative Centre's entire activity had refused to tell Forum 18 on 11 March if such a 
suit was imminent. 

Liquidation "would be a disaster" 

Jehovah's Witnesses claim nearly 172,000 adherents in Russia, with a peak of nearly 
300,000 attending their most important annual commemoration, the Memorial of Christ's 
Death. There are at present 397 registered local organisations and more than 2,500 
unregistered religious groups. 

"Considering that the religion of the Jehovah's Witnesses is professed by hundreds of 
thousands of Russian citizens, [liquidation] would be a disaster for rights and freedoms in 
our country," Administrative Centre representative Yaroslav Sivulsky said in a 15 February 
statement upon the commencement of a Justice Ministry inspection of the organisation 
(see below). "Without any exaggeration, it would put us back to the dark days of 
persecution for faith, which are still fresh in the memory of the older generation." 
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Last-ditch appeal 

On 1 March, Administrative Centre head Vasily Kalin wrote to Mikhail Fedotov, chair of the 
Presidential Council for the Development of Civil Society and Human Rights, asking him to 
intervene in what he describes as a "catastrophic" situation. He pointed out that, in seven 
out of eight appeals by local religious organisations against liquidation orders, the Supreme 
Court had "automatically" upheld the lower court decisions. 

Kalin also cited a 2 September 2016 article on Life.ru (a media outlet close to the security 
services), which claimed that Jehovah's Witnesses would be "tracked" as part of 
preparations for the 2018 World Cup, alongside football hooligans and "terrorists". 

2016 warning, 2017 exhaustive inspection 

The Justice Ministry submitted its suit to the Supreme Court less than two weeks after the 
expiry of a one-year warning "of the inadmissibility of extremist activity" issued to the 
Administrative Centre in March 2016. 

On 27 February 2017, the Justice Ministry completed an exhaustive inspection of all aspects 
of the Administrative Centre's structure and activities. In its 32-page report, seen by Forum 
18, the Ministry's department for religious organisations concluded that "despite the 2 
March 2016 warning issued by the General Prosecutor's Office of the Russian Federation, 
structural subdivisions of the [Administrative Centre] engage in extremist activity, which 
violates the rights and freedoms of man and citizen and inflicts harm on persons, public 
order and public security". 

Although members of other religious communities have been targeted under the 
Extremism Law, Alexander Verkhovsky of the SOVA Center for Information and Analysis 
does not think the moves against Jehovah's Witnesses will have wider implications for other 
religious communities. "No one else is in a comparable position to that of the Jehovah's 
Witness community," he told Forum 18 in February. 

The Supreme Court has upheld liquidation suits against other national-level religious 
organisations, Forum 18 notes, including the Central Conference of the Russian United 
Methodist Church in January 2016 and the United Islamic Congress of Russia in April 2016. 
Such liquidations have been carried out not, however, on grounds of alleged "extremism", 
but because of the failure to submit annual reports or the inclusion of "inaccurate" 
information in Federal Tax Service records. 

Courts around Russia have placed numerous Jehovah's Witness texts on the Federal List 
of Extremist Materials. Many individual Jehovah's Witnesses and communities have been 
fined and liquidated for possession of these allegedly "extremist" texts. A total of 39 
warnings and cautions of the "inadmissibility of extremist activity" in 24 regions are known 
by Forum 18 to have been issued to Jehovah's Witness local religious organisations since 
late 2007. Although Jehovah's Witnesses frequently challenge these warnings and cautions 
in court, Forum 18 knows of no instance in which this has been successful. Ten communities 
have subsequently been ordered to be liquidated. 

March 2016 warning 

In March 2016, the Jehovah's Witnesses' Administrative Centre in St Petersburg received 
a formal warning from the General Prosecutor's Office of the "inadmissibility of extremist 
activity". The warning was explicitly predicated on the alleged "extremist" activities of the 
local communities and their members throughout Russia, which the Centre oversees and 
supports. Jehovah's Witnesses' attempts to challenge the legality of the warning failed. 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Russia     

When Deputy General Prosecutor Viktor Grin ordered the Justice Ministry on 27 January 
2017 to carry out the inspection of the Administrative Centre, he claimed that, despite the 
2 March 2016 warning, the Centre's "structural subdivisions" (ie. local religious 
organisations) continued to engage in "extremist activity" over the previous year. 

Forum 18 has been unable to obtain a copy of the General Prosecutor's Office order. A 
lawyer for the Administrative Centre was permitted to read but not to copy the document. 
It is unknown why the authorities did not provide a copy of the order to Jehovah's 
Witnesses. 

Jehovah's Witnesses state that, as evidence for the allegation of "extremism", Deputy 
General Prosecutor Grin refers to the liquidation of some of their communities during 2016, 
and the conviction of both local organisations and individual believers under the Code of 
Administrative Offences Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 
materials"). Such prosecutions have continued throughout 2016, despite Jehovah's 
Witnesses having documented the planting of such materials by police. 

After the General Prosecutor's Office warning was issued in March 2016, two local 
Jehovah's Witness organisations were ruled "extremist" later in 2016 and ordered to be 
dissolved – in Oryol on 14 June 2016 and in Birobidzhan on 3 October 2016. Both 
communities' appeals to the Supreme Court were unsuccessful. In the Birobidzhan case, 
government documents from 2012 suggest co-ordination with Moscow during local officials' 
preparation of an initial "extremism" case. 

Since Deputy General Prosecutor Grin's January 2017 order, the same "extremism" ruling 
and liquidation order has been made against the Cherkessk community on 10 February 
2017. Ten warnings to local Jehovah's Witness organisations of the "inadmissibility of 
extremist activity" remain in force as of 16 February 2017, rendering them also vulnerable 
to liquidation. 

According to the Supreme Court appeal verdict of 18 October 2016, the incident which 
provided "new evidence of signs of extremism" in the Oryol community's activities took 
place on 25 November 2015, when a law enforcement inspection of the Jehovah's 
Witnesses' rented property allegedly uncovered banned allegedly "extremist" literature. 
This then triggered liquidation proceedings. It appears from court records that the incident 
which triggered the liquidation suit against the Birobidzhan congregation was a similar 
police inspection on 26 January 2016, during which banned texts were also found. 

As these incidents occurred before 2 March 2016, when the General Prosecutor's Office 
warning was issued, it is unclear whether they could legally be used as evidence in the 
liquidation suit against the Administrative Centre. 

February 2017 Justice Ministry inspection 

The Justice Ministry informed the Administrative Centre of the impending inspection on 2 
February 2017, and ordered it to hand over documents relating to its property, bank 
accounts, donations, and subsidiary organisations for the period February 2014 to February 
2017. Jehovah's Witnesses handed over about 73,000 pages of such documentation on 15 
February, the Administrative Centre stated. 

The 1 February notification document, seen by Forum 18, was signed by First Deputy 
Justice Minister Sergei Gerasimov. In it, the Ministry also demanded details of the 
Jehovah's Witnesses' religious literature and its sources, religious events, educational and 
missionary activity, and any social media accounts, as well as their "basic teachings and 
corresponding practices, including the history of [their] religion and the history of the 
[Administrative Centre]; the forms and methods of its activity; its position on marriage 
and the family and on education; particulars regarding its position on the health of 
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adherents of that religion; and limitations on the Organisation's members and ministers in 
connection with their civil rights and duties". 

In another notification of 21 February, seen by Forum 18, the Justice Ministry demanded 
further information from the Administrative Centre concerning the communities which are 
part of its structure, including the addresses of unregistered religious groups and the 
names of their directors, and details of the administrative relationship between the Centre 
and local religious organisations. 

The inspection was carried out by Svetlana Borisova, Galina Filatova, and Indira Izmaylova, 
all of the Justice Ministry's department for religious organisations. Forum 18 reached 
Filatova by telephone on 15 February and 11 March, and asked whether the Administrative 
Centre would be closed down, but she refused to answer any questions. 

The 27 February 32-page report compiled by Filatova, Borisova, and Izmaylova, seen by 
Forum 18, notes that 95 items of Jehovah's Witness literature have been added to the 
Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Materials, and that the main international 
website jw.org and other online materials have also been banned and blocked. It accuses 
the Administrative Centre of providing "inaccurate" information about the import of 
"extremist" literature, pointing out that several items shipped to Russia in 2014 had since 
been declared extremist, but that the Centre had not informed the inspection team of what 
had happened to them.  

The inspectors also list the local Jehovah's Witness communities which have already been 
ordered liquidated on grounds of "extremism" and the prosecution of other communities 
under Administrative Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 
materials") since the March 2016 warning. They conclude that "the [Administrative 
Centre's] activity is in violation of its charter goals and objectives and of current legislation 
of the Russian Federation, including the [2002 Extremism Law]". 

The report also gives extensive details on the nature and usage of the Administrative 
Centre's property throughout the country. It notes several legal "violations", including the 
use of an "abbreviated (incomplete) name" on various documents (an offence under 
Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 3, introduced as part of the "anti-missionary" 
amendments of July 2016) and the use of a symbol not described in the Centre's charter. 

What next? 

Should the Justice Ministry succeed in having the Administrative Centre ruled an 
"extremist" organisation, the Centre will have the right of appeal (also at the Supreme 
Court). Previous attempts by Jehovah's Witness organisations to have liquidation orders 
overturned at this level, however, have been largely unsuccessful. So far, only the Tyumen 
community has won such an appeal - in April 2016. 

If the Supreme Court upholds the liquidation suit and the ruling enters into legal force, the 
Administrative Centre would be placed on the Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist 
Organisations and its property would be taken over by the state. This List mainly comprises 
far-right and violent nationalist groups. There are currently 58 banned or liquidated 
organisations on the List, including seven Jehovah's Witness communities in Taganrog, 
Samara, Abinsk, Stariy Oskol, Belgorod, Elista, and Oryol. 

As noted above, it seems likely that the liquidation of the Centre would also lead to the 
liquidation of all other Jehovah's Witness communities and groups throughout Russia. 

If Jehovah's Witnesses continue to meet for prayer or Bible study after any liquidation, 
their former members would be liable to criminal prosecution under Article 282.2 
("organisation of" or "participation in the activities of a banned extremist organisation"). 
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Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses in Taganrog were tried and convicted on these charges in 
November 2015 after their community became the first to be liquidated as extremist. Their 
latest appeal is currently pending at the Supreme Court. 

Also, July 2016 changes to the Religion Law, among many other severe restrictions on 
freedom of religion and belief, ban former members of "extremist" religious organisations 
from carrying out broadly defined "missionary activity". People such as Jehovah's 
Witnesses who publicly share their beliefs are also liable to prosecution under 
Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for organising or 
conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket") and Administrative 
Code Article 5.26 ("Conducting missionary activity"). 

The import into Russia of Jehovah's Witness literature, even if it has not been ruled 
"extremist", is already routinely blocked. Prosecutors in Vyborg are attempting to have the 
Jehovah's Witness New World Bible banned as "extremist", even though an amendment to 
the Extremism Law explicitly prohibits the banning of "the Bible, the Koran, the Tanakh 
and the Kanjur, their contents, and quotations from them". Proceedings are currently 
suspended while additional "expert" analysis is carried out. 

Two Jehovah's Witnesses are also on trial in Sergiyev Posad under Criminal Code Article 
282, Part 1 ("Actions directed at the incitement of hatred [nenavist] or enmity [vrazhda], 
as well as the humiliation of an individual or group of persons on the basis of .. attitude to 
religion"). Their next hearing is due on 22 March. 

 

Anti-evangelism law hits Russian protestants 

Three Baptists in Orel province fined on the basis of "Yarovaya Law" 
 

Orlovskie Novosti (13.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2m3xilS - The Uritsky district court of Orel 
province on 10 March sentenced three representatives of the Evangelical Christians 
Baptists to a fine for violation of the law on missionary activity. Orlovskie Novosti learned 
about this from its own sources. 

According to the decision, each of the Baptists who appeared before the court on article 
5.26 of the Code of Administrative Violations of Law (Violation of legislation on freedom of 
conscience and freedom of religious confession and on religious associations) was fined 
5,000 rubles. 

The court found the Baptists guilty of illegally engaging in the distribution of religious 
literature and inviting people to their religious meetings, while they had not notified the 
Russian Ministry of Justice about the start of the activity of the religious organization, as 
the law requires. 

In July 2016, in Russia, a package of "anti-terrorism amendments" was adopted, which 
had been proposed by deputy Irina Yarovaya and senator Viktor Ozerov. Among other 
amendments, an amendment about missionary activity was introduced into the law. Thus, 
point 4 of article 5.26 of the Code of Administrative Violations of Law provides for a penalty 
in the form of an administrative fine for citizens of from 5,000 to 50,000 rubles and a fine 
of from 100,000 to one million rubles for legal entities. 

The first decision based on the "Yarovaya Law" was issued on 30 September 2016 by a 
court in Orel, which sentenced an American Baptist missionary, Donald Ossewaard, to a 
fine of 40,000 rubles. The American did not succeed in challenging the fine in the Russian 
Supreme Court and then he announced that he intended to leave Russia after 14 years of 
residence in the country. (tr. by PDS, posted 14 March 2017) 
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In Russia, the persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses begins 
all over again 

The Guardian (09.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2n4Yukd - The small Siberian town of 
Birobidzhan is set in a mosquito-infested swampland on the far eastern end of the Trans-
Siberian railway. It was to places such as this that the Soviets exiled various undesirables. 
In April 1951 more than 9,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses were rounded up and sent to Siberia 
on Stalin’s instruction. They were allowed to take 150kg of their possessions with them. 
Everything else was confiscated by the state. 
 
You may walk past embarrassed as Jehovah’s Witnesses try and hand you cringeworthy 
religious literature on the high street. But these were some of the most persecuted 
Christians of the 20th century. And their persecution continues. 
 
A couple of months ago, the Russian police raided the Birobidzhan branch of the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses and “discovered” extremist literature. The Jehovah’s Witnesses describe the 
incident thus: “Masked special police disrupted a religious meeting and planted literature 
under a chair in the presence of the attendees.” The police ordered the place to be 
permanently closed. 
 
A few weeks later, the Russian ministry of justice demanded that the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
HQ hand over all information on their 2,277 Russian congregations. After a brief 
examination of what the police allegedly found, it concluded that the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
were showing signs of “extremist activity”. Congregations in Belgorod, Stary Oskol and 
Elista have all been shut down. Bibles have been impounded at customs, their literature 
banned. Many expect that the Russians are gearing up for an outright ban. 
 
“Unfortunately, in today’s Russia, the will to confine Russians to restricted and state-
determined religious beliefs has proved increasingly strong,” is how Andrew Wood, former 
British ambassador to Russia, described what has been going on. “Fabrication is always 
both repellent and a sign of desperation at the absence of credible proof of extremism.” 
 
So what is it about Jehovah’s Witnesses that the Russians find so objectionable? This week, 
I decided not to avoid the eye of the couple who hand out literature at my tube station. So 
many times I’ve ignored them, and their Olympic smiling endurance, brushing past 
grumpily. Reading about their history, I now feel guilty about my lack of respect. 
 
On open display was What Does the Bible Really Teach?, the book that the Russian 
authorities often plant in kingdom halls as an excuse to shut them down. I flicked through. 
It’s really not my thing. And the graphics are criminally cheesy. But it’s pretty bog-standard 
Christian fundamentalism, with an emphasis on the end of the world. 
 
“What makes the Jehovah’s Witnesses different?” I asked the smiling man. 
 
“We take the Bible literally,” he replied. 
 
“But so do others. What makes you distinctive?” 
 
“Take ‘thou shalt not kill,’” he replied. “We don’t participate in war.” 
 
Jehovah’s Witnesses were taken to Nazi death camps for that very reason. They refused 
to swear loyalty to a worldly government and refused to serve in the military. They wouldn’t 
say Heil Hitler either. So within months of the Nazis coming to power, their meetings were 
ransacked and a Gestapo unit was set up to register all known Jehovah’s Witnesses. Their 
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children were taken off them to receive a proper patriotic German education. And they 
were given their own purple triangle to wear as identification. In 1942, Wolfgang Kusserow 
was beheaded in Brandenburg prison by the Nazis for refusing to fight. “You must not kill,” 
he said at his trial. “Did our creator have all this written down for the trees?” 
 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are right to fear what is happening to them again, right now, in Russia. 
They have seen it all before. It should be a warning to all of us that the idea under which 
they are now being persecuted is that of “extremism”. It’s a word that draws its persuasive 
force from those who would use their religion to plant bombs and sever heads. So anti-
terror legislation is now also being used to target those whose faith is only “extreme” in 
terms of its commitment to non-violence. The Russians are using the fear of Islamism as 
an excuse to crack down on all religious activity that refuses to bow the knee to Mother 
Russia. 
 
“My parents were exiled to Siberia,” said Yaroslav Sivulskiy, a spokesman for the Russian 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. “They worshipped even while they were in those camps. We will 
continue too.” Respect, I say. 

 

The arm-twisting between Russia and Jehovah’s 
Witnesses goes on unabated 

HRWF (06.03.2017) - The situation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia has quickly escalated 
over the last few days and weeks.  The Prosecutor General’s Office has ordered an 
inspection of the Jehovah’s Witnesses national Administrative Center, demanding that they 
turn over a large volume of organizational records to the Ministry of Justice by 15 February 
2017. After reviewing the phrasing of the inspection order, it is clear that the government 
fully intends to liquidate the national headquarters due to alleged extremist activity.  This 
came on the heels of the 9 February Supreme Court decision to uphold the liquidation of 
the Birobidzhan LRO (Local Religious Organization). 	
 
Since the 2 March 2016 warning, there have been thirty-five recorded instances where the 
police or their agents have planted banned religious literature in Kingdom Halls of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses throughout Russia.   

Jehovah’s Witnesses ask Kremlin for relief from pressure 

AP/ Washington Post (02.03.2017) — http://wapo.st/2mKQ69u — The leader of the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia is calling on the head of the Kremlin’s human rights council 
to prevent what the denomination fears is an imminent total ban on the religion. 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses, who claim more than 170,000 faithful in Russia, have come 
under increasing pressure in recent years, including a ban on distributing literature deemed 
to violate Russia’s anti-extremism laws. 

In February, investigators conducted an inspection of the religion’s headquarters in St. 
Petersburg, which could be a precursor to a ban. 

“A ban on its activity in Russia would cause uneasiness throughout the world,” the religion’s 
Russian leader, Vasily Kalin, said in a letter to presidential human rights council head 
Mikhail Fedotov. A copy was made available to The Associated Press on Thursday. 

New wrinkle against JWs: prosecutor claims programmed literature distribution 
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Prosecutor’s office of Krasnodar territory (03.03.2017) — http://bit.ly/2mdiiA7 — The 
prosecutor's office of the city of Gelendzhik conducted an inspection to verify compliance 
with the legislation on combating extremist activity, in the course of which it was 
established that the Gelendzhik local religious organization of Jehovah's Witnesses, in the 
place where they conducted their meetings on the territory of the city, stored books and 
brochures, including some in electronic format, that had been ruled by a court to be 
extremist and were included in the Federal List of Extremist Materials. 

In addition, at the aforementioned address other materials were held (maps of districts of 
the city of Gelendzhik with indication of the delivery of literature to certain apartments, 
indexes with accounts of the quantity of literature distributed and witnessing ministry), 
providing evidence of the possession of materials with the goal of their mass distribution. 

On the basis of the results of the inspection, the prosecutor of the city of Gelendzhik opened 
a case against the religious organization for administrative violation of law on the basis of 
article 20.29 of the Code of Administrative Violations of Law (possession for purposes of 
mass distribution of extremist materials), which was sent to the court for consideration on 
the merits. 

By order of the Gelendzhik city court, that was left without change by decision of the 
Krasnodar territorial court, the Gelendzhik local religious organization of Jehovah's 
Witnesses was found guilty of committing an administrative violation of law with the 
assessment of a fine of 100,000 rubles and confiscation of the extremist materials.  

Work on this matter will continue. (tr. by PDS, posted 3 March 2017) 

Jehovah's Witnesses exonerated in Voronezh 

SOVA (03.03.2017) — http://bit.ly/2muKgIu — On 2 March 2017, the Voronezh provincial 
court rescinded the order of the Lenin district court of Voronezh of 20 December 2016 
suspending the activity of the local religious organization of Jehovah's Witnesses for 45 
days. 

In December 2016 the organization was found guilty of possession of extremist materials 
for purposes of mass distribution (article 20.29 of the Code of Administrative Violations of 
Law). On 9 October, in the worship premises of the Jehovah's Witnesses where about 650 
were in attendance, forbidden literature was found in the space between a wall and a stand 
and also under a carpet that was nailed to the floor. Believers maintained that the literature 
had been planted. The provincial court took the Jehovah's Witnesses' side, considering that 
testimony of prosecution witnesses was contradictory and the occurrence of a violation of 
law was not proven. 

We welcome the decision of the Voronezh provincial court and we recall that in general we 
consider that the literature of Jehovah's Witnesses is forbidden as extremist illegally and, 
consequently, prosecution of believers for its distribution is illegal. We think that such 
action by the authorities is religious discrimination. (tr. by PDS, posted 3 March 2017) 

Source: Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia, 3 March 2017 

Jehovah's Witnesses appeal fines for possession of "extremist" literature in 
Tula 

SOVA (02.03.2017) — http://bit.ly/2mW1sEl —  In March it was learned that on 6 February 
2017, the Proletariat district court of Tula held accountable on article 20.29 of the Code of 
Administrative Violations of Law (possession of extremist materials for purposes of mass 
distribution) the local religious organization of Jehovah's Witnesses and the chairman of its 
council, Gurama Labadze. The organization was fined 120,000 rubles and its head, 3,000 
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rubles. Both decisions were appealed to the Tula provincial court and consideration of the 
appeal was scheduled for 16 March. 

The district court fined the congregation and its head because on 14 December 2016, 
during an inspection of the Kingdom Hall, law enforcement agencies discovered there 
forbidden publications "What does the Bible really teach?" and "A government that will 
bring Paradise." The Jehovah's Witnesses maintained that the brochures were planted in 
the premises and as proof they presented to the court a tape from a surveillance camera. 
However the court considered that neither the video nor the explanation of witnesses 
refuted the guilt of the religious organization and its leader for committing an 
administrative violation of law. 

We consider that bans on the literature of Jehovah's Witnesses as extremist and 
prosecution of believers for its distribution are illegal. We regard such actions by authorities 
as religious discrimination. (tr. by PDS, posted 2 March 2017) 

 

Alleged "missionary activity" prosecutions continue 

Prosecutions continue under "missionary activity" restrictions, and have led to 
the first known deportation of a foreigner, Indian Victor-Immanuel Mani. This 
separates him from his Russian wife and young child. Separately, an appeal has 
been made against court-ordered destruction of Bibles and other literature. 

By Victoria Arnold  

Forum 18 (01.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2mhejmV - Prosecutions are continuing across 
Russia under severe restrictions on sharing beliefs (commonly and misleadingly called the 
"law on missionary activity") which came into force in July 2016. The first known 
deportation of a foreigner for allegedly violating the new Religion Law and Code of 
Administrative Offences restrictions on sharing beliefs took place in February 2017, Forum 
18 has learned. 

Judges in at least two cases have ordered confiscated religious literature to be destroyed, 
although one of these rulings was later overturned. This occurred despite courts having no 
legal right to do this if the confiscated materials have not previously been formally legally 
classified as "extremist", pornographic, or drugs-related. Also, religious organisations are 
receiving large fines for not displaying their "official full names" on publications, on 
websites, or on buildings. 

More than seven months after the July 2016 restrictions were introduced, confusion still 
surrounds their implementation. This confusion and inconsistency marking decisions on 
whether to prosecute individuals and religious organisations for sharing beliefs has been 
present from the day the restrictions came into force. The current persisting confusion is 
primarily to do with whether and how people may share their private beliefs as private 
individuals, rather than as representatives of registered religious associations. 

Indian Protestant pastor Victor-Immanuel Mani is the first known case of a foreigner being 
deported under Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 5 ("Foreigners conducting missionary 
activity"). He is planning to appeal further, and his lawyers argue that the deportation 
order is in contradiction of a 2013 Supreme Court ruling that "expulsion from the country, 
which is home to members of [the defendant's] family, may violate the right to respect for 
family life". 
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Nizhny Tagil Evangelical Christian Church is appealing against its conviction under 
Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 3 ("Implementation of activities by a religious 
organisation without indicating its official full name, including the issuing or distribution, 
within the framework of missionary activity, of literature and printed, audio, and video 
material without a label bearing this name, or with an incomplete or deliberately false 
label"), and Part 4 ("Russians conducting missionary activity"). It is particularly concerned 
about an order that confiscated Bibles (including an edition used by the Moscow 
Patriarchate Russuian Orthodox Church) be destroyed. 

Police are appealing against the acquittal of Hare Krishna devotee and yoga teacher Dmitry 
Ugai. They based their charges on an "expert report" compiled before the alleged offence 
and so which could not have based on witnesses. The hearing is due on 13 March. 

Hare Krishna devotee Andrei Puchkov was found guilty under Administrative Code Article 
5.26, Part 4 ("Russians conducting missionary activity") after law enforcement 
investigations decided that "all Krishnaite events", regardless of what they are, are to be 
considered to be "missionary acts". His trial under Administrative Code Article 20.2, Part 1 
("Violation of the established procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, 
demonstration, procession or picket") continues, and he will appeal against both his Article 
5.26 convictions. 

The first known Supreme Court appeal against a conviction under the July 2016 changes 
to the Religion Law and Administrative Code was unsuccessful on 20 January 2017. But 
independent Baptist preacher Donald Ossewaarde has also appealed to the Constitutional 
Court. 

July 2016 – March 2017 prosecutions 

In an analysis of available court verdicts, Forum 18 has found a total of 53 prosecutions 
(12 of organisations, 41 of individuals) since the new parts of Administrative Code Article 
5.26 came into force on 20 July 2016. Only three women are known to have been charged 
(as well as two people whose gender is unknown), all other prosecutions being of men. 

There were: 11 prosecutions (nine of organisations, two of community leaders) under Part 
3 ("Implementation of activities by a religious organisation without indicating its official full 
name, including the issuing or distribution, within the framework of missionary activity, of 
literature and printed, audio, and video material without a label bearing this name, or with 
an incomplete or deliberately false label"); 35 prosecutions (three of organisations, 32 of 
individuals) under Part 4 ("Russians conducting missionary activity"); and seven 
prosecutions of individuals under Part 5 ("Foreigners conducting missionary activity"). 

Prosecutions have involved individuals or communities belonging to the following religious 
communities: independent Protestants – 18; Jehovah's Witnesses – 13; the Society of 
Krishna Consciousness (Hare Krishna devotees) – 7; Baptists – 5; Seventh-Day Adventists 
– 4; Buddhists – 2; New Apostolic Church – 1; Ukrainian Reformed Orthodox Church – 1; 
and Salvation Army – 1. One village elder who permitted an independent Protestant church 
to display a banner at a village festival in the Mari-El Republic was also charged. 

The Tver and Kaliningrad Regions have seen five prosecutions each. Three prosecutions 
each have been brought in Moscow, Krasnoyarsk, Kemerovo, and Kamchatka Regions, and 
the Republic of Bashkortostan. Two prosecutions each have been brought in St Petersburg, 
Ulyanovsk, Chita, and Sverdlovsk Regions, the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Region, and 
the Republics of Tuva, Mari-El and Tatarstan. There was one prosecution in each of the 
Khabarovsk, Samara, Primorye, Oryol, Kirov, Zabaikalsk, and Altai Regions, and the 
Republics of Altai and Adygea. 
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Three cases were dropped before reaching court, and two more were sent back to police 
or prosecutors for technical reasons and not resubmitted within the stipulated three-day 
period. One trial is still underway as of 1 March. Of the 47 cases which have been 
completed, 34 ended in convictions and 13 in acquittals. 

Defendants have submitted appeals in 19 cases, five of which have not yet been heard. Of 
the rest, all were unsuccessful except one, which was sent back for re-examination but 
was dropped as the statute of limitations had expired. Police and prosecutors have also 
attempted to challenge four court rulings – two of these appeals have not yet been heard, 
one was unsuccessful and the acquittal was upheld, and one aimed to change (rather than 
overturn) the verdict. 

Background 

On 6 July 2016 President Vladimir Putin signed amendments to the Religion Law imposing 
harsh restrictions on the sharing of beliefs, including on where and by whom they may be 
shared. There were widespread Russian protests against the changes, which ban among 
other things extremely broadly and imprecisely defined so-called "missionary activity" by 
anyone without written permission from an officially recognised religious organisation, and 
by religious organisations using material without their full legal name. The changes also 
ban anyone who is a former member of allegedly "extremist" religious organisations 
carrying out so-called "missionary activity", and allow very wide scope for arbitrary official 
actions. The allegedly "anti-terrorism" changes broaden the range of possibilities to 
prosecute people who publicly share their beliefs with additions to Administrative Code 
Article 5.26 ("Conducting missionary activity"). 

There was an initial lack of consensus among judges over whether the absence of written 
authorisation from a registered religious organisation is itself evidence of an offence or 
proof of innocence. But it now appears that judges are increasingly seeing grounds for 
conviction as being if there is a lack of formal written authorisation, or in the case of 
religious groups failure to notify the Justice Ministry of its existence, activities, places of 
meetings, and names of people who attend. 

A 2015 amendment to the Religion Law for the first time and against international human 
rights law required all unregistered religious groups to notify the authorities of their 
existence and activities. This includes providing names and addresses of all their members, 
and addresses where any meeting takes place. A draft law making failure to do this a 
specific offence subject to fines has been accepted for a first reading in the State Duma, 
although no date has yet been announced for this. 

First known deportation 

Indian Protestant pastor Victor-Immanuel Mani has left Russia after losing his appeal 
against a deportation order imposed under Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 5 
("Foreigners conducting missionary activity"), he told Forum 18 on 22 February. He is 
planning to appeal further. Mani also received a fine of 30,000 Roubles for the "offence" of 
advertising religious gatherings on social media, and allegedly giving religious literature to 
a non-member of his church. 

Prosecutors accused Mani of advertising meetings for worship in his church's group on the 
VKontakte social network, which was openly accessible to all users, and engaging in 
"missionary activity" at these events without the necessary written authorisation from his 
religious organisation. (It's Vkontakte group has since become a closed group, Forum 18 
notes.) As the Church does not have its own building, it rents space to meet for worship 
at the "Fort Dialogue" business centre in Naberezhny Chelny. Court verdicts, seen by Forum 
18, note that these premises were freely accessible to non-members of the Church. The 
charges against Mani centred on the presence at a service on 4 December 2016 of non-
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members who testified that they had learned of the event from the VKontakte page. One 
of them later complained to law enforcement that Mani had given him printed information 
about the Church, and encouraged him to bring his friends to the next service. Mani told 
Forum 18 on 22 February 2017 that the man, of his own accord, "bought books and stole 
our flyers". Mani also denied having told the man to invite anyone to the meetings. 

Mani's lawyer Denis Litvinov and fellow lawyer Yevgeny Shestakov assert in a report for 
the SOVA Centre for Information and Analysis, dated 27 February, that the meeting notices 
in the Church's VKontakte group were not aimed at non-members. They had a purely 
informational character and were not aiming to share beliefs. Litvinov and Shestakov also 
make the point that the Religion Law defines "missionary activity" as the dissemination of 
information about beliefs "among people [plural] who are not participants (members, 
followers) in the religious association", not as merely the transfer of information to another 
individual, and that Mani's case therefore "cannot, according to the letter of the law, be 
considered [missionary activity]". 

The lawyers also state that Judge Saitgareyev did not permit the participation in court of 
a defence witness. They would have testified that Mani had not given the complainant any 
material, and that the man who complained had attended meetings for worship several 
times already. It is also unclear, according to Litvinov and Shestakov, why the pastor 
himself was charged rather than the Church. They suggest that this was "perhaps because 
he is a foreigner, despite his right of residency". 

Judge Mansur Saitgareyev found Mani guilty on 20 December 2016 at Naberezhny Chelny 
City Court in Tatarstan, only two hours after prosecutors submitted his case to the court, 
Litvinov complained in his report. Litvinov pointed out that this rapid turnover of the case 
did not allow for legal representation to be arranged at the hearing, so violating Mani's 
constitutional right to proper legal support. Nevertheless, the Supreme Court of Tatarstan 
upheld the initial ruling on 25 January 2017, and Mani left the country shortly afterwards. 
His lawyers and the "Love of God" Evangelical church in Naberezhny Chelny are now 
preparing a cassational appeal to the Supreme Court of Tatarstan. 

Mani's primary concern, he told Forum 18, is "why they deported me, when I had Russian 
residency, a Russian wife, and my twelve-month-old baby". The deportation order is in 
contradiction of a Supreme Court ruling of 19 December 2013, which stated that "expulsion 
from the country, which is home to members of [the defendant's] family, may violate the 
right to respect for family life", Mani's lawyer Denis Litvinov stated to the SOVA Center. 

Forum 18 telephoned Judge Saitgareyev's office on 28 February 2017 and asked why Mani 
had been punished with deportation. But a spokesperson refused to comment on the case. 

Books to be burned? 

Nizhny Tagil Evangelical Christian Church in the Sverdlovsk Region was convicted twice on 
8 February 2017. It was fined 30,000 Roubles under Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 
3 ("Implementation of activities by a religious organisation without indicating its official full 
name, including the issuing or distribution, within the framework of missionary activity, of 
literature and printed, audio, and video material without a label bearing this name, or with 
an incomplete or deliberately false label"), and also fined 50,000 Roubles under Part 4 
("Russians conducting missionary activity"). Judge Oksana Savina of Prigorodny District 
Magistrate's Court No. 2 also ordered confiscated Bibles and other literature to be 
destroyed. 

Prosecutors accused Church members of distributing religious books and CDs among the 
clients of a drug and alcohol rehabilitation centre while the Church members carryied 
incomplete and invalid written authorisation. Their materials also allegedly lacked labels 
showing the Church's full official name. The Church had a written agreement dated 1 
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January 2017 with the rehabilitation centre to carry out this activity on its property, but 
prosecutors claimed that Church members had been handing out literature before this 
date. 

Among the items ordered to be destroyed are various editions of the Bible published by 
the Gideons, the Russian Bible Society, and Bible League International. The editions 
ordered destroyed include the 19th century Russian Synodal translation also used by the 
Moscow Patriarchate. According to the court verdict, seen by Forum 18, the destruction 
would be the responsibility of bailiffs. The means of destruction is not specified, but it is 
likely it would take the form of burning. This happened in the 2014 case of so-called 
"extremist" literature confiscated from Muslims who read the works of theologian Said 
Nursi, who were prosecuted in Naberezhnyye Chelny in Tatarstan. 

A spokeswoman for the Magistrate's Court confirmed to Forum 18 on 28 February that the 
Church has lodged an appeal against the decision, but would not explain why the Bibles 
and other materials had been ordered to be destroyed.  

Book destruction order overturned 

The only other known court decision ordering religious literature to be destroyed under the 
July 2016 changes to the Religion Law and Administrative Code was ultimately overturned, 
Forum 18 notes. A Vladivostock Prosecutor's Office inspection of Salvation Army premises 
found books and magazines which allegedly were not labelled with the organisation's full 
official name. The Salvation Army branch was then convicted under Administrative Code 
Article 5.26, Part 3 ("Implementation of activities by a religious organisation without 
indicating its official full name, including the issuing or distribution, within the framework 
of missionary activity, of literature and printed, audio, and video material without a label 
bearing this name, or with an incomplete or deliberately false label") on 20 December 2016 
at Lenin District Magistrate's Court No.4. 

Judge Aleksandr Badeyev imposed a fine of 30,000 Roubles, and ruled that the materials 
in question should be confiscated and destroyed. These included Russian and English 
Bibles, copies of the Gospels, and hymn books and music.  

The court decision attracted considerable media interest and disapproval from many in 
Russia, including Hegumena Kseniya Chernega, head of the Moscow Patriarchate's Legal 
Department. He called it "great and harmful excess" and pointed out that the 
Administrative Code only allows the destruction of confiscated literature which is deemed 
extremist, pornographic, and narcotics-related. "The court went beyond its powers by 
ordering the destruction of confiscated objects", lawyer Mikhail Frolov commented to 
Vedomosti newspaper on 28 December 2016, "because after confiscation their fate is 
decided not by the court, but by the Russian Federal Property Fund".  

Lenin District Prosecutor's Office itself asked for the destruction order to be overturned. 
Judge Irina Novozhilova of Lenin District Court lifted the order on 30 December 2016, 
deeming it outside the competence of a Magistrate's Court. But she decided that the books 
and magazines should remain confiscated. 

Police to appeal after St Petersburg yoga lecturer acquitted 

Police are appealing against the acquittal of Hare Krishna devotee and yoga teacher Dmitry 
Ugai, who was found not guilty on 18 January 2017 of carrying out unlawful "missionary 
activity" in the form of a lecture about yoga. The appeal is "weak and toothless", Hare 
Krishna lawyer Mikhail Frolov commented to Forum 18 on 24 February. 

On 22 October 2016, police "inspecting" the "Vedalife" cultural festival in St Petersburg 
interrupted Ugai's public talk on the ethical and spiritual bases of yoga. "At first, they 
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wanted to take me away without a coat, and acted roughly and rudely, obviously trying to 
intimidate", Ugai wrote in his Facebook page account of the incident published on 12 
January 2017. The police "silently ignored" repeated requests from a lawyer friend of Ugai's 
to see their authorisation and be told what Ugai was accused of, with only one officer finally 
showing his ID. 

At Central District Police Station No 76 officers asked Ugai to sign a blank sheet of paper 
for them to complete later. Ugai states they said: "‘Sign it, and go home quietly - if not, 
we'll put you in jail for two days. We have the right'. The police threatened me with court, 
arguing that in any case I would be found guilty". 

Ugai also that he was "asked what my religious beliefs were, what my attitude was to the 
Orthodox Church, if I had a spiritual name, whether I lived in a house or at a temple". 

Central District Magistrate's Court No. 211 accepted the case based on a report of the 
alleged offence made several days before the lecture, and on witness statements from two 
women who apparently had not attended the event. The Magistrate's Court was not 
answering their phones on 1 March, so Forum 18 could not ask them about the case. 

Because of the level of public interest in the case, the trial was held at Smolny District 
Court, where Judge Darya Ten agreed that Ugai had committed no offence. The District 
Court registered the police appeal against her decision on 20 February, and the hearing is 
due on 13 March. 

In his 12 January outline of the case, Ugai describes it as "the height of absurdity..By [the 
police's] logic, any lecture on Indian philosophy in any university must be recognised as 
missionary activity. After all, I was only talking about the basics of yoga! ..The level of 
delusion is clearly off the scale". 

Forum 18 has been unable to ask the ask the police why they based charges on an "expert 
report" compiled before the alleged offence and so which could not have based on 
witnesses. As soon as Forum 18 mentioned Ugai's name when calling Police Station No 76 
on 1 March, the police put the phone down. 

Hare Krishna prosecutions in Tver 

On 10 January 2017 at Tver's Proletarian District Magistrate's Court No. 5, Hare Krishna 
devotee Andrei Puchkov was found guilty under Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 4 
("Russians conducting missionary activity"), and fined 5,000 Roubles for organising a 
concert of Vedic music and chanting at an entertainment centre. Prosecutors based their 
charges against him on an "expert report" produced three days before the concert actually 
took place and which was based solely on social media posts. He has been taken to court 
three times in relation to Hare Krishna events he has organised, after law enforcement 
investigations decided that "all Krishnaite events", regardless of what they are, are to be 
considered to be "missionary acts". 

Puchkov is still on trial under Administrative Code Article 20.2, Part 1 ("Violation of the 
established procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, 
procession or picket"). This time he is being tried for violating the "established order" of a 
public event by carrying out alleged "missionary activity" rather than the "festival of Indian 
culture" about which he had notified the local authorities. The period of proceedings against 
him for this alleged offence were extended by Central District Court on 23 December 2016, 
and hearings have since taken place on 13 January, 2 February, and 22 February 2017. 

Spokespersons for both Central District Prosecutor's Office who brought the charges, as 
well as Magistrate's Court No. 5, refused to answer questions about the case when Forum 
18 called them on 1 March. 
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Puchkov will soon submit appeals in both his Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 4 
("Russians conducting missionary activity") cases, his lawyer Mikhail Frolov told Forum 18 
on 24 February. 

Oryol Baptist preacher 

The first known Supreme Court appeal against a conviction under the July 2016 changes 
to the Religion Law and Administrative Code was unsuccessful on 20 January 2017. 

Independent Baptist preacher Donald Ossewaarde was fined 40,000 Roubles in August 
2016 for holding meetings for worship in his home in Oryol, and allegedly advertising them 
on the notice boards of nearby blocks of flats. His multiple subsequent appeals have failed 
to have the ruling overturned. 

The Supreme Court's 20 January 2017 decision, seen by Forum 18, offers no fresh 
evaluation of the case. It simply repeats the lower courts' conclusion that Ossewaarde had 
been acting "on behalf of a religious group which is not registered in the manner prescribed 
by law", and had used the bulletin boards to distribute "information about [his] beliefs 
among people who are not participants (members, followers) of the religious association". 

On 29 December 2016, Ossewaarde's lawyers also lodged an appeal with the Constitutional 
Court, which has not yet given a date for its consideration. This is the first attempt to 
challenge the July 2016 changes to the Religion Law and Administrative Code as being 
against the Constitution. Ossewaarde thinks there may be a decision by Spring 2017, he 
wrote on his website on 14 February. 

 

Jehovah's Witnesses to be liquidated? 

Russia appears to be moving to close the Jehovah's Witnesses' headquarters as 
"extremist". If this happens, all 406 registered local organisations and over 2,500 
religious groups would be highly likely also to be liquidated, ending Jehovah's 
Witness open public communal life in Russia. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (16.02.17) - http://bit.ly/2lyjjTy - Russia's General Prosecutor's Office appears 
to be moving to liquidate the Jehovah's Witness headquarters body as "extremist". It 
appears to believe that it already has enough evidence to seek its liquidation because 
courts have in the past year liquidated local branches and punished individual community 
members. The assertion comes in a 27 January order shown to Jehovah's Witnesses but 
which they were not allowed to copy. 

Should the Administrative Centre in St Petersburg be forcibly liquidated, it appears highly 
likely that all 406 registered local organisations and more than 2,500 unregistered religious 
groups would also be liquidated. This would end Jehovah's Witnesses open public 
communal life in Russia. 

The 27 January General Prosecutor's Office order also instructed the Justice Ministry to 
conduct an exhaustive inspection of all aspects of the activity of the Administrative Centre 
by 27 February. It came a month before a one-year warning it issued to the Administrative 
Centre "of the inadmissibility of extremist activity" expires on 2 March. 

Deputy General Prosecutor Viktor Grin's 27 January order claimed that the inspection was 
happening because the Administrative Centre's "structural subdivisions" have engaged in 
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"extremist activity" since his 2 March 2016 warning. It specifically mentions in this regard 
the increasing liquidation of local Jehovah's Witness communities as "extremist 
organisations". 

"Considering that the religion of the Jehovah's Witnesses is professed by hundreds of 
thousands of Russian citizens, [liquidation] would be a disaster for rights and freedoms in 
our country," Administrative Centre representative Yaroslav Sivulsky said in a 15 February 
statement. "Without any exaggeration, it would put us back to the dark days of persecution 
for faith, which are still fresh in the memory of the older generation." 

Although members of other religious communities have been targeted under the 
Extremism Law, Alexander Verkhovsky of the SOVA Center for Information and Analysis 
does not believe the moves against Jehovah's Witnesses will have wider implications for 
other religious communities. "No one else is in a comparable position to that of the 
Jehovah's Witness community," he told Forum 18 from Moscow. 

Jehovah's Witnesses claim nearly 172,000 adherents in Russia, with a peak of nearly 
300,000 attending their most important annual commemoration, the Memorial of Christ's 
Death. 

Courts around Russia have placed numerous Jehovah's Witness texts on the Federal List 
of Extremist Materials. Many individual Jehovah's Witnesses and communities have been 
fined and liquidated for possession of these allegedly "extremist" texts. A total of 39 
warnings and cautions of the "inadmissibility of extremist activity" in 24 regions are known 
by Forum 18 to have been issued to Jehovah's Witness local religious organisations since 
late 2007. Although Jehovah's Witnesses frequently challenge these warnings and cautions 
in court, Forum 18 knows of no instance in which this has been successful. Ten communities 
have subsequently been ordered to be liquidated. 

March 2016 warning 

In March 2016, the Jehovah's Witnesses' Administrative Centre in St Petersburg received 
a formal warning from the General Prosecutor's Office of the "inadmissibility of extremist 
activity". The warning was explicitly predicated on the alleged "extremist" activities of the 
local communities and their members throughout Russia, which the Centre oversees and 
supports. Attempts to challenge the legality of the warning have failed. 

Deputy General Prosecutor Grin's order to the Justice Ministry of 27 January 2017 claims 
that, despite the 2 March 2016 warning, the Centre's "structural subdivisions" (ie. local 
religious organisations) have continued to engage in "extremist activity" during the past 
year. 

Forum 18 has been unable to obtain a copy of the General Prosecutor's Office order. A 
lawyer for the Administrative Centre was permitted to read but not to copy the document. 
It is unknown why the authorities did not provide a copy of the order to Jehovah's 
Witnesses.  

Jehovah's Witnesses state that, as evidence for the allegation of "extremism", Deputy 
General Prosecutor Grin refers to the liquidation of some of their communities during 2016, 
and the conviction of both local organisations and individual believers under the Code of 
Administrative Offences Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 
materials"). Such prosecutions have continued throughout 2016, despite Jehovah's 
Witnesses having documented the planting of such materials by police. 

After the General Prosecutor's Office warning was issued in March 2016, two local 
Jehovah's Witness organisations were later in 2016 ruled "extremist" and ordered to be 
dissolved – Oryol on 14 June 2016, Birobidzhan on 3 October 2016. Both communities' 
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appeals to the Supreme Court were unsuccessful. In the Birobidzhan case, government 
documents from 2012 suggest co-ordination with Moscow during local officials' preparation 
of an initial "extremism" case. 

Since Deputy General Prosecutor Grin's January 2017 order, the same "extremism" ruling 
and liquidation order has been made against the Cherkessk community on 10 February 
2017. Ten warnings to local Jehovah's Witness organisations of the "inadmissibility of 
extremist activity" remain in force as of 16 February 2017, rendering them also vulnerable 
to liquidation. 

According to the Supreme Court appeal verdict of 18 October 2016, the incident which 
provided "new evidence of signs of extremism" in the Oryol community's activities took 
place on 25 November 2015, when a law enforcement inspection of the Jehovah's 
Witnesses' rented property allegedly uncovered banned allegedly "extremist" literature. 
This then triggered liquidation proceedings. It appears from court records that the incident 
which allegedly triggered the liquidation suit against the Birobidzhan congregation was a 
similar police inspection on 26 January 2016, during which banned texts were also found. 

As these dates were before 2 March 2016 when the General Prosecutor's Office warning 
was issued, it is unclear whether they could legally be used as evidence in any liquidation 
suit against the Administrative Centre. 

Justice Ministry inspection 

The Justice Ministry informed the Administrative Centre of the impending inspection on 2 
February 2017 and ordered it to hand over documents relating to its property, bank 
accounts, donations, and subsidiary organisations for the period February 2014 to February 
2017. Jehovah's Witnesses handed over about 73,000 pages of such documentation on 15 
February, the Administrative Centre stated. 

The 1 February notification document, seen by Forum 18, was signed by First Deputy 
Justice Minister Sergei Gerasimov. In it, the Ministry also demanded details of the 
Jehovah's Witnesses' religious literature and its sources, religious events, educational and 
missionary activity, and any social media accounts, as well as their "basic teachings and 
corresponding practices, including the history of [their] religion and the history of the 
[Administrative Centre]; the forms and methods of its activity; its position on marriage 
and the family and on education; particulars regarding its position on the health of 
adherents of that religion; and limitations on the Organisation's members and ministers in 
connection with their civil rights and duties". 

The inspection is to be carried out by Svetlana Borisova, Galina Filatova, and Indira 
Izmaylova, all of the Justice Ministry's department for religious organisations. Forum 18 
reached Filatova by telephone on 15 February, and asked whether the Administrative 
Centre would be closed down after 27 February and how it will be possible to examine 
73,000 pages of documents in only 12 working days. She refused to answer these 
questions or comment on the contents of Deputy Prosecutor Grin's 27 January order. 

Forum 18 called the General Prosecutor's Office to put the same questions on 16 February, 
but a spokeswoman insisted that all enquiries should be made by fax only. A spokeswoman 
for the St Petersburg City Prosecutor's Office, in whose jurisdiction the Administrative 
Centre lies, also would not comment as she said the case was not her office's responsibility. 

Jehovah's Witnesses fail to overturn March 2016 warning 

The Administrative Centre has attempted to have the March 2016 General Prosecutor's 
Office warning ruled unlawful. However, Tver District Court in Moscow rejected their suit 
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on 12 October 2016. Moscow City Court rejected the Jehovah's Witnesses' further appeal 
on 16 January 2017. 

Should the General Prosecutor's Office succeed in having the Administrative Centre ruled 
an "extremist" organisation, the Centre will have the right of appeal to Russia's Supreme 
Court, but previous attempts by Jehovah's Witness organisations to have liquidation orders 
overturned at this level have been largely unsuccessful. So far, only the Tyumen 
community has won such an appeal in April 2016. 

What next? 

If a liquidation order against the Administrative Centre is made and enters into legal force, 
it would be placed on the Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Organisations and its 
property would be taken over by the state. This List mainly comprises far-right and violent 
nationalist groups. There are currently 58 banned or liquidated organisations on the List, 
including seven Jehovah's Witness communities in Taganrog, Samara, Abinsk, Stariy Oskol, 
Belgorod, Elista, and Birobidzhan. 

As noted above, it seems likely that the liquidation of the Centre would also lead to the 
liquidation of all other Jehovah's Witness communities and groups throughout Russia. 

If Jehovah's Witnesses continue to meet for prayer or Bible study after any liquidation, 
their former members would be liable to criminal prosecution under Article 282.2 
("organisation of" or "participation in the activities of a banned extremist organisation"). 
Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses in Taganrog were tried and convicted on these charges in 
November 2015 after their community became the first to be liquidated as extremist. Their 
latest appeal is currently pending at the Supreme Court. 

Also, July 2016 changes to the Religion Law among many other severe restrictions on 
freedom of religion and belief ban former members of "extremist" religious organisations 
carrying out broadly defined "missionary activity". People such as Jehovah's Witnesses who 
publicly share their beliefs are also liable to prosecution under Administrative Code Article 
20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, 
meeting, demonstration, procession or picket") and Administrative Code Article 5.26 
("Conducting missionary activity"). 

The import into Russia of Jehovah's Witness literature, even if it has not been ruled 
"extremist", is routinely blocked. Prosecutors in Vyborg are attempting to have the 
Jehovah's Witness New World Bible banned as "extremist", even though an amendment to 
the Extremism Law explicitly prohibits the banning of "the Bible, the Koran, the Tanakh 
and the Kanjur, their contents, and quotations from them". Proceedings are currently 
suspended while additional "expert" analysis is carried out. 

Two Jehovah's Witnesses are also on trial in Sergiyev Posad under Criminal Code Article 
282, Part 1 ("Actions directed at the incitement of hatred [nenavist] or enmity [vrazhda], 
as well as the humiliation of an individual or group of persons on the basis of .. attitude to 
religion"). Their next hearing is due on 20 February 2017. 

 

Saransk Jehovah's Witnesses lose in Supreme Court of 
Mordovia 

Press Service of the Supreme Court of Republic of Mordovia (15.02.2017) - 
http://bit.ly/2l2Dshf - By a decision of the Supreme Court of the republic of Mordovia, the 
ruling of the Lenin district court of the city of Saransk of 6 December 2016 was left without 
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change, by which the local religions organization of Saransk Jehovah's Witnesses was found 
guilty of committing an administrative violation of law under article 20.29 of the Code of 
Administrative Violations of Law of the RF—possession for purposes of mass distribution of 
extremist materials included in the published Federal List of Extremist Materials. 
 
The administrative violation of law was committed under the following circumstances. 
 
On 13 October 2016, during the conduct of operational search activities in the premises of 
the local religious organization of Saransk Jehovah's Witnesses, located on Titov Street of 
the city of Saransk, there was discovered and confiscated literature that was stored there—
"How to develop close relations with God," and "Watch. In what respect? Why is it now 
that this especially important?"—which by decision of the Salsk city court of Rostov 
province of 27 June 2011, by the appellate determination of the Rostov provincial court of 
13 October 2011, and also by the appellate determination of the legal college for civil 
affairs of the Kurgansk provincial court of 5 August 2014, was ruled to be prohibited for 
use and was entered by the Ministry of Justice of the Russian federation into the Federal 
List of Extremist Materials. 
 
On the basis of this incident, a protocol of administrative violation of law with respect to 
the religious organization was drawn up. 
 
By order of the Lenin district court of the city of Saransk, the religious organization of the 
Saransk Jehovah's Witnesses is held administratively accountable, with the assessment of 
an administrative fine of 150,000 rubles. (tr. by PDS, posted 19 February 2017) 

 

Warnings and forced community liquidations increase 

Russia's forced dissolution of local communities, literature bans, and 
"extremism" prosecutions increasingly restrict Jehovah's Witnesses' freedom of 
religion and belief. On 16 January, their national Administrative Centre in St 
Petersburg lost its latest legal challenge of a prosecutors' warning threatening it 
with liquidation. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (15.02.2017) - http://bit.ly/2lRChlT - Russia's forced dissolution of communities, 
bans on literature, and criminal proceedings for alleged "extremism" increasingly restrict 
Jehovah's Witnesses' freedom of religion and belief. On 16 January, their national 
Administrative Centre in St Petersburg lost its latest legal challenge of a prosecutors' 
warning threatening it with liquidation. 

A large-scale "unplanned inspection" by the Justice Ministry of the Administrative Centre's 
documentation and activities is due to be completed by 27 February. Russia's Deputy 
General Prosecutor Viktor Grin claimed on 27 January that the Administrative Centre's 
"structural subdivisions" have engaged in "extremist activity" since his 2 March 2016 
warning, and specifically mentions the dissolution of local Jehovah's Witnesses as 
"extremist organisations". 

Jehovah's Witnesses fear that the inspection is intended to prepare the Centre's liquidation 
ahead of the expiry on 2 March of a warning of "the inadmissibility of extremist activity". 

On 9 February, the Supreme Court upheld a decision to dissolve the Birobidzhan 
congregation as "extremist". On 10 February, a ninth local Jehovah's Witness organisation, 
in Cherkessk in the North Caucasus, was declared "extremist" and ordered to be liquidated. 
Its property, like that of other liquidated communities, will be confiscated by the state. 
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Another community, in the Kirov Region, may soon face similar proceedings after 
prosecutors announced that they were preparing a liquidation suit. 

In January the Arkhangelsk Jehovah's Witness community was voluntarily dissolved, after 
coming under heavy pressure from the local government, law enforcement agencies and 
Moscow Patriarchate "anti-sect" activists. 

39 warnings and 10 liquidations in 24 regions, just one successful appeal 

A total of 39 warnings and cautions of the "inadmissibility of extremist activity" in 24 
regions are known by Forum 18 to have been issued to Jehovah's Witness local religious 
organisations since late 2007. Although Jehovah's Witnesses frequently challenge these 
warnings and cautions in court, Forum 18 knows of no instance in which this has been 
successful. Ten communities have subsequently been ordered to be liquidated. 

Only in the case of Tyumen – in April 2016 - have Jehovah's Witnesses successfully 
appealed against liquidation at the Supreme Court. 

Frequency of warnings and liquidations increases 

The frequency of warnings and liquidations has noticeably increased. From 2007 to 2012 
there were eight warnings and one liquidation. In 2013 to 2016, however, there were 31 
warnings and nine liquidations ordered, with one liquidation attempted. Raids on Jehovah's 
Witness premises now take place more than three times per month. These raids on 
doctrinally pacifist religious communities often involve many heavily armed and 
camouflaged officials, with the "discovery" of apparently planted banned "extremist" 
literature which can lead to liquidations. 

Jehovah's Witnesses are not the only religious community which the government has 
targeted under the Extremism Law. Mosque communities, individual Muslims, and 
booksellers offering Islamic texts have also been prosecuted under the corresponding 
Administrative Code Article 20.29. This punishes the "mass distribution of extremist 
materials", and prosecutions are launched even if (against the letter of the law) only one 
copy is found. Many Islamic works which do not incite violence or hatred have been 
prohibited as "extremist". Muslims who meet to study the writings of Turkish theologian 
Said Nursi are frequently subject to criminal prosecution for allegedly "continuing the 
activities of a banned extremist organisation" – "Nurdzhular". Muslims in Russia deny this 
alleged organisation has ever existed. 

So far these bans and prosecutions have not translated into the kind of campaign being 
carried out against Jehovah's Witnesses. Russian Muslims have always denied the 
existence of "Nurdzhular" and so it has never had registered local communities. Falun Gong 
texts have also been banned, but its practitioners also do not have registered local 
communities which could be banned and whose property could be taken over. Neither 
group, therefore, could be targeted in the same way Jehovah's Witnesses are targeted. 

Only one local Muslim organisation, in May 2014 in Borovsky village in Tyumen Region, 
has so far been liquidated on grounds of "extremism". It has been added to the Justice 
Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Organisations. This mainly lists far-right and violent 
nationalist groups. But as well as Borovsky's mosque it also includes seven liquidated 
Jehovah's Witness congregations, whose property has been taken over by the state. 

Appeal against liquidation threat against national centre fails 

In March 2016, the Jehovah's Witnesses' Administrative Centre in St. Petersburg received 
a formal warning from the General Prosecutor's Office of the "inadmissibility of extremist 
activity". The warning was explicitly predicated on the alleged "extremist" activities of the 
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local communities and their members throughout Russia, which the Centre oversees and 
supports. 

The Centre's latest attempt to get the warning overturned failed on 16 January 2017, when 
Moscow City Court upheld an earlier ruling by the capital's Tver District Court that the 
General Prosecutor's Office had acted lawfully. 

"Jehovah's Witnesses are going to use all legal means to prove the absurdity of the charges. 
They hope that justice will prevail," the Centre said in a press statement on 16 January. 
"We will challenge the General Prosecutor's Office warning further," spokesman Ivan 
Belenko added to Forum 18 on 19 January. "We consider that the General Prosecutor's 
Office has no legal grounds for issuing the first warning, or for issuing a second warning, 
or for any attempt to liquidate the Centre. We hope that in the General Prosecutor's Office 
they understand this and do not take steps towards the dissolution of the Administrative 
Centre." 

All Jehovah's Witness bodies under threat 

If prosecutors pursue liquidation, the Centre would be added to the Justice Ministry's 
Federal List of Extremist Organisations, which already includes seven liquidated Jehovah's 
Witness congregations. The Centre's property would be taken over by the state. It also 
seems likely that Jehovah's Witness bodies throughout the country (406 registered local 
organisations and more than 2,500 unregistered religious groups) would face dissolution 
because of their association with the Centre. 

"As a result, Witnesses throughout Russia could lose their Kingdom Halls (houses of 
worship)", Jehovah's Witnesses complained in an article on their website jw.org on 27 April 
2016. "Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia could find themselves in a scenario in which they are 
free to believe as they wish but not free to practice their religion with others." 

The warning to the Centre, seen by Forum 18, instructs it to take "specific organisational 
and practical measures" within two months in order to prevent further "offences" under 
the Extremism Law. The warning cautions that the Centre will be subject to dissolution if 
it does not eliminate existing "violations" or if new evidence of "extremism" is found in the 
next 12 months. 

The document does not state what the "organisational and practical measures" are, nor 
how they will be evaluated. Any subsequent "extremism"-related conviction of an individual 
or local community may provide grounds for prosecutors to pursue liquidation of the 
Administrative Centre. 

Since the warning was issued on 2 March 2016, three local Jehovah's Witness organisations 
have been ruled "extremist" and ordered to be dissolved – Oryol on 14 June 2016, 
Birobidzhan on 3 October 2016. Both communities' appeals to the Supreme Court were 
unsuccessful. In the Birobidzhan case, government documents from 2012 suggest co-
ordination with Moscow during local officials' preparation of an initial "extremism" case. In 
2017 the first community ordered to be dissolved has been in Cherkessk on 10 February. 

Prosecutions of Jehovah's Witnesses under Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production 
or mass distribution of extremist materials"), which can lead to liquidation proceedings, 
have continued. 

Warnings are suspended while legal challenges are underway and reactivated when a 
decision is reached. It is therefore unclear whether the General Prosecutor's Office will use 
these dissolutions and prosecutions to initiate court proceedings to liquidate the 
Administrative Centre. 
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Warnings 
 
All liquidations of local communities have followed a similar path, from the discovery of 
apparently planted "extremist" religious texts onwards. 

Formally, attempts to have local religious organisations dissolved as "extremist" have been 
preceded by a formal warning (preduprezhdeniye) issued by prosecutors' offices. As 
stipulated in Article 7 of the Extremism Law, these note the "inadmissibility of the 
implementation of extremist activity", cite occasions when the communities in question (or 
their members) have been convicted or suspected of breaking the Extremism Law, and 
threaten communities with liquidation should further evidence of "extremism" be detected 
within a year. 

Under Article 6 of the Extremism Law, if prosecutors think community members will carry 
out "extremist" activity but have not yet done so, a caution (predosterezheniye) may be 
issued. This is usually addressed to an individual in an official capacity, such as a 
community chairperson. If a caution is violated, it may lead to prosecution, but not 
liquidation of a community. Such cautions can also be handed to private individuals. 

Such warnings and cautions are active from the date of issue. They are suspended during 
any court challenge, but are reactivated if a court rules against the religious organisation 
within a year of the original date of issue. 

A total of 37 Jehovah's Witness communities are known by Forum 18 to have received 
warnings of the "inadmissibility of the implementation of extremist activity". Two have 
received repeat warnings. Ten communities have so far been ordered liquidated as 
"extremist" organisations, with one ruling subsequently overturned. Ten warnings remain 
in force as of 15 February 2017. 

Communities almost always try to have such warnings overturned in court. Forum 18 
knows of no case where this has been successful, although such cases usually go through 
multiple stages of appeal. 

"Voluntary dissolution" in Arkhangelsk 

In Arkhangelsk the local Jehovah's Witness community in 2015 sought voluntary 
dissolution from the local Justice Ministry after coming under heavy pressure from the local 
government, law enforcement agencies and Moscow Patriarchate "anti-sect" activists. 

Despite the community's request for dissolution, prosecutors still lodged a liquidation suit 
against it at Arkhangelsk Regional Court on 8 April 2016, which the court rejected in June 
2016. Had this succeeded, the community would have been declared an "extremist 
organisation". As a result, members would have been in danger of criminal prosecution 
had they continued to meet for worship, and their leaders would have been unable to 
register another religious organisation. 

Prosecutors argued that the Jehovah's Witnesses had violated the warning of the 
"inadmissibility of extremist activity" they had received on 11 June 2015. This was because 
claimed community member Ivan Antufyev and leader Aleksandr Parygin had been fined 
under the Code of Administrative Offences Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution 
of extremist materials") on 2 October 2015 and 22 January 2016 respectively. 

Judge Arkady Vershinin dismissed the use of Antufyev's conviction as grounds for 
liquidation, deciding that FSB security service investigators had failed to establish whether 
Antufyev had given a Jehovah's Witness book to another man before or after the warning 
was issued. Judge Vershinin also noted that there was no evidence that Antufyev was a 
member of the "Central" community. 
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Parygin was prosecuted after law enforcement agents allegedly discovered banned 
"extremist" literature in his car on 16 December 2015, which Jehovah's Witnesses claimed 
was planted. Judge Vershinin noted that an individual's conviction was not evidence of an 
organisation's "extremist" activity, pointing out that the "Central" community had not itself 
been prosecuted for any "extremism"-related offences - either before or after receiving the 
formal warning. The Judge also accepted expert evidence presented in court, which showed 
that fingerprints on the literature allegedly found in Parygin's car did not belong to him. 

According to Federal Tax Service records, the community was dissolved at its own request 
on 17 January 2017. "Believers are free to carry out their activities in the region without 
an officially registered legal entity", the Jehovah's Witness press service told Forum 18 on 
15 February. 

More community liquidations 

Cherkessk 
 
On 10 February 2017, the Supreme Court of Karachai-Cherkessia upheld Karachai-
Cherkessia Prosecutor's request to have the Jehovah's Witness community of Cherkessk 
liquidated as an "extremist" organisation. Jehovah's Witnesses think the liquidation suit is 
an attempt to seize their property for commercial development. 

Police have subjected the Cherkessk community to raids and illegal searches, the claimed 
planting of banned "extremist" materials, prosecutions, searches of its members' homes, 
and claimed "beatings and severe psychological pressure" against one of its leaders. 

Prosecutors succeeded on 19 January 2016 in ensuring that they would be able to 
confiscate the Kingdom Hall and its territory, by claiming in court that the Cherkessk 
community had made an illegal "contract of donation" with the Jehovah's Witnesses of 
Mineralniye Vody. This contract allegedly passed the property to the other congregation in 
order to avoid potential seizure by the state. The City Court ruled that the Cherkessk 
community had no right to do this while a liquidation suit was pending. This decision was 
upheld by Karachai-Cherkessia Supreme Court on 13 April 2016. 

Legal proceedings were re-opened in January 2017 after nearly two years of delays and 
suspensions because of other civil and administrative cases involving the congregation. If 
the community now fails to have the liquidation order overturned, its land and building will 
be passed to the state. 

As in all other such cases known to Forum 18, prosecutors' request to have the Cherkessk 
community dissolved was based on the alleged "mass distribution" of banned "extremist" 
materials. The organisation itself and two of its members, Dmitry Metelin and Andrei 
Volovikov, were found guilty of this "offence" under Administrative Code Article 20.29 
("Production or mass distribution of extremist materials") on 17 March 2015. They 
subsequently failed to have their fines overturned on appeal. 

When Forum 18 telephoned on 14 February to ask how any liquidation would proceed and 
why the community was considered dangerous, a spokeswoman for the Republic 
Prosecutor's Office would not answer questions and said that all information could be found 
on their website. 

Kirovo-Chepetsk 
 
Prosecutors in the Kirov Region town of Kirovo-Chepetsk are also preparing a liquidation 
suit against the local Jehovah's Witness congregation, local news website chepetsk.ru 
reported on 26 January 2017. No suit yet appears to have been registered at Kirov Regional 
Court. 
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On 16 February 2016 at Kirovo-Chepetsk City Court, the community's chairperson Roman 
Pinegin was fined 2,000 Roubles under Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production or 
mass distribution of extremist materials") for posting a link to the Jehovah's Witnesses 
main international website jw.org on the social network Odnoklassniki. This website is 
banned and blocked in Russia. Pinegin's appeal on 7 April 2016 was unsuccessful. 

This was followed by a warning from the Kirov Regional Prosecutor's Office, which the 
community attempted to challenge at Kirovo-Chepetsk District Court. After Judge Yelena 
Aksyonova refused to recognise the warning as unlawful on 11 May 2016, Kirov Regional 
Court sent the case back for re-examination. But a second district court judge, Marina 
Alekseyeva refused to uphold the community's suit on 6 December 2016. Jehovah's 
Witnesses lodged a further appeal at the Regional Court on 6 February 2017, but no hearing 
date has yet been scheduled. 

On 8 December 2016, Jehovah's Witness O. Grinishina was fined 1,000 Roubles under 
Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 
materials"), for posting a link to the jw.org/ru website on her VKontakte social media 
profile. The court verdict, seen by Forum 18, claims that the link was "openly accessible to 
all users of this social network. Thus, Grinishina allowed the mass distribution of extremist 
materials". This is despite the jw.org site being blocked in Russia in all language versions. 
Kirov Regional Court registered her appeal on 27 January 2017, but no hearing date has 
yet been set. 

Officials, including an FSB security service officer and two Prosecutor's Office investigators, 
raided the Kirovo-Chepetsk community in July 2010. They were apparently seeking to 
pressure and gain information about the community. 

A spokesman for Kirov Regional Prosecutor's Office explained that he could not give out 
information to a foreign organisation when Forum 18 telephoned on 14 February to ask 
about the progress of the liquidation suit, why it was being brought, and why the 
community was considered dangerous. When Forum 18 called Kirovo-Chepetsk City 
Prosecutor's Office on 15 February and asked about the case, the phone was immediately 
put down. 

Community liquidations 

Increasing numbers of local Jehovah's Witness organisations are being declared 
"extremist" and ordered to be dissolved. The latest liquidations are; Birobidzhan, on 3 
October 2016, upheld on 9 February 2017; and Cherkessk, on 10 February 2017. No appeal 
has yet been submitted in the Cherkessk case. 

The Taganrog, Samara, Abinsk, Belgorod, Stariy Oskol, Elista, and Oryol communities all 
appear on the Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Organisations and have had their 
property taken over by the state. 

Jehovah's Witnesses have lodged three appeals to the European Court of Human Rights 
(ECtHR) in Strasbourg relating to the dissolution of local religious organisations. 

In the case of their Moscow community, it took almost five years after an ECtHR order, 
until May 2015, to regain its status. The community was dissolved in 2004 when a judge 
stated it had engaged in "coercion [of members] into destroying the family, encouragement 
of the refusal of medical assistance, and incitement of citizens to refuse civic duties". 

Appeals in the cases of the Taganrog (Application No. 32401/10) and Samara (Application 
No. 15962/15) communities are still pending." 

Impact on communities 
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When a registered religious organisation is liquidated, it loses its status as a legal entity 
and concomitant rights, such as the ability to own or rent property, employ staff, and hold 
a bank account. Although an unregistered community should legally be able to continue to 
operate as a religious group and meet privately for worship and study, this carries the risk 
of criminal charges if their organisation was liquidated on grounds of "extremism", as 
happened in Taganrog. 

Obstacles also arise if a group of people meets together as an unregistered religious group, 
not as a religious organisation. Under July 2015 changes to the Religion Law, they must 
notify local Justice Ministry branches of their creation or continued existence at least every 
three years, and supply the names and addresses of their members and the addresses at 
which they hold services. This contravenes Russia's international freedom of religion and 
belief obligations. The Duma is currently considering a proposed Administrative Code 
offence to punish non-compliance with this requirement. 

Further July 2016 changes to the Religion Law ban former members of "extremist" religious 
organisations carrying out broadly defined "missionary activity". People such as Jehovah's 
Witnesses who publicly share their beliefs are also liable to prosecution under 
Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for organising or 
conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket") and Administrative 
Code Article 5.26 ("Conducting missionary activity"). 

Individual Jehovah's Witnesses no longer stand on the streets sharing their beliefs because 
of a March 2016 amendment to the Demonstrations Law. This requires notification to the 
authorities of a one-person picket if it makes use of "prefabricated collapsible structures". 

Taganrog Jehovah's Witnesses 

After an unsuccessful appeal at Rostov Regional Court in March 2016, 16 former members 
of the liquidated Jehovah's Witness community of Taganrog are appealing to the Supreme 
Court against their convictions under Criminal Articles 282.2, Part 1 or Part 2 
("Organisation of" or "participation in" "the activity of a social or religious association or 
other organisation in relation to which a court has adopted a decision legally in force on 
liquidation or ban on the activity in connection with the carrying out of extremist activity"). 
The 16 were found guilty in November 2015 of continuing the activities of an "extremist" 
organisation by meeting to pray and read the Bible. 

Charges were also brought against a further six Taganrog Jehovah's Witnesses under 
Article 282.2 in a separate case which began in 2011. These charges were finally dropped 
on 14 December 2016, Jehovah's Witnesses stated on 12 January 2017. 

Investigators should now return the defendants' confiscated possessions, and two of their 
number - husband and wife pensioners Svetlana Chesnokova and Vladimir Chesnokov - 
should be removed from the Federal Financial Monitoring Service's (Rosfinmonitoring) "List 
of terrorists and extremists". This means that they will be able to access their bank 
accounts once more. Their names are still on the list as of 15 February, Forum 18 notes. 

The two pensioners were originally charged in October 2013. 

None of the 16 Jehovah's Witnesses convicted in November 2015 appears on the 
Rosfinmonitoring list. 

 
• Prosecutors office warnings yet to expire as of 14 February 2017 

 
1. Saransk, Mordovia 
Warning issued: 23 September 2016 
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Challenged: 16 January 2017, Lenin District Court, Saransk – unsuccessful  
Appeal: none yet submitted 
 
2. Novorossiisk, Krasnodar Region 
Warning issued: 1 August 2016 
Challenged: 28 November 2016, October District Court, Novorossiisk – unsuccessful  
Appeal: registered at Krasnodar Regional Court, 6 February 2017 – no hearing date 
yet 
 
3. Kirov 
Warning issued: summer 2016 
Challenged: 3 November 2016, October District Court, Kirov – rejected for 
jurisdictional reasons 
Appeal: 27 December 2016, Kirov Regional Court – upheld and sent again to 
October District Court; 8 February 2017, October District Court – unsuccessful again 
 
4. Novosibirsk, "Zarechnaya" 
Warning issued: before 30 May 2016 
Challenged: 21 September 2016, Central District Court, Novosibirsk – unsuccessful 
Appeal: 29 November 2016, Novosibirsk Regional Court – unsuccessful  
 
5. Stavropol, "Central" 
Warning issued: 14 April 2016 
Challenged: 29 September 2016, October District Court, Stavropol – unsuccessful  
Appeal: 6 December 2016, Stavropol Regional Court – unsuccessful  
 
6. Snezhnogorsk, Murmansk Region 
Warning issued: 17 March 2016 
Challenged: 26 August 2016, Polyarny District Court, Murmansk Region – 
unsuccessful 
Appeal: 23 November 2016, Murmansk Regional Court – unsuccessful  

7. Voronezh, "Central" 
Warning issued: 11 March 2016 
Challenged: 21 July 2016, Lenin District Court, Voronezh – unsuccessful  
Appeal: none 

8. Kirovo-Chepetsk, Kirov Region 
Warning issued: between 16 February and 18 April 2016 
Challenged: 11 May 2016, Kirovo-Chepetsk District Court, Kirov Region – 
unsuccessful  
Appeal: 11 August 2016, Kirov Regional Court – sent back for re-examination; re-
examined on 6 December 2016, Kirovo-Chepetsk District Court, unsuccessful; 
appeal registered at Kirov Regional Court on 6 February 2017 – no hearing date yet 
Liquidation suit now being prepared  

9. Kaluga (predosterezheniye) 
Warning issued: late February 2016 
Challenged: unknown 

10. Vilyuchinsk, Kamchatka  
Warning issued: 19 February 2016 (preduprezhdeniye); on or before 10 September 
2015 (predosterezheniye) 
Challenged: unknown 

• Warnings which have led to liquidation in chronological order 
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1. Taganrog  
Warning: 26 October (predosterezheniye) and 31 October (preduprezhdeniye) 2007 
Challenged: no 
Liquidated: 11 September 2009, Rostov Regional Court; upheld by Supreme Court, 
8 December 2009; multiple subsequent appeals unsuccessful 

2. Abinsk  
Warning issued: 20 February 2013 
Challenged: no 
Liquidated: 4 March 2015, Krasnodar Regional Court – upheld by Supreme Court, 
5 August 2015; further appeal to Supreme Court unsuccessful on 17 December 
2015 

3. Samara  
Warning issued: 26 June 2013 
Challenged: no 
Liquidated: 29 May 2014, Samara Regional Court – upheld by Supreme Court, 12 
November 2014; further appeal to Supreme Court unsuccessful on 18 March 2015 
and two more appeals returned without consideration, 29 May 2015 and 11 June 
2015 
 
4. Cherkessk 
Warning issued: 30 June 2014 (community did not know about it until 18 March 
2015) 
Challenged: 7 July 2015, Cherkessk City Court – unsuccessful 
Appeal: 23 September 2015, Supreme Court of Karachai-Cherkesiya – 
unsuccessful; appeal, 11 December 2015, Supreme Court of Karachai-Cherkesiya 
– unsuccessful  
Liquidated: 10 February 2017, Supreme Court of Karachai-Cherkesiya  
 
5. Stariy Oskol  
Warning issued: 24 December 2014  
Challenged: 7 April 2015, Stariy Oskol City Court, Belgorod Region – unsuccessful  
Appeal: 30 July 2015, Belgorod Regional Court – unsuccessful 
Liquidated: 10 February 2016, Belgorod Regional Court – upheld by Supreme Court, 
16 June 2016; further appeal to Supreme Court unsuccessful on 15 November 2016 
 
6. Belgorod  
Warning issued: 11 March 2015 
Challenged: 22 July 2015, October District Court, Belgorod – unsuccessful  
Appeal: 12 November 2015, Belgorod Regional Court, unsuccessful; appeal, 20 April 
2016, Belgorod Regional Court – unsuccessful; 12 July 2016, Supreme Court appeal 
– unsuccessful  
Liquidated: 11 February 2016, Belgorod Regional Court – upheld by Supreme Court, 
9 June 2016; further appeal to Supreme Court unsuccessful on 29 December 2016 
 
7. Elista, Kalmyk Republic 
Warning issued: 6 July 2015 
Challenged: no 
Liquidated: 25 February 2016, Supreme Court of the Kalmyk Republic – upheld by 
Supreme Court, 7 July 2016; further appeal to Supreme Court unsuccessful on 27 
December 2016 
 
8. Birobidzhan  
Warning issued: summer 2015 
Challenged: unknown date, Birobidzhan District Court – unsuccessful  
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Appeal: unknown date, Court of the Jewish Autonomous Region – unsuccessful  
Liquidated: 3 October 2016, Court of the Jewish Autonomous Region – upheld by 
Supreme Court, 9 February 2017 
 
9. Oryol  
Warning issued: August 2015 
Challenged: 25 December 2015, Soviet District Court, Oryol – unsuccessful  
Appeal: 17 March 2016, Oryol Regional Court, unsuccessful  
Liquidated: 14 June 2016, Oryol Regional Court – upheld by Supreme Court, 18 
October 2016; further appeal to Supreme Court submitted on 27 January 2017 

 
• Warnings which have expired, liquidations successfully challenged or overturned 

 
1. Salsk, Rostov Region 
Warning issued: 19 November 2007 (preduprezhdeniye); 4 November 2007 
(predosterezheniye) 
Challenged: unknown  
 
2. Beslan, North Ossetia-Alaniya 
Warning issued: 19 March 2009 
Challenged: unknown 
 
3. Mozdok, North Ossetia-Alaniya 
Warning issued: 20 March 2009 
Challenged: unknown 
 
4. Arkhangelsk, "Central" 
Warning issued: 28 December 2009 
Challenged: unknown 
 
5. Volgodonsk, Rostov Region 
Warning issued: 28 December 2009 
Challenged: unknown 
 
6. Birobidzhan, Jewish Autonomous Region 
Warning issued: 31 August 2010 
Challenged: unknown 
 
7. Spassk-Dalniy, Primorye 
Warning issued: July 2012 
Challenged: unknown 
 
8. Ussuriysk, Primorye 
Warning issued: 28 May 2014 
Challenged: unknown  
 
9. Tyumen  
Warning issued: 29 July 2014 
Challenged: unknown 
Appeal: unknown 
Liquidation ordered: 16 October 2015, Tyumen Regional Court; overturned by 
Supreme Court, 15 April 2016 
 
10. Tikhoretsk, Krasnodar Region  
Warning issued: 24 March 2015 
Challenged: 13 July 2015, Tikhoretsk City Court, Krasnodar Region – unsuccessful  
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Appeal: 24 September 2015, Krasnodar Regional Court, unsuccessful  
 
11. Arkhangelsk, "Central" 
 
Warning issued: 11 June 2015 
Challenged: 30 October 2015, October District Court, Arkhangelsk – unsuccessful 
Appeal: 4 February 2016, Arkhangelsk Regional Court – unsuccessful  
Liquidation refused: 3 June 2016, Arkhangelsk Regional Court 
Community voluntarily dissolved 17 January 2017 
 
12. Tikhoretsk, Krasnodar Region 
Warning issued: 28 July 2015 
Challenged: 17 December 2015, Tikhoretsk City Court, Krasnodar Region – 
unsuccessful 
Appeal: 24 May 2016, Krasnodar Regional Court – unsuccessful; appeal to Supreme 
Court, 18 January 2017 – unsuccessful  
 
13. Odintsovo District, Moscow Region (predosterezheniye) 
Warning issued: before 31 August 2015 
Challenged: 13 October 2015, Odintsovo City Court – unsuccessful 
Appeal: 28 December 2015, Moscow Regional Court – unsuccessful; appeal, 30 June 
2016 – unsuccessful  
 
14. Teykovo, Ivanovo Region 
Warning issued: 11 September 2015 
Challenged: 11 February 2016, Teykovo District Court, Ivanovo Region – 
unsuccessful  
Appeal: 26 April 2016, Ivanovo Regional Court – unsuccessful  
 
15. Chapayevsk, Samara Region 
Warning issued: 2 October 2015 
Challenged: 10 March 2016, Chapayevsk City Court, Samara Region – unsuccessful  
Appeal: 20 May 2016, Samara Regional Court – unsuccessful; appeal, 25 November 
2016, Samara Regional Court – unsuccessful; appeal to Supreme Court submitted 
30 January 2017 
 
16. Serov, Sverdlovsk Region 
Warning issued: 7 October 2015 
Challenged: 15 February 2016, Serov District Court, Sverdlovsk Region – 
unsuccessful  
Appeal: 25 May 2016, Sverdlovsk Regional Court – unsuccessful; appeal submitted 
to Sverdlovsk Regional Court on 17 January 2017, no hearing date yet 
 
17. Shakhty, Rostov Region 
Warning issued: 8? December 2015 (unclear whether addressed to individual or 
community) 
Challenged: unknown 
 
18. Prokhladny, Republic of Kabardino-Balkariya 
Warning issued: 24 December 2015 
Challenged: 26 February 2016, Prokhadny District Court, Kabardino-Balkariya – 
unsuccessful  
Appeal: 29 April 2016, Supreme Court of Kabardino-Balkariya, successful; appeal 
by prosecutor, 8 September 2016 – appeal ruling overturned and warning left in 
force; appeal to Supreme Court returned without consideration 10 January 2017 
 
19. Gelendzhik, Krasnodar Region 
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Warning issued: before 8 February 2016 
Challenged: 15 March 2016, October District Court, Krasnodar – unsuccessful  
Appeal: 26 July 2016, Krasnodar Regional Court, unsuccessful; appeal submitted 
23 January 2017, Krasnodar Regional Court – no hearing date yet 
 
20. Polyarny, Murmansk Region 
Warning issued: 14 January 2016 
Challenged: 15 April 2016, Polyarny District Court, Murmansk Region – 
unsuccessful  
Appeal: 29 June 2016, Murmansk Regional Court – unsuccessful 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses headquarters in St Petersburg on 
the way to liquidation by the authorities 

HRWF (15.02.2017) - On 16 January 2017, the Moscow City Court rejected the appeal filed 
by the Jehovah’s Witness Administrative Center, St Petersburg against the Prosecutor 
General’s liquidation warning. On 8 February 2017, an application was filed with the 
European Court of Human Rights challenging the Prosecutor General’s liquidation warning.  

In the meantime, on 2 February 2017 the Administrative Center received notice from the 
Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation that it would conduct an “unplanned 
inspection” on the Administrative Center (copy of notice attached). The Ministry of Justice 
had ordered the Administrative Center to turn over thousands of pages of documents as 
part of its “inspection”, including a listing of all of its property, bank accounts, organizations 
that are part of the “structure” of the Administrative Center, and all donations received by 
the Administrative Center.  

That inspection was scheduled to begin on 8 February 2017. However, due to the 
thousands of documents requested, the Ministry of Justice deferred production of those 
documents until 15 February 2017.  

The Order of the “unplanned inspection” states that it is being conducted based on the 27 
January 2017 Order of Deputy Prosecutor General V. Ya. Grin (who also issued the 
liquidation warning for extremism).  

They were refused permission to make a copy of the Prosecutor General’s 27 January 2017 
Order, although a lawyer representing the Administrative Center was permitted to read it. 
In essence, that Order alleges that despite the 2 March 2016 liquidation warning of the 
Prosecutor General (which as the Order notes is now in force), ‘structural subdivisions’ of 
the Administrative Center have engaged in so-called ‘extremist activity.’ In support of this 
assertion, the Prosecutor General refers to trial decisions over the past months in which 
some local religious organizations of Jehovah’s Witnesses have been liquidated or convicted 
under Article 20.29 of the Code of Administrative Violations. All those cases were fabricated 
by the planting of literature on the Federal List of Extremist Materials in places of worship, 
or by means of statements of false witnesses. 

The “unplanned inspection” is scheduled to last from 8 February to 27 February 2017. 

(*) The exact location of the offices of the Administrative Center is the village of 
Solnechnoye, a suburb of St. Petersburg located some 40 kilometers from the city. 
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Pending cases filed by Jehovah’s Witnesses against 
Russia  

as of 10 February 2017 

A. Pending applications with the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) 

ECHR Application Name 
Introduce
d (yyyy-
mm-dd) 

Subject Matter 

1. Taganrog LRO and Others v. 
Russia, 
no. 32401/10 

2010-06-01 Liquidation of local religious 
organization as “extremist” 

2. Gorno-Altaysk LRO and Others v. 
Russia, no. 44285/10 

2010-07-23 Banning of religious literature as 
“extremist” 

3. Chavychalova v. Russia, 
no. 74329/10 

2010-12-07 Police home search/religious literature 
seized/prosecution  

4. Novakovskaya v. Russia, 
no. 74339/10 

2010-12-07 Police home search/religious literature 
seized 

5. Cheprunov and Cheprunova v. 
Russia, no. 74320/10 

2010-12-07 Police home search/religious literature 
seized 

6. Boltnyev v. Russia, no. 3488/11 2011-01-03 Prosecuted for preaching  

7. Mardonov v. Russia, no. 3492/11 2011-01-03 Prosecuted for preaching 

8. Aliyev v. Russia, no. 14821/11 2011-02-09 Police raid on religious meeting 

9. Fedorin and Others v. Russia,  
no. 17552/11 

2011-03-11 Police home search/literature 
seized/detention 

10. Nabokikh and Others v. Russia, 
no. 19428/11 

2011-03-21 Police interference with religious 
meetings 

11. Martynenko and Others v. Russia, 
no. 44363/11 

2011-07-21 Police raid on religious meeting in 
private home 

12. Zinchenko and Others  v. Russia, 
no. 73036/11 

2011-11-18 Police interference with religious 
meetings 

13. Burenkov and Others v. Russia, 
no. 78114/11 

2011-12-15 Police raid on religious meeting in 
private home 

14. Chukan & Others v. Russia, 
no. 2269/12 

2012-01-05 Banning of religious literature as 
“extremist” 

15. Golovko & Others v. Russia, 
no. 5571/12 

2012-01-10 Police raid on religious meeting 

16. Gareyev & Others v. Russia, 
no. 5547/12 

2012-01-10 Seizure of religious literature in 
transport 

17. Zharinova v. Russia, no.17715/12  2012-03-14 Police detention while preaching 
18. Shaikhiyev & Others v. Russia, 

no. 65838/12 
2012-09-26 Police raid on religious meeting 
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ECHR Application Name 
Introduce
d (yyyy-
mm-dd) 

Subject Matter 

19. Administrative Centre of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Russia and 
Wachtturm Bibel – und Traktat - 
Gesellschaft der Zeugen Jehovas 
e.V. v. Russia, no. 76162/12 

2012-11-21 Revocation of permit to import the 
Watchtower and Awake! magazines 

20. Pekshuyev and Others v. Russia, 
no. 60771/13 

2013-09-11 Police raid on Kingdom Hall and 
private home  

21. Zinich and Others v. Russia, 
no. 74387/13 

2013-11-19 Banning of religious literature as 
“extremist” 

22. Verish and Others v. Russia, 
no. 79240/13 

2013-12-11 Banning of religious literature as 
“extremist” 

23. Novikov and Others v. Russia, 
no. 28108/14 

2014-04-04 Banning of religious literature as 
“extremist” 

24. Ogorodnikov and Others v. Russia, 
no. 29295/14 

2014-04-11 Police raid on Kingdom Hall and 
private home 

25. Mashinskiy and Others v. Russia, 
no. 35190//14 

2014-04-22 Police raid on religious meeting 

26. Kravchuk and Others v. Russia, 
no. 2861/15 

2015-01-14 Banning of official Website (jw.org) as 
“extremist” 

27. Samara LRO and Others v. Russia, 
no. 15962/15 

2015-03-31 Liquidation of local religious 
organization as “extremist” 

28. Aliyev and LRO Birobidzhan v. 
Russia, no. 16578/15 

2015-04-07 Banning of religious literature as 
“extremist” 

29. Trotsyuk and Others v. Russia, 
no. 24622/16 

2016-04-28 Criminal convictions or practicing 
religion 

30. Administrative Centre of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Russia v. Russia, 
no. 10188/17 

2017-02-06 Challenging liquidation warning to the 
Administrative Centre 

 

B. Pending communications with the UN Human Rights Committee (CCPR) 
CCPR Case Name Subject Matter 

1. Communication no. 2765/2016,  
Pavlenko et al v. Russian Federation 

Liquidation of the Abinsk local religious 
organization as “extremist” 

2. Communication Kalin et al v. Russian 
Federation, filed 29 November 2016,  
not yet registered 

Banning of religious literature as “extremist”  
(1 book) 

3. Communication no. 2935/2017,  
Kalin et al v. Russian Federation 

Banning of religious literature as “extremist”  
(2 brochures) 

4. Communication no. 2925/2017,  
Yurlov et al v. Russian Federation 

Liquidation of the Elista local religious 
organization as “extremist” 
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C. List of Local Religious Organizations (LROs) liquidated as “extremist” 

1. 8 December 2008: The Supreme Court of the Russian Federation upheld a lower 
court decision to liquidate the Taganrog LRO. 

2. 12 November 2014: The Supreme Court of the Russian Federation upheld a lower 
court decision to liquidate the Samara LRO. 

3. 5 August 2015: The Supreme Court of the Russian Federation upheld a lower court 
decision to liquidate the Abinsk LRO. 

4. 9 June 2016: The Supreme Court of the Russian Federation upheld a lower court 
decision to liquidate the Belgorod LRO. 

5. 16 June 2016: The Supreme Court of the Russian Federation upheld a lower court 
decision to liquidate the Stariy Oskol LRO. 

6. 7 July 2016: The Supreme Court of the Russian Federation upheld a lower court 
decision to liquidate the Elista LRO. 

7. 18 October 2016: The Supreme Court of the Russian Federation upheld a lower 
court decision to liquidate the Orel Regional.  

8. 9 February 2017: The Supreme Court of the Russian Federation upheld a lower 
court decision to liquidate the Birobidzhan LRO. 

Source: Information provided to HRWF by the World Headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
Office of Public Information and the European Association of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

 

Russian conscientious objector fails to obtain civilian 
service 

A Jehovah’s Witness in Surskoe not able to avoid army by alternative service 

by L. Naumova 

Ulyanovsk Press (08.02.2017) - http://bit.ly/2ktIWFD - The practice of substituting 
alternative civilian service for army service by conscription is implemented in our province 
with great difficulty. Not many of those who wish to perform civilian service manage to do 
so. The conditions prescribed by law for substituting are rather strict and draft boards and 
courts following them are not prone to make any concessions and exceptions. As a result, 
young people who are predisposed not to bear arms nor participate in military activities 
nor obey orders of commanders are forced to go into the army. At best, such conscripts 
can expect in the army humiliation, persecution, and bullying. At worst they are driven to 
suicide.  

Good guy 

Nineteen-year-old Vladislav Kozhaev lives with his parents and sister in Surskoe district. 
Since 2004 he has studied successfully in Surskoe schools. He gets the best grades in the 
natural sciences. In 2013, under the direction of his teacher Vladimir Kochetkov—a famous 
Ulyanovsk bicyclist and writer—he represented his school in a regional scientific conference 
of pupils "Start in Science," winning a certificate in the division of "natural  geography 
bearing." He was always polite, humble, quiet, and well-mannered. He never had contacts 
with any teenage gangs. The Surskoe inspection for juvenile affairs could not say a single 
bad word about him. In the same 2013, after finishing ninth grade, Vlad left for Saransk 
where he enrolled in the Polezhaev College of Energy and Electronic Technology. As a 
student he again received only positive feedback. Kozhaev is now studying in the fourth 
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year and this summer he will graduate. And then—service in the army. The fellow has no 
problems with his health. But now there arose an insoluble problem of a different kind. 

Jehovah's Witnesses 

Following his parents, Vladik accepted baptism back in childhood and dedicated himself as 
a devotee of the church of Jehovah's Witnesses. He is its dedicated member to the present. 

Our information: Many Orthodox persons even today are inclined to consider this church 
to be a sectarian confession. Nevertheless, in Mordovia and Penza provinces it has a lot of 
followers (in Penza province there are about ten local organizations), and from there they 
gradually extended their influence into Ulyanovsk province. Including Surskoe district. In 
October 2014 the Jehovah's Witnesses tried to hold their gathering in a shopping area in 
Surskoe, but the police intervened because of complaints of citizens. A local police officer, 
A. Zuikov, officially established the identities of participants in the event and took down 
their explanations. Nevertheless, the local religious organization of Jehovah's Witnesses 
was already registered in Ulyanovsk in an apartment on Minaev Street.  

One of the essential parts of the doctrine of Jehovah's Witnesses is refusal of any form of 
violence, including performing military service. Maintaining "Christian neutrality," they are 
fundamentally opposed to learning to fight, wearing uniforms, taking oaths, and obeying 
the orders of commanders. Therefore, after returning home last summer and registering 
with the local draft board, Vlad immediately began going to offices to find out what he 
needed to do for substituting alternative civilian service for army service.  

Coincidences 

And then a fateful set of coincidences intervened. The time for Kozhaev's conscription was 
put off until next summer. By law, he was supposed to file an application for alternative 
service with the draft board no later than 1 October 2016. But the personal case of the 
conscript took too long to transfer from Saransk to Surskoe and as a result the student 
was able to submit the application only on 10 October. Besides, of the required documents, 
he attached to it only a certificate of baptism from the regional administrative center of 
the religious organization of Jehovah's Witnesses. And the draft board responded to him 
with a refusal. The Surskoe citizen tried to challenge its decision in court, but there the 
actions of representatives of the draft board were ruled to be absolutely legal. Now Vlad 
and his family think with horror about what will happen to him, when he gets into the 
army. (tr. by PDS, posted 9 February 2016)  

 

Attempt to deport chief Rabbi of Sochi from Russian 
Federation 

Interfax.ru (06.02.2017) - http://bit.ly/2k6w4Ax - Deportation threatens the chief rabbi of 
Sochi, Ari Edelkopf.	

As he reported on his page in a social network, the basis is subpoint 1 of point 1 of article 
7 of the law "On the legal status of foreign citizens in Russia" (advocacy for violent change 
in the foundations of the constitutional structure of Russia or creation by other actions of 
threats to the security of the RF or its citizens).	

"That is, by our actions we are creating a threat to the security of the Russian federation. 
This is a difficult trial from above. But I trust the Almighty and I am sure that, with God's 
help, everything will be fine," the rabbi wrote.	
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He did not explain what he is specifically charged with and what it is for.	

In his turn, the head of the Department of Public Relation of the Federation of Jewish 
Communities of Russia [FEOR], Borukh Gorin, commenting on the situation, declared that 
in his 16 years of residence in Sochi, Edelkopf has been interested in only one thing—to 
make it possible for Sochi Jews "to live a full-fledged Jewish life," and when the Olympiad 
was held in Sochi in 2014 "hundreds of Jews—athletes and tourists—were able to pray and 
get kosher food thanks to the Jewish community."	

"The accusation of Rabbi Edelkopf, like the recent accusation of the rabbi of the Moscow 
congregation of Among One's Own, Joseph Khersonsky, of violation of migration legislation 
obviously has one common basis—the desire of overly zealous officials to get new 'stars' 
for displaying vigor in removing alleged 'violations of law' taking place," Gorin noted, who 
was quoted by the press service of FEOR on Monday.	

After emphasizing that such decisions "disorient the Jewish community and evoke serious 
concern for the future of Jewish congregations in the country," he expressed the hope that, 
just as in the case of Khersonsky, "this misunderstanding will be cleared up."	

In turn, members of the Sochi Jewish community consider the deportation of Edelkopf and 
his family from Russia to be illegal.	

"Members of the Jewish community . . . of the city of Sochi ask President Putin to render 
personal assistance and annul the decision of the police of Kuban cancelling the permission 
for temporary residence, given earlier to the rabbi and his family and also to provide the 
possibility for Edelkopf to continue his work," the chairman of the Sochi Jewish 
congregation, David Kosnevich told the Interfax news agency on Monday.	

In 2003, a rabbi from Rostov-on-Don, Eliashiv Kaplun, and Rabbi Chaim Friedman, were 
deported from Russia. In 2009, the rabbi of the Primore territory, Isroel Zilbershtein, and 
rabbi of Stavropol territory, Tsvi Khershkvich; and in 2013, the rector of the International 
Jewish Institute of Economics, Finance, and Law, Rabbi Alexander Feigin; and in 2014, 
Rabbi of Tula, Zeev Wagner; and an attempt was made to deport Omsk Rabbi Osher 
Krichevsky. On 27 January 2017, the rabbi of the Moscow Among One's Own congregation, 
J. Khersonsky, was arrested on a charge of violating the migration legislation. However a 
trial conducted on 30 January removed all accusations from him. (tr. by PDS, posted 6 
February 2017) 

	

Russian anti-cultist Alexander Dvorkin attacks Hindus 

www.about-dvorkin.ru (01.02.2017) - http://bit.ly/2kWWA0y - This is the second scandal 
with the involvement of FECRIS vise-president Alexander Dvorkin that effects Russian-
Indian relations. The story begun more than year ago and involved the Center for 
Promotion of Conservation and Development of Indian Culture “Shri Prakash Dham” 
founded by Hindu Shri Prakash Ji in Moscow area and officially registered by the Ministry 
of Justice of Russia in 2002. Shri Prakash Ji has lived in Russia for more than 27 years. 

The Russian federal news agency Rosbalt wrote that Hindus have accused the Orthodox 
theologian of discrimination on religious grounds. Referring to Prasun Prakash (son of Shri 
Prakash Ji) the news agency wrote: 

“...he and his family were subjected of attacks by the President of "Russian 
Association of centers for study religions and sects" and the "Center for religious 
studies in the name of the Holy Martyr Irenaeus" headed by Alexander Dvorkin, as 
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well as his "accomplices". Russian Indian claims that Dvorkin systematically "defiles 
Hinduism as a world religion and hurts the feelings of hundreds of millions of 
believers around the world" on its Internet-resource forum.iriney.ru and in social 
media 

In this regard, Prasun Prakash calls his friends, acquaintances and public in general, 
including people who could somehow influence the situation, ‘to pay attention to 
the activities carried out by Alexander Dvorkin and his associates which is illegal 
and undermines friendly relations between Russia and India’” 

After an attack in December 2016 on the home of Prasun Prakash and his family, he 
initiated online petition: 

“I humbly urge the heads of both states, Russian President Vladimir Putin and 
Indian Prime Minister Sri Narendra Modi, and the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of both 
countries, Mr. Sergey Lavrov and Mrs. Sushma Swaraj, and the representatives of 
the Embassy of India in Russia, to turn their attention towards this urgent issue, 
and enable the Hindus in Russia to lead a peaceful life with assurance of safety 
against any kind of persecution from radical elements like Mr. Alexander Dvorkin 
and his accomplices.” 

It should also be noted that Shri Prakash Ji, acting within the legal framework, is seeking 
protection from the religious extremists in court. The last hearing took place on 19 January 
2017, but it has been rescheduled for 13 February, Prasun Prakash said on his Facebook 
page: 

“The hearing supposed to be the final and the whole community waited for our 
victory this day. But the public is also aware of how the radical elements in person 
of Alexander Dvorkin love to use petty tools by which they manage to delay the 
process. 

This is done to gain time and utilize it to continue spreading slander through paid 
publications and TV shows. Also a second goal is pursued — attracting false 
witnesses who do not even know against whom and what they testify. 

Thus, the mud is used as advertising to attract witnesses-actors or in the case of 
our hearing — the actor who plays the role of the new administrator the RACSRS's 
web-site [the web-site of the Russian Association of Centers for Study Religions and 
Sects – our note]. In this regard, the hearing was postponed on February 13. 
Considering the fact that before the hearing Alexander Dvorkin and his attorney 
had long time negotiation with the new administrator, I have no doubts that this is 
another shameless attempt to win time for new attacks on my religion, my Father 
and family, as well as on our cultural center and millions believers of Hinduism 
around the world.” 

Details on the mechanism of protraction of the judicial system have been explained by a 
correspondent of the Moscovskaya Pravda newspaper, who was present at the hearing: 

“It became clear that Anna Nikolaeva [secretary of Dvorkin – our note] has no more 
to do with the web-site, because she resigned from her post, and from December 
9, 2016 the administrator is a different person. 

But if get former administrator out of the trial, there are no legal basis to continue 
the trial in the Lublin District Court because the new administrator is registered in 
the Vladimir Region. So the legal proceedings has to start in another region — 
essentially from scratch. But interest of the plaintiff is to get final decision without 
delay.” 
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(modified by HRWF) 

 

Long-running cases against Muslims for meetings 

Eleven Russian Muslims currently face "extremism" criminal charges for meeting 
together and reading the works of theologian Said Nursi. Two have been detained 
before trial since March 2016, and one has not been allowed to pray. An atheist 
blogger's next hearing is on 2 February. 

By Victoria Arnold  

Forum 18 (01.02.2017) - http://bit.ly/2kk62eI - Eleven Russian Muslims face "extremism" 
criminal charges for meeting together to read and study the works of Turkish theologian 
Said Nursi. Two of the Muslims, Ziyavdin Dapayev from Dagestan and Andrei Dedkov from 
Krasnoyarsk, have been in pre-trial detention since March 2016. Prison authorities have 
not allowed Dedkov to pray, as this "is a violation of internal regulations". Another 
Krasnoyarsk Muslim, Andrei Rekst, is still under house arrest. The FSB security service is 
continuing its investigations of Dapayev, Dedkov, Rekst, and two fellow defendants (all 
under travel restrictions) in two separate cases. "Expert analysis" of FSB surveillance of 
Dedkov and Rekst has "revealed signs of an international religious association". 

A similar case against Imam Komil Odilov is expected to reach a Novosibirsk court 
sometime in Spring 2017, Forum 18 has learned. 

On 25 January the trial began in Blagoveshchensk of another Muslim accused of meeting 
with others to read Nursi's works. The accused, Yevgeny Kim, has been in detention since 
December 2015. 

The next hearing in the Stavropol trial of atheist blogger Viktor Krasnov, accused under 
Criminal Code Article 148, Part 1 ("Public actions expressing obvious disrespect for society 
and committed with the intention of insulting the religious feelings of believers"), is due on 
2 February. 

Prosecutions of Muslims meeting to read Nursi's works 

Muslims who have met to read and discuss Nursi's books are typically accused of allegedly 
creating "cells" of a banned alleged "extremist" organisation "Nurdzhular", which Muslims 
in Russia deny exists. They are then charged under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1 or 
Part 2 ("Organisation of" or "participation in" "the activity of a social or religious association 
or other organisation in relation to which a court has adopted a decision legally in force on 
liquidation or ban on the activity in connection with the carrying out of extremist activity"). 

The 11 accused are being prosecuted under the pre-July 2016 version of Criminal Code 
Article 282.2. If convicted under Part 1, they could receive fines of 300,000 to 500,000 
Roubles, compulsory labour of up to five years, or prison sentences of two to six years. If 
convicted under Part 2, they could receive fines of up to 300,000 Roubles, compulsory 
labour of up to three years, or prison sentences of up to four years. 

In July 2016 increased Article 282.2 punishments were introduced. No prosecutions under 
these harshened punishments are yet known to have happened. 

Nine of the 11 accused Muslims are on the list of alleged "terrorists and extremists" 
maintained by the Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring) – even though 
they have not been convicted. Banks must freeze the assets of anyone on the list, but 
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small transactions not exceeding 10,000 Roubles per month are allowed. 
 
Dagestan  
 
Three Muslims who read Nursi's works await trial in Dagestan's capital Makhachkala. 
Ziyavdin Badirsoltanovich Dapayev (born 12 May 1982) is still in custody, 10 months after 
he was arrested in a March 2016 series of FSB raids across the republic. 

At the end of December 2016, Makhachkala's Soviet District Court extended Dapayev's 
detention until 4 March 2017, his lawyer Murtazali Barkayev told Forum 18 on 31 January. 

Dapayev's fellow defendants, Sukhrab Abdulgamidovich Kultuyev (born 13 November 
1981) and his brother Artur Abdulgamidovich Kultuyev (born 15 June 1986), are under 
travel restrictions – Sukhrab was released from detention at the beginning of September 
2016, Imam Ilhom Merazhov, who is following the case, told Forum 18 on 8 December 
2016. All three men appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list. 

Prosecutors have charged Dapayev under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1 for the 
alleged "organisation of" an alleged "Nurdzhular cell". The Kultuyev brothers are both 
charged under Part 2 for alleged "participation in" an alleged "Nurdzhular cell". The FSB's 
investigation is still ongoing, but defence lawyer Barkayev expects that prosecutors will 
submit the case to Makhachkala's Lenin District Court in late February. 

Officers confiscated hundreds of books, including allegedly "extremist" material, in March 
2016 raids in four Dagestani cities – Makhachkala, Khasavyurt, Izberbash, and Derbent. 
Officers also confiscated suspects' computers and phones. Fourteen people were arrested, 
most of whom were later released. Dapayev's prison address is: 

367012 Respublika Dagestan 
Makhachkala 
ulitsa Levina 45 
Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 
Russia 

Calls to the prison went unanswered on 31 January when Forum 18 telephoned to ask 
about Dapayev's conditions there. According to his lawyer, Dapayev is being permitted to 
pray and to read the Koran and other "non-banned" religious books. 

Previous conviction, court-ordered book destruction 

Dapayev has previously been charged with "extremist" activity for alleged involvement in 
"Nurdzhular" after September 2010 armed raids on the homes of Muslims who were 
thought to read Nursi's works. In May 2011 he received a three-year suspended sentence. 
Books containing texts from the Koran were also ordered to be destroyed. 

On appeal Dapayev's suspended sentence was upheld, but the books were ordered to be 
handed to the Dagestan Muslim Board "for a decision on the question of the destruction of 
the banned books and pamphlets". Russian law bans handing over state functions – such 
as this decision - to religious organisations. 

Dapayev challenged this, and on 19 March 2012 up to 70 copies of translations of 15 
different Islamic books by Nursi were ordered to be destroyed. But other Islamic books 
were ordered to be returned. "I've never encountered the practice of destroying religious 
literature in Russia before", Dapayev's lawyer Barkayev told Forum 18. 

Krasnoyarsk  
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Andrei Nikolayevich Dedkov (born 16 June 1979) also remains in custody since his 13 
March 2016 arrest in Krasnoyarsk. In late December 2016 or January 2017, a Krasnoyarsk 
court apparently extended Dedkov's detention until March, a fellow Muslim told Forum 18 
on 28 January. This would mean Dedkov would be detained for a year. 

Prosecutors are investigating Dedkov for the alleged "organisation of" an alleged 
"Nurdzhular cell". The FSB security service's investigation is continuing, according to Imam 
Ilhom Merazhov, who is also following the case. This is the third time Dedkov has been 
prosecuted under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1. 

Fellow Krasnoyarsk Muslim Andrei Gennadyevich Rekst (born 14 March 1994) is still under 
house arrest, having been charged at the same time as Dedkov under Article 282.2, Part 
2 for alleged "participation in" an alleged "Nurdzhular cell". Both men are on the 
Rosfinmonitoring list. 

When the case will come to trial is unknown. Spokeswoman Anna Sheludko of Soviet 
District Court in Krasnoyarsk, which has tried Dedkov on two previous occasions, confirmed 
to Forum 18 on 26 January that no further case against him had been submitted to her 
court. 

Forum 18 wrote to the Krasnoyarsk FSB on 6 April and 8 December 2016, asking why 
Dedkov was considered dangerous, how long he was likely to be detained, and when and 
where he and Rekst are to be tried. Forum 18 had received no response as of 31 January 
2017. Dedkov's prison address is: 

660075 Krasnoyarskaya Oblast 
Krasnoyarsk 
ulitsa Respubliki 72 
Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 
Russia 

No prayer allowed in prison 

The prison has previously refused to answer Forum 18's questions about Dedkov's freedom 
of religion and belief while in detention, saying that all requests for information must be 
sent by post. 

Prison authorities have not allowed Dedkov to pray, as this "is a violation of internal 
regulations". This violates the United Nations (UN) Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Treatment of Prisoners (known as the Mandela Rules). 

FSB surveillance, "expert analysis" 

The FSB security service conducted audio surveillance of several Muslims in Krasnoyarsk 
for much of 2015, according to "expert analysis" documents seen by Forum 18. The FSB 
then sent the recordings, along with books confiscated from Rekst's home and material 
from his VKontakte social network profile, to the Siberian Federal University in 
Krasnoyarsk, to be examined by Vyacheslav Kudashov (head of the Philosophy 
Department) and Tatyana Uzuchenko (a senior philosophy lecturer, specialising in religious 
studies). 

Such "expert analyses" can be biased and may be produced by people who are not 
"experts". Kudashov has previously produced "expert analyses" that led to some Jehovah's 
Witness texts being banned nationwide as "extremist" in January 2013, for "a negative 
evaluation of traditional Christianity and its religious leaders". 
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Kudashov and Uzchenko were asked to determine: whether it was possible to identify any 
religious or social grouping or the structure of an association from the materials provided; 
whether the materials contained "propaganda of any religious doctrine, combined with 
intolerance to people of other beliefs or worldviews"; and whether they indicated "any 
actions aimed at involving other people by means of persuasion, conviction, requests, [or] 
suggestions". 

Kudashov and Uzchenko concluded that "between 25 May and 17 December 2015, religious 
gatherings were systematically conducted, consisting of the reading of Said Nursi's works, 
commentary from an authoritative person, and collective discussion". They added that 
Rekst participated in these and stored Nursi's works, "some titles in a quantity greater than 
necessary for personal use, which indicates the possibility of spreading the ideas of the 
teachings of Said Nursi". 

A conversation Rekst had with a friend about a planned trip to Turkey is taken as evidence 
that he was recruiting the friend to "Nurdzhular". That other people at the recorded 
religious gatherings asked Dedkov questions allegedly shows that he is the leader of the 
group and organiser of their meetings. 

Kudashov and Uzchenko claim that their analysis of the recordings "revealed signs of an 
international religious association in the city of Krasnoyarsk, the presence of an 
organisational structure, and recognition of the authority of Andrei Dedkov. The actions of 
Dedkov show signs of the implementation of extremist activity, reading and commenting 
on the text of extremist material .. to an unidentified group of persons." 

Earlier prosecutions of Dedkov with others 

Dedkov was first prosecuted for reading Nursi's works in 2010. But the case against him 
and three fellow Muslims – Aleksei Gerasimov, Yevgeny Petry and Fizuli Askarov – ran out 
of time in February 2012. 

Dedkov then faced identical charges in 2014-5, and was convicted alongside Aleksei 
Kuzmenko on 18 December 2015 at Soviet District Court. They were fined 150,000 Roubles 
and 100,000 Roubles respectively. On 26 January 2016 Krasnoyarsk Regional Court upheld 
Dedkov and Kuzmenko's convictions, but waived their fines as the two-year statute of 
limitations had expired by the time their appeal was heard. 

Novosibirsk 
 
Imam Komil Olimovich Odilov (born 18 August 1975) was released from pre-trial detention 
at the beginning of September 2016, his lawyer Yuliya Zhemchugova told Forum 18 on 8 
December 2016. He is now under travel restrictions. 

The FSB security service investigation into Odilov is still underway, the lawyer added on 
11 January 2017. But she "tentatively" thinks that the case will come to court by the spring 
of 2017. 

Prosecutors have charged Odilov under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1 for the alleged 
"organisation of" an alleged "Nurdzhular cell". Three other Novosibirsk Muslims – Uralbek 
Karaguzinov (born 21 July 1954), Mirsultan Takhir-ogly Nasirov (born 8 October 1997); 
and Timur Musafarovich Atadzhanov (21 April 1988) – have been charged alongside him 
under Article 282.2, Part 2 for alleged "participation in" an alleged "Nurdzhular cell". 

Karaguzinov and Nasirov have been placed under travel restrictions, while Atadzhanov's 
whereabouts are unknown and he has been added to the federal wanted list. All four men 
are on the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and extremists". 
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The FSB security service has ordered "expert religious-studies and psycho-linguistic 
analysis" to be carried out, Imam Merazhov, who was prosecuted alongside Odilov in 2013, 
told Forum 18 on 9 January. Lawyer Zhemchugova thinks that this is the last stage of the 
investigation and the case will be submitted to court once it has been completed. 

Odilov, Karaguzinov, Nasirov and Atadzhanov were among nine Muslims originally detained 
by the FSB security service at an Azerbaijani cafe in Novosibirsk on the night of 5 December 
2015. Most were released the next morning after questioning, but officers searched their 
homes. Officers confiscated copies of Nursi's books from Odilov's flat, along with his 
computer and phone. 

Odilov remained in custody in Novosibirsk's Investigation Prison No. 1 for nine months until 
September 2016, in conditions Merazhov described as "severe" and "overcrowded". 

FSB surveillance, arrest, flawed trial, conviction, ECtHR appeal 

On 22 June 2010 Odilov was arrested as he got off a Krasnoyarsk-Novosibirsk train, as he 
was suspected of being about to distribute "extremist" literature. The arrest appears to 
have followed FSB security service surveillance. 

On 11 October 2011 prosecutors in Novosibirsk opened an "extremism" case against Odilov 
and fellow-imam Merazhov, after police seeking Nursi literature raided a group of about 15 
Muslims – including both men – while they were eating plov (rice) at Odilov's flat. 

There were numerous inconsistencies in the prosecution case, whose evidence 
strengthened the Imams' counterclaims that they reject violence. There were also 
numerous flaws in an "expert analysis" commissioned by the prosecution. 

Yet in May 2013 a court convicted Odilov and fellow imam Merazhov under Criminal Code 
Article 282.2, Part 1 for allegedly organising "Nurdzhular" activity. At that trial Judge Anna 
Pozdnyakova dismissed the Imam's testimony for "contradicting the testimony of the 
prosecution". The prosecution also admitted that "the deed of which they are incriminated 
does not envisage any kind of extremist activity". Both men were handed a one-year 
conditional sentence. 

After the Supreme Court rejected their appeal, Odilov and Merazhov appealed in January 
2014 to the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) in Strasbourg (Application No. 
6731/14 and Application No. 6738/14). An ECtHR spokesperson told Forum 18 on 31 
January 2017 that no decision had yet been taken as to the admissibility of the cases. 

Stavropol atheist trial 

The Stavropol trial of atheist blogger Viktor Krasnov (known on social media as Viktor 
Kolosov) resumed with the 18th hearing on 30 January 2017 at the city's Industrial District 
Magistrate's Court No. 6, Forum 18 has learned. Krasnov is being tried under Criminal Code 
Article 148, Part 1 ("Public actions expressing obvious disrespect for society and committed 
with the intention of insulting the religious feelings of believers"). The next hearing is due 
on 2 February. 

Prosecutors accuse Krasnov of "crimes" committed online on the Vkontakte social network, 
including stating that "there is no God" and calling the Bible "a collection of Jewish fairy 
tales". Krasnov also described as "rubbish" a verse in St Paul's first letter to the Corinthians 
claiming that: "Christ is the head of every man, and the husband is the head of his wife, 
and God is the head of Christ". Among other comments, Krasnov described attending 
church at Easter and Christmas as "herd mentality". The freedom to criticise any religious 
or non-religious belief is part of Russia's international freedom of religion and belief 
obligations. 
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The criminal charge followed an April 2015 raid by "Anti-extremism" Police on Krasnov's 
home, during which they seized his computer. The first hearing in the case was held on 18 
November 2015. 

Criminal Code Article 148 came into force in July 2013, and also punishes "illegal 
obstruction" of religious activities. But prosecutions under it are not common. 

During some hearings of Krasnov's case, prosecutors and psychological and linguistic 
"experts" failed to appear in court. 

In June 2016 Judge Aleksandr Filimonov suspended proceedings after what was then 17 
hearings. He ordered that psychological and linguistic "experts" try to ascertain whether it 
is possible to discern the "communicative purpose" of Krasnov's remarks based only on 
fragments of text. He also ordered that they should evaluate whether Krasnov's remarks 
contained language which was abusive towards individuals, beliefs or "attributes of faith" 
on the grounds of belonging to the Moscow Patriarchate Russian Orthodox Church. 

Krasnov's lawyer also requested that a representative of the Moscow Patriarchate be called 
to court to establish who exactly is being defended by the state – Krasnov's two online 
interlocutors or all Moscow Patriarchate Orthodox. But the Stavropol Diocese failed to send 
anyone to the 30 January hearing, Krasnov stated on his VKontakte page. He added that 
the court has repeated the summons. 

Krasnov himself stated on 16 January that he has requested that his trial should continue 
beyond the two-year limit on criminal proceedings. 

 

Ten years' imprisonment for religious meetings? 

Prosecutors state Yevgeny Kim faces up to 10 years' imprisonment for studying 
a Muslim theologian's works with friends. His criminal trial began in 
Blagoveshchensk on 25 January after a year in prison. Two Jehovah's Witness 
elders face "inciting religious hatred" criminal charges in Moscow Region. 

By Victoria Arnold  

Forum 18 (26.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2k859Wl - Thirteen months after his December 2015 
arrest by the FSB security service, the trial of 42-year-old Muslim Yevgeny Kim began 
yesterday (25 January) in Blagoveshchensk in the Far Eastern Amur Region, Forum 18 has 
learned. Kim is charged with "extremism" offences for meeting with others to study the 
works of the late Turkish Muslim theologian Said Nursi. The trial is due to resume on 7 
February. Amur Regional Prosecutor's Office said in November 2016 that Kim faces up to 
10 years' imprisonment. 

Kim is among 11 Muslims (all of them men) being prosecuted for meeting to study Nursi's 
works in four separate cases across Russia. Another case is expected to reach court in the 
next few months in Novosibirsk, while the FSB security service is still investigating cases 
in Makhachkala and Krasnoyarsk. Three of the defendants, including Kim, remain in pre-
trial detention, while another six are under travel restrictions. 

On 8 December 2016, Forum 18 wrote to all the regional FSB branches responsible for 
these prosecutions, asking how long those in detention were likely to remain there and 
when exactly court proceedings would begin. Forum 18 received no reply by 26 January 
2017. 
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Meanwhile, Jehovah's Witnesses are again facing criminal charges under "anti-extremism" 
legislation for exercising their right to freedom of religion and belief. Vyacheslav Stepanov 
and Andrei Sivak, both community elders in Moscow Region, are undergoing a re-trial for 
alleged incitement of religious hatred, of which they were initially fully acquitted in March 
2016. 

Kim, Stepanov, Sivak and most of the other Muslims under investigation have had their 
assets frozen as alleged "terrorists and extremists", even though they have not been 
convicted of any crime. 

Nursi cases 

All four ongoing prosecutions of Muslims who study Nursi's works have arisen from 
circumstances similar to those of previous cases: people who have met to read and discuss 
Nursi's books are accused of creating "cells" of the banned "extremist" organisation 
"Nurdzhular", which Muslims in Russia deny exists. 

Prosecutors then bring charges under Criminal Code Article 282.2, either under Part 1 
("Organisation of the activity of a social or religious association or other organisation in 
relation to which a court has adopted a decision legally in force on liquidation or ban on 
the activity in connection with the carrying out of extremist activity") or Part 2 
("Participation in the activity of a social or religious association or other organisation in 
relation to which a court has adopted a decision legally in force on liquidation or ban on 
the activity in connection with the carrying out of extremist activity"). 

The 11 accused Muslims are being prosecuted under the pre-July 2016 version of Criminal 
Code Article 282.2. If convicted under Part 1, courts could hand down fines of 300,000 to 
500,000 Roubles, compulsory labour of up to five years or prison sentences of up to six 
years. If convicted under Part 2, courts could hand down fines of up to 300,000 Roubles, 
compulsory labour of up to three years, or prison sentences of up to four years. 

Each 100,000 Roubles is the equivalent of 14,000 Norwegian Kroner, 1,550 Euros, or 1,650 
US Dollars. 

Increased penalties 

So-called Yarovaya "anti-terrorism" legal changes came into force on 20 July 2016. They 
increased the then-existing Article 282.2 penalties to: 

Part 1 ("organisation") – a fine of 400,000 to 800,000 Roubles; or 2 to 4 years' income; 
or 6 to 10 years' imprisonment with a ban on working in one's profession of up to 10 years 
and restrictions on freedom for 1 to 2 years; 

Part 2 ("participation") – a fine of 300,000 to 600,000 Roubles; or 2 to 3 years' income; 
or compulsory labour for 1 to 4 years with a ban on working in one's profession for up to 
3 years or with restrictions on freedom for up to 1 year; or 2 to 6 years' imprisonment with 
a ban on working in one's profession for up to 5 years or with restrictions on freedom for 
up to 1 year. 

No prosecutions under these amended terms are known to have begun between 20 July 
2016 and late January 2017. 

Financial penalties even if not convicted 

Officials have placed both Jehovah's Witness defendants and nine of the 11 Muslims 
currently being prosecuted on the list of "terrorists and extremists" maintained by the 
Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring). Banks are thereby obliged to 
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freeze their assets. From 30 January 2014 the law has been relaxed to allow small 
transactions not exceeding 10,000 Roubles per month. 

Blagoveshchensk Nursi 

Yevgeny Lvovich Kim (born 5 October 1974) is being prosecuted in a criminal case initiated 
by the FSB security service. The FSB accuses Kim of having organised religious gatherings 
in Blagoveshchensk between September and November 2015. At these he allegedly 
"decided to quote from" and discuss Nursi's collection of writings "Risale-i Nur" ("Messages 
of Light"), according to a December 2015 court document granting the FSB permission for 
a property search, seen by Forum 18. Law enforcement interpreted this as "disseminating 
the religious ideas of the international religious association Nurdzhular, [while] fully aware 
of the fact that .. [it] had been recognised as extremist and its activities prohibited on the 
territory of the Russian Federation". 

Sharing such "extremist" texts, even in private homes, can make those involved liable to 
criminal and administrative prosecution. Muslims who read Nursi's works deny that the 
alleged organisation Nurdzhular exists. 

FSB-ordered "expert analysis" found that what Kim and others said at these meetings was 
"aimed at inciting religious hatred", promoted the "superiority of the Turkic peoples", and 
contained "negative evaluations" of Armenians and Russians. "Expert analyses" can be 
biased and may be produced by people who are not, in fact, "experts". 

Kim and several friends were detained and interrogated after an armed unit of the FSB 
raided Kim's flat on 26 December 2015, during a gathering to celebrate the birthday of the 
Muslim Prophet Mohammed. All but Kim were later released. 

Among those also detained was Kim's friend Anton Pavlovich Starodubtsev (born 4 April 
1980). He has since complained of the treatment they received during both arrest and 
questioning, including threats and attempted blackmail, and has categorically denied any 
involvement in extremist activity. 

The FSB arrested Kim initially under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1. A 30 November 
2016 statement on the Amur Regional Prosecutor's Office – which did not name Kim – 
revealed, however, that charges had also been added under Criminal Code Article 282, 
Part 1. The announcement said Kim denied any wrongdoing. It added that he faces up to 
10 years' imprisonment if convicted. 

Prosecutors also charged Starodubtsev under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 2 
("participation in an extremist organisation"), but his whereabouts remain unknown. FSB 
investigators have added both Kim and Starodubtsev to the Rosfinmonitoring list of 
"terrorists and extremists". 

Criminal Code Article 282, Part 1, punishes "actions aimed at the incitement of hatred or 
enmity, as well as humiliation of a person or group", based on "sex, race, nationality, 
language, origin, attitude to religion, or social group". Kim's additional charge under Article 
282, Part 1, is unusual for a Nursi-related case. Forum 18 knows of only two other 
individuals who read Nursi's writings who have been taken to court for this alleged offence 
since the works began to be banned in 2007 – Ilham Islamli was convicted under Article 
282, Part 1, alone in August 2010; in September 2011, Rashid Abdulov was convicted 
under Article 282, Part 2(v), as well as Article 282.2, Part 1. 

Kim is being prosecuted under the pre-July 2016 Article 282, Part 1, which means he faces 
the following possible punishments under this Article: a fine of 100,000 to 300,000 Roubles 
or 1 to 2 years' income; or community service (obyazatelnaya rabota) for up to 360 hours; 
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or correctional labour (ispravitelnaya rabota) for up to 1 year, or compulsory labour 
(prinuditelnaya rabota) for up to 4 years; or imprisonment of up to 4 years. 

Blagoveshchensk trial begins 

Kim's trial began at Blagoveshchensk City Court with a preliminary hearing on 13 January. 
The first full hearing was on 25 January, according to court records. The next hearing is 
due on 7 February, his lawyer Natalya Terekhova told Forum 18 from Blagoveshchensk on 
26 January. 

Meanwhile, Kim remains in custody at Blagoveshchensk Investigation Prison No. 1, where 
he has been held since 26 December 2015. 

The address of Blagoveshchensk's Investigation Prison, where Forum 18 believes Kim to 
be detained, is: 

675007 Amurskaya Oblast 
Blagoveshchensk 
Seryshevsky pereulok 55 
Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 
Russia 
 
Forum 18 telephoned the prison in the evening of 26 January in Blagoveshchensk and 
asked whether Kim was being allowed to pray and have access to the Koran and other 
religious literature. The duty officer said he could not answer any questions as it was 
outside working hours. 

Why the campaign against Nursi readers? 

Nothing in Nursi's writings appears to advocate hatred, violence, or the violation of any 
human right. Despite this, numerous Russian lower courts have ruled that various Russian 
translations of his works (and of some other Islamic and Jehovah's Witness texts) are 
"extremist", and have had them added to the Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist 
Materials. 

The grounds for Russia's ongoing nationwide campaign against readers of Nursi's works 
are obscure, with quite different reasons offered for banning Nursi writings and 
"Nurdzhular" in different contexts. The primary cause, however, appears to be state 
opposition to "foreign" spiritual and cultural influence. 

Little or no reasoning is given in the court decisions which have added Nursi's works to the 
Federal List, Forum 18 notes. Among the few specific instances of "extremism" cited, for 
example, are Nursi's descriptions of non-Muslims as "frivolous", "philosophers" and 
"empty-talkers". Yet the freedom to criticise any religious or non-religious belief is a central 
part of the freedom of religion and belief. 

Sergiyev Posad Jehovah's Witnesses 

After Moscow Regional Court overturned their original acquittal on 26 May 2016 at the 
request of prosecutors, Jehovah's Witness elders Vyacheslav Yuryevich Stepanov (born 20 
March 1977) and Andrei Petrovich Sivak (born 28 March 1974) are once again due to 
appear at Sergiyev Posad City Court. Both are charged with inciting religious hatred under 
Criminal Code Article 282, Part 2. Their re-trial began in August 2016, but most hearings 
have been postponed. Judge Liliya Baranova ordered further "expert analysis" in 
November, and the first (twice delayed) hearing of the new year is due to take place on 
20 February, according to the court website. 
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Criminal Code Article 282, Part 2, punishes publicly performed "actions aimed at the 
incitement of hatred or enmity, as well as humiliation of a person or group", based on sex, 
race, nationality, language, origin, attitude to religion, or social group", when committed 
a) with violence or the threat of violence; b) by a person using their official position; c) by 
an organised group (of which Stepanov and Sivak are accused). 

As their alleged offences took place before amendments to the Criminal Code increased 
extremism-related sentences in February 2014 and July 2016, Stepanov and Sivak face 
the following possible punishments: 

a fine of 100,000 to 500,000 Roubles or 2 to 3 years' income; or community service for up 
to 480 hours; or 1 to 2 years' correctional labour (ispravitelnaya rabota); or up to 5 years' 
compulsory labour (prinutdelnaya rabota); or up to 5 years' imprisonment. 

Officials have placed both Stepanov and Sivak under travel restrictions, Jehovah's Witness 
spokesperson Ivan Belenko told Forum 18 on 19 January. 

So-called Yarovaya "anti-terrorism" legal changes came into force on 20 July 2016. They 
increased the then-existing Article 282 penalties to: 

Part 1 – a fine of 300,000 to 500,000 Roubles; or 2 to 3 years' income; or compulsory 
labour (prinutdelnaya rabota) for 1 to 4 years with a ban on working in one's profession 
for up to 3 years; or 2 to 5 years' imprisonment; 

Part 2 – a fine of 300,000 to 600,000 Roubles; or 2 to 3 years' income; or compulsory 
labour (prinutdelnaya rabota) for 2 to 5 years with a ban on working in one's profession 
for up to 3 years; or 3 to 6 years' imprisonment. 

Sergiyev Posad: earlier prosecution ended in acquittal 

The Sergiyev Posad District Prosecutor's Office opened their original case against Stepanov 
and Sivak in April 2013. This case appears to have been based on covert video surveillance 
of the defendants and their congregation dating from the autumn of 2010, according to 
the 4 March 2016 court verdict seen by Forum 18. 

Sivak and Stepanov were brought to Sergiyev Posad City Court only in August 2015. The 
period of the initial investigation was "artificially extended", Jehovah's Witness 
spokesperson Belenko explained to Forum 18 on 10 January, when Sivak and Stepanov 
were added to the Interior Ministry wanted persons database on three occasions without 
any grounds and without their knowledge. 

The two men were acquitted at Sergiyev Posad City Court on 4 March 2016 when Judge 
Yelena Aminova found them not guilty of organising gatherings, "veiled under the guise of 
'religious meetings'", with the aim of "inciting hatred and enmity against followers of all 
religions other than adherents of the 'Jehovah's Witnesses' religious organisation, and 
humiliating human dignity on the grounds of religion". According to the written verdict, 
prosecutors also accused them of "contrasting the 'Jehovah's Witnesses' religion to other 
religions, declaring [the latter] 'false', [and] evaluating them very negatively, as well as 
appealing to citizens to refuse their civic responsibilities and commit illegal actions" – 
claims for which the judge concluded there was no evidence in the recordings presented 
to the court. 

The judge dismissed the "expert analysis" performed by Natalya Kryukova, Director of the 
Centre for Socio-Cultural Analysis in Moscow (which held that Stepanov and Sivak's 
sermons in the recordings bore signs of "extremism"). The Judge instead agreed with the 
findings of the Justice Ministry's Legal Expertise Centre, which were that services had "an 
educational, discursive character" and that "views inherent in the religion are evaluated as 
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true and correct, which is an integral important feature of religious discourse". Judge 
Aminova concluded that "A different assessment of [Sivak and Stepanov's] speeches defies 
common sense and logic". 

"The court recognised [the defendants'] right to rehabilitation," Belenko told Forum 18 on 
10 January, "including compensation for moral damages and the reinstatement of labour, 
pension, housing, and other rights." 

Forum 18 called Sergiyev Posad District Prosecutor's Office on 26 January to ask why the 
original acquittal was challenged and why the two men are considered dangerous. When 
Forum 18 mentioned the case against Stepanov and Sivak, the phone was immediately put 
down. 

 

Russian president's Council on Human Rights opposes 
anti-evangelism law 

Council on Human Rights insists amendments about missionary activity have 
nothing to do with extremism 

Vedomosti.ru (25.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2kiqFui - Legislative regulation that was 
introduced by the "Yarovaya Package" entails the restriction of the constitutional rights of 
citizens and is disproportionate to its effectiveness while combating terrorism. This is said 
in the draft of an expert conclusion on the package of antiterrorism amendments (whose 
authors are State Duma Deputy Irina Yarovaya and Senator Viktor Ozerov), which was 
prepared by the chairman of the Council on Human Rights (CHR) [under the president].  

The occasion for preparing the conclusion (Vedomosti is acquainted with it) was the 
collection of 100,000 signatures for rescinding the "Yarovaya Package" on the website of 
the Russian Public Initiative and the discussion of possible introduction of amendments. At 
the time of the consideration of the draft law in the State Duma, the CHR issued an expert 
conclusion, the rights advocates recall: some of the recommendations were taken into 
account, but after this new provisions were introduced into the law, which also evoked 
criticism. 

The conclusions of the CHR about the rules of the "Yarovaya Package" pertaining to mobile 
operators and Internet providers and also changes in the Criminal Code in the main are 
the very same as in the first conclusion. Thus the requirement about storage of data the 
CHR thinks is "an unprecedented encroachment on the privacy of the personal life of 
citizens," and the tightening of a number of articles of the Criminal Code and the 
introduction of new kinds of crimes is unjustified and often devoid of sense. As regards 
that part of the package that appeared at the last moment before its adoption by the State 
Duma and imposing new restrictions on missionary activity, the rights advocates propose 
removing it entirely from active regulation and revising it from the start, if the government 
considers this necessary. It is not clear how these amendments to the law on freedom of 
conscience have anything to do with the antiterrorism package, the CHR emphasizes, and 
besides the law has already provoked arbitrary law enforcement—for example, protestants 
primarily have been held accountable on its basis. 

Earlier last week an expert working group under the leadership of Minister for Affairs of 
Open Government Mikhail Abyzov, after reviewing the petition from Russian Public 
Initiative, rejected a proposal to abolish the "Yarovaya Package," limiting the 
recommendations to the government to conduct additional assessment of the technical, 
organizational, and social aspects of implementing the law for storing the contents of 
telephone conversations and Internet traffic. In addition, the State Duma was advised to 
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reconsider how to change the law in order to eliminate the possibility of broad 
interpretation of the concepts of "missionary activity" and "extremism." 

CHR Chairman Mikhail Fedotov did not want to comment on the draft of the conclusion, 
saying only that it is at the stage of voting by members of the council. The director of the 
SOVA Center, CHR member Alexander Verkhovsky, thinks that the part about evangelism 
should be completely eliminated, although such a suggestion is not feasible: "But it is 
possible to try to encourage the legislature to think up something different for the sake of 
that goal, which may be considered antiterrorist: current standards have nothing to do 
with that goal." Law enforcement practice has already shown that the police, in whose 
competence these affairs are located, simply do not understand the rule about evangelism, 
Verkhovsky emphasizes: "If the Duma is not prepared to eliminate this part of the package, 
then at least let it start a normal discussion. Then possibly it can clarify which 
administrative measures can realistically prevent terrorists but not restrict so radically 
preaching as such." 

The conclusion of the CHR shows how crude was the package of amendments, and 
comments on it are essentially a proposal to eliminate it, says that director of the Center 
for Study of Problems of Religious and Society of the Institute of Europe of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences, Roman Lunkin. The "Yarovaya Package" introduced confusion into 
legislation in the sphere of religious policy. Therefore any clarifications and amendments 
also may be taken as interference in affairs of religious associations and violation of 
freedom of conscience, the expert thinks: "Many religious movements perceived the 
intention to control missionaries within the framework of an antiterrorism package as an 
insult. Believers began to be perceived as potential extremists. One gets the impression 
that the 'Yarovaya Package' was adopted without reading the law on freedom of conscience 
into which amendments were introduced." 

The law that existed before June 2016 suited all religious associations, Lunkin emphasizes: 
"Now leaders and parishioners of the most diverse churches and movements are wondering 
what kind of state is this which gets satisfaction from the police and FSB fining Baptists, 
Pentecostals, and Hindus and deporting foreigners who have decided to worship in 
Russia." (tr. by PDS, posted 26 January 2017) 

 

What is the future of Jehovah’s Witnesses? 

HRWF (23.01.2017) – On 17th January, an article entitled “Even Stalin could not eliminate 
Jehovah’s Witnesses” was published by Anton Bykov on the website of Open Russia 
(https://openrussia.org/notes/705489/) and translated by Russia Religion News (Stetson 
University): 

“The Jehovah's Witnesses—one of the largest religious organizations in the world—
may be banned in Russia because of the distribution of extremist literature. In 
several cities adherents of this organization have already found themselves outside 
the law. Law enforcement agencies have pursued Jehovists for several years, and 
after the adoption of the anti-extremist law in the country several regional 
congregations have been liquidated and witnesses have been subjected to criminal 
prosecution. However in the past year the prosecutor general began a decisive 
attack on Jehovah's Witnesses, threatening to enter the organizations into the list 
of extremists. In that case, all of its branches will be closed and the Jehovists 
themselves, who number in Russia about 100,000, will be deprived of the possibility 
of openly professing their religious views. 
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On Monday, 16 January, a Moscow city court declined to satisfy an appeal filed by 
Jehovah's Witnesses against the action of the prosecutor general's office. Thereby 
the decision of a lower instance, which earlier had recognized as legal the warning 
about the impermissibility of committing extremist activity issued by the 
prosecutor's office against the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses, 
remained in force. 

Attorneys for the organization have pointed out that in the ruling of the agency 
there are several legal contradictions. Eighty-eight publications of Jehovah's 
Witnesses structures have been ruled to be extremist in Russia. Deputy prosecutor 
general Viktor Grin concluded that this fact is sufficient to issue a warning to the 
central office of the organization. At the same time the Jehovists themselves 
maintain that the offices of the prosecutor that initiated an investigation of these 
materials have consistently opposed the statements of the Administrative Center in 
the trial of this case. 

"When the prosecutor's office acted with an initiative one after another to find our 
books and brochures extremist, then the Administrative Center sent to the court a 
petition that the organization be included in the case as an interested party, so that 
we would be able to join the case and defend these publications, doctrinal books of 
our religion. However the prosecutor's office protested that we would participate in 
the case. They maintained that the Administrative Center is neither the author nor 
publisher of these materials. These are conducted by foreign organizations. It turns 
out that we have nothing to do with the publication of the forbidden books and 
brochures, but in the end the case is turned against us. That is, the office of the 
prosecutor general contradicts its own position," a representative of the press 
service of the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses, Ivan Belenko, told 
Open Russia. 

How they can now correct the "violations," the Jehovists do not fully understand. 
Belenko said that the prosecutor's office has not demanded the removal from 
circulation of the materials ruled to be extremist: "We did this on the basis of our 
own decision. All local religious organizations that are members of our structure 
were sent letters requesting that they stop distributing materials banned by courts, 
which was also done." 

The Russian branch of the Jehovah's Witnesses does not any longer order books 
and brochures that are included in the Federal List of Extremist Materials. This 
argument was left without attention in court and the prosecutor's office continues 
to, and the prosecutor's office continues to expand the collection of accusations, 
searching for old publications that were distributed in Russia in prior decades. In 
order to fine believers and to file lawsuits for the liquidation of regional branches, 
prosecutors in particular have used falsified testimony, Belenklo thinks. 

Jehovists have counted now more than 60 cases where law enforcement agencies 
or persons obviously cooperating with them were guilty of forgery. Several of these 
incidents were captured by cameras of video surveillance. Belenko maintains that 
courts have refused to include these video tapes in materials of cases. 

He said that the most egregious case occurred in Voronezh in October of last year. 
To conduct a worship service, local activists of Jehovah's Witnesses rented the 
"Energiia" sports complex. More than 600 persons assembled for the event, but just 
at the time of the addresses of the elders, personnel of the police burst into the 
premises and halted the service. Eyewitnesses describe how the police inspected 
the bags and pockets of believers. Operatives found a package with forbidden books 
in flowerbeds on stage. 
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Jehovists insist that these books were planted on them in the night before the 
service. They said that police obviously knew where to search. As a result, the 
Voronezh court suspended for 45 days the activity of the local religious organization, 
finding the congregation guilty of distributing extremist materials. 

As of today, seven regional branches of Jehovah's Witnesses have been liquidated 
by judicial decisions. Four of them—in Belgorod, Stary Oskol, Orel, and Elista—were 
liquidated by courts in 2016, and in 2015 a branch in Abinsk was closed and the 
Samara and Taganrog branches were closed in 2014 and 2009 respectively. Also in 
Taganrog 16 persons were convicted for continuing the activity of the 
congregation.  Now four criminal cases have been opened with regard to adherents 
of the Jehovah's Witnesses religion. In three cases the charges were based on article 
282 (Inciting hatred or hostility) and in one case on article 239 (Creation of a 
noncommercial organization infringing the rights of citizens). 

Thus in the Sergiev Posad city court a criminal case is now being considered that 
was opened with regard to elders of the local congregation, Viacheslav Stepanov 
and Andrei Spivak. The accusation was issued against them back in 2013 on the 
basis of operational audio and video recordings of believers' meetings that the 
operatives got with the aid of hidden cameras mounted in handbags. 

Initially Stepanov and Spivak were accused of making statements that incited 
religious enmity and quoting forbidden brochures that contained negative 
characterizations of other religious organizations. After consideration of arguments 
presented by both sides and the conduct of a repeated psycho-linguistic expert 
analysis, on 4 March the Sergiev Posad court acquitted both elders, with the right 
of rehabilitation, but by the end of May a Moscow provincial court overturned this 
decision and returned the case for a new consideration. 

The first mention of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia dates to 1877. While the 
organization was officially registered in the Russian empire in September 1913. 
Under the soviet regime Jehovists were subjected to persecutions and they were 
arrested and exiled to the most distant parts of the country. In 1951 members of 
the Jehovah's Witnesses along with their families were exiled from western Ukraine 
(the site of their main location) to Siberia, Kazakhstan, and the Far East, which 
facilitated the spread of the ideas of this organization in places of exile. 

The Jehovah's Witnesses received official registration in the Russian federation in 
March 1991, and in the next year there occurred for the first time in history an 
international congress of the organization on the territory of the former USSR. The 
Russian Orthodox Church immediately determined their attitude toward Jehovah's 
Witnesses, consigning them to the category of religious organizations harmful for 
the church, society, and the state. Despite this, in March 1996 by order of President 
Boris Yeltsin exiled Jehovists were completely rehabilitated and recognized as 
victims of political repression. 

The principal phase of the campaign against Jehovah's Witnesses began in 2008. 
At that time a letter was sent to all branches of the prosecutor's office, signed by 
deputy prosecutor general Viktor Grin, requiring the start of a mass inspection of 
the activity of all congregations. After this throughout Russia there began searches 
and arrests of Jehovists; worship services were regularly interrupted; and religious 
books associated with the organization were one after another placed in the list of 
extremist materials. 

Two years earlier, the Golovin district court of Moscow ordered the liquidation of 
the Moscow congregation of Jehovah's Witnesses and its activity was prohibited. 
Attorneys of the organization filed suit in the European Court of Human Rights, 
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which in 2010 established the occurrence of violation of a number of articles of the 
European Convention in the Russian court's decision banning the activity of the 
capital division of Jehovists. The registration of the congregation was restored only 
in 2015, ten years after its prohibition. 

As of the present, in Russia Jehovah's Witnesses occupy sixth place in the number 
of registered religious associations, trailing Orthodox, Muslim, Pentecostals, 
Baptists, and Adventists. 

"It is hard for us to say why actions of law enforcement agencies regarding 
Jehovah's Witnesses have been activated at this time. Whatever we may say on 
this will be speculation. But for us this is not something unexpected or surprising. 
Everything that is happening now in the country only confirms the prophetic words 
of Jesus Christ to the effect that his followers will be hated, persecuted, and 
prosecuted," Belenko says. 

The organization thinks that the prosecutor general's warning issued to the 
Administrative Center will lead to a new round of the campaign against Jehovah's 
Witnesses, "discriminating and restricting religious liberties," If the Administrative 
Center is closed and included in the list of extremist organization, the threat of 
liquidation will face all regional branches, which now number about 400 throughout 
the country. 

However, the Jehovists are Stoic minded. "It is possible to liquidate judicially, but 
faith remains an integral part of a person. The constitution says that nobody can be 
forced to renounce his opinions or convictions. Nothing prevents us from professing 
our religion," Belenko added. "This is just the first warning; in the future we will 
appeal it in both domestic and international instances." 

The director of the "Sova" Center for News and Analysis, Alexander Verkhovsky, 
also thinks that it is premature to speak of the liquidation of the Jehovah's 
Witnesses. He recalls that the law does not precisely establish a number of possible 
warnings, but in practice an organization is usually closed after two warnings. 

"The Jehovah's Witnesses are not the first religious organization in modern history 
that was persecuted by law enforcement agencies, but this is a special case. The 
pressure on them has extended now for eight years, and in all this time its case has 
not been understood. Some of the charges against them are ridiculous, but of 
course it is possible to expect the closing of the central department of Jehovah's 
Witnesses, and in that case other representatives of the organization should be 
closed," Verkhovsky notes. 

The rights activist thinks that persecution of Jehovists is not a part of a trend of 
enforcement of the norms of antiextremist legislation connected with recent cases 
regarding Krishnaites, protestants, and other religious organizations: "Whereas in 
the case of Krishnaites or, for example, Seventh-day Adventists, the issue is local 
abuses provoked by the 'Yarovaya Package," that is, there is no basis for their 
elimination, but in the case of the Jehovah's Witnesses such a basis apparently 
exists. Although I do not understand how it can be achieved; even Stalin was not 
able to eliminate them." (tr. by PDS, posted 20 January 2017) 
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Religious freedom survey, January 2017 

Russian laws restricting freedom of religion and belief have increased, as have 
prosecutions of people exercising this freedom. Given intensifying official 
hostility to independent public activities without state permission, freedom of 
religion and belief and interlinked human rights may in future be increasingly 
restricted. 

By Victoria Arnold 

Forum 18 (13.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2iZvxAg - Since Vladimir Putin's re-election as 
President in May 2012, the Russian federal government has increasingly restricted the 
possibility of exercising freedom of religion and belief. This is in line with the increasing 
restrictions on human rights generally after public protests against election fraud in the 
December 2011 parliamentary election and March 2012 presidential election. 

Law enforcement agencies have displayed rising hostility towards independent public 
activity of all kinds. Since 2012, the authorities have labelled many Russian civil society 
and human rights groups "foreign agents". State hostility to independent civil society and 
government assertions of alleged external threats have increased since Russia's March 
2014 annexation of Crimea and September 2015 intervention in Syria. 

The most serious type of freedom of religion and belief violation is the use of "counter-
extremism" measures against people and communities exercising this freedom. These 
human rights violations are so extensive that they are analysed separately in Forum 18's 
"Extremism" Russia religious freedom survey. 

(Russian law is also in force in Crimea, which Russia annexed in March 2014) 

Background 

Many Russians describe themselves as Orthodox, but the numbers attending services are 
very much smaller as noted by Geraldine Fagan in her 2013 book Believing in Russia. There 
are also centuries-old communities of Buddhists, non-Orthodox Christians, Jews, 
indigenous pagans and Muslims in the country, as well as atheists and followers of many 
other beliefs, including Hare Krishna devotees. 

People and communities exercising freedom of religion and belief may be affected by wide-
ranging laws and other measures not primarily aimed at this freedom – for example, laws 
aimed at political protesters or non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Other measures 
directly target the exercise of freedom of religion and belief - for example, changes in the 
1997 Religion Law. These include a July 2016 amendment restricting ill-defined "missionary 
activity", and the July 2015 abolition of the possibility of unregistered religious groups 
operating without informing the state. 

While such federal legislation applies nationwide, it is implemented by local police, 
prosecutors, and courts in a sometimes inconsistent manner, leading to variation in the 
freedom of religion and belief situation across Russia. 

Article 14 of the Constitution states that: "The Russian Federation is a secular state. No 
religion may be established as a state or obligatory one. Religious associations shall be 
separated from the state and shall be equal before the law". This is not implemented. The 
Religion Law's preamble notes that respect should be accorded firstly to Russian 
Orthodoxy, secondly to Islam, Judaism, Buddhism and Christianity. The Law does not use 
the phrase "traditional religions", yet some communities within Orthodoxy, Islam, Judaism, 
Buddhism and [non-Orthodox] Christianity are said by officials to be "traditional religions". 
This phrase began to be used in 1995 to advocate for discrimination in favour of certain 
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groups within some faiths and discrimination against other groups - for example, for 
privileges for the Moscow Patriarchate Orthodox but not for the historically more 
"traditional" Old Believer Orthodox. 

Such discrimination takes place, for instance, in education, with the introduction of specific 
school courses; the armed forces, where chaplains may be appointed only from the Moscow 
Patriarchate and state-favoured Muslim, Jewish and Buddhist organisations; the prison 
service, which has signed both federal and local-level cooperation agreements with the 
state-favoured organisations; and new "extremism" legislation. A 2015 amendment to the 
Extremism Law purports to protect the sacred texts of alleged "traditional religions" from 
being ruled "extremist" by courts. 

July 2015 Religion Law changes 

In July 2015, President Putin signed amendments to the Religion Law which require all 
religious communities without legal status to notify the authorities of their existence and 
provide the names and addresses of all their members, as well as addresses where any 
meetings take place. Previously, no such requirement existed (international human rights 
law does not allow the exercise of freedom of religion and belief to be dependent on state 
permission). 

The demand for personal data is "against our Constitution for sure", Aleksandr Verkhovsky 
of the SOVA Center for Information and Analysis told Forum 18. Local communities of 
groups such as Baptists and Seventh-day Adventists frequently operate unregistered, and 
such communities are concerned about the changes' impact. "The very notion of a religious 
group has vanished", Adventist spokesperson Vasili Nichik observed on his blog in July 
2015. 

On 2 December 2016, ruling United Russia party Duma deputy Ramzil Ishsarin and the 
State Assembly of Bashkortostan introduced a draft law imposing fines for failing to notify 
the authorities of a group's existence or for giving false information. Proposed fines are 
1,000 to 2,500 Roubles for a religious group's leader, and 20,000 to 30,000 Roubles for a 
group affiliated with a centralised religious organisation (such as an unregistered 
congregation of Jehovah's Witnesses). 

After a 2007 European Court of Human Rights ruling, the amendments also abolished the 
15-year waiting period before a religious community could be legally registered. Legal 
commentators have broadly welcomed this move as simplifying religious life on a local 
level, making it easier to register and getting rid of some of the associated bureaucracy. 

For the first 10 years after registration, however, newly-registered organisations not 
affiliated with centralised religious organisations cannot create engage in religious 
education, conduct ceremonies in hospitals, prisons, old people's and children's homes, 
become part of a foreign religious organisation, or invite foreigners. The Human Rights 
Ombudsperson's Office has not responded to Forum 18's questions on whether these 
changes violate Russia's Constitution and the European Convention on Human Rights. Their 
overall intent appears to be to encourage religious communities to join centralised national-
level religious organisations. 

In the preamble, Ishsarin claims the proposal targets the "pseudo-religiosity" of some 
religious groups. He claims they exist for "illegal personal enrichment", "the spread of 
religious intolerance", and "the use of psychological techniques .. which are harmful to the 
mental and physical health of citizens, including minors .. and to family and other human 
values". He commented to "Kommersant" newspaper on 4 December 2016 that the 
proposal's main target is what he termed "non-traditional Islam". 
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The draft law was sent for review to the Duma Committee for Public Associations and 
Religious Organisations (of which Ishsarin himself became a member in October 2016) on 
6 December 2016.The Committee has recommended that it be considered by the Duma in 
a first reading in April 2017. 

In December 2016, the pastor of an unregistered Council of Churches Baptist congregation 
in Zabaikalsk Region became the first known religious leader charged for not notifying the 
authorities of a group's activities. On 6 December 2016 the regional Prosecutor's Office 
stated that, after an inspection of "compliance with the legislation on extremist activity, 
freedom of conscience, and freedom of religion and belief and religious associations", 
Chernyshevsk District prosecutors were charging the pastor under Administrative Code 
Article 19.7 ("Failure or late provision of information to a state body"). This carries a fine 
of 100 to 300 Roubles for private individuals, and 300 to 500 Roubles for people in an 
official capacity. 

Link to "missionary activity" amendments 

Failure to notify the authorities of a group's existence may now lead to accusations under 
the July 2016 "missionary activity" amendments, which severely restrict the sharing of 
beliefs (see below). In at least three cases, individuals have been fined for so-called 
"missionary activity" when they had not notified local authorities of a religious group's 
existence: a Ghanaian Pentecostal leader in Tver in August 2016; an American Baptist 
pastor in Oryol in August 2016; and a New Generation Protestant pastor in Kemerovo in 
October 2016. 

On 1 December 2016, Pavlovsk District Prosecutor's Office in Voronezh Region "temporarily 
suspended" an unregistered Baptist congregation which is part of the registered Baptist 
Union, but had not notified the authorities of its existence. Prosecutors alleged that 
residents had complained that members were trying to "impose" their beliefs on others. 
"Failure to take measures to inform the body authorised to make decisions on the state 
registration of religious organisations is evidence of the illegal activities of this group of 
Baptists in the district and the impossibility of their carrying out their activities", 
prosecutors stated. 

Prosecutors made no direct mention of "missionary activity", but it appears that the group 
was suspended because prosecutors thought any sharing of beliefs is illegal without 
registration or notification and the carrying of formal written authorisation from a 
registered group. 

"Foreign funding" to be reported 

In November 2015, the Religion Law was amended to require religious organisations which 
receive foreign funding to report this to the Justice Ministry. Reports must detail 
organisations' activities, leadership, and plans for the foreign funds, and must be published 
annually online or in the media. The Justice Ministry and its subsidiaries can also inspect 
religious organisations' financial activities without prior notice if they receive foreign 
funding, or if there are suspicions of "extremism" or any other legal violation. 

This amendment is aimed at imposing "more control over Muslim and other 'suspicious' 
organisations", Verkhovsky of the SOVA Center commented to Forum 18. Some religious 
leaders raised concerns that the "foreign funding" requirement would have the same effect 
as the "Foreign Agent" Law. The Justice Ministry admitted to the "Moscow Times" on 29 
April 2015 that the amendment was modelled on that law, but insisted that "it does not 
make the same provisions". 

"Insulting the religious feelings of believers" 
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In July 2013, Criminal Code Article 148 came into force, penalising "public actions 
expressing obvious disrespect for society and committed with the intention of insulting the 
religious feelings of believers" and "illegal obstruction" of religious activities. 

"Insulting religious feelings" had previously been punished by the rarely used 
Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 2. When the offence was criminalised in July 2013, 
this article was amended to cover "Deliberate public desecration" of religious literature, 
objects, or emblems. The associated fine increased from 500-1,000 Roubles to 30,000 to 
50,000 Roubles. 

These amendments followed the August 2012 imprisonment of three women from feminist 
punk-rock collective Pussy Riot for "hooliganism motivated by religious hatred", for 
performing their song "Mother of God, drive Putin away!" in the Moscow Patriarchate 
Cathedral of Christ the Saviour in Moscow. 

Article 148, Part 1, carries a fine of up to 300,000 Roubles (or up to two years' salary), or 
a sentence of 240 hours' unpaid community service (obyazatelnaya rabota), one year's 
assigned labour (prinuditelnaya rabota) during which 5 to 20 per cent of wages are 
deducted by the authorities, or one year's imprisonment. Higher penalties apply under Part 
2 (the same offence committed in a place of worship), Part 3 ("Illegal obstruction of the 
activities of religious organisations or the conduct of worship or other religious rites and 
ceremonies"), and Part 4 (the same offence as Part 3 when committed by a person using 
their official position, or accompanied by violence or the threat of violence). 

Most Article 148 prosecutions and attempted prosecutions fall into one of three categories: 
vandalism of a religious structure (for example, of a Buddha statute in Kalmykia in July 
2016); online comments or the reposting of "offensive" images; and artistic productions 
opposed by Moscow Patriarchate activists. In 2015, Novosibirsk Opera and Ballet Theatre's 
staging of Wagner's Tannhaeuser led to a charge of the alleged "public desecration of the 
image of Jesus Christ". The charge was later dropped and an Administrative Code 
prosecution brought. This was dismissed, but the theatre director was sacked. 

Article 148 is not, however, normally used to prosecute reasonable criticism of the tenets 
or practices of beliefs, which is an integral part of freedom of religion and belief. If such 
prosecutions are brought, police and prosecutors are more likely to use the "extremism"-
related Criminal Code articles. 

Prosecutions under Article 5.26, Part 2, for "deliberate public desecration" do occasionally 
take place. In September 2015, for example, a man in Kaluga Region was fined 30,000 
Roubles for a social media post "mocking monasticism" and "the institution of the Church". 

In 2015, an atheist blogger in Stavropol was charged under Article 148, Part 1, for stating 
that "there is no God" and calling the Bible "a collection of Jewish fairy tales" on the 
VKontakte social network. Viktor Krasnov (known on social media as Viktor Kolosov) 
responded to a comment based on St Paul's first letter to the Corinthians, claiming that 
"the head of every man is Christ, the head of a woman is her husband, and the head of 
Christ is God", saying that this was "rubbish". After 17 hearings, the trial was suspended 
in June 2016 to allow more "expert analysis" and has not yet resumed. 

"Undesirable organisations", "foreign agents" 

Legal amendments came into force in May 2015 banning foreign or international 
organisations "presenting a threat to the basic constitutional order of the Russian 
Federation, its defence capability, or its state security". They do not mention religious 
organisations and appear to be principally aimed at NGOs. Indeed, the Justice Ministry's 
list of seven American institutions (as of January 2017) includes no religious organisations. 
The amendments' vague wording nevertheless makes them applicable to both religious 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Russia     

and commercial entities (for example, publishers of religious literature). Moscow's SOVA 
Center commented that the Law is intended to be a "new lever" against civil society and 
religious organisations. 

This complements the 2012 "Foreign Agents" Law (from which religious organisations are 
excluded), under which any group receiving foreign funding and engaging in ill-defined 
"political activity" must register with the Justice Ministry and display the phrase "foreign 
agent" on all publications. In Russia, this phrase is popularly taken to mean "foreign spy". 
From 30 December 2016, the "foreign agent" list includes the SOVA Center, which 
researches racism, xenophobia, freedom of religion and belief, and state "anti-extremism".  

Exercising freedom of religion and belief in public 

Since 2014, there has been a rise in freedom of religion and belief-related prosecutions 
under Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for 
organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket"). 
People obliged by their faith to share their beliefs in public are particularly vulnerable – 
what they see as "religious service", such as the offering of literature in the street, police 
and prosecutors frequently interpret as "pickets". 

Jehovah's Witnesses make up the majority of freedom of religion and belief-related Article 
20.2 prosecutions, for two apparent reasons. Firstly, until recently they often stood in pairs 
with literature stands in public places. Police and prosecutors regard this as breaking the 
Demonstrations Law's provisions on picketing, which can be carried out without notifying 
the authorities only by a single person. More significantly, since 2014, law enforcement 
agencies have become significantly more hostile towards Jehovah's Witnesses. This is also 
seen in a rise in "extremism"-related bans and prosecutions. 

Administrative Code Article 20.2 is linked to the Demonstrations Law, which among other 
things lists sites where religious and other events are never permitted, including on 
railways, in border zones, near gas pipelines and outside the President's residence. Article 
20.2's eight parts punish a variety of offences, but only Parts 1, 2, and 5 are known by 
Forum 18 to have been used against people exercising their freedom of religion or belief. 

Parts 1 and 5 cover general violations of the Law and complement each other. Part 1 
focuses on organisers, Part 5 on other participants. Conviction under these Parts brings a 
fine of 10,000 to 20,000 Roubles or compulsory labour (community service) for up to 40 
hours. Officials of organisations may be fined 15,000 to 30,000 Roubles under Part 1, and 
organisations themselves may be fined 50,000 to 100,000 Roubles. 

Part 2 specifically targets the organisation of events without formally notifying the 
authorities in advance. For individuals, this carries a fine of 20,000 to 30,000 Roubles, 
community service of up to 40 hours, or imprisonment for up to 10 days. Officials may be 
fined 20,000 to 40,000 Roubles, and organisations 70,000 to 100,000 Roubles. 

An event organiser must notify the local administration in writing no earlier than 15 days 
and no later than 10 days before the event. The notification must include the aim and form 
of the event (picket, meeting, march, etc.), its location or route, its date and timings, an 
estimated number of participants, details of how the organiser will ensure public order and 
provide any necessary medical care, and the organiser's personal and contact details. 

Fines imposed under Article 20.2 are substantial when compared with the average monthly 
wage in Russia (36,200 Roubles in 2016) and particularly the average monthly pension 
(13,700 Roubles in 2016). 

Many of those prosecuted under Article 20.2 are elderly Jehovah's Witnesses, who often 
cannot afford to pay what may be twice their monthly income. In such cases, other 
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members of the community often contribute towards the fine, a Jehovah's Witness told 
Forum 18. Judges sometimes acknowledge defendants' difficult financial position by 
reducing penalties for pensioners and the unemployed. 

Increase in prosecutions from 2014 

According to available court records, 2014 saw 35 prosecutions of religious believers or 
their communities (out of nearly 1,000 prosecutions in total) – three under Article 20.2, 
Part 1, 27 under Part 2, and five under Part 5. These involved 24 Jehovah's Witnesses 
(including three local religious organisations), two Baptists, one Protestant, one Buddhist, 
and seven unidentified Christians (five in one case in Barnaul). 

Before appeals, these charges resulted in 17 fines and 17 acquittals. One case was sent 
back by the judge for technical reasons but was never resubmitted. 

In 2015, there were 122 freedom of religion and belief-related prosecutions under Article 
20.2 out of a total of 468 cases (26 per cent of the total). Part 2 had the highest proportion 
of freedom of religion and belief-related cases, with 73 out of 217 or 34 per cent. Police 
and prosecutors brought charges against 119 individuals and three communities. Before 
appeals, these resulted in 80 fines, two jail sentences, one community service term, and 
two convictions with no punishment because of "the insignificance of the violation". There 
were 33 acquittals. 

Prosecutions in 2015 involved: 83 Jehovah's Witnesses (including two communities), nine 
Baptists, eight members of the Society for Krishna Consciousness and one Hare Krishna 
community, six Falun Gong adherents, four members of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (commonly known as Mormons - all part of the same case and all 
acquitted), three Muslims, three Protestants, one Buddhist, and four people of unknown 
belief affiliation. 

Of the 122 verdicts in 2015, 78 were challenged in higher courts, including 10 prosecution 
attempts to appeal against acquittals. Ten fines were overturned as a result, and seven of 
the challenged acquittals were upheld. Appeal judges also returned six cases to their 
original courts for re-examination, three after appeals by the defence, three after appeals 
by the prosecution. These led to three fresh convictions (after initial acquittals) and two 
eventual acquittals (after initial convictions). 

Prosecutions under Article 20.2 in 2015 took place in 38 of Russia's 83 federal subjects 
(not counting Crimea and Sevastopol). The five regions which saw the highest numbers of 
cases were: Rostov (15), Primorye (11), Voronezh (8), North Ossetia-Alania (8), and 
Saratov (7). 

October 2014 Religion Law amendments 

In October 2014, the Religion Law was amended to expand the list of locations in which 
meetings for worship are allowed without prior notification to local authorities by 
organisers. It now includes buildings and land rented by a religious community, as well as 
those belonging to it. 

Despite this, prosecutors still bring cases seeking to punish communities or their leaders 
for failing to submit notification of an event held in rented property. In 2015, there were 
six known prosecutions (five for Jehovah's Witness events, one for a Protestant event) 
which should not have been initiated under the new amendment. All six involved religious 
services or meetings held in loaned or rented properties and all of the defendants were 
acquitted on the basis of the amendments. 
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Article 16 of the Religion Law was also expanded in October 2014 to incorporate a 2012 
Constitutional Court judgment, which stated that prior notification is not required when 
safety measures are not necessary – the main ostensible purpose of the authorities being 
notified. The ruling followed prosecution – not for safety reasons - of two Jehovah's 
Witnesses in Belgorod Region for meeting for worship without state approval. 

The Religion Law neither explicitly permits nor forbids the public exercise of freedom of 
religion and belief not consisting of "worship rites or ceremonies" (in Article 16's words), 
such as distributing religious literature or discussing beliefs in public. This puts the onus 
on communities and individuals themselves to decide whether they should notify the 
authorities of their event, and what safety measures, if any, may be required. 

Inconsistency and confusion 

Despite the December 2012 ruling and the October 2014 amendments, police and 
prosecutors persist in bringing charges against individuals for publicly exercising freedom 
of religion and belief, often on a very small scale. 

Different judges can also apply the amendments inconsistently. This can result in 
conviction in one court and acquittal in another for identical "offences". This can occur even 
within the same case at the same court. 

Long and complex cases 

Cases under Administrative Code Article 20.2 place a heavy burden on defendants in terms 
of time, energy, and money, given their potential for large fines, the likelihood that police 
or prosecutors will challenge acquittals, and the possibility that appeals will result in re-
trials. This applies even if defendants are ultimately exonerated, and can amount to a form 
of punishment without formal sentence. 

Defendants can be caught up in a cycle of appeals and re-trials for many months. E. 
Rogachyov, a Baptist charged with "picketing" in Rostov, endured eight months of 
proceedings before losing his final appeal in January 2016. After the city's Proletarian 
District Court initially acquitted him and two companions in June 2015, the police 
challenged the ruling on the grounds that the judge had not considered the fact that the 
"picket" had been held near a school. Rostov Regional Court sent Rogachyov's case back 
for re-trial and he was found guilty on 7 August 2015. At his second appeal, his case was 
again returned for re-examination at the lower court, where he was convicted again and 
fined 5,000 Roubles on 20 November 2015. 

"Missionary activity" 

In July 2016, despite protests from religious leaders, human rights defenders, and his own 
Presidential Council on Civil Society Development and Human Rights, President Putin 
signed amendments to the Religion Law imposing regulations and restrictions on the 
sharing of religious beliefs in public. 

These amendments were part of an "anti-terrorism" package proposed by United Russia 
deputy Irina Yarovaya and Senator Viktor Ozerov, which had been causing unease in Russia 
for several months because of its requirement for telecoms companies to store metadata 
about calls and messages and its criminalisation of failure to report possible terrorist 
activity. The section regulating so-called "missionary activity" was added in mid-June 2016, 
just before the second and third readings in the Duma. The amendments exert a chilling 
effect on even the most informal manifestation of freedom of religion and belief, such as 
casual conversations about beliefs. 
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These amendments for the first time define "missionary activity" in the Religion Law: "the 
activity of a religious association, aimed at disseminating information about its beliefs 
among people who are not participants (members, followers) in that religious association, 
with the purpose of involving these people as participants (members, followers). It is 
carried out directly by religious associations or by citizens and/or legal entities authorised 
by them, publicly, with the help of the media, the internet or other lawful means".  

There is also a list of aims which "missionary activity" is not permitted to pursue. Some 
are general, such as "the violation of public safety and public order", which may be broadly 
applied across activities and religious associations – as noted above in relation to 
Administrative Code Article 20.2. Other prohibited aims are more specific, including "the 
encouragement of suicide or the refusal on religious grounds of medical assistance to 
persons in a life- or health-endangering condition" and "the motivation of citizens to refuse 
to fulfil their civic duties as established by law and to commit other illegal acts". Prosecutors 
have levelled these accusations against Jehovah's Witness communities in suits to have 
them liquidated as "extremist" (alongside more specific allegations of distribution of 
"extremist" literature), based on their refusal of blood transfusions and conscientious 
objection to military service. Other communities may also be affected. 

The amendments set out a restricted list of places where beliefs may be shared without 
hindrance, including religious buildings and cemeteries. They explicitly ban "missionary 
activity" in residential buildings, "except as provided for by Article 16, Part 2 of [the 
Religion Law]". As noted above, Article 16, Part 2 states that worship services and other 
religious rites and ceremonies may be freely held in residential premises, as well as in 
premises owned or rented by religious organisations. It is unclear what this part of the 
amendment means in practice. For example, worship is supposedly permitted in residential 
buildings, but the presence of non-believers or followers of other beliefs at meetings (for 
example, for inter-faith dialogue) may be considered illegal "missionary activity". 

In all other public spaces, "missionary activity" on behalf of religious associations may only 
be performed by: 

• a religious organisation's director, governing body members, and clergy; 

• other people with written authorisation from a religious association, who must carry 
with them documents attesting to its registration (if an organisation) or notification 
to the appropriate authorities (if a group); 

• foreign citizens (and stateless persons) only in the regions in which the religious 
group or organisation they are representing is registered to operate. 

The law does not comment explicitly on "missionary activity" conducted by individuals on 
their own behalf (not that of a registered organisation or group) or on that of communities 
which have chosen neither to register nor to notify the authorities of their existence, 
activities and membership (as is their right under international human rights law). 
Nevertheless, this has not prevented several prosecutions being brought against 
individuals acting as private citizens. 

If an organisation has been ordered to be liquidated on grounds of "extremism" (as has 
happened to nine Jehovah's Witness congregations and one Muslim community), 
individuals may not share their beliefs on its behalf. 

Individual Russian citizens who violate any of the amendment's restrictions and 
requirements are liable for a fine of 5,000 to 50,000 Roubles under the new Article 5.26, 
Part 4 ("Russians conducting missionary activity") of the Administrative Code. For 
organisations (legal entities), the fine stands at 100,000 to 1 million Roubles. Unregistered 
religious groups who must notify the authorities of their existence, activities and 
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membership are not legal entities. Their members would therefore be subject to 
prosecution as individuals. 

Foreigners may be fined 30,000 to 50,000 Roubles under Article 5.26, Part 5 ("Foreigners 
conducting missionary activity"), with the possibility of expulsion from Russia. 

Article 5.26, Part 3, punishes the "Implementation of activities by a religious organisation 
without indicating its official full name, including the issuing or distribution, within the 
framework of missionary activity, of literature and printed, audio, and video material 
without a label bearing this name, or with an incomplete or deliberately false label". This 
incurs a fine of 30,000 to 50,000 Roubles and the confiscation of any literature or other 
material. It is apparent from the few prosecutions so far that "activities" may cover almost 
anything a religious organisation may do - the Jehovah's Witness community of Khabarovsk 
was fined in November 2016 for not displaying its name on its building. 

How the police, prosecutors and courts would implement the new restrictions was unclear 
– whether individuals could share their beliefs on their own behalf (not that of a religious 
association), what exercise of freedom of religion and belief was now permitted in people's 
homes, and what exactly "missionary activity" means. Some six months later, confusion 
remains. 

In one early case, Hare Krishna adherent Vadim Sibiryev was charged with undertaking 
illegal "missionary activity" for distributing religious literature in the street in Cherkessk. 
He was acquitted on 15 August 2016 because the judge agreed that he had been acting as 
a private person, not as the representative of a religious association, and not with the aim 
of involving others in a religious association. 

American Baptist Donald Ossewaarde, however, was fined 40,000 Roubles on 14 August 
2016 for holding prayer meetings in his home and allegedly advertising them on 
noticeboards in nearby blocks of flats. The local Justice Ministry confirmed that, like 
Sibiryev, Ossewaarde was not an official representative of any religious organisation or 
group, but unlike in Sibiryev's case, this was part of the basis for conviction. The judge 
concluded that Ossewaarde's guilt was "fully proven, since he carried out missionary 
activity without submitting prior notice in writing [to the relevant authority] of the 
beginning of the religious group's activity". 

Ossewaarde's conviction for holding a service (which consisted of prayers, Bible readings, 
hymn singing, and a sermon) in his home suggests that almost any private or public 
exercise of freedom of religion and belief may be seen as "missionary activity". 

Between the amendment's coming into force on 20 July 2016 and 13 January 2017, there 
were 31 known prosecutions of: two Baptists, five Hare Krishna adherents (one prosecuted 
twice), four Jehovah's Witnesses (involved in two separate incidents), one Buddhist, two 
Adventists, one Reformed Ukrainian Orthodox bishop, five Pentecostals, four other 
Protestants (one prosecuted twice), and one village elder. One Jehovah's Witness 
congregation, one Pentecostal church, the New Apostolic Church's Administrative Centre, 
and a Salvation Army branch have been charged under Part 3. 

Three cases were dropped before reaching court and two more were returned to police or 
prosecutors by judges and not resubmitted within the stipulated three-day period. Four 
trials are still underway as of 13 January. Of the 21 trials which have concluded, 17 resulted 
in conviction and five in acquittal. 

Cases have taken place across the country. The cities of Moscow, Tver, and Kemerovo have 
each seen three prosecutions. Four occurred in Kaliningrad and two each in Arkhangelsk, 
Mari-El Republic, and St Petersburg, with one each in Khabarovsk, Vladivostok, Samara, 
Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Region (Tyumen), Oryol, Republic of Karachai-Cherkesiya, 
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Tuva Republic, Ulyanovsk, Kamchatka Region, Republic of Tatarstan, Adygea and Altai 
Region. 

Education 

Ten-year-old pupils have been obliged since September 2012 to choose one of six religion 
and ethics modules on: the cultures of [Moscow Patriarchate] Russian Orthodoxy, Judaism, 
Islam, or Buddhism, Foundations of World Religious Cultures, or Secular Ethics. In reality, 
such choices are determined by the resources of regional and municipal education 
departments, the religious composition of the local area, and the attitudes of some local 
education officials. 

In late 2013, Forum 18 found that state schools offer sharply different interpretations of 
the religion and ethics course. In one Siberian school, only the Orthodox Culture module 
was offered (despite some pupils choosing different courses) as the headteacher claimed 
"we live in an Orthodox country". In another school, a teacher tried to convey to pupils 
that "we may believe in different religions but we should respect one another". An 
education official in Krasnoyarsk emphasised that "even if there are just three people 
[choosing an option], they will still receive separate tuition". This inconsistency could result 
in violations of freedom of religion or belief anywhere in Russia. Most parents and pupils 
do not favour instruction in the Russian Orthodoxy of the Patriarchate in state schools, and 
Orthodox Old Believer churches have recommended either Secular Ethics or Foundations 
of World Religious Cultures. 

An optional course on Moscow Patriarchate Orthodox culture for all school year groups has 
been under development in the Russian Academy of Education during 2016. If approved 
by the Education Ministry and introduced throughout Russia, the course would cover topics 
including "Good and evil in Orthodox tradition", "Latin proselytism in Rus", and "Distorted 
interpretation of biblical texts in the literature of destructive sects". 

On 30 November 2016, new Education Minister Olga Vasilyeva (a prominent former 
seminary lecturer whose appointment was welcomed by the Patriarchate) decided that the 
proposed course needed further work and discussion with experts before being put to a 
vote on its introduction nationwide. 

Since September 2015, pupils in 62 regions have also followed a compulsory course on 
"Foundations of the spiritual and moral culture of the peoples of Russia". This is now being 
introduced across the country. In December 2016, parents at a Moscow school (where the 
course began this academic year) complained to the General Prosecutor's Office that 
"religious propaganda" was being imposed in these classes. The textbook "constantly 
referred to unclean spirits, holy water, and guardian angels, and talked completely 
seriously about miracles performed by icons", according to one parent's comments to 
"Kommersant" newspaper on 9 December 2016. Parents thought this inappropriate for a 
class including children from Muslim, Jewish, Catholic, Adventist, and atheist families. 

The military 

A 2010 Defence Ministry decree formally introduced chaplains into the armed forces. 
Official chaplains are permitted only from the so-called "traditional faiths" (the Moscow 
Patriarchate, and state-favoured Muslim, Jewish and Buddhist organisations), and only if 
adherents of a religion comprise at least 10 per cent of a unit's personnel. 

Yelena Korolyova of the Citizen Army Law human rights group told Forum 18 on 7 October 
2016 that worshipping and speaking with clergy in the army is permitted, and practically 
every army base now has access to Moscow Patriarchate priests and places for prayer. "It 
is true that this applies only to the Orthodox," she added, "and for representatives of other 
religions it is in this sense more difficult." Non-Orthodox troops also may have problems 
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"if [they] do not eat particular products or are fasting – in the army this is complicated to 
implement, since the menu is the same for everyone – or if their day of rest does not fall 
on a Sunday". To Korolyova's knowledge, soldiers tend not to complain about such things 
and her organisation is unaware of any serious cases. 

Conscription into the armed forces is compulsory for one year for all men aged 18 to 27. 
Individuals whose beliefs do not allow them to engage in military activity may apply to 
local military commissariats for permission to perform "alternative civilian service". This 
lasts 18 months (if carried out as civilian personnel in an armed forces institution) or 21 
months (if carried out in any other state institution). Jehovah's Witness spokesperson Ivan 
Belenko told Forum 18 on 4 October 2016 that this pacifist religious community's young 
men usually encounter no problems in choosing alternative service. "When there have been 
some misunderstandings, they have been successfully resolved through the courts." 

Prisons 
 
Freedom of conscience and religion in prisons, penal colonies, and other places of detention 
is governed by Article 14 of the Criminal Implementation Code. This states that inmates 
"have the right to profess any religion or no religion, to freely choose, possess, and 
disseminate religious beliefs, and to act in accordance with them". It adds: "The exercise 
of the right to freedom of conscience and freedom of religion is voluntary; at the same 
time the internal regulations of penal institutions should not be violated, and the rights of 
others should not be infringed". 

Article 14 decrees that prisoners and detainees are entitled to an unlimited number of 
clergy visits of up to two hours, which may be conducted alone and unobserved in 
appropriate premises; and that inmates may perform religious rites and ceremonies and 
use religious objects and religious literature. "In order to ensure freedom of conscience", 
prison administrations should draw up cooperation agreements with registered religious 
organisations. Contrary to international human rights standards, such as the UN Standard 
Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (known as the Mandela Rules), no provision 
is made for visits by clergy from non-state recognised communities. Agreements have been 
signed with Moscow Patriarchate, Muslim, Jewish, and Buddhist organisations on the 
federal level. Regional arrangements also exist with local level Moscow Patriarchate 
dioceses, and in some places with Islamic and Jewish institutions. 

Russia's prisons are known for harsh conditions, crumbling infrastructure, and the use of 
torture by guards. Human rights defenders note that inmates rarely complain publicly for 
fear of punishment. It is therefore difficult to establish what the freedom of religion and 
belief situation is, particularly for those not following allegedly "traditional religions". 

Evidence exists, however, that freedom of religion and belief is not being respected. Andrei 
Dedkov is a Muslim who has been in pre-trial detention in Krasnoyarsk since March 2016 
for holding meetings to study the works of theologian Said Nursi. A fellow Muslim reported 
to Forum 18 that he is "not allowed to perform morning or evening prayers, on the grounds 
that this is a violation of internal regulations". Two Hare Krishna devotees detained in 
Magadan in August 2015 after handing out literature in the street were not provided with 
the vegetarian diet required by their faith, and were not allowed to have food brought in 
to them, so did not eat for three days. 

In August 2016, Liliya Tsimbalistova of the info-islam.ru news website reported on the 
freedom of religion and belief situation in Tatarstan's prisons. Every prison and detention 
centre, which all allow clergy visits, has a mosque or Muslim prayer room and some have 
Moscow Patriarchate places of worship. Some also have dedicated imams. The republic's 
Public Oversight Commission, which monitors prisoners' rights, has nevertheless noted 
allegations of forced shaving of Muslim inmates' beards, the confiscation of an Orthodox 
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icon for not being "pocket-sized", and the lack of any religious literature except the Koran 
in some prison libraries. 

In July 2015, the Kurgan Public Oversight Commission found evidence of discrimination 
against the region's Muslim inmates, with confiscations of Korans and prayer rugs and 
regular closures of prison mosques, despite Moscow Patriarchate churches being always 
open. Some prison administrations banned the use of Arabic-language Korans (the only 
language worldwide for the Koran in Islamic worship), as they claimed they needed to 
examine them for "extremism". 

Property restitution 

The return of places of worship confiscated after the 1917 Revolution is governed by a 
November 2010 law which allows registered religious communities to apply for the return 
of full ownership (or free use in perpetuity) of structures designed for worship, religious 
education, monasticism, or pilgrimage if they can demonstrate their rights to them. 
Transfers can only be made if the property's use would correspond with the aims of that 
organisation's registered charter, and conservation and public access are properly 
maintained. The law also introduced time periods for dealing with cases. 

On the federal level, however, the same government body that currently administers the 
property also oversees the arbitration process for those dissatisfied with its decisions. The 
Federal Agency for State Property Management (Rosimushchestvo) deals with requests for 
federally owned property. Regional and local property departments deal with buildings and 
land owned by their administrations. 

The Law has not guaranteed that the restitution process will be easy or unchallenged, or 
that property will be returned. Local administrations may sell religious buildings to 
developers or dispute their religious significance. In areas of intensive urban development, 
commercial concerns may take priority. 

According to Rosimushchestvo, 1,232 federal-level return requests were made from 2011 
to 2015. As both Rosimushchestvo and religious organisations became familiar with the 
Law, applications were increasingly approved and many transfers were completed within a 
year. The principal reasons for refusal were that the property was not considered of 
religious significance or that it had been "withdrawn from normal circulation" (usually, this 
means it is a prison). In 2015, legislation was passed to enable prison property to be 
returned. 

From 2014 onwards, Rosimushchestvo has approached the Moscow Patriarchate, the 
Council of Muftis, the Federation of Jewish Communities, the Buddhist Sangha of Russia, 
and Old Believer Orthodox and Armenian Apostolic Churches to suggest the handover of 
more than 2,000 properties still in federal ownership. Of these, 120 had been transferred 
by mid-2015 with the agreement of religious communities, 26 of them into full ownership. 

Ascertaining an accurate statistical picture is difficult, as Rosimushchestvo does not give 
success rates for different communities or cumulative figures for successful, unsuccessful, 
and ongoing applications. Each case is unique as a result of the age and type of building, 
the effects of its Soviet-era usage, its current secular purpose, and the local economic 
climate. Evidence suggests, however, that some religious communities – mainly smaller 
vulnerable groups – encounter difficulties on the regional or municipal levels (Protestants 
and Jehovah's Witnesses are often not affected as they rarely had their own permanent 
buildings). 

The Roman Catholic parish of the Immaculate Conception in Smolensk has been trying 
since 1992 to regain its late nineteenth-century church of the same name, which was 
confiscated in 1936. In November 2016, despite Smolensk governor Aleksei Ostrovsky's 
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promises to the contrary, the regional government revealed its intent to "repurpose" the 
building as a concert hall. According to the Archdiocese of Moscow, the parish has made 
two formal attempts since 2010 to gain free use of the church in perpetuity. 
Rosimushchestvo sent these back as it claimed that the archival report on "the Catholic 
church" did not indicate the "religious purpose" of the property. 

Such decisions may be challenged in the arbitration courts. The regional government 
turned down the Oryol Jewish community's September 2011 application to regain 
ownership of its historic synagogue, but in December 2012, the 19th Arbitration Court 
ruled this decision illegal. In April 2013, the Central District Arbitration Court rejected the 
regional government's appeal. Ownership was legally transferred to the Jewish community 
in January 2016, but it will not regain the building until the technical college presently 
using it moves to new accommodation in 2018. 

Even the Moscow Patriarchate is not automatically successful in regaining historic property. 
Even when it is, physical transfer may be delayed if a building's current occupier cannot 
be readily rehoused. In 2005, after many years' lobbying, Perm Diocese signed an 
agreement with the city authorities to regain the city's cathedral, which became Perm State 
Art Gallery in 1931. Ownership was finally transferred in December 2011, but the Diocese 
has been unable to reclaim the building as the gallery has no new premises for its 
collections, many of which need a carefully regulated environment. 

New construction 

New construction of highly visible places of worship may mask a shortage of worship space 
or legal difficulties for others. Moscow's Cathedral Mosque, opened in September 2015 by 
President Putin and Grand Mufti Ravil Gainutdin, can accommodate up to 10,000 
worshippers, but the capital still has only four mosques for an estimated population of two 
million Muslims, and the city authorities consistently turn down applications to build more. 

Even the possession of fully approved written decrees of land allocation and building 
permission does not mean that a place of worship will be completed. In Kaliningrad, a court 
halted the construction of a mosque (the city's first) in December 2013 when it was 80 per 
cent complete. Prosecutors claimed that it encroached on the preservation zone around a 
cultural heritage site (the nineteenth-century Friedland Gate, now a museum), despite the 
fact that the cited regional heritage protection law was not in force when building work 
began. In April 2014, the municipal decrees which had permitted construction were ruled 
invalid and the Muslim community deprived of its right of ownership. Kaliningrad Regional 
Court rejected an appeal in June 2014, and the community subsequently appealed to the 
European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg (Application no. 75301/14). 

Between 1993 and 2005, Kaliningrad city administration allocated a total of eight different 
sites for a mosque, only to withdraw them after objections from local residents who 
allegedly feared large crowds on Fridays and Islamic holidays. 

In Moscow, the Society for Krishna Consciousness was unable to proceed with building a 
new temple when the city's Property Department unilaterally terminated its lease on the 
land in summer 2013. This was one month before the Society was due to be granted a 
building permit, which was then refused by the Moscow Committee for State Oversight in 
Construction. The site had already been prepared for construction and consecrated. In 
court, the Property Department did not explain its reasons for the termination. Hare 
Krishna lawyer Mikhail Frolov estimated that the Society had spent about 70 million 
Roubles collected by community members on the project. 

Objections from residents – even from those who do not live near the proposed 
construction – can be among official reasons to deny building permission or suspend or 
halt construction of a place of worship. This is especially the case with non-state-favoured 
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religious communities. Protestors cite a variety of reasons from objection to the religious 
community in question to a legitimate desire to protect green space from development 
(frequently invoked in Moscow). How the authorities respond to such protests varies 
between religious groups and across regions. 

Genuinely local opposition has emerged from essentially non-religious local communities 
to new Moscow Patriarchate church construction, such as its "Moscow 200" plan to build 
200 new churches. This is especially the case if church construction replaces popular public 
amenities such as kindergartens and parks. Such construction has nevertheless enjoyed 
political backing, and protests are not known to have resulted in a construction project 
being cancelled. 

Destruction/appropriation 
 
Even when a place of worship has been completed or has been in use for many years, local 
authorities may decide to confiscate the building or even demand that it be demolished. 
Even if the authorities are legally in the right, this can leave long-established communities 
without places of worship, and financially poorer. Attempts by different communities to 
legalise construction retrospectively can have different outcomes, while local 
administrations may unilaterally terminate pre-2010 agreements on free use of historical 
buildings. 

At the request of a Kaliningrad parish, an arbitration court in May 2013 legalised a new 
Moscow Patriarchate church built without a permit, but when the Jewish community began 
to reconstruct the city's main synagogue (destroyed by the Nazis when Kaliningrad was 
Königsberg in Germany), a court order halted the process because a building permit had 
not been issued. This was despite the community waiting for one for over two years. The 
unfinished structure was ordered to be demolished, but after months of court proceedings, 
officials finally issued the construction permit in June 2015. 

The Kiev Patriarchate's only church in Russia – in the Moscow Region town of Noginsk – 
has been ordered to be demolished at the parish's own expense. (This Patriarchate split 
from the Moscow Patriarchate in 1992 and is unrecognised by other canonical Orthodox 
Churches).  

On 23 June 2016, Noginsk City Court upheld the district administration's demand to have 
the church destroyed because it is allegedly an illegal structure. After an unsuccessful 
appeal in October 2016, the parish must dismantle the building, but intends to appeal to 
the Supreme Court. Parish priest Fr Adrian Starin claimed that hostility to his community 
(almost all Russian citizens) has risen with the deterioration in Russian-Ukrainian relations, 
and that the district administration brought its suit at the request of the Moscow 
Patriarchate. 

Officials have ordered a Russian Orthodox Autonomous Church (ROAC) parish (which split 
from the Moscow Patriarchate in the early 1990s) to vacate its seventeenth-century Church 
of the Vladimir Icon of the Mother of God in Yaroslavl. Parishioners have worshipped in the 
building, which is federal property, under a contract of free use since 1999 and under an 
earlier agreement since 1992. This is the only historical church building left to the ROAC 
after a series of confiscations in 2009-10. The Yaroslavl regional branch of 
Rosimushchestvo unilaterally terminated the agreement on free use in August 2016; 
Yaroslavl Regional Arbitration Court upheld Rosimushchestvo's claim on 21 November 2016 
and has obliged the congregation to leave. The parish appealed to the 2nd Arbitration Court 
on 11 January 2017. 

Seeking redress through the courts can, however, have a positive outcome. After losing its 
disused and war-damaged church in Grozny in a fabricated property sale, the Baptist 
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Union's revitalised Grozny parish gained recognition of its ownership in June 2015. It is 
now using the building. 

European Court of Human Rights appeals 

Once they have exhausted all possibilities within the Russian legal system, individuals and 
organisations whose freedom of religion and belief has been violated can appeal to the 
European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg (ECtHR). The process can be very slow, 
sometimes taking years before a case is even declared admissible. 

If the ECtHR upholds the appeal, the Russian state must pay compensation and ensure 
that this type of violation cannot occur again. In December 2015, however, President Putin 
signed legislation allowing Russia's Constitutional Court to decide on whether judgments 
by international and regional courts, including the ECtHR, should be carried out. 

Many freedom of religion and belief cases brought against Russia involve bans or 
prosecutions under the Extremism Law. Recent appeals on other Russian freedom of 
religion and belief issues have also been successful. 

On 12 June 2014, the ECtHR ruled (Application No. 33203/08) that the liquidation of the 
Biblical Centre of the Chuvash Republic violated Article 9 ("Freedom of thought, conscience, 
and religion") of the European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. 
The Pentecostal centre had been forced to close in August 2007 after the Novocheboksarsk 
city prosecutor took it to court over alleged infringements of sanitary and fire regulations, 
and the provision of education without a licence, which the Centre denied. The ECtHR 
pointed out that other religious organisations in Chuvashia were freely operating Sunday 
schools at the time without a licence, and that the Centre should have been given the 
chance to remedy its alleged transgressions, none of which were "irremediable or 
constituted a clear and imminent danger to the life and limb of the students". Despite this, 
the Centre has not re-opened. 

In July 2015, the Religion Law was amended to clarify that religious education does not 
require a licence under the terms of the Education Act. The ECtHR's further concern that 
any transgression of the Religion Law can result only in liquidation of the organisation, with 
no lesser punishment possible, has not been addressed. 

On 26 June 2014, the ECtHR ruled that the disruption of a Jehovah's Witness meeting by 
riot police and the detention of a number of worshippers violated both Article 9 and Article 
5 ("Right to liberty and security") (Application no. 26857/07). Law enforcement agents, 
including armed police, interrupted the worship service in a Moscow college auditorium in 
April 2006 on the grounds that religious associations are not permitted to operate in 
educational institutions and no notification to the authorities had been given. Officers 
detained 14 men without charge and without a lawyer for more than three hours. Four of 
the men later unsuccessfully took the authorities to court. The ECtHR pointed out that the 
Education Law did not prohibit renting out premises to a third party for use outside normal 
working hours, and noted the 2012 Russian Constitutional Court ruling which stated that 
notification is only necessary for events requiring safety measures. 

The ECtHR ordered Russia to pay the applicants a total of 30,000 Euros in compensation 
and 6,000 Euros in legal expenses. The ruling also called for Russia to provide "a legal 
basis for less constrained exercise of freedom of religion, fairer treatment of religious 
minorities and, ultimately, genuine inter-faith dialogue in Russia". 

Moscow's Jehovah's Witness community regained its status as a registered organisation in 
May 2015, nearly five years after this was ordered on 10 June 2010 by the ECtHR 
(Application No. 302/02). The community was dissolved in 2004 when a judge concluded 
that it had engaged in "coercion [of members] into destroying the family, encouragement 
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of the refusal of medical assistance, and incitement of citizens to refuse civic duties". The 
community submitted six applications to the Justice Ministry after the ECtHR judgment 
before registration was granted. 

North Caucasus 

In the North Caucasus republics the freedom of religion and belief situation is complicated 
by both the ongoing conflict in the region, and various repressive forms of Islam being 
imposed by both the insurgents and in Chechnya by Kremlin-backed local authorities. 

Women in Chechnya continue to be obliged to wear headscarves in public places as part of 
government campaigns to promote female "virtue". Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov has 
praised the murders of several women for "immodest behaviour". In August 2016, the 
Russian Justice Initiative reported that female genital mutilation (FGM) is widespread in 
rural areas of Dagestan. A senior state-backed North Caucasus cleric, Mufti Ismail 
Berdiyev, claimed that this abusive practice was necessary to "end depravity on Earth and 
reduce women's sexuality". He later insisted that this had been a "joke", but maintained 
that FGM was required by shariah law. His initial comments were supported by former 
Moscow Patriarchate spokesperson Fr Vsevolod Chaplin. Duma deputy Maria Maksakova-
Igenbergs submitted a draft law to ban FGM and make it punishable by up to 10 years' 
imprisonment, but as of January 2017 this has stalled in the Duma at the committee stage. 

The authorities' "counter-extremism" strategy fuels local support for Islamists, resulting in 
a climate of fear in which freedom of religion and belief is severely limited. Protestants are 
the main non-Muslim religious community in the North Caucasus. Sharing beliefs is 
extremely hazardous and can result in assassination, particularly of those belonging to 
"traditionally Muslim" ethnicities. 

Restrictions to increase? 

Russian lLaws restricting freedom of religion and belief and other human rights have 
increased since 2012, as have prosecutions of people exercising this freedom. Court 
proceedings can be long-running and complex, and so can in effect punish defendants even 
if they are acquitted. If convicted, the fines imposed are substantial in relation to average 
salaries and pensions. 

The rapid and geographically widespread implementation of July 2016 legal amendments 
restricting alleged "missionary activity" has made them yet another standard official means 
of restricting the exercise of freedom of religion and belief. This implementation took place 
despite widespread protests against the amendments' wide-ranging nature. 
Given the increasing official hostility in Russia to independent public activities without 
state permission, freedom of religion and belief and interlinked human rights (such as the 
freedoms of expression, association, and assembly) appear likely to be in future 
increasingly restricted.  

 

Russian yoga fans alarmed at arrest of teacher under 
new law 

Yogi accused of illegal missionary activity after giving philosophy talk at festival 
amid clampdown on ‘non-traditional’ religion 

 
By: Tom Balmforth  
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The Guardian (12.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2jJtVij - A yoga teacher in Russia has been 
charged with illegal missionary activity under a controversial new law designed to fight 
terrorism. 

Computer programmer Dmitry Ugay was detained by police in St Petersburg in October 
while giving a talk at a festival about the philosophy behind yoga. 

Ugay says he was stopped 40 minutes into his discussion, put into a car and taken to a 
police station without being informed of his apparent offence. 

The 44-year-old now faces a fine for allegedly conducting illegal missionary activity, an 
administrative offence under the new Yarovaya law, a package of legal 
amendments intended to fight terrorism that is named after its author, the MP Irina 
Yarovaya. 

Ugay’s court hearing in St Petersburg has been adjourned until next week, the state legal 
news agency Rapsi reported. 

Signed off by Vladimir Putin in July, the Yarovaya amendments include restrictions on 
religious groups and missionary activity that could put pressure on followers outside what 
the government considers “traditional” religions. 

Yoga has a strong following in Russia, with even the prime minister, Dmitry Medvedev, 
joining in. In 2007, during his first stint in office, Medvedev was quoted as saying that 
“little by little, I’m mastering yoga”. 

His comments won him fans described as “Medvedev’s Girls”, who performed exercises on 
Red Square to promote yoga. 

Police detained Ugay at the festival after he was accused of being a missionary monk by a 
complainant, Nail Nasibulin. 

Speaking to the Meduza news portal on Monday, Nasibulin alleged that Ugay had been 
“[recruiting] young people into the ranks of this pseudo-Hindu organisation under the guise 
of cultural events”. 

Speaking to reporters the same day, Ugay said officers at the police station had asked him 
to sign a blank piece of paper, which he refused to do. He said he was later released without 
being informed of any charges against him. 

Two months later, Ugay said, he learned that he was accused of illegal missionary activity, 
based on evidence from three witnesses, two of whom had not been present at his talk. 

Ugay identifies himself as a Hindu but denies the charges of missionary activity. “I relied 
on special publications that are used in all universities where they study Indian philosophy. 
I did not name a single religious organisation in my speech, nor did I use a single religious 
book, and did not name a single religious figure apart from Christ and Buddha,” he said. 

Yoga aficionados in Russia have reacted with alarm. In a message on Instagram, Sati 
Kazanova, a well-known singer, actor and TV personality, wrote: “So for all of us who do 
yoga, teach yoga (I became an Atma Kriya yoga instructor last year) they can just come 
and place us under arrest? We’ve been through the era of Stalinism, we live in a country 
that allows its citizens freedom of thought, speech and most important belief! ” 
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Russia’s decade-long attack on religious freedom 
intensifies 

JW.ORG (12.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2k3m8w2 - Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia will again 
seek to counter the decade-long tightening of restrictions on their religious freedom. They 
will ask the Moscow City Court to rule that a warning against their national headquarters 
be rescinded as unlawful and unfounded. The warning, issued on March 2, 2016, by Deputy 
Prosecutor General V. Ya. Grin, threatens to liquidate the Witnesses’ national 
headquarters if new evidence is discovered of “extremism” that has taken place within a 
year. 

The Hunt for Extremism 

Russia’s prosecutors are misapplying the Federal Law on Counteracting Extremist Activity 
as the basis for charges of extremism against Jehovah’s Witnesses. After the law was 
modified in 2006, the definition of extremism no longer required appeals to violent acts, 
only “incitement of. . . religious discord.” This loose definition allows authorities to portray 
anything that contradicts the teachings of traditional religions or promotes another belief 
as inciting religious enmity. Gregory Allen, a lawyer assisting the defense of the Witnesses’ 
religious freedom in Russia, stated: “Russian authorities use this elastic definition to label 
as ‘extremist’ any religious beliefs they don’t consider orthodox.” 

The hunt for “extremism” in some religious minorities began with a January 2007 letter 
from the Russian Federation’s Deputy Prosecutor General V. Ya. Grin to all prosecutors’ 
offices in the country. The letter’s call for investigations triggered more than 
100 inspections against religious organizations of Jehovah’s Witnesses before the year’s 
end.  

In 2015, the UN Human Rights Committee reiterated its previous recommendations 
that the Russian Federation “revise without undue delay the Federal Law on 
Combating Extremist Activity with a view to clarifying the vague and open-ended 
definition of ‘extremist activity,’ ensuring that the definition requires an element of 
violence or hatred and establishing clear and precise criteria on how materials may 
be classified as extremist. It should take all measures necessary to prevent the 
arbitrary use of the law and revise the Federal List of Extremist Materials.”—Human 
Rights Committee “Concluding Observations” on the Russian Federation, 
CCPR/C/RUS/CO/7, April 28, 2015, par. 20. 

Producing the First Batch of “Evidence” 

One of these inspections took place in the city of Taganrog, located on the Black Sea coast. 
The inspection formed the basis for nearly all other charges of extremism launched against 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia. By October 2007, the Rostov Regional Prosecutor’s Office 
concluded its investigation and issued a warning against the Local Religious Organization 
(LRO) of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Taganrog and the next year filed a claim to liquidate the 
LRO. However, the Prosecutor’s Office lacked incriminating evidence to support its claim 
and asked the Rostov Regional Court to order an “expert study” to examine the religious 
literature of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

The court not only commissioned the “expert study,” despite the objection of the 
Witnesses, but also refused their requests to introduce independent research. The court’s 
experts unanimously concluded in their report that the Witnesses’ religious literature did 
not incite hostile actions. Nonetheless, the court focused on the experts’ opinions that 
theological discussion in the Witnesses’ literature had “the potential to undermine respect” 
for other religions. 
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By stretching the definition of “extremism,” on September 11, 2009, the Rostov Regional 
Court ruled to declare 34 Witness publications “extremist,” and these were eventually 
placed on the Federal List of Extremist Materials (FLEM). The court also declared the 
Taganrog LRO “extremist” and ordered federal authorities to liquidate it, ban its activity, 
place its name on a list of extremist organizations, confiscate its religious literature, and 
turn over its property to the Russian Federation. On December 8, 2009, the Supreme Court 
of the Russian Federation upheld the decision, making it final.  

By the start of 2016, similar court actions had declared 88 religious publications “extremist” 
and liquidated three LROs. Another 18 LROs were under investigation. Additionally, federal 
authorities banned and blocked jw.org, the official website of Jehovah’s Witnesses, denied 
the import of all their religious literature, and subjected the Bible to scrutiny as “extremist” 
literature. 

“Evidence” Leveraged to Strike the National Headquarters 

In March 2016, the Prosecutor General’s Office used the accumulated “evidence” to support 
its warning against the Witnesses’ national headquarters, known as the Administrative 
Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia, located near St. Petersburg. The prosecutor tied 
the Administrative Center to the banned religious literature and to the LROs that were 
under investigation or had been liquidated, stating: “Signs of extremism continue to be 
discovered in the activities of the structural subdivisions of the Administrative Center.” 

Soon after receiving the warning, the Witnesses requested the Prosecutor General of the 
Russian Federation, Yuriy Yakovlevich Chayka, to rescind the warning. Rather, he upheld 
it and reasoned that “arguments regarding fabrication of evidence and other abuses that 
supposedly took place during the inspections conducted by law enforcement agencies are 
not grounds to rescind the warning, because the warning is based on court decisions.” Mr. 
Allen observed: “Apparently, the Prosecutor General believes that a Russian court can 
legalize any falsified evidence made up by unscrupulous officers of the law. I recall the 
Moscow court decision that produced an illegal ban on Jehovah’s Witnesses in that city and 
that was later struck down by the European Court of Human Rights.”  

After the Prosecutor General’s decision, the Witnesses filed a claim against the warning in 
the Tverskoy District Court in Moscow. On October 12, 2016, Judge M. S. Moskalenko 
refused to allow any witnesses or experts to testify at the hearing, and she dismissed the 
appeal. 

These failed efforts leave the warning in effect. The Administrative Center is at risk of 
liquidation if the Prosecutor General’s Office can persuade courts that (1) the Witnesses’ 
LROs have continued to violate the extremism law, or (2) the authorities have found “new 
facts testifying to the presence of signs of extremism” in the actions of the Witnesses within 
a year of the warning having been served. 

Fabrication of “New Facts” Accelerates 

From the time the warning was issued on March 2, 2016, Russian authorities have 
increased their efforts to deliberately invent “new facts.” There are 35 documented 
incidents (out of a total of more than 60 since 2012) when authorities invented a “crime” 
by planting religious literature that Jehovah’s Witnesses had stopped using. The 
investigative searches that discover the “evidence” are often accompanied by aggressive 
actions by police and special police forces. 

On July 28, 2016, two raids targeted Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Republic of Karelia. In 
Petrozavodsk, armed, masked men from the Special Police Force arrived at a Kingdom Hall 
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and disrupted a meeting for worship. The police planted five copies of the book What Does 
the Bible Really Teach? in the building and later “discovered” them during a search. The 
officials never presented the Witnesses with a court order authorizing the raid and search 
of the premises. In Kostomuksha, officers from the Federal Security Service (FSB) and the 
Center for Counteracting Extremist Activity disrupted a religious meeting. During a search 
of the Kingdom Hall, they “found” three Witness publications cataloged on the FLEM. 

     On August 20, 2016, law-enforcement officers disrupted a meeting of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
in the city of Mayskiy, Republic of Kabardino-Balkaria. After forcibly evacuating everyone 
from the Kingdom Hall, the officers “found” planted literature cataloged on the FLEM inside 
the premises. The authorities presented no documents or authorization papers during the 
raid. 

     On September 20, 2016, armed, masked men from the Special Police Force arrived early 
in the morning at the Kingdom Hall in Nezlobnaya, Stavropol Territory. To enter the 
building, they cut off the doors and then planted several Witness publications cataloged on 
the FLEM. The officers “discovered” these publications during their subsequent search. 

Incrimination Process 

The pattern of incriminating Jehovah’s Witnesses on extremism charges generally involves 
the same moves, as illustrated in events involving the Witnesses’ LRO in the city of 
Birobidzhan: 

• Step 1: Law-enforcement officers go to the Witnesses’ house of worship 
and plant Witness religious literature cataloged on the FLEM. 
Police and FSB officers interrupted religious services of Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
claimed the meeting was illegal, and then announced a search for “extremist 
materials.” 

• Step 2: Law-enforcement officers search the building and “discover” the 
banned literature. 
The officers “found” 12 publications cataloged on the FLEM. The Witnesses later 
established that a stranger had come to the building prior to the meeting and 
apparently had hidden the “evidence.” 

• Step 3: The prosecutor charges the LRO of Jehovah’s Witnesses or its 
chairman with an administrative violation for distributing extremist 
materials and imposes a fine. 
The district court ruled that the chairman of the LRO was guilty of an administrative 
violation and fined him 4,000 rubles ($66.88 U.S.). 

• Step 4: The prosecutor issues a warning to the LRO not to repeat the 
alleged violation within a 12 month period. 
The prosecutor issued a warning that engaging in “extremist activity” is prohibited. 

• Step 5: Sometime thereafter, law-enforcement officers return to the place 
of worship, again plant banned Witness publications inside the premises, 
and then “find” them during a search. 
Officers interrupted a religious meeting to inspect the building for “extremist 
materials.” However, the Witnesses had found planted literature during a 
premeeting inspection and disposed of it, so this October 2015 attempt at 
fabrication of evidence was fruitless. On January 21, 2016, the officers were better 
prepared. Special police forces, police, and FSB officers again interrupted religious 
services of Jehovah’s Witnesses and announced a search of the building for 
“extremist materials.” One of Jehovah’s Witnesses in attendance saw a package of 
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literature in an officer’s hands. Another officer searched an area already inspected, 
but this time without attesting witnesses, and “found” that package of literature. 

• Step 6: Based on this new fact of alleged extremist activity, the 
prosecutor’s office or Ministry of Justice files a claim in court to liquidate 
the LRO. 
The district court declared that the LRO chairman was guilty of an administrative 
violation and fined him 3,000 rubles ($50.16 U.S.). On October 3, 2016, the 
regional court ruled that “new facts testifying to signs of extremism in the LRO’s 
activity were discovered” and declared the Birobidzhan LRO “extremist,” banned its 
activity, and ordered its liquidation. 

As a final step in the process, the Russian Federation Supreme Court has upheld trial court 
decisions liquidating the Witnesses’ LROs as “extremist organizations,” most recently the 
Belgorod LRO, Stariy Oskol LRO, Elista LRO, and Orel LRO. The Witnesses’ appeal in 
defense of the Birobidzhan LRO is pending with the Supreme Court. 

What Does It Mean? Where Will It End? 

Vasiliy Kalin, a representative from the Administrative Center, recalled the time when his 
family was exiled to Siberia during the Soviet era as victims of religious persecution: “When 
I was growing up, the authorities could come to the Witnesses’ homes at any time to search 
for religious publications. But it never occurred to them to plant the publications in our 
homes and then discover the material. This new tactic by Russia’s law-enforcement 
authorities is proof that they still cannot find any factual basis for charging Jehovah’s 
Witnesses with unlawful activity.” 

On January 16, 2017, the Moscow City Court is expected to hear the appeal of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses against the Prosecutor General’s warning and render its decision. Will it 
acknowledge that the Prosecutor General’s Office had no basis for accusing the 
Administrative Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses with extremist activity and cancel the 
warning? Jehovah’s Witnesses and people who value human rights in Russia and around 
the globe hope so. 

 

Dvorkin sued for libel by Hindus 

HRWF (12.01.17) - Prasun Prakash, a Indian Hindu residing in Moscow, has opened an 
international petition to help Hindus in Russia who face discrimination.  

Prakash raises particular concerns about Alexander Dvorkin, a notorious anti-sect activist 
in Russia and the post-Soviet space. Dvorkin runs a website, iriney.ru, of which, Prakash 
claims viciously attacks and wrongfully depicts the Hindu religion.  

In his open letter, Prakash describes Dvorkin as “misusing the Russian media to spread 
lies about Hinduism in general and my family in particular…”. Prakash continues to describe 
an example of this when the federal channel Russia-1 broadcast a two-minute news story 
on 14 December 2016, which was “aimed at diminishing the cultural and religious works 
of my father as a believer of Hinduism and to depict it as a ‘sect,’ which is purely 
incomprehensible.”  

As a result of the erroneous and hateful messages about Hinduism distributed online, 
Prakash has sued Dvorkin’s website for libel. Prakash’s interests are being represented by 
Russian lawyer Shota Gorgadze, and the next court date is scheduled for 19 January 2017.  
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Since pressing charges, Prakash has made claims that Dvorkin and his associates have 
made violent threats towards Prakash and his family. In his letter, Prakash mentions one 
event that took place on 11 December 2016, when a group of people allegedly tried to 
illegally enter his home and issued threats of violence against his family. Prakash believes 
that this group had been paid by Dvorkin.  

The petition urges Russian President Vladimir Putin, Indian Prime Minister Sri Narendra 
Modi, the Ministers of Foreign Affairs in Russia and India, Mr. Sergey Lavrov, and Mrs. 
Sushma Swaraj, and the representatives of the Embassy of India in Russia, to turn their 
attention towards this urgent issue, and to enable the Hindu community in Russia to lead 
a peaceful and safe life without any kind of persecution.   

According to a 2010 religious census, there are 140,000 Hindus in Russia, which account 
for 0.1% population of Russia. 

Please follow the link below to learn more about this situation and to sign the petition.  

Read & sign the petition 

 

Who is Alexander Dvorkin?	

HRWF (12.01.17) - Alexander Dvorkin, a controversial figure in Russia and abroad, is 
regularly accused of hate speech towards religions competing with the Russian Orthodox 
Church. He is the vice-president of FECRIS (European Federation of Centres of Research 
and Information on Cults and Sects) which was created in France, whose constitution 
separates state and religions. Oddly enough, FECRIS is heavily financed by French public 
powers.	
 	
FECRIS’ Russian member association, headed by Alexander Dvorkin, is an organ of the 
Orthodox Church and has been blessed by Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia Alexy II. It 
is a pawn in its strategy against religious pluralism. Key member organizations of FECRIS’ 
Russian member association are led by radical Orthodox priests and archpriests or are 
missionary departments of Orthodox dioceses.	

Alexander Dvorkin has also become the president of the Justice Ministry's Expert Council 
for Conducting State Religious-Studies Expert Analysis, the members of which were 
completely purged and replaced under Minister of Justice Alexander Konovalov, a former 
student of Alexander Dvorkin at St Tikhon Orthodox University. 

The appointment of the new members has been widely criticized by leaders of non-
Orthodox religions, the Ombudsman for Human Rights, the head of the Russian 
government's Department for Relations with Religious Associations, and the Slavic Center 
for Law and Justice. Several notorious new members have repeatedly made derogatory 
statements against non-Orthodox movements and one of them has even been condemned 
by a court for his extremist hate speech against a religious group.	

Dvorkin is also the president of RATsIRS (*), the Russian Association of Centres for 
Religious and Sectarian Studies founded in 1993, which stems from the Saint Ireneus of 
Lyons Centre for Religious Studies. It is a missionary faculty department of St. Tikhon's 
Orthodox University in Moscow and their objective is “to spread credible information on 
doctrines and activities of totalitarian sects and destructive cults”.	
 	
The question is, what is FECRIS doing associating themselves with a member organization 
which sows intolerance towards other religious groups? 
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The Orthodox Church in Russia would be well-advised to put an end to the activities of its 
institutions and zealous activists which damage its image on the international scene by 
spreading hate speech, a practice firmly condemned by the OSCE. 

(*) RATSiRS groups together regional anti-sect organizations in the post-Soviet space. The 
Association was established in February 2006 on the initiative of the leaders of regional centres for 
contemporary sectarian studies from Moscow, St. Petersburg, Novosibirsk, Tver, Ekaterinburg, Ufa, 
Saratov, Tula, Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, and other cities of the Russian Federation.  

See the book on FECRIS published by HRWF “Freedom of Religion or Belief, Anti-Sect 
Movements and State Neutrality – A CASE STUDY – FECRIS”  
at http://bit.ly/2bDqBQy 

 

Will Russia respect the Bible? Vyborg Court decides not 
to examine New Testament for extremism 

By Roman Lunkin  
 
Slavic Centre for Law and Justice (09.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2jvINR3 - In Russia there is 
underway a rather complex process of adjustment to vigorous religious activity in 
conditions of harsh legislation, which assigns believers to the category of potentially 
dangerous citizens. However, practice shows that excessive suspicions contradict common 
sense. 

On 21 December 2016, the Vyborg district court issued one of the rare decisions in favor 
of a religious organization, the Gideons Association of Evangelical Christians. Back in June 
2016, personnel of the Brusnichnoe customs post seized a large bunch of books of the New 
Testament and Psalms (20 thousand). For a course of more than a decade the Gideons 
mission has been importing these sacred books from Finland, and therefore the believers 
did not at all understand the desire of customs to conduct an expert analysis to look for 
extremism and to seize the shipment. As a result, the books became damp and were ruined 
and the mission would have had to pay a great sum for storage of the shipment. After a 
whole series of investigations and even suspicions of corruption regarding the case (bidding 
for conducting the expert analysis of the New Testament was announced and the order 
was given to a commercial firm and the expert analysis cost almost a half million rubles), 
the court decided that the actions of customs were illegal. 

The attorney for the Gideons mission, Anatoly Pchelintsev, notes that the head of the 
Brusnichnoe customs post, Sergei Lenin, demanded from his client confirmation that the 
printed production did not contain information that falls under the purview of the federal 
law "On combating extremist activity." This same law to which customs appeals contains 
the direct instruction that sacred texts of several religions, including the Bible, may not be 
found to be extremist. 

The Gideons mission had already earlier had an expert analysis by the Herzen Russian 
State Pedagogical University stating that the text of the books ordered by them conforms 
to the Synodal translation. But customs did not take it into account and announced the 
bidding (the psychological linguistic expert analysis of the literature was not supposed to 
be conducted by a religious studies expert but for some reason by an individual 
entrepreneur from Murmansk, Mikhail Laktinov). 

Pchelintsev noted that an Orthodox priest who works with prisoners spoke during the trial. 
He confirmed the correspondence of the text of the New Testament and Psalms with the 
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canonical translation, explaining that he receives the copies of religious literature gratis 
and distributes it among prisoners in jails. 

After the amendments to the federal law "On combating extremist activity" regarding the 
immunity of sacred scriptures of the Bible, Quran, Tanakh, and Kangyur took effect on 25 
November 2015, much has changed in the legislation. In July 2016 the Yarovaya Law 
adopted amendments about monitoring of evangelistic activity, which were accompanied 
by a squall of court cases against believers. 

Translations of sacred texts had already earlier been the subject of judicial investigation. 
In 2013 the October district court of Novorossiisk ruled the "Idiomatic Translation of the 
Holy Quran into the Russian Language" by Elmir Kuliev to be extremist (on 17 December 
of the same year the Krasnodar territorial court quashed the decision of the October district 
court). 

In a roundabout way, quotations of biblical texts connected with proclaiming the truth of 
their faith had already been investigated in the course of the trial of Jehovah's Witnesses 
in the Golovin court of the city of Moscow in the early 2000s. Then there was a return to 
this topic in 2009, when the campaign to prohibit the literature of the Jehovah's Witnesses 
and their congregations was begun, which most likely will lead in the near future to the 
liquidation of the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia. The Jehovah's 
Witnesses are quite seriously accused of considering their belief to be better and more true 
than that of other religions and confessions. 

The logic of the prosecutor's office leads to the necessity of proving that the Jehovists do 
not have a Bible at all and that this is not the Bible. The prosecutor's office can thus declare 
new translations of the New Testament, which are most often used by protestant churches, 
to be "not the Bible" and "not a sacred text." 

Expert analyses of new translations of the Bible have already been done in a case against 
believers that was opened in the same region. Since the summer of 2015, the Vyborg city 
court has been conducting a case for finding the Bible in the translation that the Jehovah's 
Witnesses use (The New World Translation) to be extremist literature. In 2015 an expert 
analysis of the Bible in the Jehovist translation was done at the request of the Vyborg 
customs by the Center of Socio-cultural Expert Analysis (investigation 240/15 of 3 August 
2015). Among the experts there was not a single person with an academic degree with a 
specialty of religious studies (V.S. Kotelnikov, A.E. Tarasov, N.N. Kriukova). The expert 
analysis contains a section on the "Canonical understanding of the Bible." It gives an 
Orthodox definition of the Bible and the Word of God, of course from the point of view of 
the experts themselves. It contains this quotation: "Sectarian practice, which usually is 
based upon carefully selected and reinterpreted quotations from the Bible, ossifies 
Christianity, turning it into legalism." Further the experts examine "Sacred Scripture. The 
New World Translation," the Jehovist version of the Bible. It is pointed out that the name 
of God appears there as Jehovah, that the word "cross" is translated from the Greek as 
stake of tortures, and that some of the books receive different titles. Moreover, the 
Jehovah's Witnesses' translation, as the experts note for some reason, follows the 
Masoretic tradition and not the Septuagent, which, in turn, is followed by the Synodal 
translation. After a comparison of the Synodal translation and the New World Translation, 
the experts draw the conclusion that the Jehovist text "permits one to assemble a system 
of doctrinal and ethical texts that is different from the Christian tradition." 

After a whole series of quotations with different translations of the biblical text and of calls 
in the Jehovists' literature to study the Bible, the experts' conclusion follows: "On the basis 
of the foregoing, the New World Translation is not a variant translation of the Bible within 
the Christian tradition and consequently it is not the Bible as a canonical collection of texts." 
One of the arguments consists in the fact that for studying the translation a study guide is 
needed, with interpretations of the texts, and "therefore the New World Translation 
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contains references to all the ideas existing in the doctrinal and ethical literature of the 
Jehovah's Witnesses." 

The Russian Bible Society provided the following conclusion regarding this expert analysis: 
"In the modern legal society, the secular power cannot assume for itself the role of 
arbitrator in theological disputes and cannot make any of the numerous ecclesiastical 
traditions the standard to which all Christians must adhere in their religious practice." 

The situation in judicial practice in the sphere of religion is like a tug of war between various 
branches of the government and law enforcement agencies. And even if believers win a 
court case, their status as suspects does not change.  

(translated by PDS, posted 12 January 2017) 
 
 
 


