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Moscow security officers detain members of Tablighi 
Jamaat extremist cell led by foreign emissaries 

Interfax (22.12.2016) - http://www.interfax-religion.com/?act=news&div=13503 - The 

Russian Federal Security (FSB) has announced having shut down, in a joint operation 
with the Interior Ministry supported by National Guard forces, an illegal cell of the 

Tablighi Jamaat international extremist organization banned in Russia, which operated in 

the Moscow Region. 

 

"The FSB of Russia, jointly with the Interior Ministry and with the assistance of National 

Guard forces, discontinued the illegal activity of an organized, deeply secretive entity of 
the international religious organization Tablighi Jamaat as a result of measures carried 

out in the Moscow region on December 22," a spokesperson for the FSB in Moscow and 

Moscow Region told Interfax on Thursday. 

Seven members of the cell, including its leaders, have been detained as part of a 

criminal inquiry launched by FSB investigators, the spokesperson said. 

"During searches [officers] seized literature, communication means and electronic data 

storage devices with progress reports," the FSB said. 

While leadership of the extremist cell was carried out by foreign emissaries, its 

operations also involved Russian citizens, according to the FSB. 

"Members of the Tablighi Jamaat cell operated amid heightened secrecy, disguised from 

law enforcement agencies. The arrested members of the organization had called on 

Moscow region Muslims to unite, and got them involved in illegal activity. In the process, 

they brainwashed their new supporters, studied banned literature and discussed plans to 
create an Islamic Caliphate on Russian territory," the FSB said. 

New recruits were sent to training camps in Afghanistan and Pakistan, the FSB said. 

 

http://www.interfax-religion.com/?act=news&div=13503


Chechnya: female employees of state agencies complain 
about enforcement to work in hijabs 

Caucasian Knot (17.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2hL1iQ7 - According to women, working in 

state institutions of Chechnya, they were obliged to come to work in the garment, 

completely covering their hair and forehead. The order is spread exclusively in the oral 

form, said the women. 
 

"Earlier, you could just wear scarves and neck-pieces, but now – only hijabs... A few of 

my girlfriends work in state-funded (budget) organizations; and they warned that would 

not let to workplaces without hijabs to work will not start," a social activist named Kheda 

he told the "Caucasian Knot" correspondent. 
 

Madina, a resident of Grozny, said that on December 13 her friends sent her by the 

"WhatsApp" an audio appeal of one of the local officials, who ordered bosses to warn 

their women-employees that they should come to work in hijabs. 
 

Residents of the region note the authorities' inconsistencies in relation to hijabs. 

 

"Once we are forced to wear them; another time, they find fault with those who wear 
them; then – cancel; and now they've decided to introduce hijabs again. Hijab is not a 

part of our national costume. Our girls used to wear large headscarves; some of them – 

just neckpieces. My acquaintance was detained a few years ago by power agents in 

Grozny for wearing a hijab, which covered a part of her chin," said a local resident named 
Zarema. 

 

Let us remind you that on December 12, Chechen authorities demanded to bring 

schoolgirls' dresses into conformity with national traditions. 

 

 

Russian Church has built and restored only half of 
churches existed before revolution 

Interfax (14.12.2016) - http://www.interfax-religion.com/?act=news&div=13483 - 

About 36,000 churches have been built and restored during the recent hundred years in 
Russian Orthodox Church, head of the Synodal Department for External Church Relations 

Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk said. 

"According to the survived statistics, there were almost 79,000 Orthodox churches in the 

Russian Empire. Majority of them were destroyed or eliminated in the Soviet times, 

some of them were left unattended and gradually ruined. In the late 1980s we had 

7,000 of working churches from that 79,000," he said on air The Church and the World 
program on Rossiya 24 TV channel.  

The metropolitan says that today the Russian Orthodox Church has approximately half of 
churches it used to have before the revolution.  

"Unfortunately, many churches are still in ruins. Sometimes when you travel along the 
Moscow Region you see the churches not touched by restorers. There are unrestored 

churches even in Moscow," the hierarch said.  

 

http://bit.ly/2hL1iQ7
http://www.interfax-religion.com/?act=news&div=13483


Orthodox Church wants expanded teaching of religion in 
schools 

Interview: Roman Lunkin, President of the Russian guild of experts on religion 

and law 

 

Portal Credo/ Russia Religion News (14.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2if7LUn -  Portal-
credo.ru: Roman, how do you assess the new joint attempt of the Department of 

Religious Education of the Moscow patriarchate and the Russian Academy of 

Education to introduce into Russian schools a required course of Orthodox 

culture, an attempt which it seems has so far failed? 

Roman Lunkin:  It is necessary to speak more precisely about who the initiative is 
coming from. It has been promoted for a long time already by the RPTsMP and there was 

a whole series of statements by representatives of the Department of Religious Education 

of the patriarchate about the expansion of the teaching of Orthodox culture as an elective 

in all grades of the schools, that is, going beyond the framework of the current course on 
Foundations of Religious Cultures and Secular Ethics. Originally this course was 

introduced as an experiment, and the church has always advocated its expansion. 

--But now, you know, the talk is not about an elective but about mandatory 

teaching? 

--On this matter contradictory information has appeared. Minister of Education Olga 

Vasileva denied this information and officially declared that the ministry does not intend 

to introduce Orthodox culture in all grades of the schools. For now this all exists at the 

level of a project. Although certainly conversations are being conducted between the 
RPTsMP and the Ministry of Education about expanding "Foundations of Orthodox 

Culture." 

In the end, most likely some intermediate version will be adopted. Since given the 

Russian system of secular education and the current teaching staff it is impossible to 

make the schools Orthodox or clerical. And the Ministry of Education itself stands in the 
defense of the secular system. And indeed teachers have often spoken out for the 

elective teaching of religion, which has evoked accusations on the part of the dioceses 

against them to the effect that they are sabotaging Orthodox culture in favor of secular 

ethics. 

Which means it is impossible in principle simply to introduce directly into the current 

Russian educational system Orthodox culture as a required subject. 

--Which means conversations about comprehensive teaching from grade one to 

grade eleven is something of a red herring? 

--Most likely the following system will develop. The module of Foundations of Religious 

Culture and Secular Ethics will remain as the main unit, where the subject is offered as a 

choice, and it will be taught, so to speak, from the middle to older grades. While the 

more in-depth teaching of Orthodox culture will gradually be introduced as an elective. It 

is significant that even in Orthodox circles it is about the elective format that they speak 
more often. It cannot be said that absolutely all Orthodox clergy or leaders insist on 

mandatory teaching of Orthodoxy. In a majority of dioceses problems arose because of 

the fact that there was not even the possibility of teaching Foundations of Orthodox 

Culture, since there were specialists only in secular ethics in the schools. Now the 
situation has changed somewhat and the RPTsMP, in cooperation with the universities, 

was able to organize the training of future teachers. 

http://bit.ly/2if7LUn


--Whatever this collaboration may be, it is impossible to find so many teachers 

to be able to teach such a specific subject from grades 1 to 11. 

--There is a great variety of forms of training these teachers, from departments of 

theology, not always successfully, to classes of professional development or diocesan 
classes. Now it is possible to get academic degrees in theology in secular universities. So 

that, on the contrary, there has arisen the problem of overproduction of theological 

personnel, which nobody will need without a massive demand on the part of the schools. 

The church is trying to work as if in anticipation. 

--Departments of theology are accessible by a few, but the level of teaching in 

the courses for teachers is so low that it more likely causes not benefit, but 

harm. 

--Indeed, such a problem really faces secular and church authorities. For understandable 
historical reasons, the RPTsMP does not have such experience in teaching and training as 

Catholics and protestants in the West have. And the level of departments of theology and 

courses of professional development is different in various regions. There are few schools 

like the St. Tikhon's University and there are not enough of them at all. But in recent 

years, thanks to the activity of the Churchwide Graduate Program of Metropolitan Ilarion 
and the St. Tikhon's Institute, the level of education of theologians is rising and this 

system is not standing still. Attempts to speed up the introduction of Orthodoxy in the 

schools are connected with the fact that the church feels the necessity of placing 

somewhere a great number of newly minted teachers; otherwise this all will turn to dust.  

Interview conducted by Vladimir Oivin 

 

Jehovah's Witnesses in Mordovia threatened with 
abolition 

SOVA Center (08.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2hlZjPB - The local religious organization of 
Jehovah's Witnesses has again been found guilty under article 20.29 of the Code of 

Administrative Violations of Law. 

On 8 December 2016 the Ministry of Internal Affairs [MVD] for the republic of Mordovia 

reported that a court has fined a local religious organizations of Jehovah's Witnesses in 
Saransk 150,000 rubles for possession of extremist materials for the purpose of mass 

distribution (art. 20.29 of Code of Administrative Violations of Law). The decision was 

made by the Lenin district court of Saransk. 

The ministry stated that personnel of the Center for Combating Extremism of the 
republican MVD discovered forbidden literature in the possession of Jehovah's Witnesses 

and also publications in which an expert analysis that was conducted later found signs of 

extremism. It is known that an operational activity was conducted on 13 October 2016 in 

a house of worship of Jehovah's Witnesses in Saransk. The believers maintained at that 
time that the forbidden materials were planted on them. 

Back in 2016, a congregation of Jehovah's Witnesses in Saransk was fined 100,000 

rubles on the basis of article 20.29 of the Code of Administrative Violations of Law and 

then it received a prosecutorial warning about the impermissibility of extremist activity. If 

the new decision of the court is not successfully challenged, it may become the basis for 
liquidation of the local religious organization. 

http://bit.ly/2hlZjPB


We consider bans on the literature of Jehovah's Witnesses as extremist and prosecution 

of believers for its distribution to be illegal. Such actions by the authorities we regard as 

religious discrimination.  

Sources: MVD website for republic of Mordovia, 8 December 2016; Website of Lenin 
district court of Saransk, 8 December 2016. 

 

Anti-evangelism law used against long established 
Baptist congregations 

Outside the law, Prosecutor of Voronezh Province forces believers to be 

registered 

 

By Roman Lunkin 

 
Religiia i Pravo (02.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2hdcPqG - On 1 December 2016, the 

prosecutor's office of Voronezh province issued blatant statements about the exposure of 

a religious group of Baptists that is operating in the Pavlovsk district. Reports were 

circulated in the press, citing the prosecutor's office, which created the impression that 
the Baptists were engaged in illegal activity and they violated the law. The district 

prosecutor's office demanded that the illegal activity of the centralized religious 

organization "Association of Churches of Evangelical Christians-Baptists of Voronezh 

province" cease and also that groups of believers eliminate violations. 

The senior presbyter of the Association of Evangelical Christians-Baptists (EKhB) was 

issued a presentment that the group be registered. A senior assistant prosecutor of 

Voronezh province, Mikhail Usov, said in an interview with the news agency Regnum: 

"The prosecutor's office began an investigation on the basis of complaints from local 

residents, who reported about vigorous activity of Baptists on the territory of the district. 
In particular, residents complained about Baptists' attempts to impose their beliefs on 

them. At the same time, according to information from the directorate of the Ministry of 

Justice for Voronezh province, no religious groups are registered on the territory of the 

district. Thus, the Baptists' activity in Pavlovsk district is illegal." 

The senior EKhB presbyter for Voronezh province, Petr Mireichik, stressed in an interview 

with the portal Religiia i Pravo that in the presentment from the prosecutor's office that 

he received there was no reference to provisions of law that require a religious group or 

any gathering of citizens who pray to register. The prosecutor's office decided that once 
there actually is some gathering of citizens, then it should be within the register of 

groups or organizations of the regional directorate of the Russian Ministry of Justice. The 

presentment says that the Association of EKhB Churches is accused of "failure to take 

steps to notify the agency that registers religious associations." And in the opinion of the 
prosecutor's office that means that the Baptists are violating the law and there is a lack 

of proper control over the religious associations of the centralized organization. 

In reality, the prosecutor's office of Pavlovsk district decided to take measures against 

the Baptists on the basis of a report by a citizen, E.V. Sidenko, and not on the basis of 

"citizens' complaints" in general. Presbyter Petr Mireichik said the gathering of believers 
has existed in the Pavlovsk district more than ten years now and in 2003 the 

congregation formally joined the EKhB association for the province. That is, the 

congregation has evidence of affiliation with the district association of the Russian Union 

of Baptists. And that means that the gathering of believers has already operated within 
the bounds of the law; the activity of the group was already part of the activity of the 

EKhB association. 

http://bit.ly/2hdcPqG


As a result of the new legislation opposing evangelistic activity, the Yarovaya law, this is 

insufficient. Petr Mireichik said the personnel of the prosecutor's office have been very 

pleasant, but they insisted that the group give notification of its existence, which the 

association will do: "At the present time we are living according to the pattern—they 
push and then we will take measures; they do not put pressure on and we will leave 

everything as it is. We absolutely cannot register all groups right away or give 

notification. This is both time and money. We have groups that have been functioning 

about 100 years and they exist peacefully. We will move in this direction gradually if 
there is pressure. We have not been especially liked, but we have not suffered great 

restrictions before." 

We recall that the Voronezh Association of EKhB Churches is a member of the Inter-

confessional Council of the province, along with Orthodox, Jews, Muslims and others and 
they participate in most of the significant events in the province, and it maintains 

relations with the authorities and other confessions. Against this background it is 

especially clear that the action of representatives of the prosecutor's office with regard to 

the believers is especially wrong and impolitic. 

The Baptists made the decision to submit notification about the group in Pavlovsk to the 
agencies of justice, despite that the prosecutor's office's demand was illegal. 

The point is that the Russian federal law "On freedom of conscience and religious 

associations" does not contain a requirement to register any gathering of citizens or to 

give notification of its existence. Article 3 of the law articulates the provisions of the 
Russian constitution: "In the Russian federation are guaranteed freedom of conscience 

and freedom of religious confession, including the right to confess individually or jointly 

with others any religion or to confess none, to conduct worship services, other religious 

rituals and ceremonies, to conduct the teaching of religion and religious training, to 
choose freely and to change, hold, and disseminate religious and other convictions and to 

act in accordance with them, including the creation of religious associations." 

Article 7, which is devoted to groups, says that "the leader (representative) of a religious 

group or governing organ (center) of a centralized religious organization, in the event 
that a religious group is a member of that structure, gives notice in written form of the 

start of the activity of a religious group, and the official makes a decision about the 

registration of the religious organization in the place of the conduct of the religious 

group. The notification about the start of the activity of the religious group indicates the 

fundamentals of the religious confession, the locations of conducting worship services, 
other religious rituals, and ceremonies, administration (representation), citizens who are 

members of the religious groups, including their family name, personal name, 

patronymic, and residential address. Notification of the start of the activity of a religious 

group is structured according to the form established by the agency that is authorized to 
make a decision about the state registration of a religious organization." 

However, as a rule, notification of existence is done by those groups that wish to become 

in future organizations with the rights of legal entity (juridical person). 

There is no penalty for a gathering of believers "jointly confessing faith," and there 
cannot be. A prohibition of such a meeting violates the constitution of Russia. 

As Portal-Credo.ru notes, hitherto the Voronezh regional subdivision of the Ministry of 

Justice had not published information about the number of subordinate agencies dealing 

with the activity of religious groups. However, it is known that in recent years the local 

diocese of the RPTsMP stopped registering a number of its own subdivisions as legal 
entities, including the new entities as, primarily, rural parishes that do not have their 

own liturgical premises. 



The Yarovaya antievangelism law, that took effect in July 2016, launched a devastating 

chain reaction, frightening law-abiding believers. 

 

No discrimination in the repression of religious 

minorities 

Another Jehovah’s Witness held accountable for possession of forbidden 

materials in Karachay-Cherkessia 

SOVA (21.11.2016) – http://bit.ly/2fUhHQK - The prosecutor's office reported the 
opening of a case on the basis of article 20.29 of the Code of Administrative Violations of 

Law against a follower of the Jehovah's Witnesses from the village of Kurdzhinovo.  

On 21 November 2016 the prosecutor's office of Karachay-Cherkessia reported that an 

administrative case had been opened on the basis of article 20.29 of the Code of 

Administrative Violations of Law (possession of extremist materials for purposes of mass 
distribution) against a resident of the village of Kurdzhinovo, Urup district, Svetlana 

Kordiyaka. It was reported that the case was sent to a magistrate's court for 

consideration. 

The prosecutor's office pointed out that an inspection conducted jointly with the 
department of FSB border guards and the Center for Combating Extremism of the 

republican directorate of the Russian MVD showed that Kordiyaka possessed forbidden 

materials with the goal of distribution among Jehovah's Witnesses and other citizens. 

Just what kind of materials were referred to was not reported. 

We recall that in October 2016, another resident of Kurdzhinovo, Nadezhda Geraskova, 

was held accountable on the basis of the same article for distribution of Jehovah's 

Witnesses' materials. 

In 2012 the local congregation of Jehovah's Witnesses in Kurdzhinovo was fined for 

possession of extremist materials.  

We consider the prohibition of Jehovah's Witnesses' literature and prosecution of 

believers for its distribution to be illegal and we consider these actions of the authorities 

to be religious discrimination. 

Russian lawmaker revives talk about anti-sect laws: Senator thinks it is 
necessary to formalize the term "destructive sect" in law 

TASS (17.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2gXZxza - The vice-chair of the Federation Council's 

Committee on Constitutional Legislation and State Building, Elena Mizulina, declared the 

necessity of working out a package of draft laws aimed at combating destructive public 
associations and religious sects.  

"I propose discussing the possibility of creating a working group which would conduct 

work on improving legislation in this area and would prepare a package of draft laws 

which provide a systematic approach to solving this problem," Muzulina said during a 
round table in the upper chamber of parliament. 

The senator also thinks that the term "destructive sect" should be formalized 

legislatively. "It is necessary to introduce into legislation the status of organizations 

(sectarian organizations—TASS note) that cause harm to people, although it is difficult," 

she emphasized. At the present time, the senator recalled, there are no such concepts as 
"sect" and "destructive sect" in Russian legislation."  

http://bit.ly/2fUhHQK
http://bit.ly/2gXZxza


She said that up to 500 sects are active on Russian territory in addition to many psychic 

training groups and classes in personal growth, which in her opinion also may have a 

negative impact on the individual's psyche.  

"It disturbs us that there are many of these sects in the regions of Russia, while their 
activity bears an underground, very secretive nature," she added. "In 2015-2016 alone, 

52 sectarian organizations were liquidated on the basis of court decisions in 24 

constituent elements (subjects) of the Russian federation. Something is amiss in the 

legislation and organization of monitoring of such organizations," the lawmaker 
concluded. In connection with this, the senator continued, it is necessary to deal 

systematically with the problem of combating destructive sects.  

In Kemerovo, a Pentecostal pastor was fined for ‘illegal’ missionary activity 

HRWF (01.12.2016) - In the city of Kemerovo, the pastor of the New Generation Church 
was fined forty thousand rubles by the authorities. 

 

On 17 October 2016, the District Court of Kemerovo released a statement regarding 

Andrei Matyuzhova, the pastor of the New Generation Church. He was accused of being 

guilty of violating part 4, Article 5.26 of the Administrative Code (missionary activity in 
violation of the law regarding freedom of conscience, freedom of religion and religious 

associations). Andrei did not notify the administration nor registered with the authorities 

regarding the establishment of his church from which he also performed and published 

his sermons via Internet. 
 

Earlier, a Ukrainian citizen, who visited the New Generation Church, and who 

congratulated Andrei Matyuzhova’s Wife on her birthday in public was also fined for this 

act.  
 

Source: Sova Center 

 

Translation/adaptation for HRWF by Scot and Olga Allen 
 

In Naberezhnye Chelny, a court banned the activity of the Church of Scientology 

                  

HRWF (01.12.2016) - The court of Naberezhnye Chelny banned any activity of the 

Church of Scientology in the premises of their meeting house as a result of violations of 
the fire safety rules. 

 

On 10 October 2016, the Court of the City of Naberezhnye Chelny approved the request 

by the prosecutor’s office to forbid the Church of Scientology from operating in their 
meetinghouse on Naberezhnochelninsky Avenue, 54. 

 

The reasons put forward are alleged “violations regarding fire safety and anti-terrorist 

activities”.  
 

Earlier, the prosecutor’s office of the Republic of Tatarstan closed another meetinghouse 

belonging to the Jehovah’s Witnesses on the same grounds. 

 

Source: Sova Center 
 

Translation/adaptation for HRWF by Scot and Olga Allen 

 

http://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/harassment/intervention/2016/10/d35633/
http://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/harassment/intervention/2016/10/d35655/


Border officials stopped entry into Russia of four alleged 
supporters of “Tablighi Jamaat” 

HRWF (22.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2gdPl2l - The border guards in the Khatny, Tyumen, 

and Kurgan regions denied entry into Russia to four Kyrgyz citizens for their alleged 

support of the organization Tablighi Jamaat. 

On 28 October 2016, a border checkpoint of Russia in the Kurgan and Tyumen regions 
reported that during the month, four Kyrgyz citizens were identified and denied entry into 

Russia for suspicion of their association with an organization considered extremist by the 

Russian Government.  

All of these Kyrgyz citizens had previously been employed in Russia and were suspected 

to be adherents to “radical Islam.”  

The religious association, Tablighi Jammaat, had been banned in Russia in 2009.  

About Tablighi Jamaat, Sova Center says: “We view this ban as illegal. The movement 

had been engaged in spreading of Islamic beliefs and has not been violent in any way. 

We consider the persecution of the followers of this organization to be unjust and we 
remind our readers that this movement is not prohibited in Kyrgyzstan and is in fact very 

popular among the populous.” 

Translation/ adaptation by Scott and Olga Allen for Human Rights Without Frontiers 

Opinion of Human Rights Without Frontiers about “Tablighi Jamaat” 

Tablighi Jamaat (TJ) is a revivalist missionary movement within Islam, which was 

founded in India in the early twentieth century. The term means ‘those who preach’ and 

is sometimes rendered ‘Society for Spreading Faith.’ The TJ movement seeks to revitalise 

Muslims in their faith and to encourage them to follow Islamic religious practices more 
vigorously. 

Tablighi Jamaat originated in the Deobandi School of Sunni Islam (1) in Uttar Pradesh in 

north India. Muhammad Ilyas Kandhlawi, an Islamic scholar and Sufi teacher, is credited 

to be its founder. It has grown significantly over time to millions worldwide and is now 

present in some form throughout the Muslim world. It is particularly prevalent in South 
and Central Asia.  

Annual gatherings (called ijtima) are held in various countries and attract large crowds. 

The largest ones occur in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. The annual World Gathering in 

Tongi, Bangladesh, (called Bishwa Ijtima) is the largest TJ pilgrimage in the world with 
approximately five million people attending each year, significantly larger than the Hajj[1] 

itself. 

The world headquarters for Tablighi Jamaat is located in the New Delhi suburb of Basti 

Nizamuddin. There are some 50,000 active TJ members in the UK and in France an 
estimated 100,000 followers. 

Teachings 

TJ’s doctrine is based on six principles, commonly referred to as the Six Points: 

                                         
[1]

 Pilgrimage to Mecca after the holy month of Ramadan. 

http://bit.ly/2gdPl2l


 

 Faith in the oneness of Allah (the Kalima) 

 The offering of the five prayers daily (Salat) 

 The knowledge and the remembrance of Allah (‘Ilm & Dhikr) 
 Respect for every Muslim (Ikram al Muslim) 

 Sincerity of intention (Ekhlas) 

 Time set aside for this work (Dawah & Tabligh) 

 
TJ members try to imitate the life of Prophet Muhammad and adopt a lifestyle of personal 

piety and austerity. Members are expected to proselytize at least three times per month, 

forty days and four months every year, as well as to study at TJ’s central mosque in 

Pakistan for a month. 
 

TJ claims to be apolitical, asserting that Muslims should only participate in politics and 

carry political power ‘once all Muslims have corrected their ways, accepted the Sharia as 

a complete system of life and abandoned their attachments to worldly gains.’ 

 
Human Rights Without Frontiers considers that Tablighi Jamaat is a pietist religious group 

which is not a terrorist organization, and does not use or advocate violence. 

 

Worsening of the religious legislation in Bashkortostan 

HRWF (22.11.2016) - The religious situation is worsening for believers in the Republic of 

Bashkortostan also known as Bashkiria, a republic of Russia located between the Volga 

River and the Ural Mountains. Its capital is the city of Ufa. With the population of 
4,072,292 as of the 2010 Census, Bashkortostan is the most populous of the republics in 

Russia.  

Bashkurdistan, the first ethnic autonomy in Russia, was established in November 1917. 

On 23 March 1919, it was transformed into the Bashkir ASSR, the first Autonomous 

Soviet Socialist Republic in RSFSR. In accordance with the Constitution of Bashkortostan 
and Russian Federation Constitution, Bashkortostan is a state (country) but has no 

sovereignty.  

Deputies of the State Assembly of Bashkortostan propose to increase the 

penalty to the founding members of religious association encroaching on 
citizens’ personality and rights 

On 25 October 2016, it was reported that the deputies of the Bashkortostan State 

Assembly have begun preparations for a proposal to change Article 239 of the Criminal 

Code (creation of nonprofit organization which encroaches on the personal rights of 
individuals and citizens).  

The first part of Article 239 of the Criminal Code (creation of nonprofit organization 

whose activities involve violence against citizens or threaten harm to the health of 

others, as well as management of such association) is punishable by a fine of up to 
300,000 rubles or the salary of two years, or probation, community service, or 

incarceration for up to four years. Taking into consideration the experiences that the law 

enforcement agencies have had over the last while, the deputies of the Bashkortostan 

State Assembly are proposing to increase the fine from 300,000 to up to 500,000 rubles 

and the prison sentences up to six years instead of four so that the article may work 
more efficiently.  



For those who violate the 2nd part of Article 239 of the Criminal Code (creation of NGO’s 

or structural units of a foreign non-profit, non-governmental organization whose activities 

are associated with inciting citizens to refuse to perform their civic duties or to commit 

other types of illegal actions as well as the management of such organizations or 
structural units) the Deputy of Bashkiria offered the punishment for a crime associated 

with this part of the article being up to 300,000 rubles or imprisonment of up to 4 years 

(as opposed to the present punishment of a 200,000 ruble fine and 3 years 

imprisonment).  

Source: Sova Center  

In Bashkortostan, the head of the rural Muslim community was fined for 

possessing banned books 

HRWF (22.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2gdKVsz - In a mosque located in the Russian village 
of Imay-Karmaly, a religious book banned by the Russian Government was discovered by 

local authorities.  

On 21 September 2016, the Davlekanovskiy regional court of the Bachkortostan Republic 

imposed a fine of 1000 rubles on the chairman of the local Muslim Church Organization, 

Mahalla, and their leader, Graphite Kharisova, for the possession of extremist materials 
with the intent of mass distribution.  

The reason for the prosecution of Kharisova was a result of the possession of a book 

entitled “The Future Belongs To Us” by Seyeda Kutva, which was found during a search 

being conducted on the Mosque. This edition of the book was recognized as extremist 
material by the Krasnoyarsk District Court of the Astrakhan region in 2012 and was 

included in the federal list of extremist materials.  

Kharisov explained in court that the literature in his mosque had been obtained from 

other mosques and that this literature could have possibly been forgotten by those 
working on the construction of the mosque.  

Sova Center believes that the book “The Future Belongs To Us”, was unjustly recognized 

as extremist material: “We have not found anything leading us to believe that this this 

book would inflame terrorism or extremist acts. The statements within the book, though 
they criticize other religions, do not inspire hate. For this reason we consider the 

prosecution of Kharisova to be unjust.”  

Translation/adaptation by Scott and Olga Allen for Human Rights Without Frontiers 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses congregations searched for banned 
religious material 

HRWF (21.11.2016) – More and more congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia are 

being searched by police for banned religious literature, usually magazines and booklets 

for their spiritual edification. These are typically distributed all over the world without any 
problem. It is feared that the final objective of the Russian authorities is to ban the whole 

organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the country for “repeatedly violating the law”. 

 

In Kostomuksha, the Community of Jehovah’s Witnesses has been fined 

 
On 14th October 2016, the local congregation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kostomuksha 

was fined by the City Court of Kostomuksha (50,000 rubles) for the distribution and 

possession of “extremist” material.  

http://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/authorities/legal-regulation/2016/10/d35724/
http://bit.ly/2gdKVsz


 

The search conducted at the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ meeting house in the city of 

Kostomuksha took place at the end of July. The believers stated that the banned material 

had been planted by local authorities. On the same day, another search was conducted in 
their place of worship in the City of Petrozavodsk. This congregation was fined 50,000 

rubles on 3 October 2016. 

 

Source: Sova Center 
 

 

In Saransk, a raid was conducted on the premises of a Jehovah’s Witnesses 

Kingdom Hall 
 

On 13 October 2016, a raid was conducted on a local Jehovah’s Witness meeting place by 

the city authorities and banned literature was found.  

 

According to statements given by those present, this literature was planted by the police 
during the search:  

 

“This search was conducted by the inspector of the fire department who was also 

accompanied by twenty other individuals in masks and uniforms. During the search, 
these individuals turned their backs to the church security cameras, forming a wall so as 

to obscure any view of what might be taking place. Later, in this exact location where 

they had done this, banned material was found”.  

 
The inspector confiscated not only the banned literature, but also the surveillance footage 

from the church security cameras and the mobile phones of all present during the search.  

The type of brochures that were allegedly found and confiscated has not been revealed to 

the public and currently remains unknown.  
 

We want to remind you that the Community of the Jehovah’s Witnesses in Saransk 

received a warning regarding the inadmissibility of extremist activities based on the 

possession of this forbidden literature.  

 
Source: Sova Center  

 

Local Jehovah’s Witnesses in Birobidzhan are banned  

 
On 12 October 2016, the Community of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the region of Birobidzhan 

was labeled an extremist organization for having possessed “illegal” literature and was 

banned in the region by decision of a regional court.  

 
The chairman for the community of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Birobidzhan has refused to 

recognize this ruling by the courts and is making plans to appeal to the Supreme Court 

the Russian Federation.  

 

Source: Sova Center  
 

Inhabitant of Ivanovo Oblast was fined for posting a Jehovah’s Witnesses 

audiobook on social media 

 
On 29 September 2016, a 20-year old resident of the Ivanovo Region was fined 1000 

rubles by the Teykovskey regional court for the possession of extremist material with the 

purpose of mass distribution. On his social media page, he posted an audio book named 

the Good News from God, which had been prohibited and added to the federal list of 
banned materials in 2013.  

 

http://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/extremism/counter-extremism/2016/10/d35610
http://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/harassment/intervention/2016/10/d35621/
http://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/extremism/counter-extremism/2016/10/d35590/


Source: Sova Center  

 

These news were collected and adapted in English by Scott and Olga Allen for Human 

Rights Without Frontiers 

 

Two more active members of Tablighi Jamaat banned in 
Russia detained in Tatarstan 

Interfax Religion (27.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2gFsiBl - The Federal Security Service (FSB) 
department for Tatarstan has reported the detention of two active members of the 

international Islamic organization Tablighi Jamaat, which is banned in Russia. 

 

"One of those detained was responsible for the group's financial provision, and the other 

was the leader of a cell composed of people of Tajik ethnicity," the FSB department said 
in a statement on Thursday. 

 

The activists were detained as part of a criminal case opened on October 13, 2016 by the 

Russian Investigative Committee's department for Naberezhniye Chelny on charges of 
'the organization of an extremist organization's activities'. 

 

Law enforcement operatives searched the suspects' homes and seized documents 

attesting to the unconstitutional nature of the group's activities, its structure and 
composition, the FSB department said. 

 

It had been reported earlier that the FSB department for Tatarstan, along with the local 

Investigative Committee and Interior Ministry departments, prevented activities of a 

group belonging to Tablighi Jamaat on October 20, 2016. 
 

The Russian Supreme Court ruled Tablighi Jamaat to be an extremist organization and 

banned its activities in Russia on May 7, 2009. 

 

Many meetings raided and evidence planted 

By Victoria Arnold 

 
Forum 18 (24.10.2016)  - http://bit.ly/2eJ7Ai2 - 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. Legal dissolution of 

communities can follow. 
 

Law enforcement raids on Jehovah's Witness premises have reached a rate of more than 

three per month in 2016, Forum 18 has found. These unannounced raids, often involving 

large numbers of heavily armed riot police as well as the FSB security service and "Anti-
extremism" investigators, frequently occur during meetings for worship and use 

disproportionate force. The "discovery" of literature prohibited as "extremist" often 

occurs during searches. One of many such raids took place in the village of Nezlobnaya in 

the southern Stavropol Region on 20 September (see below). 
 

Jehovah's Witnesses have credibly insisted, with video evidence, that this literature has 

been planted by the authorities. As well as being distressing to congregations, such raids 

with the "discovery" of "extremist" literature can also set in motion a chain of legal 

repercussions up to and including the dissolution of communities (see below). 

http://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/extremism/counter-extremism/2016/10/d35620/
http://bit.ly/2gFsiBl
http://bit.ly/2eJ7Ai2


 

The current wave of raids take place without any advance warning to the communities 

concerned. One difference from visits from Prosecutors Office officials is that the 

community concerned is notified in advance by post of these visits. 
 

One indicator of the unnecessary nature of the weapons (including infantry assault rifles) 

and force used by camouflaged state officials in the many raids is that Jehovah's 

Witnesses worldwide are a doctrinally pacifist community, whose young male members 
will not do compulsory military service or any other military-connected activity. Jehovah's 

Witnesses follow their pacifist principles even if the government concerned jails and 

tortures conscientious objectors to military service, and their families and co-believers. 

 
Increasing raids and prosecutions targeting Jehovah's Witnesses 

 

Police have raided Jehovah's Witness places of worship for at least 10 years. A raid on a 

meeting for worship in April 2006 led to the liquidation of their Moscow community. After 

a long legal struggle, the community was in 2015 re-registered after an appeal to the 
European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) in Strasbourg. However, such raids appear to 

have increased in frequency and heavy-handedness over the last year, Jehovah's Witness 

spokesman Yaroslav Sivulsky commented to Forum 18 on 20 October 2016. 

 
This is in line with a general intensification of law enforcement scrutiny of Jehovah's 

Witnesses, Forum 18 notes. This has included rising numbers of prosecutions under 

Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 

materials") and Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for organising or 
conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket"), as well as the 

dissolution of several local communities as allegedly "extremist organisations". 

 

Appeal against "extremism" warning fails 
 

In March 2015 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) which the Centre oversees and supports. 
 

On 12 October 2016, Tver District Court in Moscow rejected the Administrative Centre's 

attempt to have the General Prosecutor's warning ruled unlawful. The Centre now plans 

to appeal to Moscow City Court, Sivulsky told Forum 18 on 20 October. It expects the 
appeal to be heard in two or three months. In the meantime, Sivulsky added, they 

understand that the warning is not legally enforceable until after any appeal ruling. 

 

If the Administrative Centre's appeal fails and prosecutors pursue liquidation, it seems 
likely that assorted Jehovah's Witness bodies throughout the country may also face 

dissolution because of their association with the Centre. Jehovah's Witnesses have more 

than 400 local religious organisations (legal entities) and over 2,500 congregations, 

according to their main website jw.org . The Centre itself would be added to the Justice 

Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Organisations (which is dominated by far-right and 
violent nationalist groups, though it already includes five liquidated Jehovah's Witness 

congregations) and its property would be turned over to the state. 

 

The warning states that the Centre will be subject to dissolution if it does not take 
"specific organisational and practical measures" within two months to eliminate violations 

of the "Extremism Law", or if new evidence of "extremism" is uncovered. It does not 

elaborate, however, on what such measures may be or how they will be monitored. It 

appears that any subsequent extremism-related conviction of an individual or local 
community (once the appeal process is exhausted) may provide grounds for liquidation. 

 



On 3 October, a ninth local Jehovah's Witness congregation, in Birobidzhan in the Jewish 

Autonomous Region, was ruled an "extremist" organisation and ordered to be liquidated. 

 

On 18 October, the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation rejected the Oryol 
Jehovah's Witness community's appeal against its liquidation, ordered by Oryol Regional 

Court in June 2016. 

 

Increasing raids and prosecutions targeting many communities 
 

If an item is on the Federal List of Extremist Materials, possession of it carries the risk of 

a fine or imprisonment for up to 15 days, and confiscation of the banned literature. The 

Federal List as of September 2016 ran to over 3,69 items, often does not include full 
bibliographical details, and is irregularly updated, making it difficult for anyone to keep 

abreast of recent bans. 

 

Courts continue to rule texts "extremist", opening the way for more prosecutions for their 

possession or "mass distribution". These include the Google Translate Russian version of 
a collection of sayings of the Islamic prophet Mohammed, a video commenting on the 

attempted seizure by bailiffs of saints' relics from the Russian Orthodox Autonomous 

Church, and Jehovah's Witness texts. 

 
No-notice raids on religious communities' premises are not confined to Jehovah's 

Witnesses. Prosecutions of Muslims under Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production 

or mass distribution of extremist materials") often arise after police, prosecutor's office 

officials, and/or FSB officers have searched a mosque "to check compliance with anti-
extremism legislation" and discovered "extremist" literature, according to court verdicts 

seen by Forum 18. 

 

Armed raids on homes, sometimes during prayer meetings or religious celebrations, have 
often been part of criminal investigations of Muslims who read the works of late Turkish 

theologian Said Nursi. 

 

Institutions run by Protestant churches, such as drug rehabilitation centres have 

sometimes been obliged to close for after fire safety or sanitation inspections found 
apparently minor and easily resolvable infringements. 

 

In October 2012, bailiffs in the Vladimir Region town of Suzdal disrupted a Russian 

Autonomous Orthodox Church service in an attempt to seize the relics of two saints kept 
in the church building. 

 

Since the introduction in July 2016 of the so-called "anti-missionary law", which severely 

restricts the public sharing of beliefs, law enforcement agencies have raided religious 
events they suspect of violating the new legislation's regulations. Hare Krishna devotees 

and Protestants have also been prosecuted for sharing beliefs in public. 

 

A police raid on a Tver sanatorium where Ghanaian Protestant leader Ebenezer Tuah was 

performing baptisms in a rented hall led to his being prosecuted for conducting 
"missionary activity" without the necessary documents. He was found guilty on 1 August 

and fined 50,000 Roubles, the maximum for a foreign citizen. 

 

Police in St Petersburg detained Archbishop Sergei Zhuravlyov of the Ukrainian Reformed 
Orthodox Church while he was giving a sermon at a Messianic Jewish community. The 

police had received a message suggesting that Zhuravlyov was trying to convert Jews to 

Orthodoxy. A court fined the Archbishop 5,000 Roubles on 5 September. 

 
Particular focus on Jehovah's Witnesses 

 



Jehovah's Witness communities appear at present to be bearing the brunt of law 

enforcement attention of this type, involving the disruption of meetings for worship, the 

use of force, and the alleged falsification of material evidence. 

 
Police raided 30 Kingdom Halls or other meeting places between January and August 

2016, Jehovah's Witnesses' Administrative Centre noted in September. A further five 

were raided as of 21 October, bringing the total to 35 known raids so far this year. This is 

a marked increase on the Administrative Centre's figure of 10 for January-August 2015 
(14 for 2015 in total). Throughout 2015, 89 known individuals and communities of all 

beliefs throughout Russia were prosecuted for possession of allegedly "extremist" 

religious literature. 

 
The Jehovah's Witnesses in 2013 and 2014 reported eight such raids in each year. 

Throughout 2014, 65 known individuals and communities of all beliefs throughout Russia 

were prosecuted for possession of allegedly "extremist" religious literature. 

 

Armed raids, planting of banned materials 
 

Law enforcement officers raid Jehovah's Witness meetings at a variety of locations – 

purpose-built Kingdom Halls, properties rented long-term for worship purposes, 

temporarily rented business centres or Houses of Culture, and sometimes individuals' 
homes. 

 

Not all raids involve riot police or the halting of meetings for worship, as officers have 

been known to wait until the meeting is over on a few occasions. But the raids usually 
involve the disproportionate use of force, disproportionate numbers of officials, the 

needless disruption of meetings for worship, and either the expulsion of worshippers from 

the building or their containment in one room. Those present are expelled or confined to 

one room to prevent observation of searches, Jehovah's Witnesses comment. Officials 
have also demanded that those present lie down with their faces to the ground, to avoid 

what officials do being observed.  

 

Forum 18 sent written questions to the FSB security service in several regions in which 

raids have been carried out in the last few months, asking: why these raids were 
launched, why heavily armed units were used, and why it was deemed necessary to 

disrupt meetings for worship. No reply has yet been received. 

 

Simultaneous raids have sometimes been carried out in the same town or region. This 
happened to multiple Jehovah's Witness communities in: Petrozavodsk and Kostomuksha 

in Karelia in July 2016; in Vladikavkaz, Mozdok, and Alagir in North Ossetiya in May 

2015; and also on multiple places of worship and believers' homes in Budyonnovsk in 

Stavropol Region in August 2016. 
 

Evidence planting 

 

Jehovah's Witnesses state that the law enforcement practice of planting literature began 

as early as January 2013 and has become part of a coordinated campaign against them. 
According to a 30 September statement, they are aware of at least 60 cases of the 

planting and falsification of evidence. 

 

"Currently, more than 80 Jehovah's Witness publications appear on the Federal List of 
Extremist Materials", the Administrative Centre commented on 1 April 2016. "Jehovah's 

Witnesses believe this is a mistake and seek in the courts to exclude their books and 

pamphlets from this list. Nevertheless, they do not import, distribute, or store these 

publications. Believers check carefully to ensure that these materials do not appear in 
places of worship." 

 



That officials plant evidence has also been credibly claimed by Muslims who read the 

works of Turkish theologian Said Nursi. For example, this seems to have occurred in 

relation to a mosque in Mordovia whose mufti was subsequently fined. 

 
Typical heavily armed raid, evidence apparently planted 

 

A typical example of the many raids, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18, took place in 

the village of Nezlobnaya in the southern Stavropol Region on 20 September. The raid 
also demonstrates the unnecessary levels of weapons and numbers of officials used in 

such raids. 

 

CCTV footage released by the Nezlobnaya Jehovah's Witness community – available at - 
shows about 12 fully masked male officials, wearing black and green camouflage 

uniforms and carrying apparent infantry assault rifles, climbing the fence surrounding the 

Kingdom Hall. They then begin to force their way through the door using metal-cutting 

equipment, without giving anyone inside a chance to open it. It is early in the morning 

(c. 7.30 am) and no meeting for worship has yet bagun, but people are present in the 
building. 

 

In further footage from various indoor CCTV cameras, the heavily armed, masked and 

camouflaged state officials can be seen spreading out through the building and starting 
to search it. In the worship hall itself, the video appears to shows two masked men 

putting books or brochures into a corner cupboard. This material is then uncovered about 

half an hour later (according to the CCTV timestamp) by another man in civilian clothes. 

 
When committee member Yevgeny Vernik arrived, officers refused to let him see any 

paperwork authorising the search. "When I asked [the senior officer] to show me a copy 

of the order, he rudely demanded that I leave the building," Vernik complained. 

 
Local Jehovah's Witness chair Pavel Puzyrev claims in the video released by the 

Administrative Centre that his community regularly performs its own searches to check 

for banned literature, and that there had been nothing in the cupboard the previous day. 

About 10 law enforcement agents also searched Puzyrev's home, where he alleges they 

planted banned items from the Federal List in the kitchen. He has since been charged 
under Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 

materials"). 

 

Telephones at Stavropol Region police information department went unanswered 
whenever Forum 18 called on 20 and 21 October. 

 

Disruption 

 
Other recent raids illustrate the disruption of meetings for worship caused by such raids. 

In St Petersburg on 11 October, at least 25 law enforcement officers, including "Anti-

Extremism" Police, entered a Kingdom Hall during evening worship. Officers announced 

that the building was to be searched for "extremist" literature. They covered the CCTV 

cameras with masking tape, before emptying cupboards and taking up the floor, the 
Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre noted on 12 October. Several men were taken 

to the police station for questioning. 

 

Although on this occasion prohibited literature was not found, police confiscated personal 
Bibles, tablets, and phones. 

 

Forum 18 called St Petersburg Police on 21 October to ask why the search had been 

carried out and why interrupting a service had been deemed necessary. A spokeswoman 
directed Forum 18 to the head of the information department, Vyacheslav Stepchenko, 

but telephones in his office went unanswered. 



 

In Petrozavodsk in Karelia on 28 July 2016, the FSB security service and armed OMON 

riot police raided an evening service, the Administrative Centre reported the following 

day. Officers seized worshippers' phones and other electronic devices and allegedly 
pushed some worshippers to the floor and kicked them. A search of the premises 

followed, which uncovered items of banned literature on the Federal List. There then 

followed a long period of questioning. The last Jehovah's Witness was released after 

midnight. 
 

As a result, the community was fined 50,000 Roubles under Administrative Code Article 

20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist materials") at Petrozavodsk City 

Court on 3 October. 
 

Asked by Forum 18 on 21 October why the raid had taken place, why armed officers had 

been used, and why it had been necessary to disrupt religious worship, a spokesperson 

for Karelia Police said it was "difficult to give such information". She suggested sending 

questions by email, which Forum 18 did in the early afternoon of the Karelia working day 
of 21 October. 

 

Court proceedings, fines, possible community dissolution 

 
As well as the immediate impact of an unexpected and heavy-handed raid, consequences 

for Jehovah's Witness communities can extend to court proceedings, financial penalties, 

and possible dissolution and confiscation of community assets. 

 
If law enforcement officers find – or claim to find - prohibited literature during a search, 

administrative charges under Administrative Code Article 20.29 may follow. For legal 

entities such as religious organisations, conviction under this Article now carries a fine of 

100,000 to 1 million Roubles. For individuals, the fine is 1,000 to 3,000 Roubles or up to 
15 days' imprisonment; for people acting in an official capacity, 2,000 to 5,000 Roubles. 

 

Prosecutors may also issue warnings that, should further "extremist activity" be detected, 

they will seek the liquidation of the community as an "extremist organisation" – this may 

then be triggered by subsequent raids or prosecutions of individual believers. 
 

Rented premises used by the Oryol community were searched three times in 2015 – 

including the disruption of a service in December 2015 by six officers of the police and 

FSB – and banned religious literature was found hidden inside stage steps and under a 
tablecloth. Jehovah's Witnesses insist that this must have been planted there earlier, as 

the officers allegedly did not bother checking anywhere else. 

 

The community was fined multiple times under Administrative Code Article 20.29 and 
received a warning of the "inadmissibility of extremist activity" with the threat of 

liquidation if violations were not eliminated. In June 2016, the regional branch of the 

Justice Ministry successfully sought the community's dissolution. The Supreme Court 

rejected the community's appeal against the ruling on 12 October 2016. 

 
Some 20 law enforcement officers "burst into the premises" of the Jehovah's Witness 

community in Saransk on the evening of 13 October, according to the Administrative 

Centre, and searched it for two hours, confiscating believers' phones and the building's 

CCTV equipment. 
 

"Turning their backs to the security camera, they planted Federal List material in a 

cupboard, which they themselves then ‘found'," Jehovah's Witnesses complained on 17 

October. Jehovah's Witnesses note that, a few days previously, an FSB officer had called 
to check the CCTV – he "carefully examined the location of video cameras and other 

equipment, and assured those present that everything was fine". 



 

The Prosecutor's Office of the Republic of Mordovia had already issued an extremism 

warning to the Saransk community on 27 September. If charges are brought as a result 

of the latest raid, the community could face liquidation. 
 

Nine communities ordered liquidated – only one successful appeal 

 

A total of nine local Jehovah's Witness organisations have so far been ordered by courts 
to be dissolved: Taganrog, September 2009; Samara, May 2014; Abinsk, March 2015; 

Tyumen, October 2015; Belgorod, February 2016; Stary Oskol, February 2016; Elista, 

February 2016; Oryol, June 2016; Birobidzhan, October 2016. 

 
The Taganrog, Samara, Abinsk, Belgorod, and Stary Oskol communities appear on the 

Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Organisations. 

 

Only one liquidation order – against the Tyumen community – has been subsequently 

overturned by Russia's Supreme Court. All other appeals so far have been unsuccessful. 
 

Two further attempts at liquidation have been unsuccessful – in Arkhangelsk, which was 

refused by the Regional Court in June 2016, and in Cherkessk, where proceedings were 

opened in May 2015, were delayed by other civil cases involving the congregation. They 
now appear to have been dropped. 

 

At least 10 other communities are known to have received formal warnings of "the 

inadmissibility of extremist activity" since spring 2015 (some of which have now 
expired). Three of these – Tikhoretsk (Krasnodar), Chapayevsk (Samara), and Shakhty 

(Rostov) – are in regions which have already seen the liquidation of Jehovah's Witness 

congregations (in Abinsk, Samara, and Taganrog respectively). The other seven are in 

Kaluga, Vilyuchinsk on the Far Eastern Kamchatka peninsula, Teykovo in Ivanovo Region, 
Stavropol, Novorossiysk, Saransk in Mordovia, and Prokhladny in the Republic of 

Kabardino-Balkariya. Four communities (Tikhoretsk, Teykovo, Chapayevsk, Prokhladny) 

are so far known to have gone to court to have the warnings recognised as unlawful, all 

unsuccessfully. 

 
Severe consequences, increasing legal restrictions 

 

The loss of legal status can have a severe impact. Under 2015 changes to the Religion 

Law, all religious communities that do not have legal status must notify the authorities of 
their existence and activity. This includes providing the names and addresses of all their 

members and addresses where any meeting takes place. Such a requirement is against 

Russia's international human rights obligations, as outlined in the Organisation for 

Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)/Venice Commission Guidelines on the Legal 
Personality of Religious or Belief Communities.Russia is both an OSCE participating State 

and a Venice Commission member state. 

 

Communities dissolved for "extremism" also face the possibility of criminal prosecution of 

their former members for continuing to meet, as happened in Taganrog among other 
places. A further consequence, introduced in July 2016 by an amendment to the Religion 

Law, is a ban on former members of "extremist" religious organisations carrying out 

broadly defined "missionary activity". 

 



Why has Aum Shinrikyo been banned in Russia only 
now? 

Many thought that the Japanese cult Aum Shinrikyo, which enjoyed incredible 

popularity in the 1990s, was long dead. However, it turns out that for the past 

20 years, the group responsible for the nerve gas attack in Tokyo in 1995 has 

been building up its influence again in Russia. 
 

By Yekaterina Sinelschikova, RBTH 

 

Russia Beyond The Headlines (04.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2fkfNp8 - In late September, 

the Russian Supreme Court issued a ruling banning the destructive Japanese cult Aum 
Shinrikyo and recognizing it as a terrorist organization. This was something of a surprise 

– why had this happened only now, 20 years after members of the sect carried out a 

sarin attack on the Tokyo subway in 1995, killing 12 and poisoning nearly 6,000? 

 
All these years, the public in Russia were convinced that the deadly religious cult had 

been outlawed, at least in Russia, and was a thing of the past. In early April 2016, the 

official spokesman of Russia’s powerful Investigative Committee, Vladimir Markin, said 

(in Russian) that Aum Shinrikyo was on the list of terrorist organizations. 
 

However, it later turned out that the organization was not on any of the blacklists. 

Furthermore, the number of Russian followers of the half-blind Japanese guru Shoko 

Asahara is once again nearing the peak of the early 1990s, when the Russian division of 
the sect was nearly more numerous than that in Japan. In fact, Russia had so many 

connections with Aum Shinrikyo that rooting it out was no easy thing. 

 

‘They charged Muscovites more’ 

 
“I listened to their free-of-charge lectures and liked them very much. After the lectures, 

they invited me to get down to practice,” recalls (in Russian) an anonymous user in the 

Stop Sect public group on Russia’s most popular social network, VKontakte. 

The group has some 700 members, mostly those who at one point came across Aum 
Shinrikyo but managed to escape its clutches. Donations, lectures, video materials – 

everything had to be paid for. 

 

“I was unlucky in that I was from Moscow and they charged Muscovites more. After that I 
had to reread books written by their guru Shoko Asahara 10 times,” the anonymous user 

continues. 

 

In another story, a 23-year-old man from a western region of Russia describes in private 

correspondence made available to RBTH “the joys” offered by the organization. 
 

“I could not shed the feeling that it was a sect, up till the end of the transformation 

program, but all I was given to understand was… It works so fucking well… They say that 

a sect is a scary place, where you are zombified. YES, they use NLP and other practices 
and I saw them use those, but just think: What about TV, what about school, what about 

university and other state structures that brainwash you?” he says. 

 

People often come in contact with Aum Shinrikyo through an interest in yoga: It is 
among yoga practitioners that new converts are usually recruited. People are drawn into 

the sect via Skype or social networks. Most of Asahara’s emissaries are locals rather than 

sect members from Japan. At first, the guru’s name is not mentioned at all, it appears 

only after a couple of months of daily brainwashing. 
 

A vulnerable nation 

http://bit.ly/2fkfNp8


 

The sect operates from the shadows though a network of undercover cells. But that was 

not always the case. Aum Shinrikyo first arrived in Russia together with perestroika in 

the late 1980s. It had a daily program on the radio, was shown on TV, gathered mass 
meditations at the country’s biggest stadium, and preached at the Kremlin Palace of 

Congresses. 

 

Not long before the breakup of the Soviet Union, the country was gripped by the occult. 
The pendulum had swung and the previously atheistic state plunged into religious 

ecstasy. 

 

“In the early 1990s, people had not yet developed an immunity to sects. It is therefore 
not surprising that Aum Shinrikyo attracted so many followers: That sect had an 

unprecedented promotional campaign, the opulent building of the Russian-Japanese 

University in central Moscow and the support of the secretary of the Russian Security 

Council, Oleg Lobov,” said Alexander Dvorkin, president of the Russian Association of 

Centers for Religious and Sect Studies. 
 

The new liberal government of the 1990s must have thought that flirting with foreign 

fads was not a bad PR move. “They saw it as ‘something exotic from Japan’ that people 

liked. Though I would not rule out an element of corruption either,” said Dvorkin. 
During his visit to Moscow in 1992, Shoko Asahara had a meeting with Russian Vice-

President Alexander Rutskoi, while his handshake photo with the then mayor of Moscow, 

Yury Luzhkov, at the opening of a branch of the sect still remains a blot on the latter’s 

reputation. There are no exact figures for the number of Aum Shinrikyo followers in 
Russia at the time, with estimates ranging from 35,000 to 50,000 people. 

 

Vials of blood at $8,000 apiece 

 
By 1995, Aum Shinrikyo already had seven spacious offices in Moscow. By offering a 

mixture of Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, occultism and a doomsday cult, the 

teaching was fast recruiting new followers. They were sold locks of hair from guru 

Asahara’s head, his bathwater, vials with blood and sperm – at $8,000 each. At some 

point, Asahara proclaimed himself to be Christ reincarnate, which only brought him even 
more followers. 

 

The friendship with Russia was so close that emissaries of the sect had shooting training 

organized for them at a firing range outside Moscow and a crash course in how to drive a 
tank. 

 

“It may well be that the drawings for making assault rifles [that were seized after the 

Tokyo terrorist attack – RBTH] and a formula for making sarin had originated from 
Russia,” reported (in Russian) state-run news agency RIA Novosti. That theory is possibly 

confirmed by notes found in the sect’s Moscow offices about sarin tests conducted on its 

members. 

 

After the sarin attack on the Tokyo underground in March 1995, the sect was taken to 
court by the parents of its young monks. While the court liquidated the cult, it was not 

entered on the register of banned organizations. It just changed its ways of recruiting 

new members and lay low for a while. 

 
Recruitment at resorts 

 

Aum Shinrikyo then kept quiet for more than 10 years, so it is not surprising then that 

after a while it was simply forgotten and thought to be inactive. In 2000, a group of Aum 
Shinrikyo members headed by Dmitry Sigachev were arrested in the Primorsky Territory 

in Russia’s Far East: They had been preparing a terrorist attack in Japan and wanted to 



free Asahara, who had been sentenced to death. By 2006, according to official statistics, 

there were about 300 Aum Shinrikyo members in Russia. 

 

Seminars and congresses began to be held outside the country, primarily in Ukraine, in 
places popular with Russians, like the resorts in Crimea. However, in 2013, Ukraine 

refused entry to Japanese instructors and shut down organizations affiliated with Aum 

Shinrikyo. After that followers of the cult started gathering in Turkey, another holiday 

destination popular with Russians. 
 

Turning point 

 

It would appear that a turning point came when flights between Russia and Turkey were 
temporarily suspended, because in the spring of 2016, yet another congress of Aum 

Shinrikyo members in a hotel in Montenegro shut down for the winter was busted by 

local police, while its delegates with out-of-date visas were deported from the country. 

 

A couple of weeks later, large-scale searches were conducted in Moscow and St. 
Petersburg, during which databases of sect members were seized. According to (in 

Russian) the Prosecutor-General’s Office, the Japanese cult may have up to 30,000 

followers on Russian soil at present. 

 
“It by no means will cease to exist [following the court ruling] but now membership in it 

will be a criminal offense, people will become far more cautious and the sect will have 

less room for maneuver. This too is a good outcome,” said Dvorkin of the Russian 

Association of Centers for Religious and Sect Studies. 

 

US pastor challenges Russia evangelism ban 

The appeal of an American pastor charged under anti-terrorism laws in Russia 

resumed on Friday. 
 

Premier.org.uk (30.09.2016) - http://bit.ly/2gd75gL - Baptist minister Donald 

Ossewaarde (above, with his wife Ruth) was working in the city of Oryol, southwest of 

Moscow, when he was visited by police. 
 

They accused him of "unlawfully conducting missionary activity" by having Bible meetings 

at his home. 

 
Earlier in the month he became the first American person to be fined under the Yarovaya, 

or anti-terror laws, which restrict organisations' and individuals' freedom to practice and 

share their faith. 

 
International Christian Concern (ICC) says that the US Embassy has been present during 

the case. 

 

During the last hearing the judge heard from both a police official and the pastor and 

decided that the case should be postponed until Friday to gather witnesses to the alleged 
illegal missionary activity. 

 

He was fined £477 (40,000 roubles) for conducting "rituals and ceremonies" associated 

with religious activities without proper permission. 
 

http://bit.ly/2gd75gL


 
 

Speaking to ICC in September Donald Ossewaard said: "We believe we have the law on 
our side and a strong case moving forward." 

 

Earlier in September embassy officials visited the Christian leader to find out more about 

ministry as well as reasons for his charge. 
 

Andrew Kerr, ICC's Program Coordinator, said: "While it is unfortunate the judge in the 

case determined more time was needed to decide upon a decision, it is encouraging to 

hear of the attention and progress of the case itself. 
 

"We hope further attention will be given to Pastor Donald's case both in Russia and the 

international community to show the unfortunate missteps of the Yarovaya laws and 

where reform is in desperate need to ensure religious freedom for all." 

 

 

"Extremism" religious freedom survey, September 2016 

By Victoria Arnold 
 

Forum  18  (13.9.2016) - http://bit.ly/2eITBFZ - Russia's "Extremism" Law and 

associated Criminal and Administrative Codes (with ever-harsher punishments) are used 

to arrest, imprison or fine individuals exercising freedom of religion and belief, punish 
communities for meeting, and ban publications on religion which do not encourage 

violations of others' human rights. 

 

"Extremism" legislation has for over a decade been the biggest single threat to freedom 
of religion and belief in Russia. While ostensibly aimed at preventing the incitement of 

violence and hatred on racial, religious, and social grounds, the 2002 "Extremism" Law 

and associated articles of the Criminal and Administrative Codes are regularly used 

against religious communities and individuals for beliefs and practices which do not 

violate the human rights of others. 
 

"Extremism"-related freedom of religion or belief violations are so extensive that they are 

here examined separately from Forum 18's general religious freedom survey of Russia 

(forthcoming). 
 

Law enforcement attention is currently focused (and has been since 2007) on two groups 

of people exercising their freedom of religion and belief: Jehovah's Witnesses (some of 

http://bit.ly/2eITBFZ


whose local organisations have been banned), whose adherents, congregations, and 

publications are all targetted; the other group particularly targetted are Muslims who 

study the works of late Turkish theologian Said Nursi. They are accused among other 

things of membership of a banned organisation "Nurdzhular" (a russification of the 
Turkish for "Nursi followers"), although they themselves deny such an organisation has 

ever existed. Individuals of other beliefs (including atheism) have also been targetted for 

alleged "extremism", although such cases are so far rare. 

 
Particularly from 2014, there has been a marked increase in the use of "extremism" (and 

other) legislation against Jehovah's Witnesses in particular, their publications, and their 

communities. Their activities at every level – from offering literature in the street to the 

continued operation of their national coordinating body, the Administrative Centre in St 
Petersburg - are under scrutiny from law enforcement agencies. Prosecutors are also 

seeking to have the Jehovah's Witness New World version of the Bible banned as 

"extremist". 

 

"Extremism" legislation is employed against violent nationalist and radical Islamist 
groups, but it is also used to restrict and punish the exercise of freedom of religion and 

belief by individuals and religious communities. This fuels an atmosphere of hostility and 

suspicion towards certain religious traditions. The rhetoric surrounding such cases – from 

prosecutors' offices, local authorities, and in some cases "anti-sectarian" activists and the 
Russian Orthodox Church – also contributes to the impression that particular groups are 

inherently dangerous. In some cases, this may be enhanced by the release in the media 

of police or FSB security service "operational footage" of raids and arrests. 

 
The "Extremism" Law is also in force in Crimea, which was annexed by Russia in March 

2014. Similar prosecutions under the associated article of the Administrative Code have 

taken place there. 

 
UN concern 

 

The United Nations Human Rights Committee, in its April 2015 observations on Russia's 

adherence to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, repeated the 

concerns it expressed in 2009 that "the vague and open-ended definition of "extremist 
activity" in the ["Extremism" Law] does not require any element of violence or hatred to 

be present and that no clear and precise criteria on how materials may be classified as 

extremist are provided in the law" and that "the law is increasingly used to curtail 

freedom of expression, including political dissent, and freedom of religion". 
 

The Committee reiterated its recommendations that Russia "should revise without undue 

delay the ["Extremism"] law 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", and "should take all measures necessary to prevent the arbitrary 

use of the law and revise the Federal List of Extremist Materials". 

 

Legal background: principal mechanisms of restriction and repression 
 

The "Extremism" Law provides a range of restrictions and punishments which are 

supposedly aimed at combating the promotion of hatred on racial, religious, and social 

grounds, but which are frequently used to curb exercise of freedom of religion and belief, 
including the peaceful expression of religious beliefs which do not call for the human 

rights of others to be violated. A key mechanism is the prohibition of religious literature 

as "extremist material". This can then trigger a sequence of legal measures which may 

result in the dissolution of communities and the possibility of criminal (as well as 
administrative) prosecution of individuals. 

 



After a book, for instance, has been banned, anyone suspected of producing or 

distributing it may be charged under Article 20.29 of the Administrative Code 

("Production or mass distribution of extremist materials"). If convicted, individuals face a 

fine of between 1,000 and 3,000 Roubles, or up to 15 days' imprisonment. Fines for 
people acting in an official capacity (including individuals such as bookshop owners) 

range from 2,000 to 5,000 Roubles. Fines for "juridical persons" (which include 

commercial, publishing, media and registered religious organisations) range from 

100,000 Roubles to 1 million Roubles. Each 1,000 Roubles is the equivalent of 125 
Norwegian Kroner, 15 Euros or 15 US Dollars. 

 

If police or prosecutors find even a single copy of a banned publication in a place of 

worship, the community may also be subject to a formal warning of the inadmissibility of 
"extremist" activity – even though the law specifies "mass distribution" not single copies. 

Repeat offences may lead to prosecutors seeking liquidation through the courts. Once a 

religious organisation has been ruled "extremist" and dissolved, its former members may 

face criminal proceedings) if they continue to meet (under Article 282.2, 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 such an organisation). 

 
The consequences of criminal conviction for "extremism" offences may last long after a 

fine has been paid or a sentence served (see below). 

 

The provision of the "Extremism" Law most often used to penalise the exercise of the 
internationally-recognised right to freedom of religion or belief is the definition of 

"extremism" as "propaganda of the exclusivity, superiority or lack of equal worth of an 

individual on the basis of their .. religious .. adherence or attitude to religion". This is 

interpreted by prosecutors and courts as covering claims that a particular religion or 
belief is superior to others. This is despite the right to make claims about the merits or 

demerits of any religious or non-religious view being a fundamental part of the 

internationally-recognised right to freedom of religion or belief. 

 

Prosecutors may also insist that such claims fall foul of a second definition of 
"extremism" in the Law - "incitement .. of religious discord". The Russian word for 

discord [rozn] has a broad definition – it may mean simply division. Yet Russia's judiciary 

ignores the discrepancy between this term and the far stricter corresponding wording of 

the Criminal Code – "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" (Article 282). The Criminal Code may consequently be used to 

prosecute simple disagreement about beliefs. When committed by an ordinary member of 

the public, the maximum punishment under Article 282 is five years' imprisonment or 
500,000 Roubles (six years or 600,000 Roubles if accompanied by violence or threat of 

violence). 

 

Criminal Code Article 282.2 ("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") is the Article which has been used most often in 

recently years for the criminal prosecution of peaceful religious believers. This now 

carries a maximum punishment of 10 years' imprisonment or a fine of 800,000 Roubles 
(see below). 

 

Legal background: recent changes 

 
The Extremism Law and associated sections of the Criminal and Administrative Codes 

have undergone several alterations since the former's introduction in 2002. Some of 



these changes have affected (or have the potential to affect) individuals and communities 

trying to exercise freedom of religion or belief. 

 

Penalties for extremism-related offences have risen significantly in recent years. In 
February 2014, President Vladimir Putin signed into law increases in fines, prison terms, 

and forced labour sentences across all extremism articles of the Criminal Code. For 

Article 282.2 ("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"), this included a doubling of the maximum terms of imprisonment 

from three to six years for offences under Part 1 ("organisation") and from two to four 

years under Part 2 ("participation"). Such increases mean that cases under Article 282.2 
can no longer be tried in a magistrate's court. These amendments also reclassified 

"extremism" offences from "minor" to "serious". This allowed law enforcement agencies 

to keep suspects in custody more easily and simplified the obtaining of permission for 

surveillance practices such as phone tapping. 

 
Penalties became harsher still with the signing into law on 6 July 2016 of the so-called 

Yarovaya "anti-terrorism" legal changes (proposed by United Russia deputy Irina 

Yarovaya and Senator Viktor Ozerov). Among other changes – including harsh 

restrictions on sharing beliefs – these new amendments to the Criminal Code, which 
came into force on 20 July 2016, prescribe the following penalties under Article 282.2: 

 

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 
and mid-September 2016. Only one criminal case against religious believers (involving 

three Muslims prosecuted for meeting to study Said Nursi's works) is known to have been 

brought to court under the February 2014 amendments. 

 
An amendment to the Extremism Law of 31 December 2014 forbids former leaders of 

banned "extremist" organisations from founding other public organisations for a period of 

10 years. Like the Extremism Law in general, while ostensibly aimed at those who do 

engage in violent or hatred-inciting activity, this provision may also restrict the freedoms 
of religious leaders and communities which do not. For example, the directors or 

founding members of liquidated Jehovah's Witness communities are barred from setting 

up another congregation. 

 

In response to a highly controversial attempt to outlaw a book of commentary on Koranic 
verses, an Extremism Law amendment of 23 November 2015 now prohibits the banning 

of the sacred texts of the four so-called "traditional religions" as "extremist" material 

(see below). 

 
Literature bans and the Federal List 

 

Publications about religion or beliefs which do not call for the human rights of others to 

be violated continue to be ruled "extremist" and placed on the Justice Ministry's Federal 
List of Extremist Materials, alongside material (both religious and non-religious) which 

does have violent or racist content. The efficacy of banning texts is questionable 



(particularly in an internet age), as is whether a text can be definitively proven to have 

caused acts of hatred or enmity. For many items there is a defensible justification for 

their inclusion on the List, as their titles suggest white supremacist and/or 

ultranationalist content. Some of the Islamic authors listed, such as Sayyid Qutb and Abu 
Ala Maududi, have promoted violence. But the justification for the inclusion of other items 

is doubtful. For example, two texts on the List argue for peace and respect for human 

rights: Muslim theologian Muhammad ali Al-Hashimi's "The Personality of a Muslim"; and 

the Chinese spiritual movement Falun Gong's leaflet "Global Human Rights Torch Relay". 
 

Addition to the List prohibits their production and distribution within Russia. The List's 

length, complexity, bibliographical shortcomings, and irregular updates make it difficult 

for religious communities and individuals to keep abreast of what has been banned. This 
leaves them vulnerable to prosecution and fines under Article 20.29 of the Administrative 

Code ("Production or mass distribution of extremist materials") (see below). 

 

The reasons given in court verdicts for banning particular texts frequently include alleged 

claims of the "exclusivity" or "superiority" of one religion, which prosecutors argue is 
detrimental to the rights and interests of adherents of other faiths. The freedom to make 

claims about the relative merits or demerits of religious or non-religious views is a 

central part of the internationally-recognised right to freedom of religion or belief. 

 
The Federal List was first made public in July 2007 with 14 entries. By mid-2008 this 

number had grown to over 200 – by mid-2012, to over 1,300. As of mid-September 

2016, it stands at 3,869 entries, many of which contain multiple items banned in the 

same court hearing. Full details of the edition, publisher, and date of printed material are 
often missing. 

 

Prosecutors in Vyborg are attempting to have the Jehovah's Witness New World Bible 

banned as "extremist". The case, which had its preliminary hearing at Vyborg City Court 
on 26 April 2016, is suspended - as of mid-September 2016 - while additional "expert" 

analysis is carried out. Jehovah's Witnesses do not know when proceedings will resume, 

spokesman Ivan Belenko told Forum 18. Prosecutors submitted the suit despite the 

introduction of an amendment to the Extremism Law preventing the banning of several 

sacred texts (see below). 
 

The 4,000 New World Bibles (in Russian and Ossetian) are among some 10 million items 

impounded by Russian customs on the Finnish border during 2015. Since March 2015, all 

attempted shipments of Jehovah's Witness literature have been blocked "with no reason, 
no legal right and no court ruling", Belenko told Forum 18, on the grounds that they are 

"supposedly goods supposedly prohibited from being imported into the territory of the 

Russian Federation". Jehovah's Witness branches in Russia and Finland have tried 

unsuccessfully to have the customs seizure of their materials declared unlawful. The 
North-West District Arbitration Court refused their most recent, cassational appeals on 8 

June 2016. 

 

Law enforcement attention is not only directed towards hard-copy publications, but 

increasingly also towards online materials, including websites, audio and video files, 
social media posts, and electronic versions of existing texts. The Jehovah's Witnesses' 

main website, jw.org, has been banned as "extremist" (in all language versions, not only 

Russian, Forum 18 notes) after a long-running case eventually concluded at the Supreme 

Court in December 2014. Supreme Court judges ruled that access to the site should be 
blocked because it contained copies of previously prohibited religious literature. In May 

2016, Frunze District Court in Ivanovo also banned and ordered the blocking of a 

Jehovah's Witness online library hosting multilingual editions of hundreds of religious 

books and brochures, the Watchtower magazine, and the Bible (including the English-
language King James and other translations, alongside the Jehovah's Witnesses' own 

New World version). 



 

Court verdicts seen by Forum 18 show that law enforcement agencies, including the FSB 

security service, systematically search websites and social media to find uploaded 

"extremist" content. "Fortress of a Muslim", for example, a volume of prayers for 
everyday occasions, has been blocked across multiple sites as well as banned in hard 

copy. The Federal Service for Supervision of Communications, Information Technology, 

and Mass Media (Roskomnadzor) also has the authority to block sites, apps, and 

webpages without recourse to the courts. Libraries, educational institutions, and even 
cafes are also frequently reprimanded for failing to put in place adequate content filters 

to prevent users of their networks from accessing "extremist" material online. 

 

Although Jehovah's Witness and Islamic literature form the bulk of religious items which 
appear on the Federal List, the publications (both hard copy and online) of other religions 

may also sometimes fall foul of the vague definitions of the Extremism Law. Several 

items of the Chinese spiritual movement Falun Gong have also been outlawed, including, 

in 2011, its core spiritual text "Zhuan Falun" (Turning the Law Wheel). Also banned is a 

sermon given in 1900 by Metropolitan Andrey Sheptytsky, a candidate for sainthood in 
the Catholic Church who at the risk of his own life saved Jews from the Holocaust. 

Officials have refused to tell Forum 18 why the sermon was ruled "extremist". 

 

In November 2014, a video linked to the Russian Orthodox Autonomous Church (ROAC) 
was also declared "extremist". The 30-minute film, entitled "Bailiffs' Piety", shows the 

attempted seizure in October 2012 of saints' relics from an ROAC parish in the town of 

Suzdal. The film is critical of the Moscow Patriarchate and the far-right Liberal Democratic 

Party (LDPR). Vladimir Regional Court upheld the ban in February 2015. Although the 
video's original host, portal-credo.ru (whose editor Aleksandr Soldatov was a party to the 

case), has removed it from its website, the film remains available on YouTube. If it is 

posted or shared within Russia, however, the perpetrator would be subject to prosecution 

under Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 
materials"). Forum 18 is not aware of any prosecutions based on distribution of this 

video. 

 

In 2012, an attempt in Tomsk to ban "The Bhagavad Gita As It Is", a key text for Hare 

Krishna devotees, was unsuccessful after a public outcry in both Russia and India. 
 

Ease of adding, difficulties of removal 

 

Getting books and other materials deleted from the Federal List is a drawn-out and 
difficult process which can demand considerable resources from publishers and religious 

communities. In addition, removal offers no guarantee that an item will not be returned 

to the List in future. By contrast, having titles added is straightforward for prosecutors 

and law enforcement. 
 

Any district, municipal, or regional court may decide that a book, leaflet, song, slogan, 

video, website or webpage has "extremist" content upon the request of a prosecutor's 

office. Publishers and any religious community which might have an interest in the 

outcome of such a consideration are often not informed of such proceedings. 
 

Judges usually base their decisions on allegedly linguistic, psychological, and sometimes 

religious-studies "analysis" presented to the court. This can be carried out by individuals 

engaged or employed by the police or FSB themselves. However, courts will often 
suspend proceedings to allow for repeat examination of the material by court-appointed 

"experts" – sometimes university academics, sometimes employees of dedicated centres 

for "expert" testimony. Many of these "experts", including those appointed by courts, 

may not be experts in the particular belief whose texts are under scrutiny. They may also 
have a track record of producing biased opinions which conclude that material from 

certain groups or of certain types are "extremist". 



 

A copy of a ruling banning a particular work is sent to the Justice Ministry, which then 

adds the item to the Federal List. The List itself may be viewed and searched on the 

Ministry's website. Updates are also published in "Rossiyskaya Gazeta", the Russian 
government's official newspaper. Additions may nevertheless not appear for weeks or 

even months, leaving publishers, religious communities, and individuals at risk of 

prosecution and making it difficult to appeal because the rulings have already entered 

legal force. 
 

In September 2015, a group of deputies in parliament's lower house, the State Duma, 

proposed an amendment to the Extremism Law which would have restricted extremism 

rulings on literature and other materials to regional or republic-level courts. This was 
cautiously welcomed by some lawyers and rights activists, but appears to have stalled at 

the committee stage. 

 

Comparatively few "extremism" bans have been successfully overturned. Only 97 entries 

have been removed from the List since 2007, out of total of more than 3,800, many of 
which contain multiple items. Sixty of these comprised religious materials, fifty of which 

were Islamic texts from the same case in Orenburg. Of the rest, four were entries 

relating to the Falun Gong spiritual movement (removed in April 2009), three were books 

by the late Turkish theologian Said Nursi (removed in May 2013), and three were 
Jehovah's Witness brochures (removed in March 2014 and April 2015). 

 

Any removal may be short-lived, since the Russian legal system is not based on 

precedent and prosecutors can bring a fresh suit against the same material. The Falun 
Gong and Nursi material has since been re-added to the List. Even as the Sözler 

publishing house was appealing against the ban on their editions of three Nursi books in 

Krasnoyarsk, two of the titles were banned again by the same court in a second attempt 

by prosecutors, while the third was ruled "extremist" in Kaliningrad. 
 

In July 2015, 50 Islamic texts were at last deleted from the Federal List, after a 

convoluted appeal process lasting nearly three years. They were among 68 items 

declared extremist in a twenty-minute hearing in March 2012 at Orenburg's Lenin District 

Court, whose ruling did not become public until after the initial appeal period had passed. 
Orenburg Regional Court accepted five appeals from authors and publishers in 

September 2012, but the delay meant that the original verdict could come into force in 

the meantime. This led to numerous prosecutions for distribution of the prohibited titles. 

 
Appeal proceedings were twice suspended for repeat "expert" analysis to be carried out. 

Drawing on this analysis, Orenburg Regional Court decided in February 2015 that only 18 

of the texts should remain on the Federal List. Because the verdict failed to rule explicitly 

on the fate of the remaining 50, however, lawyers had to apply to Lenin District Court 
again to have the original "extremism" designation reversed. Although this application 

was successful in May 2015, it took until July for the Justice Ministry to remove the 

reprieved titles from the Federal List. 

 

The impact of a verdict's reversal may also be limited by the banning of the same text in 
other editions, Forum 18 notes. Of the 50 items reprieved in Orenburg, 11 remain on the 

Federal List in different editions, outlawed by "extremism" rulings by courts in different 

parts of Russia. Individuals must therefore check the edition of a book carefully in order 

to avoid prosecution. Cases have occurred in which defendants have avoided fines 
because judges decided that the item in question could not be shown to be the same 

edition as the one on the Federal List, but no guarantee exists that prosecution or 

conviction can be avoided on these grounds. 

 
Exemption of some sacred texts from being banned 

 



After a controversial attempt to outlaw a Koranic commentary as "extremist", legislators 

amended the Extremism Law on 23 November 2015 to prohibit "extremism" bans on the 

major sacred texts of the so-called "traditional religions". 

 
Prosecutors on the Far Eastern island of Sakhalin had attempted to ban "Supplication 

(du'a) to God: its significance and place in Islam", claiming that it promoted "the 

exclusivity, superiority or inferiority of a person according to his social, national or 

religious affiliation". Although the suit was initially upheld by Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk City 
Court on 12 August 2015, this decision was overturned by Sakhalin Regional Court on 5 

November 2015 after several appeals from Muslim organisations and individuals, 

including controversial Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov. The text consists of quotations 

from the Koran accompanied by explanatory comments. Muslim leaders and lawyers 
were therefore concerned that an "extremism" ban would effectively ban the Koranic 

verses themselves. 

 

The November 2015 amendment states that "the Bible, the Koran, the Tanakh, and the 

Kanjur, their contents, and quotations from them" may not be ruled extremist. Despite 
the fact that the amendment does not restrict this protection to particular versions or 

translations, the Jehovah's Witness New World Bible remains in danger of prohibition as 

"extremist" material (see above). 

 
The amendment makes no alteration to those parts of the Extremism Law which have 

frequently been used to outlaw religious texts for "propaganda of the superiority of one's 

own religion". Concerns also remain that other faiths and denominations are left 

vulnerable to discrimination by the focus on "traditional" religions – the Kanjur, for 
example, is a canonical text in Tibetan Buddhism (considered by Russian officials to be 

"traditional" Buddhism); the sacred writings of the Zen and Theravada schools remain 

unprotected by the amendment. 

 
Despite these shortcomings, it appears that the amendment has prevented some 

religious texts from being deemed "extremist". In what appears to be the first application 

of the amendment, in December 2015 Pervouralsk City Court refused to ban two Islamic 

texts, "Is the Doctrine of the Trinity Divinely Inspired?" and "Selected Hadith", citing the 

fact that they both contained quotations from the Koran. This is despite the fact that the 
amendment refers only to quotations themselves, not specifically to the books which 

contain them. Prosecutors appealed unsuccessfully against the rulings on 15 March 2016 

at Sverdlovsk Regional Court. 

 
Two entries on the Federal List – No. 2041 (online article "Akhyr Zaman" ["End of the 

World"] by Airat Dilmukhametov) and No. 3298 ("Metaphysics of Youth", banned for its 

racist and neo-Nazi content) – bear the caveat that the ban excludes quotations from the 

Koran and the Bible respectively. In the first of these, the exclusion was made in 2013, 
before the amendment to the Extremism Law, on the basis of an appeal court verdict 

which ruled that the extremism designation should not apply to the Koranic verses cited 

in the text. No other entries for texts which contain extracts of sacred writings appear to 

have been altered. 

 
Administrative prosecutions: Article 20.29 

 

Recent years have seen a significant rise in the number of individuals and communities 

prosecuted for the so-called "production or mass distribution of extremist materials" 
(Article 20.29 of the Administrative Code). Despite the explicit wording of "mass 

distribution", police and prosecutors have initiated such cases even if only one copy of a 

banned item has been found and even if little or no evidence exists of any intention to 

share the material. 
 



Forum 18 found a total of 65 prosecutions in 2014 for alleged distribution of banned 

religious material which did not appear to incite the violation of human rights, violence, 

or hatred. These resulted in the imposition of 56 punishments (all fines) after appeals. 

Fifty-five instances involved Islamic literature or videos, and 10 involved Jehovah's 
Witness texts. In 2015, this rose to a total of 89 prosecutions leading to 79 punishments 

after appeals, including four jail sentences. While 55 cases were again based on 

possession of Islamic material, the number involving Jehovah's Witness literature showed 

a noticeable increase to 32 prosecutions (a further two involved Falun Gong texts). This 
is consistent with the general increase in law enforcement attention towards Jehovah's 

Witnesses. 

 

Alongside the increase in prosecutions for Jehovah's Witness material, a number of other 
characteristics and trends may be discerned. Hard copies of banned items still dominate 

among religion-related prosecutions, despite the fact that online material dominates 

overall (religious and non-religious). There is a noticeably high rate of conviction and a 

low rate of appeal success. The majority of cases Forum 18 found in 2014 and 2015 

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 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. 
 

Jehovah's Witnesses have also claimed on their website jw.org that the "extremist" 

materials found in their homes and places of worship are in fact planted by the police, 

and that law enforcement agencies "have increasingly resorted to fabricating evidence to 
justify charges of extremism against Jehovah's Witnesses". The Jehovah's Witnesses 

have long instructed their members not to distribute titles which appear on the Federal 

List and to remove these from their Kingdom Halls. 

 
An amendment to the Administrative Code in May 2015 doubled the minimum fine under 

Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist materials") for "juridical 

persons" (which include commercial, publishing, media and registered religious 

organisations) to 100,000 Roubles. The maximum fine was raised ten-fold to 1 million 

Roubles. Fines for individuals or official persons have not been increased since the 
Article's introduction in 2007. If convicted, individuals continue to face a fine of between 

1,000 and 3,000 Roubles, or up to 15 days' imprisonment. Fines for people acting in an 

official capacity (including religious leaders and individuals such as bookshop owners) 

range from 2,000 to 5,000 Roubles. Organisations may also be obliged to suspend their 
activities for up to 90 days. 

 

Liquidation of local communities first.. 

 
As a direct consequence of the Extremism Law, religious communities which have not 

violated human rights or called for this may nevertheless be dissolved and lose the rights 

which come with being a registered legal entity (such as the ability to own/rent property, 

open a bank account, and employ staff), and be listed as "extremist" organisations. 

Former members are then put in danger of criminal prosecution if they continue to meet. 
The principal current targets have so far been local Jehovah's Witness communities. 

 

However, the Jehovah's Witnesses' principal body in Russia is also under threat of 

dissolution after it received an official warning in March 2016 from the General 
Prosecutor's Office. This may amount to an outright ban on all Jehovah's Witness activity 

in the country if prosecutors follow through. The St Petersburg-based Administrative 

Centre is now attempting to have the warning "that engaging in extremist activity is not 

permitted" declared unlawful at Tver District Court in Moscow – the first hearing is due to 
take place on 23 September 2016. The warning is explicitly predicated on the alleged 



"extremist" activities of the local communities (and their members) which the Centre 

oversees and supports – several of which have already been ordered to be dissolved. 

 

If prosecutors pursue liquidation, it is likely that "Because of their affiliation with the 
Centre, all religious associations of Jehovah's Witnesses – 406 local religious 

organizations (legal entities) and over 2,500 congregations – may also face liquidation," 

Jehovah's Witnesses complained on their international site jw.org on 27 April 2016. "As a 

result, Witnesses throughout Russia could lose their Kingdom Halls (houses of worship)." 
The Centre would be added to the Justice Ministry's list of "extremist" organisations 

(which is dominated by far-right and violent nationalist groups) and its property would be 

turned over to the state. 

 
The warning states that the Centre will be subject to dissolution if it does not take 

"specific organisational and practical measures" within two months in order to eliminate 

violations of the Extremism Law, or if new evidence of extremism is uncovered. It does 

not elaborate, however, on what such measures may be or how they will be monitored. It 

appears that any subsequent extremism-related conviction of an individual or local 
community may provide grounds for liquidation. 

 

Increasing numbers of local Jehovah's Witness organisations are being declared 

"extremist" and ordered to be dissolved. Before 2014, only one (in Taganrog in 2009) 
had been dissolved on such grounds. Since May 2014, this has happened to seven 

communities – Samara, May 2014, upheld by the Supreme Court in November 2014; 

Abinsk, March 2015, upheld in August 2015; Tyumen, October 2015, overturned by the 

Supreme Court in April 2016; Belgorod, February 2016, upheld in June 2016; Stariy 
Oskol, February 2016, upheld in June 2016; Elista, February 2016, upheld in July 2016; 

Oryol, June 2016, appeal to the Supreme Court submitted in August 2016. So far, only 

the Taganrog, Samara, and Abinsk communities appear on the federal list of "extremist" 

organisations. 
 

Prosecutors submitted a liquidation suit against another community, in Birobidzhan in the 

Jewish Autonomous Region, in September 2016. 

 

Two further attempts at liquidation have been unsuccessful – in Arkhangelsk, which was 
refused by the regional court in June 2016, and in Cherkessk, where proceedings were 

opened in May 2015, were delayed by other civil cases involving the congregation, and 

now appear to have been dropped. 

 
At least nine other communities are known to have received formal warnings of "the 

inadmissibility of extremist activity" since spring 2015 (some of which have now 

expired). Three of these – Tikhoretsk (Krasnodar), Chapayevsk (Samara), and Shakhty 

(Rostov) – are in regions which have already seen the liquidation of Jehovah's Witness 
congregations (in Abinsk, Samara, and Taganrog respectively). The other six are in 

Kaluga, Vilyuchinsk on the Far Eastern Kamchatka peninsula, Teykovo in Ivanovo Region, 

Stavropol, Novorossiysk, and Prokhladny in the Republic of Kabardino-Balkariya. Four 

communities (Tikhoretsk, Teykovo, Chapayevsk, Prokhladny) are so far known to have 

gone to court to have the warnings recognised as unlawful, all unsuccessfully. 
 

All community dissolutions have followed a similar path, Forum 18 notes. They have 

involved the discovery of "extremist" literature by law enforcement, charges under 

Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 
materials"), prosecutors' warnings, and allegations of repeat offences, leading to 

prosecutors seeking liquidation through the courts. 

 

As well as the loss of legal status and concomitant rights, communities dissolved for 
"extremism" also face the possibility of criminal prosecution of their former members for 

continuing to meet (see Taganrog case below). A further consequence introduced in July 



2016 by an amendment to the Religion Law is a ban on former members of "extremist" 

religious organisations carrying out broadly defined "missionary activity", as well as 

imposing harsh restrictions on anyone sharing beliefs, including where and who may 

share them, and increased "extremism" punishments, introduced with alleged "anti-
terrorism" changes. 

 

Criminal prosecutions of alleged associates of nationwide banned groups 

 
Criminal prosecutions are also brought against those alleged to be associated with 

organisations which have been banned nationwide. The principal targets so far have been 

Muslims who study the works of Said Nursi. These suffer the most frequent criminal 

prosecutions and harshest punishments. They are charged with involvement in the 
"extremist" organisation "Nurdzhular" (a Russification of the Turkish for "Nursi 

followers"), which Muslims in Russia deny even exists but which was banned in April 

2008. The pattern of persecution has been the reverse of the Jehovah's Witnesses' 

situation, in that most "extremism" rulings on Nursi's works and law enforcement 

scrutiny of their readers came after the Supreme Court decision which outlawed 
"Nurdzhular". For Jehovah's Witnesses, actual and potential bans on their organisations 

have followed the prohibition of literature and prosecution of individuals. 

 

After a relative lull in law enforcement activity against readers of Nursi's books in 2012 
and into 2013, raids and investigations have been carried out in several regions across 

Russia, and a total of 34 people have been charged since the beginning of 2013 

(resulting in 21 convictions by mid-September 2016). This compares with 21 charged 

(and 12 convicted) between April 2008 and the end of 2012. 
 

The figure of 34 includes - as of mid-September 2016 - 11 individuals facing charges 

under Article 282.2, Parts 1 and 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"), in Krasnoyarsk, Chelyabinsk, Novosibirsk, and 

Makhachkala, four of whom are being held in pre-trial detention. The FSB security service 

is responsible for all these investigations. Three of the men awaiting trial have been 

charged for the second (Komil Odilov in Novosibirsk, Ziyavdin Dapayev in Makhachkala) 
or third time (Andrei Dedkov in Krasnoyarsk) for identical "crimes". 

 

Muslims who come under suspicion of involvement in "Nurdzhular" are accused of having 

met to study and discuss books written by Said Nursi, many of which have been banned 
as "extremist material", and of creating "cells" by encouraging others to join in. 

According to FSB documents, which Forum 18 has seen, such activities are allegedly 

aimed at "the formulation .. of a positive attitude to death, combined with a willingness 

to sacrifice oneself in the interests of [Nursi's] teachings" and promoted "propaganda of 
the superiority and inferiority of citizens according to religion" – similar language is used 

in reference to numerous cases. Prosecutors and investigators offer no concrete evidence 

in support of such claims. 

 

Prosecutions of Muslims who read Nursi's works usually begin with (often armed) raids on 
the homes of people whom law enforcement agencies suspect of "continuing the 

activities of a banned extremist organisation [Nurdzhular]". Such raids involve the 

seizure of computers, phones, and religious literature, and the arrest and interrogation of 

individuals. Suspects are sometimes then kept in pre-trial detention, or are put under 
house arrest or travel restrictions as the investigation continues – which may take 

several months. 

 

Under Article 109 of the Criminal Procedural Code, individuals can initially be held in 
custody for up to two months, and investigators must seek any necessary extensions to 

this period by application to a district court. Pre-trial detention in extremism-related 



prosecutions can generally be extended to a maximum of six months, with a maximum of 

one year in serious cases. 

 

According to Russian law, people under house arrest are not allowed to leave their 
registered places of residence except for medical reasons, to communicate with anyone 

involved in the case except lawyers and investigators, to send or receive post, or to use 

the telephone or internet except under certain conditions. 

 
Prosecutions under Article 282.2 ("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") are usually held in open court, according to Yuliya 
Zhemchugova, a lawyer who has acted in such cases. Court listings, however, are often 

obscure, with defendants' names and other details omitted. Most cases involve multiple 

defendants and lead to lengthy trials often marked by delays. Even if the two-year time 

limit on criminal prosecutions expires, court proceedings will still have been time-

consuming and expensive for defendants. Six cases against a total of 11 Muslims who 
read Nursi's works have ended at the two-year cut-off point. This does not mean, 

however, that defendants cannot be prosecuted again for an identical "crime". 

 

Of the 21 people charged and convicted since the beginning of 2013, 15 received a fine, 
four a suspended sentence, and two a jail term. March 2015 saw the first application of 

increased punishments for Article 282.2 offences (introduced in February 2014) – Bagir 

Kazikhanov was sentenced to three and a half years' imprisonment, while his fellow 

defendants, Stepan Kudryashov and Aleksandr Melentyev, got suspended sentences of 
two years and one year and eight months respectively. Nobody had been charged by 

mid-September 2016 since the Article 282.2 penalties were raised again in July 2016. 

 

Even after a fine has been paid or a prison term served, an individual can face further 
consequences, including restrictions on employment and civic life, and continued 

presence on the "list of terrorists and extremists" maintained by the Federal Financial 

Monitoring Service (see below). 

 

Nothing in Nursi's writings appears to advocate hatred, violence, or the violation of any 
human right. The grounds for Russia's ongoing nationwide campaign against people who 

read and share his works are obscure, with quite different reasons offered for banning 

texts 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". The freedom to criticise any religious or non-religious belief is, however, 

a central part of freedom of religion and belief. 

 

Despite the fact that defendants are supposed to be considered innocent until proven 

guilty, they tend to be portrayed by both law enforcement bodies and some local media 
as guilty and dangerous even at the early investigatory stage. Footage of raids made by 

police and FSB officers may be broadcast on regional TV channels and news websites, 

showing banned literature allegedly uncovered by searches, and suspects at the point of 

arrest. 
 

One FSB video released by local news site amur.info shows part of the December 2015 

raid in Blagoveshchensk which led to the arrest of two of the men awaiting trial - as of 

mid-September 2016 - for alleged involvement in Nurdzhular – the men and their friends 
can be seen facing the walls of an apartment with their hands secured behind their 

backs, while FSB officers pile religious books into bags; the suspects are then led outside, 



still handcuffed, to be taken by minibus to interrogation. Similarly, a TV news report on 

"Vesti Perm" in 2013 showed the arrest by armed OMON riot police of "seven members of 

the banned international religious association Nurdzhular". The newsreader added that 

"the organisation promotes intolerance and incites religious hatred". The suspects were 
later charged under Criminal Code Article 282.2 ("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") and convicted in 2015. 
 

Criminal prosecutions of alleged associates of locally banned groups 

 

Criminal prosecutions are also brought against those alleged to be associated with local 
communities which have been closed down for alleged "extremism". Jehovah's Witnesses 

have so far been the most subject to this type of criminal prosecution under "extremism" 

Criminal Code articles. The largest and longest-running such trial came to an end in 

Taganrog in the southern Rostov region in November 2015, with the conviction of sixteen 

former members of the city's liquidated Jehovah's Witness community. Apart from the 
Taganrog case, nine people are known by Forum 18 to have been charged with 

extremism-related offences since 2011. In contrast to the campaigns against Muslims 

who read Said Nursi's works, these criminal prosecutions of Jehovah's Witnesses have 

resulted in the conviction of only three individuals (sentenced to community service), one 
of whom was acquitted on appeal. 

 

Action against Jehovah's Witnesses appears less likely to take the form of criminal 

prosecution of individuals and more likely, as outlined above, to consist of concerted 
attempts by prosecutors to shut down their activity on a broader scale, through the 

dissolution of communities and the prevention of sharing of beliefs. While the total 

number of criminal cases may be small, Jehovah's Witnesses are now disproportionately 

represented among administrative prosecutions for distributing "extremist" materials (as 
well as those for "unapproved events" in public space – see Forum 18's forthcoming 

general religious freedom survey of Russia). 

 

While the other criminal prosecutions of Jehovah's Witnesses employed 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"), the Taganrog case was the first use of Article 282.2 ("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"), relating to the 

activities of a banned "extremist" organisation, thus illustrating the final stage in the 

chain of restrictions and punishments by which freedom of religion and belief may be 

curtailed under the Extremism Law. 
 

The Taganrog Jehovah's Witness community was ruled an "extremist" organisation in 

2009 and formally dissolved in January 2010. Some of its former members continued to 

meet to pray and read the Bible in private homes, but were charged with "continuing the 

activity of an extremist organisation" under Article 282.2, Parts 1 and 2). Four of them 
were also charged with "involving a minor in a criminal group.. or crimes motivated by 

political, ideological, racial, ethnic or religious hatred (Article 150, Part 4). The case 

against them reached the two-year deadline in August 2013, but the defendants 

requested that proceedings continue so that they could prove their innocence. In July 
2014, seven of the 16 were found guilty and received fines (which were waived) – four 

also received suspended prison sentences. The remaining nine were acquitted. An appeal 

judge sent the case back for re-examination, and more than 60 hearings later, all 16 

defendants were convicted and given (waived) fines and suspended sentences in 
November 2015. Their subsequent appeal failed in March 2016, and their only remaining 



option is now an appeal to the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, which has 

not been ruled out, a Jehovah's Witness spokesman told Forum 18. 

 

Rosfinmonitoring's financial blacklisting 
 

Individuals who are involved in criminal extremism cases – whether convicted, charged, 

or merely suspected – may be placed on the "List of terrorists and extremists" 

maintained by the Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring). The list 
collates the names 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 this list, meaning that they cannot withdraw or transfer money, receive salary 

payments, or use their bank cards. Since 30 January 2014, the law has been relaxed to 
allow small transactions not exceeding 10,000 Roubles per month. 

 

The names of nine of the 11 defendants in the four ongoing "Nurdzhular" extremism 

cases have been added to the list. Eleven of the 33 men and women who have been 

convicted of extremism for studying Nursi's works since 2010 also appear (three of these 
are among those facing charges as of mid-September 2016). None of the Jehovah's 

Witnesses known by Forum 18 to have been charged with extremism-related offences 

appears, however, including the 16 found guilty in Taganrog. 

 
Because extremism-related crimes are classified as "serious", those found guilty may 

remain on the Rosfinmonitoring List for up to eight years (see below). 

 

Government Decree No. 804 of 6 August 2015 regulates the operation of the list. 
According to this, Rosfinmonitoring adds a person's details to the list upon receiving 

notification from the General Prosecutor's Office or regional/republic-level prosecutors of 

a court decision which has entered legal force, or upon receiving information from law 

enforcement bodies (Investigative Committee organs, the police, the FSB security 
service) about an individual who has been charged with or is suspected of an offence. In 

the public version, these details include full name and date and place of birth, and are 

freely accessible on the Rosfinmonitoring website. 

 

Forum 18 notes that the list appears to violate the presumption of innocence by including 
people who have not been convicted. Also, the publicly available list makes no distinction 

between those suspected or convicted of terrorism and those suspected or convicted of 

"extremism". 

 
A name should be deleted from the list if the General Prosecutor's Office or 

regional/republic-level prosecutors notify Rosfinmonitoring of a) the overturning of a 

sentence; b) the ending of a criminal case against an individual by a court; or c) the 

cancellation of a person's criminal record (sudimost), or if law enforcement agencies 
inform Rosfinmonitoring that an individual is no longer suspected of a crime, that charges 

have been dropped, or that the statute of limitations has expired. 

 

An individual may also request his or her own removal from the list. 

 
A person's conviction is considered spent (pogashennaya sudimost) a certain period of 

time after their sentence has been served, depending on the nature of the sentence and 

the category of the offence. It may also be lifted early (snyataya sudimost) upon 

application to a court with evidence of good character. 
 

People with active criminal records are prevented from holding a number of jobs, 

including those in education, finance, the law and law enforcement, and aviation security. 

They may also be prevented from serving in the armed forces and voting or standing in 
elections. Imam Ilhom Merazhov, convicted in 2013 of involvement with "Nurdzhular", 

was sacked from his university teaching position, his lawyer Yuliya Zhemchugova told 



Forum 18, though he was not deprived of voting rights. She added that, as well as 

practical consequences, criminal conviction for "extremism" means that a person "will 

always be in the field of view of law enforcement" and at risk of further prosecution. 

 
With a suspended sentence, the conviction is spent when the probation period 

(determined by the judge at the time of sentencing) is over. With a non-custodial 

sentence (fine, community service), the conviction is spent after one year. Extremism-

related offences are categorised as serious crimes (as of February 2014) – extremism 
convictions resulting in custodial sentences are therefore not spent until eight years after 

they are served (for custodial sentences imposed before extremism offences were moved 

into the higher category, this period was three years). 

 
European Court of Human Rights 

 

Once they have exhausted all possibilities within the Russian legal system, defendants in 

"extremism" cases can seek redress through the European Court of Human Rights 

(ECtHR) in Strasbourg. The workings of the Court are slow, however, and it may take 
months or years before a case is declared admissible, let alone heard. Lawyers for the 16 

Taganrog Jehovah's Witnesses convicted in November 2015 are considering whether to 

lodge an application. 

 
Imams Ilhom Merazhov and Komil Odilov, given suspended sentences in 2013 for alleged 

involvement in "Nurdzhular", appealed to the Court in January 2014 (Application Nos. 

6731/14 and 6738/14). The Court has not yet decided on the admissibility of their cases. 

 
Twenty-five more cases relating to extremism proceedings in Russia have been accepted 

and are pending before the Court as of mid-September 2016, according to the ECtHR 

press service. Three of these are based on objections to "extremism" rulings on Said 

Nursi's works, the rest on objections to "extremism" bans on Jehovah's Witness material, 
the liquidation of the Taganrog Jehovah's Witness community, and various other counter-

extremism activities of Russian law enforcement. The applicants claim that local court 

rulings violated their rights under Article 9 (freedom of religion and belief) and Article 10 

(freedom of expression) of the European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental 

Freedoms. 
 

Application No. 28621/11, "Yedinoe Dukhovnoe Upravlenie Musulman Krasnoyarskogo 

Kraya vs. Russia – lodged in April 2011 by the United Spiritual Administration of Muslims 

of Krasnoyarsk to challenge the rulings of local courts that "The Tenth Word" – from 
Nursi's "Risale-i Nur" collection of Koranic commentary – constituted "extremist" 

material. The ECtHR has accepted the case. The Russian government responded to the 

applicant organisation's claims in March 2014, saying it did not accept the claims and 

asking that the ECtHR reject the appeal as unfounded. The applicant has submitted its 
observations in turn, and the case is pending before the Court as of mid-September 

2016. 

 

Application No. 1413/08, "Ibragimov and Cultural Educational Fund ‘Nuru-Badi' vs. 

Russia" – lodged in December 2007 by the publisher Nuru-Badi and its director Ibragim 
Ibragimov to challenge the rulings of local courts that multiple texts from the Risale-i Nur 

collection constituted extremist material. The claims were communicated to the Russian 

government in March 2011, and both government and applicant have submitted their 

observations. The case is pending before the Court as of mid-September 2016. 
 

Application No. 30112/08, "Valiullin and The Association of Mosques of Russia vs. Russia" 

– lodged in February 2008 by the Association of Mosques and lawyer Rustam Valiullin to 

challenge the rulings of local courts that 16 books and brochures (including Koranic 
commentaries, studies of Islamic law and doctrine, and a life of the Islamic Prophet 

Mohammed) constituted "extremist" material. The claims were communicated to the 



Russian government in March 2011, and both government and applicant have submitted 

their observations. The case is pending before the Court as of mid-September 2016. 

 

Application No. 32401/10, "Taganrog LRO and Others vs. Russia" – lodged in June 2010 
by Jehovah's Witnesses to challenge the liquidation of their Taganrog community as an 

"extremist" organisation and a 2009 ban on 34 Jehovah's Witness texts as "extremist" 

material. By March 2014, Jehovah's Witnesses had submitted a further 21 applications to 

the European Court based on numerous counter-extremism actions, including raids, 
prosecutions, and bans on literature. These were appended to the Taganrog case and 

communicated to the Russian government together in March 2014. Both government and 

applicants have since submitted their observations. The case is pending before the Court 

as of mid-September 2016. 
 

North Caucasus 

 

As with the wider religious freedom situation (see Forum 18's forthcoming general 

religious freedom survey), implementation of the 2002 Extremism Law differs markedly 
in the North Caucasus. Numerous courts there have added materials to the Federal List 

of Extremist Materials, particularly Islamist insurgent websites. Yet other than Nursi 

readers in Dagestan, practically no "extremism"-related prosecutions of individuals have 

occurred. 
 

In the North Caucasus the state's "counter-extremism" strategy is far cruder. In the 

republics of Chechnya and Dagestan in particular, those dubbed "Wahhabis" [Muslims 

adhering to a purist form of Islam critical of Sufism] - and sometimes men merely with a 
devout Muslim appearance - may be detained as "extremists" by the law enforcement 

agencies. Local residents report that they are frequently tortured, and in some cases 

disappear, allegations very occasionally confirmed by state officials. 

 
The state's crude response to violent Islamist attacks serves only to fuel local support for 

the Islamists, resulting in a climate of fear in which religious freedom is severely limited. 

 

Conclusions 

 
The Extremism Law and the associated articles of the Administrative and Criminal Codes 

provide a multiplicity of interlinked mechanisms which law enforcement bodies use to 

curb the freedom of certain religious organisations and individuals to express their 

beliefs, creating a feedback loop of restrictions and punishments. While these 
mechanisms are ostensibly aimed at preventing racial and religious hatred, they are 

frequently employed against those who do not practise or advocate the violation of 

human rights. 

 
Since 2014 there has been a significant rise in prosecutions of individuals (many of whom 

are pensioners) for alleged "production or mass distribution of extremist materials" 

(Administrative Code Article 20.29), and a significant increase in law enforcement 

attention towards Jehovah's Witness communities, several of which have been dissolved 

as "extremist" organisations. Criminal investigations and prosecutions (principally of 
Muslims who read Said Nursi's works) can be distressing for suspects and defendants, 

often involving armed raids on homes and places of worship, pre-trial detention, and 

drawn-out, expensive court proceedings.  

 

Punishments under anti-sharing beliefs changes begin 

By Victoria Arnold 

 



Forum  18  (26.8.2016) - http://bit.ly/2eIQo9D - Three individuals – two of them foreign 

citizens – are the first known victims of Russia's new amendments punishing sharing 

beliefs, which came into force on 20 July. All were fined. A Russian citizen is due in court 

on 29 August. An earlier prosecution ended in acquittal. 
 

The first known punishments have now been handed down under Russia's new legal 

amendments punishing the sharing of beliefs (the so-called "missionary" or Yarovaya 

"anti-terrorism" amendments), which came into force on 20 July. In the first known case, 
a Baptist pastor was fined in Noyabrsk in Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Region. In cases in 

Tver and Oryol, two individuals – both foreign citizens legally resident in Russia – were 

heavily fined, but neither was ordered deported. Their convictions and the grounds for 

them leave an ever more confused picture of how this new legislation will be put into 
practice, Forum 18 notes. In the Mari-El Republic a Pentecostal leader is due to face a 

Magistrate's Court on the afternoon of 29 August. A Magistrate's Court in Kemerovo 

handed a case against a visiting New Generation pastor from Ukraine to a District Court. 

 

Seven individuals are known to have been charged so far under the new provisions of the 
Administrative Code, Article 5.26, Part 4 and Part 5. These are (name; religious 

affiliation; location; date charged; Administrative Code Article; trial date and result): 

 

1. Aleksei Telius; Baptist; Noyabrsk; 22 July; Article 5.26, Part 4; 5 August fined 5,000 
Roubles. 

 

2. Vadim Sibiryev; Hare Krishna; Cherkessk; 28 July; Article 5.26, Part 4; 15 August 

acquitted. 
 

3. Ebenezer Tuah; Protestant; Tver; 31 July; Article 5.26, Part 5; 1 August fined 50,000 

Roubles. 

 
4. Aleksandr Yakimov; Pentecostal; Mari-El Republic; 5 August; Article 5.26, Part 4; 29 

August due in court. 

 

5. Donald Ossewaarde; Baptist; Oryol; 14 August; Article 5.26, Part 5; 14 August fined 

40,000 Roubles. 
 

6. Vladimir Knaub; Free Seventh-day Adventist; Biysk; 22 August; Article 5.26, Part 4; 

no trial date set. 

 
7. Irina Tishchenko; New Generation Protestant; Kemerovo; 22 August; Article 5.26, Part 

5; 25 August Magistrate handed to District Court. 

 

Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 4 punishes "the conducting of missionary activity 
in violation of [the Religion Law]". For individuals, this carries a fine of 5,000 to 50,000 

Roubles – for religious organisations, a fine of 100,000 to 1 million Roubles. The new Part 

5 fines foreign and stateless persons 30,000 to 50,000 Roubles for the same "offence", 

and the possibility of deportation from the Russian Federation. The new Part 3 fines 

religious organisations 30,000 to 50,000 Roubles for activities (including the distribution 
of literature) carried out without displaying their official full names. 

 

A fine of 50,000 Roubles (6,300 Norwegian Kroner, 680 Euros, or 770 US Dollars) 

represents about six weeks' average wages for those in work. 
 

First known prosecution in Noyabrsk 

 

Officials raided a Baptist children's camp in Noyabrsk in Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous 
Region on 20 July - the day the new punishments came into force. A case was launched 

under Article 5.26, Part 4 a day or so later against the Church's pastor, Aleksei Telius. 

http://bit.ly/2eIQo9D


 

The case was originally presented to Noyabrsk Town Court on 22 July. However, on 25 

July Judge Tatyana Strokova handed the case to Noyabrsk's Magistrate's Court No. 3, 

according to court records. On 5 August, Magistrate Yelena Korolskaya found Pastor 
Telius guilty and fined him 5,000 Roubles, the minimum punishment. 

 

Pastor Telius chose, "as a Christian", not to appeal against the conviction, he told Forum 

18 from Noyabrsk. 
 

Second prosecution attempt fails 

 

The second known charges under the "missionary law" were brought under Article 5.26, 
Part 4 against Hare Krishna devotee Vadim Sibiryev in Cherkessk on 28 July, just days 

after the amendments introducing the new regulations came into force. He was acquitted 

on 15 August when the judge concluded that his actions did not meet the definition of 

"missionary" activity. 

 
Tver 

 

Christ Embassy leader Ebenezer Tuah, a Ghanaian citizen living in Russia on an 

educational visa, was fined 50,000 Roubles under Article 5.26, Part 5 at Tver's Moscow 
District Court on 1 August. He was detained when police and prosecutor's office officials 

raided a sanatorium in the city where he was performing baptisms on 31 July. 

 

According to the court verdict, which Forum 18 has seen, Tuah "conducted religious rites 
and ceremonies, including religious gatherings, posted information about his beliefs on 

the internet with the aim of propagandising, and carried out missionary activity on the 

territory of the city of Tver, without the required documents and not in the conditions 

provided for by [the Religion Law]" on a regular basis for several months in the 
swimming pool and conference hall of the sanatorium. 

 

This was, Judge Dmitri Zhurkin concluded, "activity aimed at disseminating information 

on his beliefs among non-participants (members, followers) of a religious association, in 

order to involve these persons in the religious association". 
 

Tuah agreed he had performed baptisms and given religious talks and admitted that he 

did not have registration documents for the group. However, he insisted that he had not 

been trying to involve new members, and that Christ Embassy's Facebook group was 
aimed at friends in Africa. He pointed out that the sanatorium was not generally 

accessible, and his events had been held for a limited circle of people. 

 

The testimony of an unnamed "specialist", however, described Christ Embassy as a "neo-
Protestant new religious movement" characterised by "a high level of missionary activity 

and continuous effort to involve new members, including via the internet". The 

"specialist" stated that the action in the video of the event from the sanatorium's 

cameras "corresponds to the definition of missionary activity, since the very fact of 

baptism is evidence that preaching and missionary activity are being carried out in front 
of people who are not part of this religious group". 

 

The court found Tuah guilty of conducting "missionary" activity without the necessary 

documents (ie. written authorisation from a general meeting of the religious group on 
whose behalf he was acting, and evidence that the group had notified the authorities of 

its creation – in cases of foreign citizens, required by Article 24.2, Part 3, of the Religion 

Law). The Judge fined him the maximum amount permitted for this offence (for either a 

foreigner or a Russian) under the Administrative Code. 
 



The court decision notes that among the documents presented in the case was a report 

from the FSB security service that members of the unregistered Christ Embassy regularly 

rent premises at the sanatorium on Sundays. Also among the documents was a 

declaration signed by Tuah confirming that the ban on "religious activity in higher 
educational establishments and the obligation not to allow it" had been explained to him. 

The court decision does not say who had explained this ban to him. 

 

Major Stanislav Shabunko of Tver's Moscow District Police – who oversaw the case – 
defended his officers' decision to raid the religious event. "Our officers have the duty to 

protect public order," he insisted to Forum 18 from Tver on 25 August. "If they find a 

violation of public order they have to act." 

 
Asked how a baptism in the swimming pool of a sanatorium represented a violation of 

public order, Major Shabunko responded: "If the Judge took all the information into 

account and handed down the punishment then there was a violation." He added that if 

Tuah is not happy with the court decision he can appeal. Major Shabunko then put the 

phone down. 
 

Vadim Kozlov, who represented Tver's Moscow District Prosecutor's Office at the hearing 

in Tuah's case, refused to discuss it. "I am not authorised to talk to the media," he told 

Forum 18 from Tver on 25 August. 
 

Oryol 

 

On 14 August – a Sunday - independent Baptist preacher Donald Ossewaarde, a United 
States citizen who has lived in Oryol since 2005, was brought before a hastily-arranged 

hearing at the city's Railway District Court. Judge Irina Sergunina fined him 40,000 

Roubles under Article 5.26, Part 5 for holding religious services in his own home and for 

allegedly advertising them on the bulletin boards of nearby housing blocks. He had been 
charged the same day and was given no time to summon his own lawyer. 

 

Oryol's Railway District Court holds hearings on a Sunday in only a handful of cases each 

month, court records indicate. 

 
"In a 'confidential conversation' after the hearing, his court-appointed lawyer advised him 

to accept the verdict and pay the fine without appeal," a press statement on 

Ossewaarde's website noted. "Then he said that it would be better for [Ossewaarde] to 

leave the city, because anything might happen to him and his family." Although Judge 
Sergunina gave no deportation order, Ossewaarde's wife Ruth has already left Russia. 

 

Ossewaarde submitted his appeal against the ruling to Oryol Regional Court on 23 

August. No hearing date has yet been set. 
 

In a detailed account of events on his website, Ossewaarde describes how three police 

officers arrived unannounced at his Oryol home shortly after the 14 August Sunday 

morning service began. Having been asked to wait until the singing and sermon were 

over, the police questioned everyone present. They then drove Donald and Ruth 
Ossewaarde to the police station, where he was formally charged under Article 5.26, Part 

5. 

 

Ruth Ossewaarde having gone home, officers then took Donald Ossewaarde straight to 
the court. There he was allowed to consult a court-appointed lawyer before Judge 

Sergunina decided that he was guilty, just over two hours after the case was submitted 

to her. 

 
Article 24.1, Part 3, of the Religion Law states that "missionary" activity in residential 

premises is not permitted, except in cases provided for by Article 16, Part 2, which states 



that "worship services, other religious rites and ceremonies" may be conducted without 

hindrance in residential premises (as well as in religious buildings and in premises owned 

or rented by religious organisations). 

 
When the anti-sharing beliefs amendment was first introduced in 2016, it was unclear 

what this part of it would mean in practice. However, Ossewaarde's conviction for holding 

a service (which consisted of prayers, Bible readings, hymn singing and a sermon) in his 

own home suggests that almost any religious activity in private as well as public space 
may be given a "missionary" slant and little protection may be afforded by the Article 16 

provision. 

 

The Justice Ministry confirmed in writing to the Oryol police on 12 August (seen by Forum 
18) that Ossewaarde was not a member of any registered religious organisation or 

group. In the case of the Hare Krishna devotee in Cherkessk, this argument – that the 

defendant was not officially representing any religious association (a key provision of the 

anti-sharing beliefs amendment) and therefore by definition could not be engaging in 

missionary activity – was essential to the subsequent acquittal. 
 

Here in Oryol, however, it appears to be part of the basis for conviction. Ossewaarde 

explicitly stated in the police report (seen by Forum 18) that he was not a representative 

of a religious association. However, Judge Sergunina 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 claims on his site that the police showed him a statement written by a young 
woman who allegedly saw the biblical tracts advertising the services, and was "shocked .. 

scared and disgusted that foreign religious cultists were active in our own home town.. 

We indignantly ripped these papers off the board, and brought them to the police station 

to report this dangerous activity, as any patriotic citizen would do". 
 

During a previous police visit on 3 July, Ossewaarde had given copies of these tracts to 

the four officers who attended. He says he believes these are the papers which ended up 

on the noticeboards. 

 
According to the court verdict, seen by Forum 18, Ossewaarde denied that he had ever 

posted notices about his services on public bulletin boards. He insisted that he had only 

ever put them into private post boxes or handed them over in person. 

 
It is evident from both Tver and Oryol cases that the effect of the recent requirement for 

religious groups to notify the authorities of their existence is now being felt, and appears 

to be being used in conjunction with the July anti-sharing beliefs changes, if in somewhat 

confusing ways. 
 

Forum 18 attempted to contact Oryol Police to ask why a service in a private home is 

considered an offence and whom Ossewaarde was thought to have harmed. However, all 

telephone calls on 25 August went unanswered. 

 
Mari-El 

 

Magistrate Tatyana Volkova of Sernur District Magistrate's Court No. 36 is due to hear 

the case against Protestant leader Aleksandr Yakimov on the afternoon of 29 August, the 
Magistrate's assistant told Forum 18 on 25 August. He is being prosecuted under 

Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 4. 

 

Yakimov leads the local New Generation Pentecostal community in Mari-Turek. This is a 
religious group without state registration, so cannot itself be punished under Article 5.26, 

Part 4 as it is not a legal entity. 



 

On 3 August, Yakimov took part in the annual festival in the village of Mari-Sholner, not 

far from Mari-Turek. According to Mari-Turek District Prosecutor's Office, he spoke from a 

stage which had a banner bearing the name of his Church. 
 

On 5 August, the District Prosecutor's Office charged Yakimov with "conducting 

missionary activity in violation of [the Religion Law]", the Moscow-based SOVA Center 

noted on 24 August. The Prosecutor's Office argued that by appearing at the festival, he 
was conducting "missionary" activity in a place not designated for it in the Religion Law. 

It also claimed that he was violating the law because he was sharing his faith without 

having written confirmation from the leader of a registered religious organisation that he 

was its representative. 
 

Nikolai Bakhtin, head of the District Prosecutor's Office, which opened the case against 

Yakimov, refused to discuss the case. "We don't answer enquiries by phone – send an 

official request in writing," he told Forum 18 on 25 August. 

 
Kemerovo 

 

In mid-August, Ukrainian pastor Irina Tishchenko was visiting local congregations of New 

Generation Church at their invitation in and around Kemerovo. As she could not - as a 
foreign citizen - speak publicly to the Kemerovo church, she addressed a private group in 

the pastor's home on the morning of Sunday 21 August. A police car waited outside, but 

officers did not detain her at the time. 

 
Police detained Pastor Tishchenko at 3 am on 22 August as she was returning by car to 

the place she was staying in Kemerovo, church members told Forum 18. Police officers 

revealed that she was subject to an "operational-investigative measure 'Surveillance'". 

Police held her for three hours before releasing her in the early morning. 
 

That day, officials opened a case against Pastor Tishchenko under Administrative Code 

Article 5.26, Part 5. The case was handed to Kemerovo's Factory District Magistrate's 

Court No. 7. However, on 25 August Magistrate Yelena Borkova ruled that the case 

should be heard instead by Factory District Court, according to court records. 
 

Background 

 

President Vladimir Putin signed the anti-sharing beliefs amendments into law on 6 July as 
part of a controversial package of "anti-terrorism" legislation proposed by United Russia 

deputy Irina Yarovaya and Senator Viktor Ozerov. The package 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 introducing new restrictions on sharing beliefs and increased "extremism" 

punishments was added in mid-June, just before the so-called Yarovaya "anti-terrorism" 

legal changes' second and third readings in the State Duma. The restrictions triggered 
protest from religious leaders and human rights defenders. 

 

Mikhail Fedotov, Chair of the Presidential Council on Civil Society Development and 

Human Rights, complained to President Putin on 1 July that the amendments "create 
unjustified and excessive restrictions on the freedom of conscience of believers of all 

religions, and encroach upon the fundamental constitutional principle of non-interference 

by the state in the internal arrangements of religious associations". 

 
Individuals - including Hare Krishna devotees, Baptists and particularly Jehovah's 

Witnesses - have long encountered problems when expressing and sharing their beliefs in 



public space. Forum 18 found 122 prosecutions (principally of Jehovah's Witnesses) in 

2015 under Article 20.2 of the Administrative Code, which regulates the conduct of public 

events and is often used to punish those talking publicly of their faith. 

 

 

Military court sentences imam to 5 years in prison for 
justifying terrorism 

Rapsi (24.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2eFhJLc - The North Caucasus District Military Court 
has sentenced imam of a mosque in the Dagestan Republic, Magomednabi Magomedov, 

to 5 years in prison for public justification of terrorism, RIA Novosti reported on Monday. 

 

Magomedov has been accused of “incitement of hatred and enmity as well as violation of 

human dignity” (Article 282 of the Russian Criminal Code) and “public calls for terrorist 
activity or public justification of terrorism” (Article 205.2 of the Criminal Code). 

 

Investigators claim that in February 2016, Magomedov, being an imam of “Vostochnaya” 

mosque, made a public speech containing statements justifying terrorist activity and calls 
aimed at incitement of religious hatred. 

 

Moreover, the defendant showed hatred towards law enforcement authorities, according 

to investigation. 

 

Demolition of the Ukrainian Orthodox church in the 
Moscow Region 

Segodnya (05.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2dNAJoC - The Moscow Regional Court ruled to 

uphold their verdict to demolish the Holy Trinity Temple of the Ukrainian Orthodox 
Church Kiev Patriarchate in Noginsk. 

 

It was announced on September 3rd, that in Noginsk, Moscow Region, Russia will carry 

out the demolition of the Trinity Temple of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. The 
announcement was made through Facebook by Svyatoslav Skorokhod: 

 

“Today is a black Monday for the Bogorodskaya diocese of the Ukrainian Orthodox 

Church, Kiev Patriarchate in Russia. The Russian, Moscow regional court has ruled 

against our appeal lawsuit. On October 3rd comes into force the final sentence on the 
demolition of our Holy Trinity Temple in Noginsk, satisfying those who are against us.”  

 

According to the priesthood leadership of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, on the eve of 

the court session, Tatyana Goryunov (their lawyer), was attacked. Unknown individuals 
started shooting at her from a vehicle. On top of this, she has also received death threats 

if she continues to support and protect the Ukrainian Temple in court. 

 

Skorokhod has stated that all things Ukrainian are systematically being cleansed and 
destroyed in Russia. 

 

On October 3rd, Rector Adrian complained via Facebook about the many legal violations 

during the trial.  

 
“One of the three judges did not give our advocate an opportunity to present all 

violations of the Noginsk City Court where the unrighteous decision to demolish our new 

Holy Trinity Temple in Noginsk on the Zharov 18th Street was made and that we must 

http://bit.ly/2eFhJLc
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pay for the demolition of our own temple. All of our advocate’s arguments regarding 

these violations were simply blown off as our political ambitions by the regional judge. 

And when I, Adrian, had an opportunity to testify concerning our disagreement with the 

demolition of our temple, the judge did not even want to hear my truth about the one-
sidedness of this case”. 

 

According to the patriarch of Our Holy Trinity Temple, he had not received any 

notifications concerning his summoning to the Moscow Regional Court. Furthermore, 
there had been no information about the time and date of the hearing on the court 

website. 

 

He also said that nobody would answer or return his phone calls. Only by a miracle did 
we learn that the hearing would take place on the 3rd of October, he said. It has been 

the order of the Russian Orthodox Church, Moscow Patriarch to get rid of the Ukrainian 

Patriarchy in Russia, Adrian claims. 

 

According to Adrian, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church representatives will continue to seek 
the truth surrounding this situation in the higher governmental institutions if they must. 

 

Newsroom has stated that this temple is the only temple in the territory of Russia that 

represents the Ukrainian Patriarchy. 
 

This temple has existed from the beginning of 1990, when Rector Adrian transferred to 

the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, Kiev Patriarchy. 

 
According to the followers of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church Kiev Patriarchy, the 

oppression from the Moscow Patriarchy towards the Ukrainian Orthodox Church in 

Noginsk has always existed. Before the War in Donbass, there were posters slandering 

us, stating that our temple was filthy, graceless, and divisive. You wouldn’t even be able 
to buy a coffin or anything you might need in order to bury a deceased loved one if it 

were to be revealed that the funeral service would take place in the Ukrainian Orthodox 

Temple. 

 

From the moment of the Russian aggression towards Ukraine began, the persecution of 
our people became ruthless and now they only wish to cleanse us and get rid of us.” 

 

According to Skorokhod, the leaders of the Temple had been accused of building 

uninhabitable homes on this property. “This land has been perfectly and legally privatized 
to us now for some time. So we have all rights to build any building that we would want 

to upon this land. Our temple had an engineering and architectural design and all the 

necessary technical documentation. But this is a political issue”. 

 
(Translation Russian-English by Olga Vladimirovna Allen for HRWF) 

 

Vladimir Putin has declared war on Jehovah's Witnesses 

HRWF (17.10.2016) - It is obvious that Vladimir Putin has declared war on 
Jehovah's Witnesses, and non-Orthodox minorities in general. Both the police 

and the judiciary have been harassing them for months and years all over 

Russia. The fear is growing that all their activities may be forbidden in Russia. 

They seem to be a priority target. JW are the most resistant minority in the 
country. Fortunately, they can rely on a team of lawyers who defend their rights 

tooth and nail. For how long? 

  



If they are banned one day, it will be easy for Moscow to crush all the other 

religious minorities whose defence means are much more limited. 

  

  
Russian Supreme Court to announce ruling on appeal filed by Jehovah Witness' 

branch 
  

Oleg Sivozhelezov 

RAPSI (14.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2dl1Nu9 - On October 18, Russia's Supreme Court will 

announce its ruling on the appeal filed over the liquidation of local Jehovah's Witness 

organization in Oryol. 
  

On June 14, the Oryol Regional Court liquidated the organization on request of the 

Ministry of Justice's regional Directorate. The organization was previously found 

extremist. 
  

Representative of the Jehovah's Witnesses noted that no violations were found during the 

inspection conducted by the Ministry of Justice on April 1, 2013. 

  

Russian court bans Jehovah's Witnesses branch in Jewish Autonomous Region 
 

RAPSI (12.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2dUdgni - On October 12, a court in the Jewish 

Autonomous Region has ruled to ban a branch of "The Jehovah's Witnesses" in 

Birobidzhan because of distributing extremist literature by the organization, according to 
the court's website. 

  

A lawsuit seeking prohibition of the local religious organization "The Jehovah's Witnesses" 

has been filed by the Main Department of the Ministry of Justice of the Khabarovsk Krai 
and Jewish Autonomous Region. 

  

According to the Ministry, facts of keeping and distribution of extremist materials were 

revealed in 2015 and 2016. Leaders of "The Jehovah's Witnesses" were held 

administratively liable; the organization was formally noticed about inadmissibility of 
carrying out extremist activity. 

  

The defendant's representative, committee chairman of "The Jehovah's Witnesses" in 

Birobidzhan, has not admitted plaintiff's claim. 
  

The ruling may be appealed in the Supreme Court of Russia. 

  

Administrative case against the community of the Jehovah's Witnesses in 
Chapaevsk 

 

SOVA (12.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2eGAEHo - In the Samara region, a case (Art. 20,29 of 

the Administrative Code For Possession of Forbidden Pamphlets) has been drawn up 
against the Jehovah's Witnesses of Chapaevsk. 

  

On October 12th, 2016, it became known that Chapaevsk city court is currently working 

on an administrative case against the local religious organization of the Jehovah's 

Witnesses according to the case number Art. 20, 29 of the administrative code for 
"possession of extremist materials with the intention to distribute". 

  

The reason for this taking place is that within the community meeting house, there were 

found forbidden books and pamphlets. Members of the congregation declared that those 
materials were planted. On September 30th, 2016, a case was drawn up against the 

Jehovah's Witness organization on the basis of administrative violations. Also, in May 

2016, the community received a warning from the prosecutors regarding the 

http://bit.ly/2dl1Nu9
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inadmissibility of extremist activity of which the Jehovah's Witness church was not 

permitted to challenge in a court of law. If their organization were to be penalized, they 

could possibly face liquidation for violation of the law given upon their receiving the 

warning. 
  

We want to remind you that we view the liquidation of the organization of the Jehovah's 

Witnesses as a form of extremism from the government. Persecution towards the 

members and their community as well as the banning of their religious texts are forms of 
religious discrimination. 

 

 

(Translation Russian-English by HRWF) 

  
Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses were not permitted to appeal 
against the Prosecutor General's warning 

 

SOVA (12.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2ecCFaS - The Tver court of Moscow dismissed the 

appeal of the Jehovah's Witnesses regarding the warning issued them concerning the 
inadmissibility of their extremist activity. 

  

On October 12th, 2016, the Tverskoy district court of Moscow rejected Jehovah's 

Witnesses claim to invalidate the warning that was issued them by the Russian 
Prosecutor General's office which had been addressed to the Jehovah's Witness 

Administrative Center in Russia. 

  

We want to remind you that the warning directed to the Administrative Center of the 

Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia was issued on March 2nd, 2016, by the Russian Deputy 
Prosecutor General "Viktor Grin". On April 29th, 2016, the Jehovah's Witness 

organization filed a complaint to the attorney general but did not receive any answer for 

a month. 

  
Witnesses pointed out that the prosecutor's warning contains significant legal 

controversies. In particular, it appeared that 88 Jehovah's witness publications were 

recognized as extremist by the Russian Courts. However, the prosecution authorities, 

who themselves had initiated the recognition of these materials as extremist never 
claimed the Jehovah's Witness administrative center in Russia as an interested party in 

court and has consistently opposed their participation in the process of court. According 

to the federal law on "counteracting extremist activity" if the court will not recognize the 

warning as illegal, and the prosecutor's office claims will not be removed, or if the 

activities of the Jehovah's Witness administrative center will show new signs of extremist 
activity, their organization will be subject to liquidation. 

 

 

(Translation Russian-English by HRWF) 
  

In Saint Petersburg, police officers disturbed religious service of Jehovah's 

Witnesses: 14 people were detained 

 
SOVA (12.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2dl0CuM - In the Kalinin District of St. Petersburg, 

police officers disrupted a Jehovah's Witness worship service and detained fourteen 

people. 

 
On October 11th, 2016, police officers disrupted the worship service at Kingdom Hall in 

the Kalinin district of St. Petersburg. After the service, the police questioned members of 

the community, including minors. Passport information was copied, phones, tablets and 

other electronic devices were seized, and all men as well as some of the women were 

http://bit.ly/2ecCFaS
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taken into custody and detained at the police station. In total, fourteen individuals were 

detained for further questioning. 

 

Some of the believers told reporters that they were not aware of the reasons for the raid 
and were not shown any documents justifying the police and their actions. 

 

According to the press service for the Jehovah's Witnesses Administrative Center, not 

only electronics had been confiscated but also Bibles. Police raided the premises, even 
cracking open the ceilings to check for banned materials. Witnesses state that the police 

taped over surveillance cameras that were placed in the building by the Jehovah's 

Witness organization for security measures. During this ordeal, all believers in the 

meeting house were not permitted to make any phone calls. 
 

(Translation Russian-English by HRWF) 

 

Jehovah's Witnesses have had many legal problems in Russia 

 
HRWF (17.10.2017) - On June 16, 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, the Jehovah's Witnesses of Belgorod was banned as extremist organization. 

  

In March 2015, a court in Tyumen fined the organization 50,000 rubles ($800) 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. 

  
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. 

 

An investigation video denies FECRIS vice-president, 
Alexander Dvorkin's alleged academic titles 

See filmed documents from universities' archives (Over 30,000 views) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mzAaGjEuzZo  

 
HRWF (15.10.2016) - In Russia, Alexander Dvorkin can afford to enjoy his "full freedom 

of expression" to attack and slander non-Orthodox minorities with impunity. His anti-sect 

discourse is hate speech and equates with the most despicable forms of anti-Semitism 

and Islamophobia. Despite his nefarious reputation, FECRIS (European Federation of 
Research and Information Centers on Sectarianism), which is 100% financed by France's 

government, has kept him for years as its vice-president. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mzAaGjEuzZo


Teaser from the script 

 "Aleksander entered the Moscow state pedagogical university in 1972. 

This was his first and last attempt to obtain a higher education in Russia. 

 Dvorkin's official biography states that the reason for dismissal was for 
his affiliation with the hippy movement. 

 Sadly, for the anti-cultist, the true reason for his dismissal doesn't fit the 

official biography. 

 From a teacher's Report:I am bringing to your attention that the junior student 
Dvorkin has skipped 7 practical modern Russian classes out of 9.  He also skipped 

6 lectures out of 9 and it ended with only 3 lectures. He has not successfully 

internalized the courses involved information... therefore I cannot allow him to 

take examination... He also was entailed to suddenly skip class. 

 From another teacher's report:Dvorkin has been skipping the classes on a 

regular basis. This semester he attended only 7 lectures out of 27 and was late 

and unprepared. On December 12th he did not come to class for the exam with the 

group. I gave Dvorkin an opportunity to receive the failed assessment 3 times, 

however Dvorkin demonstrated very poor knowledge and he was not able to pass 
it. Student Dvorkin was not able to translate the text. His answers to the 

questions were simple and contained many errors. He also did not prepare the 

material for an oral presentation.  His vocabulary and grammar knowledge is so 

limited that he is not able to translate a simple text without a dictionary. 

 Report from the Dean of Russian Language and Literature: Referred student 

Dvorkin for dismissal for indiscipline and underperformance." 

 

See the evidence collected by Konstantin Nikitin. Watch the video. 
 

See at http://bit.ly/2bDqBQy our book 

 

Freedom of Religion or Belief: Anti-Sect Movements  and State Neutrality/ A 
CASE STUDY: FECRIS 

 

Also available through Amazon: http://amzn.to/2epMMwT 

 

Video showing police officers planting banned religious 
literature in a Jehovah's Witnesses place of worship 

https://youtu.be/-8KM3ItxDvw or  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-

8KM3ItxDvw&feature=youtu.be (Over 470,000 views) 

 
 

HRWF/ SOVA (14.10.2016) - On 20th September 2016, law enforcement 

officers in masks raided the Jehovah's Witness meeting house in Nezlobnaya, 

Russia.  

  
Vladimir Edinak: I was looking after the building as security when I saw on the camera 

that a couple of vans approached the property. From the vans emerged people in black 

masks. After jumping over the fence surrounding the property, they broke the locks on 

the gate and drove their vehicles onto the church property. They then began to break the 

http://bit.ly/2bDqBQy
http://amzn.to/2epMMwT
https://youtu.be/-8KM3ItxDvw
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001C2norCXawyqwvvdE6lfD9OIuXhGBaW0hfYv2SNk4mx8EaQGYTJi6xOP-aWHPLlDzEqAimaAEPP9wXeqX6tN8JfSe-U5SEKn5sUTLPWTDvAKHdXC2luuDLzltpEN1XKl8bzXBuLeci45BQe5xQ5rOP8DzYzZi5K4Oq4nkPwzapxTYCOdrzpD5-dXTrFW8jrWrDlUb0_y0seiZG0C6V8GnAGUvZ98Z0jkLq49HMiWvZ50=&c=SOeQigxSphdkh6IrFpRsm2XFUuu7-YNQwsyUTocrfScci-jKdMlWqA==&ch=ZGykAWGwt-UjLET30XEqUZP599SXRGo-m0542iwcYO9AloRGiNbg7g==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001C2norCXawyqwvvdE6lfD9OIuXhGBaW0hfYv2SNk4mx8EaQGYTJi6xOP-aWHPLlDzEqAimaAEPP9wXeqX6tN8JfSe-U5SEKn5sUTLPWTDvAKHdXC2luuDLzltpEN1XKl8bzXBuLeci45BQe5xQ5rOP8DzYzZi5K4Oq4nkPwzapxTYCOdrzpD5-dXTrFW8jrWrDlUb0_y0seiZG0C6V8GnAGUvZ98Z0jkLq49HMiWvZ50=&c=SOeQigxSphdkh6IrFpRsm2XFUuu7-YNQwsyUTocrfScci-jKdMlWqA==&ch=ZGykAWGwt-UjLET30XEqUZP599SXRGo-m0542iwcYO9AloRGiNbg7g==


front door to the church and stormed the building. When they saw me, I was told to take 

my hands out of my pockets and go out of the building onto the street.   

  

On the recording of the surveillance camera, it shows that the police officers 
spread out into different rooms. Several officers entered the meeting hall on the 

first floor. Two of them in the presence of other officers pulled out from under 

their clothing forbidden literature and then placed it into the cabinet they were 

standing next to.   
  

  

Pavel Puzyreov - In our meetinghouse, there are frequent raids to find if there is 

forbidden literature or any other banned material. The day before they had also checked 
our meeting house and the cabinet they had placed literature in was empty. But on the 

recording from our camera, you can see that the officers confiscated forbidden literature 

from this cabinet while all other shelves are empty.  

  

The police officers also confiscated audio and video equipment. When the owner 
of the building showed up, the officers did not allow him to supervise or watch 

the raid. So, he could not verify if the search was legal, if nothing was planted 

and if they recorded everything of value which they confiscated from the 

church. 
  

  

Eugene Wernick - The person who was overseeing for the search refused to identify 

himself to me and would not allow me to see the papers confirming they had the legal 
right to conduct the search. When I asked for a copy of the documents confirming the 

legality of the search, I was asked rudely to leave the building, which I was then 

compelled to do.  

  
Yuri Toporov - The search was conducted violating many parts of the law. For example, 

the search warrant was never given nor shown to anyone, although there were people 

present in the building. The raid of the building was illegal because the people in the 

building were not even given the chance to voluntarily open the door to the officers. 

Instead, they immediately breached the metal door forcing their entrance. The law 
enforcement officers also exceeded their authority when they removed the owner 

representative from the building while the search was being conducted.   

  

At the same time, there was another search being conducted at the house of the 
leader of the Jehovah's Witnesses congregation: Pavel Puzyreov.  

  

  

Pavel Puzyreov - Some officers climbed over my fence. And when they came into our 
house, there were about ten officers. They immediately spread out into different rooms in 

our home, which is why we couldn't observe the search. They planted the first banned 

material in our kitchen.   

  

As a result of these raids, cases have been opened against the believers. A 
couple of days before the search, Puzyreov was a victim of provocation. Posters 

were put up in schools promoting faith and prayer. Puzyreov's number was 

posted on these posters along with the phone number for their meeting house.  

  
Pavel Puzyreov - On the poster, it said, "Stand on the straight and truthful path, and 

pray to Jehovah". It then gave my phone number. The members think that this incident 

is a way for the authorities to close their church, which has been operating in this area 

for seventeen years now.  
  



Pavel Puzyreov - In the homes of the Jehovah's Witnesses, the last time searches were 

conducted was in 1985 when everyone realized that at any moment, law enforcement 

officers could come and confiscate the Bible and Bible literature. History repeats itself but 

only now in 2016, even if you don't have any banned and forbidden material, this 
material will still be planted on you.   

  

Yaroslav Sevulskii - We already faced more than 60 cases where forbidden literature 

has been planted. And in most cases, members can only watch helplessly not being able 
to do anything about it. However, in the case of Nezlobnaya, when the planting of 

extremist material was recorded on camera, this proves a very sad truth, that those who 

are planting evidence are those who are supposed to protect the law and our rights. It is 

their conscience and their responsibility before God and man.  
  

(Translation by HRWF) 

 

 

HRWF statement on the legislation about anti-extremism 
and anti-evangelism at the OSCE/ ODIHR in Warsaw 

HRWF (27.09.2016) - I first want to congratulate ODIHR for its 25th anniversary and 

HDIM for its 20th anniversary. For more than two decades these two mechanisms have 

tremendously contributed to the progress of human rights on the European continent by 
giving a voice to NGOs and those who were voiceless in their own country. Every year 

during the last two decades, I have represented our NGO at the HDIM to give a voice to 

the victims of FORB violations and every time the OSCE/ODIHR has turned a receptive 

ear to their plight.  

This year, we will focus on the situation of religious minorities in Russia. 

On 7 July, President Vladimir Putin signed the controversial Yarovaya Law, which contains 

“counter-terrorism amendments” to the anti-extremism law that have alarmed many civil 

and religious liberty proponents. The law is named after Irina Yaroyava, the Russian 

politician who wrote it. Critics have called it the “Big Brother Law,” referring to its 
controversial facets. It took effect on July 20th and is the culmination of an anti-religion 

movement against religious expression of minorities. 

The provisions of "Yarovaya's package of laws" reduce the minimum age for criminal 

responsibility for terrorism, toughen the punishment for most of "extremist" articles, and 
introduce a number of new restrictions. The new law also stipulates that mobile operators 

store the call and correspondence content of its users. 

With regard to provisions affecting all non-Orthodox churches, the Yarovaya Law places 

broad limitations on missionary work, including preaching, teaching, and engaging in any 
activity designed to invite people into a religious group. This new law targets all Christian 

groups outside of the Russian Orthodox Church and non-Christian minorities.  

In order to share one’s Christian faith with others, Russians must now obtain a 

government permit through a registered religious organization. Christians are no longer 

allowed to evangelize freely but can only do so in within churches and religious sites. 
Further, the new restrictions apply to activities in private homes and online as well.  

The penalties for violations of this new law are severe; those found guilty of violating the 

anti-evangelism law face fines of up to US $780 for an individual and up to $15,500 for a 

church or organization, large sums of money for many people and organizations. 
Moreover, any foreign nationals who violate this law may be deported. 



From now on, foreign missionaries must also prove they were invited by a state-

registered religious group and operate only in regions where their sponsoring 

organizations are registered; those found in violation face deportation and major fines.  

The Russian government has already extensively used and abused its anti-extremism law 
against minority religious communities. This was facilitated by the fact that the legal 

definition of extremism does not require the threat or use of violence.  “Extremism” 

charges can include the peaceful promotion of “the superiority of one’s own religion.” 

They have resulted in religious texts and brochures being banned and members of non-
violent Muslim groups and Jehovah’s Witnesses being imprisoned.   

The effects of the new legislation have been immediate. 

Protestant pastor charged for delivering books to government personnel 

On 22 August 2016, in Biisk (Altai Republic), a case was initiated on the basis of part 4 of 
article 5.26 of the Code of Administrative Violations of Law of the Russian Federation 

(conducting missionary activity with violation of the requirements of legislation on 

freedom of conscience and freedom of religious confession and on religious associations) 

against Vladimir Knaub, the director of the local religious organization "Church of Free 

Christians of Seventh-Day Adventists.”  

African expat nabbed by new anti-evangelism law: Pentecostal from Ghana 

fined for illegal evangelism in Tver 

In Tver, on 1 August, a court fined Ebenezera Tua, the leader of a group of Pentecostals 

and a citizen of Ghana, 50,000 rubles for illegal evangelism. He was accused of 
"conducting religious rituals and ceremonies, including religious meetings, while not 

having the necessary documents and conditions" provided for by the law "On freedom of 

conscience and religious associations." 

In addition, the fact that a citizen of Ghana is in Russia on a student visa, while he 
engaged in evangelistic, teaching, and entrepreneurial activity, which this type of visa 

does not provide for, was considered a violation. 

Anti-evangelism law misused against foreigners who speak in church 

On 10 September 2016, two American citizens, Alexandra Whitney and David Kozan, 
along with their minor daughter, Catherine, were arrested in Kaluga. The result of a five-

hour interrogation was a police report according to which Whitney and Kozan were fined 

3,000 rubles each, without deportation from Russia, for administrative violation of law. 

The Americans were traveling as tourists, but they decided to worship a bit, as they are 

protestant Pentecostals and friends of the Kaluga "Word of Life" church of Christians of 
Evangelical Faith (Pentecostals) and its leader, Bishop Albert Ratkin.  

On 9 to 11 September 2016, a conference was held in the house of worship of this 

church (the church of Christ the Savior of Kaluga), which was devoted to the 80th 

anniversary of the Pentecostal church in Kaluga. On that occasion, the two American 
citizens said some words of greetings and congratulations. 

Due to the amendment about missionary activity within the context of the Yarovaya 

Package, a special ideology of the new legislation has begun to be formulated. First of all, 

any preaching, prayer, or conversation about God has fallen under suspicion. As a result, 
the law has been applied in practice extremely broadly and has, in fact, crossed the 

boundaries of the Yarovaya Package. For reasons known only to law enforcement 

agencies, any religious activity of foreign citizens has come to be considered actually 



illegal. A characteristic example: on 14 September, a Kemerovo court fined a Ukrainian 

citizen 30 thousand rubles, for speaking at a meeting of a Pentecostal church.  

100,000 signatures against Yarovaya Law 

As of 15 August, 100,000 signatures were gathered by an online petition posted on the 
state-owned portal of "Russian Public Initiative" (RPI) and directed against the 

"Yarovaya's package of laws."  

Under the Russian law, if a petition at the federal level posted on the RPI portal gains 

100,000 signatures in its support during voting, it shall then be sent for consideration to 
an expert working group at the federal level. The expert group shall make a decision 

concerning the petition within two months. 

Human Rights Without Frontiers recommends to the authorities of the Russian 

Federation 

 To put a moratorium on the implementation of the Yarovaya Law which restricts 

missionary activities and has already been used to criminalize activities of non-

Orthodox religions and their members; 

 To take into consideration the 100,000 signatures gathered by an online petition 

posted on the state-owned portal of "Russian Public Initiative" (RPI) and directed 
against "Yarovaya's package of laws;"  

 To have the Yarovaya Law assessed by the Venice Commission of the Council of 

Europe. 

 

Police harass Pentecostal youth event 

Invictory.com (19.09.2016) - http://bit.ly/2cY17v9 - On Saturday, 17 September, in 

Samara (Russia), police arrested participants in a youth conference "YuS Volga," which 
was held in the "Word of Life" church from 16 to 18 September, the Christian megaportal 

Invictory.com reports.  

As Invictory reported, the situation with the arrests has been resolved. All detainees 

were released in the night of Saturday/Sunday. 

The arrest of the conference participants was earlier reported by a lawyer of the Slavic 
Legal Center, Konstantin Andreev. 

"Yesterday disturbing news arrived from Samara: a protestant youth conference was held 

in the city. During the conference, police burst in and began to 'interrogate,'" the 

attorney wrote on his Facebook page. "Ministers were arrested and taken to the police 
department, including a young pastor from a fraternal church in Israel. Minors were 

stuffed into the whole vehicle and also taken away. Those who accompanied them were 

told that they will 'surrender the children' only to their parents." 

The attorney said that the chaperones possessed permission for the children's attendance 
at the event in simple written form, without notarization. Law enforcement personnel 

refused to release the children without provision of information about birth and notarized 

permission by the parents for the chaperones.  

http://bit.ly/2cY17v9


"It should be noted that 'power of attorney,' on the basis of which parents permit 

someone to accompany a child on a trip is a document without entirely clear legal status. 

Formally such a document is required only in one case—if a child is crossing the 

boundaries of the country. Within Russia, such a document is not required," Andreev 
emphasized. 

In his turn, the attorney advised parents to avoid unpleasantness with law enforcement 

agencies by composing the power of attorney in accordance with all rules, and he 

described what kind of information should be indicated in the document. 

 

Anti-evangelism law used against foreigners who speak 
in church 

Prayer is not for tourists: Two Americans fined for "religious contacts" 

 
By Roman Lunkin 

 

Religiia i Pravo (15.09.2016) - http://bit.ly/2cnV0PV - On 10 September 2016, two 

American citizens, Alexandra Whitney and David Kozan, along with their minor daughter, 
Catherine, were arrested in Kaluga. The result of a five-hour interrogation was a police 

report according to which Whitney and Kozan were fined 3,000 rubles each, without 

deportation from Russia, for administrative violation of law. 

The Americans were traveling as tourists, but they decided to worship a bit, as they are 
protestant Pentecostals and friends of the Kaluga "Word of Life" church of Christians of 

Evangelical Faith (Pentecostals) and its leader, Bishop Albert Ratkin. Local authorities 

have been trying for more than ten years now to take away from this church the building 

of the church of Christ the Savior on Nebesnaia [Heavenly] Street. 

On 9 to 11 September 2016, a conference was held in the house of worship of this 
church (the church of Christ the Savior of Kaluga), which was devoted to the 80th 

anniversary of the Pentecostal church in Kaluga. Believers reckon that their congregation, 

and the Pentecostal movement in Kaluga as a whole, were established in 1936 by one of 

the famous leaders of the protestant movement in Russia, Ivan Voronaev, who was in 
exile here. 

The American citizens Whitney and Kozan greeted their fellow believers and watched a 

film and historical drama about the life and ministry of Ivan Voronaev. The worship 

service also was attended by Sergei Riakhovsky, the bishop of the Russian Associated 
Union of Christians of Evangelical Faith (Pentecostals) and member of the Public Chamber 

of the RF. 

Without a doubt, the foreign guests were not simply Americans who dropped in on the 

church. David Kozan is an engineer who in the 1990s served four years as a missionary 
in Russia. Alexandra Whitney is a high school teacher. However the fact that they had 

preached in Russia does not make them flawed or suspicious people. 

The bishop of the Kaluga church of Christ the Savior, Albert Ratkin, said that around 

22.00 [10:00 p.m] on 10 September 2016, the Americans were met outside the gates of 

the house of worship by several security officers and agents of the FSB. District Police 
Major Sergei Dokukov confiscated the passports of the American citizens and gave them 

back only after they threatened to summon the consul. Representatives of the church 

note that not only the officer but also the police translator identified themselves as law 

enforcement agents: "David Kozan tried to make a joke that he had already seen such 

http://bit.ly/2cnV0PV


night-time interrogations and such treatment of people in a movie. The translator 

rendered this as if he had asked to be shown a movie." 

At 2:00 a.m. police Lieutenant Vladimir Grenkov composed a statement about 

administrative violation of the laws on entry into the country and "establishment of 
religious contacts." In it he noted that these "religious contacts" were conducted by the 

Americans on 10 September from 16.00 to 21.00, although they had arrived on a tourist 

visa. The lieutenant declared that he had a secret recording of the "religious contacts" by 

the American citizens from a private informant, whom he did not allow the accused to 
meet. 

As Vladimir Riakhovsky, an attorney and member of the presidential Council on Human 

Rights of the RF, notes, American citizens have the full right of participation in worship 

services of the evangelical church in Kaluga. Freedom of confession of one's faith is 
guaranteed on the territory of Russia by the constitution of the RF to all, both Russian 

citizens and foreigners. Participation in a worship service, and even greetings delivered in 

the church, do not in any way violate the visa system, the rules of visiting on a tourist 

visa. Otherwise, Vladimir Riakhovsky says, it turns out that foreigners coming to Russia 

are not permitted to enter Russian churches and worship. And foreign citizens who have 
received a humanitarian visa and permission for missionary activity, are not permitted to 

get on a tourist bus and engage in tourism. By such logic it turns out that people coming, 

for example, on a business visa are not permitted to visit tourist attractions and to 

worship. However this is an absurd conclusion that contradicts the spirit and letter of the 
Russian constitution and the law on freedom of conscience.  

Due to the amendment about missionary activity within the context of the Yarovaya 

Package, a special ideology of the new legislation has begun to be formulated. First of all, 

any preaching, prayer, or conversation about God have fallen under suspicion that has 
always been noted by rights advocates as the natural consequence of a system of fines 

for preaching. As a result, the law has been applied in practice extremely broadly and 

has, in fact, crossed the boundaries of the Yarovaya Package. For reasons known only to 

law enforcement agencies, any religious activity of foreign citizens has come to be 
considered actually illegal. A characteristic example: on 14 September, a Kemerovo court 

fined a Ukrainian citizen 30 thousand rubles, for speaking at a meeting of a Pentecostal 

church. While she was specifically followed and her sermon was recorded on video, they 

could arrest her only at a traffic checkpoint on the way to the airport. 

Informants, secret recordings, and chases have appeared in religious life. One would like 
to know why it is Christian preaching that provokes such attempts to employ all these 

espionage skills. 

 

Missionary activities by minority religions under fire 

HRWF (01.09.2016) - The implementation of the revised legislation on the freedom to 

share one’s beliefs is gaining momentum in Russia. After a few failed attempts to 

criminalize the activities of evangelists of some minority religions, the number of cases is 
dramatically increasing. 

 

 Protestant pastor charged for delivering books to government personnel 

 African expat nabbed by new anti-evangelism law: Pentecostal from 

Ghana fined for illegal evangelism in Tver 

 Anti-evangelism law used against traditional Russian church: Baptist 

fined for evangelism in house of worship in Noyabrsk (By Roman Lunkin) 



 

Protestant pastor charged for delivering books to government personnel 

SOVA Center (30.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2c71B3J - In Biisk (Altai republic) the director 

of an Adventist church who delivered Christian literature to the leadership of the district 
administration is accused of illegal evangelism.  

On 22 August 2016 in Biisk, a case was initiated 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 freedom of 
religious confession and on religious associations) against the director of the local 

religious organization "Church of Free Christians of Seventh-Day Adventists, Vladimir 

Knaub.  

The reason for this was delivery of church literature to personnel of the administration of 
the Maima district of the republic of Altai--the head of the administration, his deputy, an 

attorney, and chief accountant.  

Sets of Christian books had been prepared for all districts and city administrations of the 

Altai republic as part of a program of spiritual and moral revival and mass cultural 

education of citizens of Russia in 2012-2024. However such distribution of literature was 
considered to be evangelism in a place that was not designated for it and an attempt to 

draw them into the religious organization.  

African expat nabbed by new anti-evangelism law: Pentecostal from Ghana 

fined for illegal evangelism in Tver 

SOVA Center (29.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2bEd4Lj - In Tver, a court fined the leader of a 

group of Pentecostals, a citizen of Ghana, for illegal evangelism. 

On 1 August 2016, the Moscow district court of the city of Tver found E. Tua, a citizen of 

the republic of Ghana, guilty on the basis of part 5 of article 5.26 of the Code of 
Administrative Violations of Law of the RF (conduct by a foreign citizen of missionary 

activity with violation of the requirements of legislation on freedom of conscience, 

freedom of religious confession and on religious associations). 

E. [Ebenezera] Tua is the leader of a group of Christians of Evangelical Faith 
(Pentecostals), "Christ's Embassy." The violation of law that he is accused of is that he 

"conducted religious rituals and ceremonies, including religious meetings; posted 

information about his beliefs on the Internet for the purpose of its promotion; and 

conducted missionary activity on the territory of the city of Tver, while not have the 

necessary documents and conditions" provided for by the law "On freedom of conscience 
and religious associations." 

In addition, the fact that the citizen of Ghana is in Russia on a student visa, while he 

engaged in evangelistic, teaching, and entrepreneurial activity, which said kind of visa 

does not provide for, was considered to be a violation. 

E. Tua admitted that he is the leader of a religious group. However he explained that the 

group does not have organizational documents and therefore it is impossible to issue 

documents authorizing members of the group to conduct missionary activity. Any 

member of the group may explain to willing persons the essence of their teaching. In 
addition, nobody from the group was engaged in attracting new members. 

http://bit.ly/2c71B3J
http://bit.ly/2bEd4Lj


Nevertheless the court considered the Pentecostal guilty and ordered to fine him 50,000 

rubles. The court's ruling has still not taken effect.  

Anti-evangelism law used against traditional Russian church: Baptist fined for 

evangelism in house of worship in Noyabrsk 

By Roman Lunkin 

Religiia i Pravo (26.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2bT3CP8 - The anti-evangelism Yarovaya Law 

has been applied in practice not only for putting an end to activity of religious groups, 

but also in addition to verifications that are conducted within religious organizations. 
While the very provisions of the law on freedom of conscience and the definition of 

evangelism that exist in Russian legislation after the adoption of the Yarovaya Package 

are being violated. 

In Noyabrsk, a large city in the Yamalo-Nenets autonomous district, representatives of 
the government liquidated a playground which was organized in July 2016 near the 

house of worship of Evangelical Christians-Baptists (the congregation is a member of the 

Russian Union of EKhB). A commissioned inspection including personnel of the 

prosecutor's office, Ministry of Emergency Services, city administration, Consumer 

Inspection, and commission for juvenile affairs judged the trampoline, bungee jumping, 
and children's games to be an "unsanctioned children's camp." According to photographs, 

which were published on the Internet, it is evident that what the Baptists organized was 

a playground. Consequently, various agencies found violations of conditions for children 

staying in a "camp." For example, "there was no contract for providing lunch." In 
addition, the Baptists had not given notification that they intended to organize such a 

"camp." Although the pastors of the church maintain that they have permits for the 

playground. 

The organizer of the playground, the pastor of the "Regeneration" EKhB [Evangelical 
Christian-Baptist] church in Staroye Urengoye, Alexander Podlolzin, noted in an interview 

with the writer that actually there was no camp on the territory of the house of worship. 

Local authorities knew perfectly well that the believers provide children recreation in this 

way. Playgrounds have been conducted for years both in Noyabrsk and in Urengoye. 
Besides, representatives of the government had no complaints against the church with 

respect to invitations for children to the playground, since they were children of believing 

parents, including church members. The congregation had the right to arrange recreation 

for their own children on their own territory. 

However, something else apparently caught the attention of police and the prosecutor's 
office. The issue is that with the 43 children there also were involved citizens of Ukraine 

and the USA, guests from Slavic churches of these countries with whom the Baptists 

maintain relations. Among the guests the inspectors did not discover the necessary 

pedagogical education and medical books. Podkolzin also told the news agency Ura.ru: 
"We cooperate with Slavic churches in the USA. They were created by our compatriots or 

citizens of the former USSR who emigrated to the States in their time. They are Russian-

speaking." 

Besides this, Podkolzin said that after the inspection of the playground personnel of the 
prosecutor's office entered the house of worship and found there a tray with religious 

literature. Personnel of the agencies decided that the children might hear sermons and 

the literature was being distributed somehow improperly. 

In fact, games and classes also were conducted with the children, which were not 

religious but moral training (the concepts of good and evil, friendship), and there were 
books on the tables describing the teaching of the church. 

http://bit.ly/2bT3CP8


As a result a pastor of the EKhB church in Noyabrsk, Aleksei Teleus, was fined 5,000 

rubles in accordance with the Yarovaya Law. Teleus was held administratively 

accountable on the basis of part 4 of article 5.26 of the Code on Administrative Violations 

of Law of the RF: "Performance of missionary activity with violation of the requirements 
of legislation on freedom of conscience, freedom of religious confession and on religious 

associations." There was no more detailed explanation of the reasons for such a 

punishment, and the church did not want to appeal the fine. 

The story of the closing of the children's camp in Noyabrsk also has a socio-political 
subtext. As local observers note, the Baptist church has become a bargaining chip on the 

eve of September elections in 2016. The chief of the Department on Matters of Public 

Security of the administration of Noyabrsk, Rostislav Isaev, has spoken out against the 

church. He made comments on this matter in the press, noting that the church allegedly 
receive deserved punishment in the form of a fine, although formally the fine was not at 

all for the organization of a "camp." The inspection in the Baptist church was conducted 

at a time when the mayor of the city (city manager), Aleksei Romanov, was on vacation 

and his staff decided to make a high-profile case to show they were busy. Believers say 

that personnel of the prosecutor's office took on the church because they knew about the 
conduct of the playground. 

Thanks to the "good" attitude of the prosecutor's office, the playground was closed on 

the last day of its term, that is, it lasted its whole intended term. Then the deputy 

prosecutor composed a report on the violation of conducting missionary activity for the 
smallest possible sum, 5,000 rubles. Thus, the Yarovaya Law has become all the more a 

universal means of punishment, even when there is no basic substance of a crime.  

 

Russian court for the first time ‘liquidates’ a local Jewish 
community 

By Paul Goble 

 

Window on Eurasia (31.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2cbPxfq - In the most disturbing 

indication yet that Kremlin-sponsored xenophobia will ultimately go to what has been its 
default setting in Russia and become anti-Semitism, a Russian court in Vologda oblast, at 

the request of prosecutors, has “liquidated” the local Jewish community, sparking fears 

among many and delight among Russian anti-Semites. 

 
This action comes only a few days after a meeting of European rabbis in Moscow declared 

that there was no anti-Semitism in Russia and that the Jewish communities in that 

country were experiencing an unprecedented rebirth (http://bit.ly/2clgHoZ).  

 
But it also comes on the heels of more anti-Semitic posts on the Runet and more attacks 

on Jewish memorials in various parts of the Russian Federation, some of which the 

authorities have brought those responsible to justice but others of which appear unlikely 

to go unpunished (http://bit.ly/2c83MDv and http://bit.ly/2c0HWD7). 

 
The human rights monitor “The New Chronicle of Current Events” provides the fullest 

coverage of what happened in Vologda yesterday (http://bit.ly/2cImcin). In an article 

with the headline, “They’re banning Jews in Cherepovets,” it says the court’s action was 

‘the first case of its kind in the history of present-day Russia.” 
 

Officials of Russia’s justice ministry called on the Cherepovets court to disband the Jewish 

community there for what it said were violations of registration rules concerning its 

location. The court made its ruling without providing additional details 
(http://bit.ly/2bWmxMY). 

http://bit.ly/2cbPxfq
http://bit.ly/2clgHoZ
http://bit.ly/2c83MDv
http://bit.ly/2c0HWD7
http://bit.ly/2cImcin
http://bit.ly/2bWmxMY


 

But Interfax added that one of its sources in Vologda said that the Jewish community was 

accused of failing to show the necessary respect for the Russian authorities because it 

had failed to respond when officials informed it that the community was in violation of 
the law. Because of the court’s action, the community will no longer have registration 

and the right to function. 

 

Members of the Jewish community in Cherepovets said that they had recently received 
anonymous threats and had handed them over to the FSB’s local office, but that the 

latter had not done anything that they could see.  Then Irina Nechayeva, head of the 

Cherepovets administration’s office for work with social organizations, said that the 

Jewish community had failed to take part in city-organized Subbotniki. 
 

Of course, as the leaders of the community pointed out, Jewish law precludes the 

participation of Jews in such actions on Saturdays. 

 

Following the court’s decision, Roman Yushkov, identified by the New Chronicle of 
Current Events as a leading anti-Semite in the Urals region posted on his Facebook page 

a declaration expressing his hope that courts elsewhere in Russia will follow suit 

(http://bit.ly/2c84j8A). 

 

Russian Orthodox Church listens to its modern martyr 

By Michael Bourdeaux 

 
The Times (27.08.2016) - “Here we Orthodox are in a minority, so I must relate to our 

local Buddhist Lamas and not offend them; I must think about my every action; I mustn’t 

cause conflict. Dialogue with Buddhists is the norm.” Archbishop Justinian of Elista, 

capital of Kalmykia, the only region of Europe where Buddhism predominates, revealed 

his enlightened attitude in a conversation last year with Keston Institute,which studies 
faith in former communist countries. 

  

To imagine, therefore, that the stiff voice of the Moscow Patriarchate alone represents 

the kaleidoscope of views within the Russian Orthodox Church is a grave mistake, as the 
researchers reveal in every area they visit. Officially, having withdrawn from the 

Conference of European Churches in 2008, Patriarch Kirill may have turned his back on 

ecumenism and dialogue with other religions, but the reality on the ground is often 

different.   
  

In 1988 the Church seized a public platform in Russian affairs for the first time since the 

Tsars. Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms propelled it back to centre stage when the nation 

celebrated the Millennium, the thousandth anniversary of the baptism of the ancient 
Kievan land of Rus’. For nearly thirty years the Church, having been virtually eliminated 

by 1939, has been reclaiming its lost heritage and the revival is unique in Christian 

history. 

  

Yet the Moscow Patriarchate boycotted the “Great and Holy Council” of world Orthodoxy 
held in Crete last April, the result of decades of planning, in which the Russians had fully 

participated. When it came to the point, they were apparently unwilling to acquiesce in 

the historical primacy of Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople, a Turkish citizen, 

whose position the Moscow Patriarchate has long wished to supplant. The evidence is 
growing that Church and State are identically set on re-establishing the glory of Russia’s 

Christian history and claiming to lead world Orthodoxy. 

  

http://bit.ly/2c84j8A


Below the level of officaldom, Russian Christianity (Protestant and Catholic, as well as 

Orthodox) continues to draw its inspiration from countless martyrs for the faith. The 

most remarkable recent example is Father Aleksandr Men, the last priest to be murdered 

before the old system collapsed. Killed at Semkhoz, in the Moscow region, he was on his 
way to celebrate the liturgy at dawn on September 9, 1990. The crime remains unsolved. 

His death was probably the last–ditch revenge of thwarted atheists who had just seen 

seventy years of domination collapse, not least due to the fearless and ceaseless 

teaching, preaching and interpreting the faith by Fr Aleksandr himself. He was also of 
Jewish stock, so there may have been a strand of anti-Semitism in the murder, too. 

  

All this is revealed in a new biography by an American academic, Professor Wallace L. 

Daniel, whose Baptist background enables him to interpret persuasively for those not of 
the Orthodox faith. The book underlines Fr Aleksandr’s bravery in the face of constant 

harassment by KGB interrogators; it is an inspirational work, perhaps the finest on the 

Russian Orthodox Church in recent years. 

  

For long, Orthodox officialdom spurned his pristine ministry, claiming he was too 
ecumenical and too ready to admit the positives in other religions. Whether or not he 

directly influenced Archbishop Justinian, there are growing signs that his legacy is 

becoming more important as the years pass. His voluminous writings were smuggled 

abroad, printed in Brussels, and infiltrated back into Russia. Son of Man, now freely 
available, presents Christ to a young generation, speaking directly to the heart. This one 

book has achieved sales of over a million in Russia. Now, at long last, Patriarch Kirill has 

endorsed his works, two decades after another bishop publicly burnt them. 

  
Fr Aleksandr would have led the widespread criticism of the legislature in passing, last 

month, new laws which severely restrict evangelism and which form yet another measure 

to ensure the protected status of the Orthodox faith. However, the judge threw out the 

first court case brought in under these, exonerating a follower of the Hare Krishna 
movement in the Karachay-Cherkessia region of the Caucasus for handing out a religious 

tract (August 14). 

  

Everywhere the Orthodox Church, at local level, is doing good work led by thousands of 

dedicated priests, monks, nuns and Christian laity. The heartland of the Russian 
Orthodox Church today is in its parish ministry. Fr Aleksandr Men led the way. 

  

Russia’s Uncommon Prophet: Father Aleksandr Men and His Times (Northern Illinois 

University Press, DeKalb, 2016).   
  

Canon Dr Michael Bourdeaux is the President of Keston Institute, Oxford and winner of 

the 1984 Templeton Prize. 

 

Mormon leaders challenge reports about deported 

missionaries 

Document: Official statement of Church on the situation in Samara 

Russia Religion News (26.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2cblIfR - "Leaders of the Church are 

concerned about the distorted and prejudiced coverage in news media of the activity of 

the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints." 

On Thursday, 25 August, a number of news media published information about the 
deportation of foreign volunteers who are in the Russian federation upon the invitation of 

the local religious organization of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in the 

city of Samara. 

http://bit.ly/2cblIfR


These reports contain a number of inaccuracies and are not entirely reliable. The leaders 

of the centralized religious organization "The Religious Association of the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-Day Saints in Russia" (hereinafter "Church"), of which the local religious 

organization of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in the city of Samara is a 
member, consider it necessary to explain. 

The claim that the volunteers who were invited to Russia are not on the migration 

register, in violation of Russian law, does not comport with reality. 

Over the course of many years (the local religious organization in Samara was registered 
in 1999) the invitation of citizens from various countries of the world has not evoked any 

complaints. They were recorded on the migration register at the address of the religious 

organization. In the free time of their stay there they were recorded at the address of 

their residence used in accordance with their employment contract. 

Placement on the migration register at any of the indicated addresses complies fully with 

existing legislation. In accordance with point 4 of part 1 of article 2 of the federal law "On 

the migration registration of foreign citizens and persons without citizenship in the 

Russian federation" the place of the stay of a foreign citizen in the RF at an address that 

is not the place of residence is also another location, institution, or organization in which 
the foreign citizen is. 

Courts in the city of Samara decided that the aforesaid citizens of the USA should have 

been recorded on the register at the address of residence. However even in this case 

their administrative deportation beyond the borders of the Russian federation, ordered by 
the court, is a manifestly disproportionate penalty. The religious association is 

considering the question of appealing these judicial decisions. 

In addition, one publication (life.ru) posted a photograph of citizens of the USA who 

arrived in the Russian federation, while the constitution of the RF (article 24) forbids 
dissemination of information about the private life of a person without his consent. These 

people had not given their consent to taking the photograph and publishing their images, 

which gives them the right to appeal for judicial protection. 

Volunteers of the Church throughout the world serve on the model of Jesus Christ. They 
devote two years of their life to volunteer activity, which they perform on a voluntary 

basis. Volunteers finance their ministry independently and they do not receive pay for 

this. Upon return home, for the rest of their life they remain ambassadors and defenders 

of the country in which they served. 

The leaders of the Church are concerned by the increasing instances of distorted and 
prejudicial coverage in the news media of the activity of the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-Day Saints (Mormons). Believers have the right to count on a respectful attitude 

on the part of representatives of news media and the public.  

 

Four Chechen residents sentenced for setting ziyart on 
fire 

Caucasian Knot (23.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2dbiQzV - In Chechnya, four young men who 

in November 2015 set on fire a ziyart (mausoleum) on the tomb of Yangulbi-Khadji 

Dokhtukaev, a theologian revered in the republic. The defendants were sentenced to 7-
7.5 years of imprisonment. 

 

http://bit.ly/2dbiQzV


The "Caucasian Knot" has reported that in the village of Kurchaloi, Shamil Ergiev, 

Djabrail Usumov, Islam Yunusov, and Khamzat Uspaev, 19-year old local residents of the 

village of Mairtup, were detained on suspicion of committing arson. The sentence was 

pronounced on August 21. 
 

As a result of the fire, the interior of the ziyart was severely damaged. The incident 

caused a public outcry in the republic. By the order of the Chechen leader, the detained 

young men were brought to various districts of the republic, where they were subjected 
to public reprimand on gatherings at mosques. Family members of the young men were 

also subjected to public reprimand. 

 

The relatives of the convicted young men treat the sentence as too severe, despite the 
fact that their action was "blasphemous and unacceptable." 

 

However, according to local theologians, the instigators' actions cannot be justified, and 

the guilty men deserved "the most severe punishment." 

 

Anti-sharing beliefs law first use 

By Victoria Arnold 

 
Forum 18 (19.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2bgk7UJ - Less than four weeks after Russia's 

legal amendments restricting sharing beliefs came into force, a Judge acquitted Vadim 

Sibiryev on 15 August in the first attempted prosecution. Anti-extremism police had 

charged Hare Krishna devotee Sibiryev for offering religious books on the streets of 
Cherkessk. 

 

A Hare Krishna adherent has become the first person to be charged under Russia's new 

law restricting sharing beliefs. Anti-extremism police in the North Caucasus republic of 

Karachai-Cherkessiya arrested 19-year-old Vadim Sibiryev on 28 July on suspicion of 
violating the Religion Law by handing out religious literature in the street. But a judge 

acquitted Sibiryev on 15 August, when his lawyer successfully argued that his actions did 

not fit the law's definition of "missionary" activity. 

 
On 20 July, only two days before Sibiryev's alleged "offence", amendments to the 

Religion Law and Administrative Code had come into force restricting the sharing of 

religious beliefs in public and introducing heavy financial penalties for those who violate 

these restrictions. Had he been convicted, Sibiryev could have received a fine of up to 
50,000 Roubles. 

 

A fine of 50,000 Roubles (6,400 Norwegian Kroner, 690 Euros, or 780 US Dollars) 

represents about six weeks' average wages for those in work. 
 

So far, no other religious associations have reported similar cases involving their 

members. Council of Churches Baptists and Jehovah's Witnesses separately confirmed to 

Forum 18 on 19 August that none of their adherents have been prosecuted under the law 

restricting sharing beliefs. 
 

There have been many violations of freedom of religion or belief in Russia in recent years 

– especially against Muslims who read the works of the theologian Said Nursi and 

Jehovah's Witnesses - through the use of anti-"extremism" Laws. 
 

In 2012, prosecutors in Tomsk tried to ban "The Bhagavad Gita As It Is", a key text for 

Hare Krishna devotees, as "extremist". The attempt failed after a public outcry both 

locally and in India. 

http://bit.ly/2bgk7UJ


 

Definition of "missionary" activity "is such that it can be interpreted as 

anything" 

 
The attempted prosecution of Sibiryev brought a mixed reaction from lawyers and human 

rights activists. In a 7 August piece on her own website, published before the verdict was 

issued, lawyer Inna Zagrebina remarked that, even with a positive outcome, the case 

does not bode well for future application of the amendment, as it demonstrated the "low 
threshold of legal and religious knowledge of police officers in the regions". 

 

Noting that Sibiryev had told the police that he was not an official representative of a 

religious association (a key provision of the amendment) and had insisted on his right to 
legal defence, Zagrebina also pointed out that individuals need to educate themselves in 

the law to protect themselves from possible prosecution. 

 

The amendment's definition of "missionary" activity "is such that it can be interpreted as 

anything", Sibiryev's lawyer Mikhail Frolov commented to the "Vedomosti" newspaper on 
15 August. He added, however, that the court had taken an informed decision and 

expressed hope that judicial practice would continue to respect individuals' rights. 

 

Human rights activist Pavel Chikov also observed to "Vedomosti" that the Judge in 
Sibiryev's case, Viyneger Dzhankyozov, "was probably not prepared to set a precedent". 

The decision is a "good signal", he continued, "which demonstrates the irrationality of the 

amendments. The first case of application [of the law] has caused a conflict between 

opposite interpretations of the rules by police and courts. This means that from the very 
first instance of application, a foundation has been laid for a subsequent challenge of the 

law." 

 

Detained for offering religious literature 
 

Sibiryev, a student from Nizhny Novgorod Region, was handing out religious literature in 

the centre of Cherkessk, where he was visiting a friend. Unemployed lawyer Rashid 

Zitlyauzhev reported this to the police. In his written complaint of 27 July, seen by Forum 

18, Zitlyauzhev claims he saw two young men whose "behaviour seemed strange to me, 
since they were trying to talk to passers-by". One of them "introduced himself as a 

follower of Krishnaism" and gave Zitlyauzhev a book, which he later found to be about 

Hare Krishna beliefs. 

 
Zitlyauazhev adds that he "found out from the internet that distribution of religious 

literature is permitted only in specially designated places" (an inaccurate reference to a 

provision of the "missionary" law, Forum 18 notes). He asks the police to bring 

administrative charges. 
 

The complaint was passed on to the anti-extremism police, who found and arrested 

Sibiryev the next day. According to the 28 July police report, also seen by Forum 18, he 

was charged under Article 5.26, Part 4, of the Administrative Code with distributing 

"literature of a religious character" in violation of the 1997 Religion Law. He was not held 
in pre-trial detention and his companion from the time of the alleged "offence" was not 

involved in the case. 

 

It is usual for anti-extremism police to take on "religious" cases across Russia, lawyer 
Frolov explained to Forum 18 on 16 August, even if the incident under investigation 

bears no relation to "extremism". 

 

Article 5.26, Part 4, punishes "the conducting of missionary activity in violation of [the 
Religion Law]". For individuals, this carries a fine of 5,000 to 50,000 Roubles – for 

religious organisations, a fine of 100,000 to 1 million Roubles. The new Part 5 fines 



foreign and stateless persons 30,000 to 50,000 Roubles for the same offence. The new 

Part 3 fines religious organisations 30,000 to 50,000 Roubles for activities (including the 

distribution of literature) carried out without displaying their official full names. 

 
Acquittal 

 

At the final hearing in Sibiryev's case on 15 August at Cherkessk's Magistrate's Court No. 

3, Judge Dzhankyozov "agreed with all the arguments of the defence", lawyer Frolov told 
Forum 18 on 16 August. Specifically, the Judge agreed that Sibiryev had been 

distributing religious literature as a private person, not as an authorised representative of 

a religious association, and not with the aim of involving anyone in a religious 

association. According to the written verdict, seen by Forum 18, his actions therefore "do 
not contain the set of attributes of missionary activity". 

 

The Religion Law defines "missionary activity" as "the activity of a religious association 

aimed at the dissemination of information about its beliefs among [non-members], with 

the goal of involving these people as participants". The law's rules on who may perform 
missionary activity state that those doing so on behalf of a religious group or 

organisation must carry written authorisation from that association. There is no explicit 

mention of individuals sharing beliefs purely on their own initiative. 

 
Frolov pointed out in court that the police report did not specify which legal norm 

Sibiryev had violated, only that he had "distributed literature of a religious character" in 

contravention of the Religion Law – which does not forbid such an activity. 

 
Reached by Forum 18 on 19 August, Judge Dzhankyozov refused to comment on the 

case, explaining that the verdict had not yet come into force and the police still had the 

right to appeal against it within ten days of the decision. 

 
Police handling of the case illustrates the margin for misinterpretation of the law on 

missionary activity by law enforcement agencies, Forum 18 notes. Asked by Frolov which 

legal provision outlawed the handing out of religious literature, Major Azat Dzhankuriyev, 

who compiled the police report, answered that he believed it was Article 24.1, Paragraph 

2, of the Religion Law (part of the amendment which came into force in July). 
 

Article 24.1, Paragraph 2, however, only lists locations in which missionary activity may 

be conducted "without hindrance" (which include religious buildings and adjoining land, 

pilgrimage sites, and cemeteries, among others). It makes no mention of where it is 
banned. The only locations in which the public sharing of beliefs is expressly prohibited is 

on residential premises (Article 24.1, Paragraph 3) and in other religions' places of 

worship without written permission (Article 24.1, Paragraph 4). 

 
Forum 18 telephoned the office of Colonel Aubekir Esherov, head of the Karachai-

Cherkessiya police anti-extremism centre, on 17 August to ask why they had initiated the 

case in the first place, whom Sibiryev's actions were thought to have harmed, and 

whether the police in Karachai-Cherkessiya had received any guidance from the federal 

Interior Ministry on how to implement the new law restricting sharing faith. A 
spokesperson in the office told Forum 18 to ring back after half an hour, but all 

subsequent calls between the 17 and 19 August went unanswered. 

 

When Forum 18 called the Karachai-Cherkessiya police press office on 18 August, a 
spokesperson appeared unaware that Article 5.26 of the Administrative Code had gained 

three new Parts under the July amendments. He said he was unable to find information 

on Sibiryev's case. He asked Forum 18 to send the details of the case by email - Forum 

18 did this by the middle of the Cherkessk working day of 18 August, but has received no 
reply as of the afternoon in Cherkessk on 19 August. 

 



Controversial "anti-terrorism" legal amendments 

 

President Vladimir Putin signed the amendments into law on 6 July as part of a 

controversial package of "anti-terrorism" legislation proposed by United Russia deputy 
Irina Yarovaya and Senator Viktor Ozerov. The package had been causing unease in 

Russia for several months because of its requirement for telecoms companies to store 

metadata about calls and messages and the criminalisation of failure to report possible 

terrorist activity. 
 

The section introducing new restrictions on "missionary" activity was added in mid-June, 

just before the bill's second and third readings in the State Duma. The restrictions 

triggered protest from religious leaders and human rights activists. 
 

Mikhail Fedotov, Chair of the Presidential Council on Civil Society Development and 

Human Rights, complained to President Putin on 1 July that the amendments "create 

unjustified and excessive restrictions on the freedom of conscience of believers of all 

religions, and encroach upon the fundamental constitutional principle of non-interference 
by the state in the internal arrangements of religious associations". 

 

Individuals - including Hare Krishna devotees, Baptists and particularly Jehovah's 

Witnesses - have long encountered problems when expressing and sharing their faith in 
public space. Forum 18 found 122 prosecutions (principally of Jehovah's Witnesses) in 

2015 under Article 20.2 of the Administrative Code, which punishes unapproved "public 

events" and is often used to punish those talking publicly of their faith. 

 

First case against believer on basis of new law flops 

No fine for Hare Krishna follower in Cherkess for violation of law on freedom of 

conscience 

By Margarita Savelieva 

RIA Novosti (15.08.2016) http://bit.ly/2bwxepO  - A court in Karachay-Cherkesia did not 

want to fine Krishnaite Vadim Sibirev for violation of the law on freedom of conscience, 

which was changed after the adoption of the "Yarovaya Package," attorney Mikhail Frolov 

told RIA Novosti. 

It was reported earlier that a case for administrative violation of law was opened against 

a resident of the republic, Vadim Sibirev, after he gave a religious publication to a city 

resident. Later the man sent to the police a request to bring the Krishnaite to account, 

since he violated the law on freedom of conscience, which, in the opinion of the accuser, 
forbids missionary activity in public places. Sibirev faced a fine of from 5 to 50 thousand 

rubles. 

"Proceedings with respect to Sibirev were terminated because of the absence of the basic 

element of a violation of law," Frolov noted. This is the first case in Russia that was 
provided for by part 4 of article 5.26 of the Code of Administrative Violation of Law of the 

RF "Violation of legislation concerning freedom of conscience, freedom of religious 

confession, and religious associations."  

According to the anti-terrorism "Yarovaya Package," amendments in the law on freedom 

of conscience pertained to missionary activity which specified the procedure of its 
implementation.  

http://bit.ly/2bwxepO


Krishnaites are followers of one of the religious movements in Hinduism that worships 

one of the numerous incarnations of the god Vishnu—Krishna.  

 

Leaving Russia forbidden to Khamzat Chumakov 

Caucasian Knot (08.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2cTvUuo - Special services have not allowed 

the Ingush Imam Khamzat Chumakov to go for treatment to Georgia under the pretext 

that he and his wife are on the so-called "prophylactic list". Magomed Mutsolgov, a rights 
defender, has called on Russian President to stop the practice of unreasonable putting 

people on such lists. 

 

Khamzat Chumakov is the Imam of the Nasyr-Kort mosque and an authoritative Islamic 
preacher. On March 11, an attack on him resulted in four injured persons. 

 

On August 6, at the border checkpoint "Verkhni Lars", special security agents did not 

allow Chumakov and his wife to cross the border, Magomed Mutsolgov, the head of the 

human rights organization "Mashr", wrote in his blog that he runs on the "Caucasian 
Knot", emphasizing that in his preaches Imam Chumakov calls for peace in the republic 

and urges the authorities to respect people. He noted that the Imam needs to visit 

Georgia for treatment and replacement of his prosthetic leg, which he lost after one of 

the attacks on him. 
 

Earlier Chumakov had taken his treatment in Germany, but only now he has faced 

problems with crossing the border, the portal "Voice of Islam" writes. 

 

In Makhachkala, law enforcers release detained 
believers 

Caucasian Knot (06.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2dlyah1 - In Makhachkala, law enforcers 

have released all the believers of the Salafi mosque in Hungarian Fighters Street, 

detained on August 5. This was told to the "Caucasian Knot" correspondent by one of the 
detainees. Officials from the Soviet ROVD (District Interior Division) have confirmed the 

information. 

 

The "Caucasian Knot" has reported that on August 5, law enforcers detained about 70 
people near a mosque in Hungarian Fighters Street. The number of detainees included 

one minor, his brother reported. 

 

Today, the "Caucasian Knot" correspondent has been informed by Magomed Kurbanov, 

one of the detainees, that all the believers detained by law enforcers after the Friday 
prayer are released. 

 

"I was brought to the Soviet ROVD. I was included in their preventive registration list two 

years ago. However, I was already several times detained near the mosque. This time, 
we underwent standard procedures at the police station. They fingerprinted the 

detainees, identified them, checked their documents, make their photos, and then 

released," he stated. 

 

http://bit.ly/2cTvUuo
http://bit.ly/2dlyah1


Believers of Salafi mosque detained in Makhachkala 

Caucasian Knot (05.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2dj9PoQ - In Makhachkala, the police 

detained about 70 people near the Salafi mosque after the Friday prayer. The number of 

detainees includes a minor, the "Caucasian Knot" correspondent reports. 

 
The "Caucasian Knot" has reported that on July 22, law enforcers detained and brought 

to the police about 20 visitors of the mosque located in Hungarian Fighters Street in 

Makhachkala. On July 26, it became known that all the detainees were released. 

Meanwhile, the believers of the mosque claimed systematic police raids. 
 

Today, policemen in uniform and civilian clothes stood in the yards of houses between 

Gagarin Street and Hungarian Fighters Street and in Eldarov Street. They detained 

people, who were returning from the Friday prayer. Besides, policemen stopped cars 

passing through the yards, forced car drivers into a police bus and took them away. The 
policemen checked documents of all the detainees, including car owners, reports the 

"Caucasian Knot" correspondent, who attended the place. 

 

The number of the detainees included one minor. This was told to the "Caucasian Knot" 
correspondent by the teenager's brother. According to him, the teenager is in the 9th 

grade at school and lives in Hungarian Fighters Street. He left home to go to a store to 

buy some bread. 

 

Churches to Russia: We’re not leaving 

RNS (11.07.2016) - http://bit.ly/29tdSR4 - Several American-based religious 

denominations remain defiant in the face of new laws that would ban them from 

proselytizing in Russia. 

The so-called “Yarovaya laws” make it illegal to preach, proselytize or hand out religious 

materials outside of specially designated places. The laws also give the Russian 

government wide scope to monitor and record electronic messages and phone calls. 

The package of laws, billed as anti-terrorism measures, were passed by the Russian 
Duma, or parliament, on June 24, and signed by Russian president Vladimir Putin on July 

7. 

The United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, a bipartisan 

government panel which makes policy recommendations, condemned the new laws. 

“These deeply flawed anti-terrorism measures will buttress the Russian government’s war 

against human rights and religious freedom,” Thomas J. Reese, a Jesuit priest and chair 

of the commission said after the measures were passed. “They will make it easier for 

Russian authorities to repress religious communities, stifle peaceful dissent, and detain 
and imprison people.” 

The new laws require a “government permit” to engage in proselytizing activities, and it 

bans those activities outside any registered religious organization, such as a church. 

Russia has numerous “house churches” — groups that meet in people’s homes — and 

those are now illegal under the new law. 

Violations of the new laws will result in fines of $780 for an individual, upwards of 

$15,000 for an organization, and can lead to deportation. 

http://bit.ly/2dj9PoQ
http://bit.ly/29tdSR4


Religious organizations directly affected by the new laws are those with strong 

evangelization programs in Russia — the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 

International Society for Krishna Consciousness, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh-Day 

Adventists and other Protestant organizations with Baptist, Pentecostal and independent 
Christian roots. 

Only about 1 percent of the Russian population is Protestant; the majority religion is 

Russian Orthodox Christian. 

“The Russian Orthodox church is part of a bulwark of Russian nationalism stirred up by 
Vladimir Putin,” David Aikman, author of “One Nation Without God,” told Christianity 

Today. “Everything that undermines that action is a real threat, whether that’s 

evangelical Protestant missionaries or anything else.” 

A spokesman for the LDS Church said the 15.6 million member church has no plans to 
recall its approximately 30 missionaries currently assigned in seven Russian locations — 

a low number of Mormon missions for a country Russia’s size. 

Members of the Jehovah’s Witnesses have 2,500 congregations in Russia. The Russian 

government has shut down several Witness organizations since the beginning of the 

year, most recently shuttering its administrative center in St. Petersburg. 

The new law would ban their practice of going door-to-door to preach and hand out 

tracts. 

Witness officials have called the Russian government’s focus on its activities “a deliberate 

misapplication of Russia’s law on extremist activity.” 

Eric Baxter, senior counsel for the Beckett Fund for Religious Liberty, described the law 

as “very restrictive on its face.” Baxter served on a mission for the LDS Church in St. 

Petersburg from 1992 to 1994. 

“Despite decades of enforced atheism under the U.S.S.R., in my experience the Russian 
people are people of deep faith,” he said. “Religion inspired their art, their literature and 

their music and I think that the natural human instinct to share their faith will prevail and 

Russians will find the freedom to live their faith.” 

 

 

Putin signs sharing beliefs, "extremism", punishments 

By Victoria Arnold 

 
Forum 18 (08.07.2016) - http://bit.ly/29vGFQz - President Putin has signed amendments 

imposing harsh restrictions on sharing beliefs, including where and who may share them, 

and increased "extremism" punishments, introduced with alleged "anti-terrorism" 

changes. There are widespread Russian protests against the suddenly-introduced 
changes, and may be a Constitutional Court challenge. 

 

Russia's President Vladimir Putin has signed into law legislation on so-called "missionary 

activity", further restricting the public expression of freedom of religion and belief, 
including in the media and online, Forum 18 notes. The amendment - which has been 

rapidly introduced - caused widespread protests, but was signed on 6 July and the 

signing was made public at Moscow lunchtime on 7 July. It was published on the 

presidential website that day and comes into force on 20 July. 

 

http://bit.ly/29vGFQz


Lawyers working to protect the right to freedom of religion and belief are already 

preparing for an appeal to the Constitutional Court. At the same time, they are preparing 

advice to individuals and religious communities on how to abide by the terms of the Law. 

One Protestant leader, though, has warned that some of the restrictions "a good 
Christian cannot fulfil" (see below). 

 

Against international human rights obligations, the amendments to the Religion Law 

restrict those who can share beliefs to people with permission from members of state-
registered religious groups and organisations. This excludes people from groups which 

have chosen to operate without state permission, such as certain Baptist congregations. 

The amendments also bar even informal sharing of beliefs, for example responding to 

questions or comments, by individuals acting on their own behalf (see below). 
 

The amendments also restrict the beliefs that can be shared, specifies a restricted list of 

places where beliefs may be shared, and explicitly bans any beliefs from being shared in 

residential buildings, or on another association's property without permission. An 

allegedly "anti-terrorist" part of the amendments bars the conversion of residential 
property to religious use (see below). 

 

There are now heavy financial penalties of up to 50,000 Roubles for individuals and up to 

1 million Roubles for organisations who violate the amendments. A fine of 50,000 
Roubles (about 6,500 Norwegian Kroner, 700 Euros, or 780 US Dollars) represents about 

six weeks' average wages for those in work. Maximum fines for organisations would be 

up to 20 times as much. 

 
Another part of the package of laws sharply increases Criminal Code Article 282.2 

punishments for those convicted of allegedly "extremist" activity, who are often 

Jehovah's Witnesses and Muslims who study the works of theologian Said Nursi. These 

punishments were last increased in February 2014 (see below). 
 

Putin signs despite protests 

 

Parliament's upper chamber approved the bill on 29 June 2016 and sent it to President 

Putin to sign into law. He signed despite widespread protests, including many pointing 
out that the amendments violate the Constitution and international human rights 

obligations. 

 

Mikhail Fedotov, Chair of the Presidential Council on Civil Society Development and 
Human Rights, protested directly to Putin on 1 July, arguing that Human Rights Council 

recommendations on other parts of the package had not been taken into consideration, 

and that the amendments "create unjustified and excessive restrictions on the freedom 

of conscience of believers of all religions, and encroach upon the fundamental 
constitutional principle of non-interference by the state in the internal arrangements of 

religious associations". 

 

Past attempts 

 
Until now the current Religion Law (originally passed in 1997) contained no definition of 

or explicit limitations on sharing beliefs publicly, though some regions did impose local 

laws restricting sharing beliefs. It is likely that these will either have to be withdrawn or 

adapted to bring them into line with new amendments. 
 

Also affecting the sharing of religious ideas, a widely-opposed and vaguely-worded law 

criminalising "offending religious feelings" (not blasphemy as often described) came into 

force on 1 July 2012. But few if any prosecutions followed, though critics noted that the 
amendments to the Criminal Code and Code of Administrative Offences were so poorly 

defined that they could be used by anyone to prosecute actions they simply dislike. 



 

The current amendment restricting sharing beliefs was proposed between 13 and 20 June 

2016 by Duma Deputy Igor Zotov, who has not answered Forum 18's questions on why 

he introduced the amendment. Similar earlier 2016 bills apparently did not have 
government support. Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Prikhodko stated on 5 February and 

18 May that sufficient regulation of the dissemination of beliefs was already in place and 

that the proposed legislation would violate citizens' constitutional right to freedom to 

disseminate their beliefs. For unexplained reasons the government changed its view. 
 

The current amendment restricting sharing beliefs introduces an entire new section to the 

Religion Law, and was added to United Russia deputy Irina Yarovaya and Senator Viktor 

Ozerov's controversial package of proposed laws allegedly on public security and anti-
terrorism measures in mid-June. "An anti-terrorism package is almost certainly one that 

will pass," SOVA Center for Information and Analysis Director Aleksandr Verkhovsky 

commented to Forum 18 from Moscow on 22 June. So adding the sharing belief 

restrictions to such a package was "a clever move". 

 
In line with international human rights obligations? 

 

Forum 18 also contacted the Duma's Legal and Linguistic Analysis Department on 23 

June to ask: 
 

- whether the Department thinks the proposed amendment is in line with Russia's 

Constitution and international human rights obligations, such as the International 

Covenant of Civil and Political Rights and Organisation for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE) human dimension commitments; 

 

- and why the amendment was included in a law to counter terrorism and ensure public 

safety when "national security" is not a permissible reason in international human rights 
law to restrict freedom of religion and belief. 

 

However, on hearing Forum 18 introduce itself, Department Head Andrei Dubrovsky 

immediately put the phone down. 

 
The content of the amendments, such as the ban on sharing beliefs in residential 

premises, directly contravenes Russia's international human rights obligations (see the 

outline of these in the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

(OSCE)/Council of Europe Venice Commission Guidelines for Review of Legislation 
Pertaining to Religion or Belief http://www.osce.org/odihr/13993). Russia is a 

participating State in the OSCE and a member of the Venice Commission. 

 

"A black day on the calendar" 
 

President Putin's signing of the amendments into law brought widespread condemnation 

in Russia. "Today is indeed a black day on the calendar," lawyer Vladimir Ryakhovsky of 

the Slavic Centre for Law and Justice wrote on his Facebook page on 7 July. "Hope was 

that Vladimir Putin would not in the end sign this law. A law which openly contradicts the 
gospel command 'go and make disciples' and, in addition, violates the constitutional 

rights of citizens." He complained that the amendments been drafted by "people who 

were absolutely not professionals and who didn't understand religious practice". 

 
Ryakhovsky noted that now the Law has been adopted and until any amendments can be 

made or any appeal lodged to the Constitutional Court, "we have to live by it". "Let's 

work out how to get round it, and then we'll seek to get it amended. Don't succumb to 

panic when they threaten you with all kinds of horror stories." He said that he and his 
colleagues at the Slavic Centre for Law and Justice in Moscow will hold a seminar on 19 

July – to be streamed online – giving advice on the new Law. 

http://www.osce.org/odihr/13993


 

Deputy Bishop Konstantin Bendas of the Pentecostal Union said he hoped that deputies in 

the Duma to be elected in September will wish to amend what has been adopted. He 

highlighted what he sees as the need to change the provisions on "missionary activity" 
and the use of homes for meetings for worship. 

 

"The state's refusal over many years to assign land to Protestant communities to build 

churches has forced us to acquire or build buildings designated as residential," Bendas 
complained to REF news agency on 7 July, "and hold our services and charitable 

ministries in them." The acquisition and retention of property for meetings for worship 

and similar purposes has long been a problem for many belief communities of all faiths. 

 
Bendas stressed that Protestants regard home churches as an integral part of their 

activity. "The new Law takes no account of this practice." 

 

Deputy Bishop Bendas noted harassment of a community in a town near Moscow before 

the Law was adopted. "The local police officer came to a home where a group of 
Pentecostals meet each Sunday," he noted. "With a contented expression he told them: 

'Now they're adopting the Law I'll drive you all out of here.' I reckon we should now fear 

such 'zealous enforcement'." 

 
Protestants and Jehovah's Witnesses – who often do not have their own permanent 

buildings – are the main belief communities fined or threatened with fines for organising 

or conducting meetings for worship which have not been specifically approved by the 

local authorities. 
 

Bendas said the Pentecostal Union is preparing instructions and recommendations for its 

congregations on the provisions of the new Law. "I reckon there will also be a section 

'demands of the Law which a good Christian cannot fulfil'," he added. 
 

The three-day Uraza Bayram (Eid al-fitr) festival, that marks the end of the Muslim holy 

month of Ramadan, started this year in Russia on the evening of 5 July. This meant that 

Forum 18 was unable to gain immediate comment on the new Law from a number of 

Muslim organisations. 
 

"We are distressed by the Law and see it as repressive for believers in our country, 

because the Law contradicts the Bible", a spokeswoman for the Council of Churches - 

Baptists told Forum 18 from Moscow on 8 July. She added that it is difficult to say 
precisely how Baptists' activities will be affected, but "we must assume there will be 

repression and persecution". When Forum 18 asked about the impact on activities in 

residential premises, she replied that Baptists would continue to gather, but that when 

the Law is put into practice, "then we will have a problem". 
 

Constitutional Court appeal? 

 

It is too early to appeal to the Constitutional Court, Hare Krishna lawyer Mikhail Frolov 

told Forum 18 on 8 July, "as the Law is not yet in force and has not yet violated anyone's 
rights". 

 

"It is important to understand where law enforcement practice will go. If it leans towards 

limiting the rights of individual citizens to disseminate their religious beliefs, then an 
appeal to the Constitutional Court is inevitable. The main question is: will representatives 

of religious communities be unable to preach?" 

 

Verkhovsky of the SOVA Center pointed out to Forum 18 on 8 July that at the moment, 
before the Law comes into force, there is practically nothing which can be done to 

challenge it, "unless one-third of Duma deputies in the new session [in September] 



appeal to the Constitutional Court, but that will be impossible". He added, "It is very 

difficult to predict the dynamics of [the Law's] application. If and when it is seriously 

applied, then there will be consequences". 

 
In addition to Duma deputies and officials, Article 96 of the Constitutional Court Law 

allows "individual and collective complaints against the violation of the constitutional 

rights and freedoms" from individuals". 

 
Lutheran Bishop Konstantin Andreyev, who is also a lawyer at the Slavic Centre for Law 

and Justice, said on 7 July that his telephone had been "white with heat" with a huge 

number of calls about the new Law. He wrote on his Facebook page that it was 

"foreseeable" that the new Law would be adopted, adding that he understood people's 
"anger, disappointment and frustration". 

 

"We are beginning to prepare for the Constitutional Court," Andreyev noted, "and, at the 

same time, to draw up procedures and recommendations for religious organisations as to 

how to live under the new Law." 
 

The amendments "violate my rights as a citizen of Russia" 

 

Even before President Putin signed the amendments into law, they provoked widespread 
protests, from belief communities and human rights defenders. "The entry into force of 

this law would mean that the Russian political system has shifted ever further towards a 

totalitarian regime," Hare Krishna lawyer Mikhail Frolov told Forum 18 on 24 June. 

 
As well as those who have publicly protested, Forum 18 is aware of other belief 

communities seriously alarmed by the amendment. However, they do not wish to make 

any public comment as they fear the possible consequences of publicising their 

opposition. 
 

Some belief communities - such as Jehovah's Witnesses, Hare Krishna devotees, some 

Muslims, Baptists and various other Protestants - may be particularly vulnerable to 

prosecution. This is because public sharing of their beliefs is either a specific religious 

obligation, or seen as a key part of their faith. 
 

Many belief communities of all faiths and human rights defenders made similar criticisms 

to those of Mukaddas Bibarsov, Co-chair of the Council of Muftis and head of the Spiritual 

Administration of Muslims of the Volga Region "Spreading faith is a statutory objective of 
almost every religious association, organisations and groups alike," he noted, "as well as 

a way to practice their religion for believers, who until recently had a constitutional right 

to share their creed with others, be publicly baptised, read prayers, offer literature, and 

just talk heart to heart." He added that "it remains unclear what the legislators want to 
achieve". 

 

The Baptist Council of Churches published an open letter of protest to President Putin, 

reminding him that the government itself refused to support earlier attempts to restrict 

sharing beliefs. It also complained that legislators responsible for the bill did not seek the 
views of competent experts or the opinions of believers, "who are the most affected by 

the new amendments", and that the bill violates Russian citizens' constitutional right 

"freely to choose, hold, and disseminate religious and other beliefs" (Article 28) to all 

other citizens, regardless of whether or not they belong to the same or any religious 
association". 

 

Igor Yanshin, a lawyer and member of a Pentecostal church in Siberia, set up a 

change.org petition in an attempt to persuade the President to halt the bill. After 25,000 
people had signed it in the first three days, he sent it to Putin on 29 June via the Kremlin 

website. The petition remains active and reached 37,000 signatures by the evening of 4 



July in Moscow. "I decided to collect signatures, aware that the proposed amendments 

violate my rights as a citizen of Russia," Yanshin told Forum 18 on 30 June. 

 

Nearly 40,000 people had signed Yanshin's petition as of lunchtime in Moscow on 8 July. 
Another change.org petition calling on the amendments to be revoked – focusing on 

surveillance over electronic communications – had gathered nearly 370,000 signatures 

by the same time. 

 
Forum 18 notes that the amendments exert a chilling effect on even the most informal 

manifestation of freedom of religion and belief. As Yanshin noted in his petition: 

"Travelling by train and want to tell a neighbour about God? Forget it! After all, you do 

not have/have forgotten/have not received the relevant documents, and you could spend 
the rest of the trip in the nearest police station. Want to repost a beautiful picture with a 

quote from a preacher on VKontakte? Think twice! Double-check the validity of the 

authorising document! Sent a message to a friend with an invitation to a service? Wait 

for the police to visit!". 

 
What is sharing beliefs - and what beliefs? 

 

The new Chapter 24 of the Religion Law states: "For the purposes of this federal law, 

missionary activity is recognised as 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." 

 

Lawyer Yanshin argues in his change.org petition that this definition means that "now 

any conversation about God with a non-believer is missionary activity and subject to 
regulation". 

 

The definition appears to exclude the possibility of punishment for promoting atheist 

views, since, as Verkhovsky of the SOVA Center pointed out to Forum 18 on 4 July, 

atheists have no "religious association" in which to involve other people. 
 

However, the expression of atheist views and criticism of the Russian Orthodox Church 

has led to prosecution under existing articles of both the Criminal and Administrative 

Codes, Forum 18 notes. An atheist blogger is currently on trial in Stavropol for making 
disparaging comments about Christianity. Also, a video associated with the Russian 

Orthodox Autonomous Church was declared "extremist" in 2014 for its critical view of the 

Moscow Patriarchate. 

 
Limited places beliefs can be shared in 

 

The amendment also specifies that sharing beliefs may be carried out "without 

hindrance" only in the following places: 

 
- in religious premises, buildings and structures, as well as on land on which such 

buildings and structures are located; 

 

- in buildings and structures belonging to religious organisations or provided to them in 
order to carry out their statutory activities, as well as on land on which such buildings 

and structures are located; 

 

- in premises belonging to religious organisations or provided to them in order to carry 
out their statutory activities, as well as on land on which the buildings containing the 

relevant premises are located, by agreement with the owners of such buildings; 



 

- in premises, buildings, and structures and on land owned by or provided to institutions 

established by religious organisations; 

 
- on land owned by or provided to religious organisations; 

 

- in places of pilgrimage; 

 
- cemeteries and crematoria; 

 

- in the premises of educational institutions historically used for religious ceremonies. 

 
Specific bans on sharing beliefs in some places 

 

As well as limiting the places where sharing beliefs can happen, the amendment also 

explicitly bans sharing beliefs in some places. 

 
- Residential buildings 

 

Sharing beliefs is not permitted in residential buildings, "except as provided for by Article 

16, Part 2 of [the Religion Law]". 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 therefore unclear what this 

part of the amendment will mean in practice. 

 
"I fear even the authors of the Law don't understand this," Yanshin remarked to Forum 

18 from Nizhnevartovsk on 1 July. Sharing beliefs door-to-door would appear to be 

banned by the amendment, but it is unclear how far other forms of sharing beliefs in 

residential buildings will be affected. 
 

Bishop Bendas of the Union of Evangelical Christians suggested on 24 June that 

residential premises owned or rented by a religious organisation would be exempted. But 

he pointed out that "We follow the common biblical practice of house churches, in which 

parishioners not only come to church on Sundays, but gather in each other's flats or 
houses during the week, when small services may be held, to which may be invited, 

among others, even people who are not members of the church. By my reckoning, in 

Moscow alone more than a thousand of these house churches gather every week." 

 
As Yanshin indicated to Forum 18, while religious services are legally permitted in 

residential buildings, the presence of non-believers or members of other faiths may lead 

such events to be considered "missionary activity". 

 
- "Anti-terrorism" ban on religious buildings 

 

A corresponding amendment to the federal Housing Code in the same "anti-terrorism" 

package prevents the conversion of residential premises to non-residential use for the 

purposes of religious activity. However, in international human rights law "national 
security" or related grounds such as terrorism are not permissible grounds to restrict 

freedom of religion and belief (see the OSCE/Venice Commission Guidelines for Review of 

Legislation Pertaining to Religion or Belief http://www.osce.org/odihr/13993). 

 
- Not on another association's property 

 

Sharing beliefs is also not permitted on the property of another religious association 

without written permission. 
 

What beliefs can be shared? 

http://www.osce.org/odihr/13993


 

The amendment also contains a list of aims which sharing beliefs 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. Loose interpretation 
of "public safety" violations by police and prosecutors is already apparent in cases 

brought against religious believers under the Administrative Code's Article 20.2 

("Violation of the established procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, 

meeting, demonstration, procession or picket"). 
 

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". 

 

These accusations have been made 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 Theravada Buddhist community has failed 

in an appeal against an order to remove from a Buddhist website a verse of the 
Theravada Pali Canon giving an allegedly "detailed description of suicide". 

 

Who can share beliefs? 

 
- Only those with state permission from state-permitted groups 

 

If acting on behalf of a religious group, individuals sharing belief must carry with them a 

document indicating that they have been granted authorisation by a general meeting of 
the group. The authorisation must also show that the group has "registered", ie. notified 

the appropriate federal organ of its creation and the commencement of its activities. 

 

Such notification is a requirement introduced by a 2015 change to the Religion Law, 

required all religious communities that do not have legal status to notify the authorities 
of their existence and activity. This includes names and addresses of all their members 

and addresses where any meeting takes place. Previously, an unregistered community 

was legally able to operate as a religious group, without informing the state or 

registration. 
 

The 2015 change - like the sharing beliefs restrictions - directly contravenes Russia's 

human rights obligation not to require state permission for the exercise of the freedom of 

religion and belief (see the OSCE/Council of Europe Venice Commission Guidelines on the 
Legal Personality of Religious or Belief Communities http://www.osce.org/odihr/139046). 

 

- Only some without written authorisation 

 

Under the sharing beliefs amendments, sharing beliefs on behalf of a religious 
organisation may be freely carried out by its director, members of its governing body, 

and its clergy. Other individuals must carry with them a document from the 

organisation's governing body granting them the authority to share beliefs in its name. 

This document must also contain details of the organisation's state registration and entry 
in the Unified State Register of Legal Entities. 

 

The Law stresses that religious associations (both organisations and groups) bear full 

responsibility for sharing beliefs carried out in their name by individuals whom they have 
approved. 

 

http://www.osce.org/odihr/139046


- Not groups without state permission 

 

These regulations restrict the dissemination of beliefs in public to registered groups and 

organisations. Religious communities which have chosen on principle not to register, 
which include large numbers of Baptist churches across the country, will therefore by 

definition be breaking the Law should they engage in any action outside their own places 

of worship aimed at informing others of their faith. Baptists have already faced 

prosecution under Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established 
procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession 

or picket") for holding prayer services in courtyards, and distributing literature from 

"mobile libraries" without notifying the authorities. 

 
Protestant leaders have described the requirement to carry authorising documents "not 

only absurd and insulting, but also .. the basis for mass persecution of believers for the 

violation of such provisions". 

 

- Foreigners and stateless persons only with state permission 
 

Foreign citizens (and stateless persons) may share beliefs only in the regions or other 

federal subjects in which the religious group or organisation they are representing is 

registered to operate. 
 

- Not allegedly "extremist organisations" 

 

The Law also states that sharing beliefs may not be carried out on behalf of organisations 
which have been liquidated by court order or whose activities have been blocked or 

banned on grounds of "extremism" or terrorism. Since such organisations are legally no 

longer in existence and therefore unable to authorise individuals to share beliefs as 

required by the amendment, it is unclear why this stipulation is necessary. It may 
nevertheless cause problems for some individuals. 

 

Several Jehovah's Witness congregations and one Muslim community have been 

dissolved because of alleged "extremist" activity. If prosecutors proceed with their threat 

to liquidate the Jehovah's Witness headquarters near St Petersburg, thousands of local 
congregations across Russia could also face prohibition of their activities and individuals 

could be vulnerable to criminal charges for expressing their beliefs. 

 

Such cases are usually based on earlier convictions of the organisations or their members 
for distributing literature deemed to be "extremist". Jehovah's Witnesses have been keen 

to stress that such liquidations do not mean a ban on Jehovah's Witness activity in the 

areas where these communities were based. However, police and prosecutors may now 

be able to use the new restrictions on sharing beliefs against former members who 
continue to do so. 

 

- Not individuals acting on their own or informally 

 

By confining sharing beliefs to authorised representatives of registered groups and 
organisations, the amendment also effectively outlaws the sharing of beliefs by 

individuals purely on their own initiative, or who informally respond to the questions or 

comments of others. 

 
Punishments 

 

Individual citizens who violate any of these restrictions and requirements will be liable to 

a fine of 5,000 to 50,000 Roubles. For organisations (legal entities), the fine stands at 
100,000 to 1 million Roubles. Religious groups, while they may share beliefs in limited 



circumstances if registered (see above), are not legal entities - their members would 

therefore be subject to prosecution as individuals. 

 

Foreigners may be fined 30,000 to 50,000 Roubles with the possibility of expulsion from 
Russia. 

 

Heavier penalties for "extremism" crimes 

 
The package of laws also includes amendments to the Criminal Code which will increase 

punishments for offences under Article 282.2, 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") and 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"). 

 
Article 282.2 is often used to convict Muslims who read Said Nursi's works (see eg. 

F18News 29 June 2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2193) and 

Jehovah's Witnesses for exercising freedom of religion and belief. 

 
Punishments under Article 282.2 were last increased in February 2014, having previously 

been raised in 2011. Like the changes to the Religion Law, the Article 282.2 changes also 

come into force on 20 July 2016. 

 
The new penalties are: 

 

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"): 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 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"): 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. 
 

The previous penalties from February 2014 were: 

 

Part 1: a fine of 300,000 to 500,000 Roubles or 2 to 3 years' income; or compulsory 

labour for up to 5 years, with or without restrictions on freedom for up to 2 years; or 2 to 
8 years' imprisonment, with or without a ban on holding certain positions or engaging in 

certain activities for up to 10 years or without it and with or without restrictions ob 

freedom for up to 2 years. 

 
Part 2: a fine of up to 300,000 Roubles or up to 2 years' income; compulsory labour for 

up to 3 years with or without restrictions on freedom for up to one year; or imprisonment 

for up to 4 years, with or without a ban on holding certain positions or engaging in 

certain activities for up to 5 years and with or without restrictions on freedom for up to 
one year. 

 



National threat to Jehovah's Witnesses to be taken up in 
court 

Moscow’s Tver court schedules review of appeal against warning or Russian 

prosecutor general to Administrative Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses 

 

Portal-credo.ru (08.07.2016) - http://bit.ly/29NsTwi - Consideration of a petition to find 
a "Warning regarding impermissibility of conducting extremist activity" issued by a 

deputy prosecutor general of Russia to the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses 

in Russia to be illegal will begin on 18 July in the Tver district court of the city of Moscow. 

The case will be heard by Judge Maria Moskalenko, the press service of the 

Administrative Center reports.  

In its official warning, the office of the prosecutor general of the Russian federation 

threatens to liquidate the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia for so-

called "extremist activity." However the Administrative Center notes that the warning by 

the office of the prosecutor general is based on an incorrect application of the federal law 
"On combating extremist activity." The warning abounds in legal contradictions, which 

make it illogical and invalid.  

"Jehovah's Witnesses never have engaged in extremist activity," said Vasily Kalin, the 

head of the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia. "The warning should 
be rescinded. We hope that the court will restore justice." 

 

USCIRF condemns enactment of anti-terrorism laws 

USCIRF (08.07.2016) - http://bit.ly/29V3Rcl - Russian President Vladimir Putin on July 7 
signed into law a package of anti-terrorism measures the Russian State Duma passed in 

late June.  The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) strongly 

condemns these measures.  Under the guise of confronting terrorism, they would 

grant authorities sweeping powers to curtail civil liberties, including setting broad 
restrictions on religious practices that would make it very difficult for religious groups to 

operate. On June 23, President Putin signed into law yet another problematic measure: It 

authorizes the police to arrest people suspected of violating “generally accepted norms of 

social behavior,” thereby giving authorities another weapon to use against disfavored 
groups, including religious organizations.  

“These deeply flawed anti-terrorism measures will buttress the Russian government’s war 

against human rights and religious freedom,” said USCIRF Chair Thomas J. Reese, S.J. 

“They will make it easier for Russian authorities to repress religious communities, stifle 

peaceful dissent, and detain and imprison people. Neither these measures nor the 
currently existing anti-extremism law meet international human rights and religious 

freedom standards.” 

The anti-terrorism measures would, among other provisions, amend the 1997 Russian 

religion law by redefining “missionary activities” as religious practices that take place 
outside of state-sanctioned sites. The new law thus would ban preaching, praying, 

proselytizing, and disseminating religious materials outside of these officially-designated 

sites, and authorize fines of up to $15,000 for these activities conducted in private 

residences or distributed through mass print, broadcast or online media.  Foreign 
missionaries also must prove they were invited by state-registered religious groups and 

must operate only in regions where their sponsoring organizations are registered; those 

found in violation face deportation and major fines.  

http://bit.ly/29NsTwi
http://bit.ly/29V3Rcl


The Russian government uses its current anti-extremism law to target religious 

communities because the legal definition of extremism does not require the threat or use 

of violence.  “Extremism” charges can include the peaceful promotion of “the superiority 

of one’s own religion,” and have resulted in religious texts being banned and members of 
non-violent Muslims groups and Jehovah’s Witnesses imprisoned.  The proposed anti-

terrorism measures would increase prison terms under the current extremism law.   

USCIRF placed Russia on its Tier 2 list in its 2016 Annual Report. In Tier 2 countries, the 

violations the government engages in or tolerates are serious and characterized by at 
least one of the elements of IRFA’s “systematic, ongoing, and egregious” standard. For 

more information, please refer to the Russia chapter in USCIRF’s 2016 Report (in 

English and in Russian). 

 

Sharing belief restrictions, increased "extremism" 
punishments? 

By Victoria Arnold 

 

Forum 18 (04.07.2016) - http://bit.ly/2bVlmNn - President Putin may sign amendments 
imposing strict limits on sharing beliefs, including where and who may share them, as 

well as increased "extremism" punishments, introduced with alleged "anti-terrorism" 

changes. There are widespread Russian protests against the suddenly-introduced 

changes, though some fear consequences for protesting. 
 

Russia's President Vladimir Putin may soon sign into law legislation on so-called 

"missionary activity", which will further curtail the public expression of freedom of 

religion and belief, including in the media and online, Forum 18 notes. The amendment – 

which has been rapidly introduced – has caused widespread protests. Against 
international human rights obligations, the amendments restrict those who can share 

beliefs to people with permission from members of state-registered religious groups and 

organisations. This excludes people from groups which have chosen to operate without 

state permission, such as certain Baptist congregations. The amendments also bars even 
the most informal sharing of beliefs, for example responding to questions or comments, 

by individuals acting on their own behalf. 

 

It also restricts the beliefs that can be shared, specifies a restricted list of places where 
beliefs may be shared, and explicitly bans any beliefs from being shared in residential 

buildings, or on another association's property without permission. An allegedly "anti-

terrorist" part of the amendments bars the conversion of residential property to religious 

use (see below). 
 

There will be heavy financial penalties of up to 50,000 Roubles for individuals and up to 1 

million Roubles for organisations who violate the amendments. A fine of 50,000 Roubles 

(about 6,500 Norwegian Kroner, 700 Euros, or 780 US Dollars) represents about six 

weeks' average wages for those in work. Maximum fines for organisations would be up to 
20 times as much. 

 

Another part of the package of laws sharply increases Criminal Code Article 282.2 

punishments for those convicted of allegedly "extremist" activity, who are often 
Jehovah's Witnesses and Muslims who study the works of theologian Said Nursi. These 

punishments were last increased in February 2014 (see below). 

 

Parliament's upper chamber approved the bill on 29 June and it now only remains for 
President Putin to sign it into law. He has two weeks to sign the law or send it back to be 

reconsidered (see below). 

http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/USCIRF_Tier2_Russia.pdf
http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/USCIRF_Tier2_Russia.pdf
http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Russia%202016_Russian.pdf
http://bit.ly/2bVlmNn


 

Appearing and disappearing texts 

 

The 1997 Religion Law previously contained no definition of or explicit limitations on 
sharing beliefs publicly. This led some regions to adopt their own local laws to restrict 

sharing beliefs within their jurisdictions. Most of those introduced in the 1990s were 

repealed by the end of the decade, but an increasing number of regions have passed new 

versions over the last two to three years. It is likely that these will either have to be 
withdrawn or adapted to bring them into line with updated federal legislation. 

 

Also affecting the sharing of religious ideas, since a vaguely-worded law criminalising 

"offending religious feelings" (not blasphemy as often described) came into force on 1 
July 2012 few if any prosecutions followed. Critics noted that the amendments to the 

Criminal Code and Code of Administrative Offences are so poorly defined that they could 

be used by anyone to prosecute actions they simply dislike. While understood as a 

concession to the Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate), there is considerable 

disagreement over the criminalisation of "offence to religious feelings" in both the 
Moscow Patriarchate and Russian society. 

 

The current amendment restricting sharing beliefs was proposed between 13 and 20 June 

2016 by Igor Zotov, a Just Russia deputy from the Tula Region (which was the first to 
adopt a regional law restricting sharing beliefs in 1994, revoked in 2000) and member of 

the Duma's Defence Committee. The Duma's Security and Anti-Corruption Committee 

was responsible for the package of laws as a whole. The Duma's Religious Organisations 

and Public Associations Committee was not involved. 
 

Two earlier bills on "missionary" activity appear to have stalled before even reaching a 

first reading in the Duma. These bills proposed by the Arkhangelsk Regional Assembly 

and Federation Council member Igor Chernyshenko in February 2016 and April 2016 
respectively, were not supported by the Government. Deputy Prime Minister Sergei 

Prikhodko stated on 5 February and 18 May that sufficient regulation of the dissemination 

of beliefs was already in place and that the proposed legislation would violate citizens' 

constitutional right to freedom to disseminate their beliefs. 

 
The current amendment restricting sharing beliefs, which introduces an entire new 

section to the Religion Law, was added to United Russia deputy Irina Yarovaya and 

Senator Viktor Ozerov's controversial package of proposed laws allegedly on public 

security and anti-terrorism measures. The addition was made just days before its 24 
June second and third readings in the State Duma, the lower chamber of parliament. 

 

Deputy Zotov's proposed text for the current amendment first appeared on the State 

Duma's website on 20 June, but disappeared shortly afterwards. When the package of 
laws reached its second and third readings (postponed from 22 June to 24 June), the 

proposed definition of "missionary activity" had been altered, having previously named 

specific activities such as public worship and the collection of donations. 

 

Clergy and leaders of religious associations are in the latest changes to the amendment 
permitted to share beliefs without carrying authorisation documents, but a ban on 

sharing beliefs on the property of another religious association has been added. 

 

Why? 
 

Forum 18 asked Deputy Zotov on 22 June why restrictions on sharing beliefs were 

deemed necessary and, if so, why the amendment had not therefore been introduced 

earlier. His office had not responded to the request as of the end of the Moscow working 
day of 4 July. 

 



"A clever move" 

 

"An anti-terrorism package is almost certainly one that will pass", SOVA Center for 

Information and Analysis Director Aleksandr Verkhovsky commented to Forum 18 from 
Moscow on 22 June. So adding the sharing belief restrictions to such a package was "a 

clever move", because little if any Duma opposition could be raised at this stage. 

 

The Federation Council, parliament's upper chamber, approved the bill on 29 June at its 
final session before the summer break. It now only remains for President Putin to sign it 

into law. Once it reaches him, he has two weeks to sign or send back the law under 

Article 107 of the Constitution. Should Putin refuse to sign, the bill must be returned to 

the State Duma and Federation Council to be reconsidered. 
 

Appeal by Presidential Council 

 

On 30 June, President Putin's spokesman Dmitry Peskov told a press conference that the 

President had not yet made a decision about the package of laws, RIA Novosti news 
agency reported. He added on 1 July that the appeal by the Presidential Council on Civil 

Society Development and Human Rights had been received. "Of course, all this will be 

taken into account." 

 
Mikhail Fedotov, chair of the Presidential Council on Civil Society Development and 

Human Rights, fruitlessly appealed to the Federation Council not to pass the bill. On 1 

July, he protested directly to Putin, arguing that several of the Human Rights Council's 20 

April recommendations on other parts of the package had not been taken into 
consideration, and that the amendments restricting sharing beliefs "create unjustified 

and excessive restrictions on the freedom of conscience of believers of all religions, and 

encroach upon the fundamental constitutional principle of non-interference by the state 

in the internal arrangements of religious associations". 
 

This part of the "package", in the opinion of the Council, "should be separated from it and 

go through the full debate procedure as a separate bill". 

 

In line with international human rights obligations? 
 

Forum 18 also contacted the Duma's Legal and Linguistic Analysis Department on 23 

June to ask: 

 
- whether the Department thinks the proposed amendment is in line with Russia's 

Constitution and international human rights obligations, such as the International 

Covenant of Civil and Political Rights and Organisation for Security and Co-operation in 

Europe (OSCE) human dimension commitments; 
 

- and why the amendment was included in a law to counter terrorism and ensure public 

safety when "national security" is not a permissible reason in international human rights 

law to restrict freedom of religion and belief. 

 
However, on hearing Forum 18 introduce itself, Department Head Andrei Dubrovsky 

immediately put the phone down. 

 

The content of the amendments, such as the ban on sharing beliefs in residential 
premises, directly contravenes Russia's international human rights obligations (see the 

outline of these in the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

(OSCE)/Council of Europe Venice Commission Guidelines for Review of Legislation 

Pertaining to Religion or Belief http://www.osce.org/odihr/13993). Russia is a 
participating State in the OSCE and a member of the Venice Commission. 

 

http://www.osce.org/odihr/13993


"Severe penalties for both individuals and legal entities" 

 

Yaroslav Nilov, Chair of the Duma Public Affairs and Religious Organisations Committee 

and a deputy of the Liberal Democratic Party, directed Forum 18 to Svetlana Tsiulina, a 
consultant to the Committee. When Forum 18 reached her on 4 July, however, she was 

reluctant to answer questions about the bill. She said only that the bill was not the 

responsibility of her Committee and members had not been involved in its development 

because it had originated with the Security Committee. 
 

In comments to the BBC Russian Service on 29 June, Nilov confirmed that "Nobody 

consulted us, nobody consulted religious organisations", despite the fact that the Religion 

Law is "our core law, for which we are responsible". He acknowledged that the law 
imposes "severe penalties for both individuals and legal entities. That is why the 

representatives of many confessions, including traditional denominations, are very 

concerned." 

 

Protests 
 

The bill awaiting presidential signature has attracted criticism from religious 

organisations, lawyers and human rights defenders. "Nobody expected this," Hare 

Krishna lawyer Mikhail Frolov remarked to Forum 18 from Moscow on 24 June. "The entry 
into force of this law would mean that the Russian political system has shifted ever 

further towards a totalitarian regime." 

 

As well as those who have publicly protested, Forum 18 is aware of other Russian belief 
communities who are seriously alarmed by the amendment. However, they do not wish 

to make any public comment as they fear the possible consequences of publicising their 

opposition. 

 
Some belief communities - such as Jehovah's Witnesses, Hare Krishna devotees, some 

Muslims, Baptists and various other Protestants - may be particularly vulnerable to 

prosecution. This is because public sharing of their beliefs is either a specific religious 

obligation, or seen as a key part of their faith. 

 
"Spreading faith is a statutory objective of almost every religious association, 

organisations and groups alike, as well as a way to practice their religion for believers, 

who until recently had a constitutional right to share their creed with others, be publicly 

baptised, read prayers, offer literature, and just talk heart to heart", Mukaddas Bibarsov, 
Co-chair of the Council of Muftis and head of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 

the Volga Region said in a 29 June article for Muslim news website ansar.ru. 

 

"It remains unclear what the legislators want to achieve," Bibarsov added. "If by 
regulation of missionary activity they plan to solve other problems, such as control of 

foreign preachers, then we have corresponding branches of law, such as migration and 

anti-extremist legislation, the law on freedom of conscience, and so on." 

 

On 23 June, just before the amendment was considered in the Duma, the Consultative 
Council of Leaders of Protestant Churches, led by Pentecostal Bishop Sergei Ryakhovsky, 

appealed publicly to President Putin not to sign a law which they see as both 

unconstitutional and impractical. 

 
"It is not possible to forbid believers to pray, to share with others their religious 

experiences, to quote lines of scripture in conversation with people, or to perform certain 

religious rituals outside of religious buildings – or to prohibit them from doing it all in 

residential premises," their letter points out. They also stress that both the Constitution 
and international legal norms guarantee the right to disseminate beliefs as an integral 

part of the right to freedom of religion and belief. 



 

Igor Yanshin, a lawyer and member of a Pentecostal church in Siberia, set up a 

change.org petition on his own initiative, also in an attempt to persuade the President to 

halt the bill. After 25,000 people had signed it in the first three days, he sent it to Putin 
on 29 June via the Kremlin website. The petition remains active and reached 37,000 

signatures by the evening of 4 July in Moscow. "When I learned that the bill had passed 

on the second and third reading and read the text, I decided to collect signatures, aware 

that the proposed amendments violate my rights as a citizen of Russia," Yanshin told 
Forum 18 on 30 June. 

 

On 26 June, the Baptist Council of Churches published an open letter of protest to 

President Putin, reminding him that the government itself refused to support earlier 
attempts to restrict sharing beliefs. It also complains that legislators responsible for the 

bill did not seek the views of competent experts or the opinions of believers, "who are 

the most affected by the new amendments", and that the bill violates Russian citizens' 

constitutional right "freely to choose, hold, and disseminate religious and other beliefs" 

(Article 28) to all other citizens, regardless of whether or not they belong to the same or 
any religious association. 

 

The Baptists fear that the law will "create conditions for the repression of all Christians" 

and that "Any person who mentions their religious views or reflections out loud or puts 
them in writing, without the relevant documents, could be accused of 'illegal missionary 

activity' and subjected to a heavy fine". 

 

What is sharing beliefs – and what beliefs? 
 

The new Chapter 24 of the Religion Law states: "For the purposes of this federal law, 

missionary activity is recognised as 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." 

 
Lawyer Yanshin argues in his change.org petition that this definition means that "now 

any conversation about God with a non-believer is missionary activity and subject to 

regulation". 

 
The definition appears to exclude the possibility of punishment for promoting atheist 

views, since, as Verkhovsky of the SOVA Center pointed out to Forum 18 on 4 July, 

atheists have no "religious association" in which to involve other people. 

 
However, the expression of atheist views and criticism of the Russian Orthodox Church 

has led to prosecution under existing articles of both the Criminal and Administrative 

Codes, Forum 18 notes. An atheist blogger is currently on trial in Stavropol for making 

disparaging comments about Christianity. Also, a video associated with the Russian 

Orthodox Autonomous Church was declared "extremist" in 2014 for its critical view of the 
Moscow Patriarchate. 

 

Limited places beliefs can be shared in 

 
The amendment also specifies that sharing beliefs may be carried out "without 

hindrance" only in the following places: 

 

- in religious premises, buildings and structures, as well as on land on which such 
buildings and structures are located; 

 



- in buildings and structures belonging to religious organisations or provided to them in 

order to carry out their statutory activities, as well as on land on which such buildings 

and structures are located; 

 
- in premises belonging to religious organisations or provided to them in order to carry 

out their statutory activities, as well as on land on which the buildings containing the 

relevant premises are located, by agreement with the owners of such buildings; 

 
- in premises, buildings, and structures and on land owned by or provided to institutions 

established by religious organisations; 

 

- on land owned by or provided to religious organisations; 
 

- in places of pilgrimage; 

 

- cemeteries and crematoria; 

 
- in the premises of educational institutions historically used for religious ceremonies. 

 

Specific bans on sharing beliefs in some places 

 
As well as limiting the places where sharing beliefs can happen, the amendment also 

explicitly bans sharing beliefs in some places. 

 

- Residential buildings 
 

Sharing beliefs is not permitted in residential buildings, "except as provided for by Article 

16, Part 2 of [the Religion Law]". 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 therefore unclear what this 

part of the amendment will mean in practice. 

 

"I fear even the authors of the law don't understand this," Yanshin remarked to Forum 18 

from Nizhnevartovsk on 1 July. Sharing beliefs door-to-door would appear to be banned 
by the amendment, but it is unclear how far other forms of sharing beliefs in residential 

buildings will be affected. 

 

Bishop Konstantin Bendas of the Union of Evangelical Christians suggested in a church 
press release on 24 June that residential premises owned or rented by a religious 

organisation would be exempted. But he pointed out that "We follow the common biblical 

practice of house churches, in which parishioners not only come to church on Sundays, 

but gather in each other's flats or houses during the week, when small services may be 
held, to which may be invited, among others, even people who are not members of the 

church. By my reckoning, in Moscow alone more than a thousand of these house 

churches gather every week." 

 

As Yanshin indicated to Forum 18, while religious services are legally permitted in 
residential buildings, the presence of non-believers or members of other faiths may lead 

such events to be considered "missionary activity". 

 

- "Anti-terrorism" ban on religious buildings 
 

A corresponding amendment to the federal Housing Code in the same "anti-terrorism" 

package prevents the conversion of residential premises to non-residential use for the 

purposes of religious activity. 
 

- Not on another association's property 



 

Sharing beliefs is also not permitted on the property of another religious association 

without written permission. 

 
What beliefs can be shared? 

 

The amendment also contains a list of aims which sharing beliefs 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. Loose interpretation 

of "public safety" violations by police and prosecutors is already apparent in cases 

brought against religious believers under the Administrative Code's Article 20.2 

("Violation of the established procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, 
meeting, demonstration, procession or picket"). 

 

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". 

 

These accusations have been made 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 Theravada Buddhist community has failed 
in an appeal against an order to remove from a Buddhist website a verse of the 

Theravada Pali Canon giving an allegedly "detailed description of suicide". 

 

Who can share beliefs? 
 

- Only those with state permission from state-permitted groups 

 

If acting on behalf of a religious group, individuals sharing belief must carry with them a 

document indicating that they have been granted authorisation by a general meeting of 
the group. The authorisation must also show that the group has "registered", ie. notified 

the appropriate federal organ of its creation and the commencement of its activities. 

 

Such notification is a requirement introduced by a 2015 change to the Religion Law, 
required all religious communities that do not have legal status to notify the authorities 

of their existence and activity. This includes names and addresses of all their members 

and addresses where any meeting takes place. Previously, an unregistered community 

was legally able to operate as a religious group, without informing the state or 
registration. 

 

The 2015 change – like the sharing beliefs restrictions – directly contravenes Russia's 

human rights obligation not to require state permission for the exercise of the freedom of 

religion and belief (see the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE)/Venice Commission Guidelines on the Legal Personality of Religious or Belief 

Communities http://www.osce.org/odihr/139046). 

 

- Only some without written authorisation 
 

Under the sharing beliefs amendments, sharing beliefs on behalf of a religious 

organisation may be freely carried out by its director, members of its governing body, 

and its clergy. Other individuals must carry with them a document from the 
organisation's governing body granting them the authority to share beliefs in its name. 



This document must also contain details of the organisation's state registration and entry 

in the Unified State Register of Legal Entities. 

 

The law stresses that religious associations (both organisations and groups) bear full 
responsibility for sharing beliefs carried out in their name by individuals whom they have 

approved. 

 

- Not groups without state permission 
 

These regulations restrict the dissemination of beliefs in public to registered groups and 

organisations. Religious communities which have chosen on principle not to register, 

which include large numbers of Baptist churches across the country, will therefore by 
definition be breaking the law should they engage in any action outside their own places 

of worship aimed at informing others of their faith. Baptists have already faced 

prosecution under Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established 

procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession 

or picket") for holding prayer services in courtyards, and distributing literature from 
"mobile libraries" without notifying the authorities (see F18News 18 May 2016 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2179). 

 

The Protestant leaders' 23 June appeal to Putin calls the requirement to carry authorising 
documents "not only absurd and insulting, but also .. the basis for mass persecution of 

believers for the violation of such provisions". 

 

- Foreigners and stateless persons only with state permission 
 

Foreign citizens (and stateless persons) may share beliefs only in the regions or other 

federal subjects in which the religious group or organisation they are representing is 

registered to operate. 
 

- Not allegedly "extremist organisations" 

 

The law also states that sharing beliefs may not be carried out on behalf of organisations 

which have been liquidated by court order or whose activities have been blocked or 
banned on grounds of "extremism" or terrorism. Since such organisations are legally no 

longer in existence and therefore unable to authorise individuals to share beliefs as 

required by the amendment, it is unclear why this stipulation is necessary. It may 

nevertheless cause problems for some individuals. 
 

Several Jehovah's Witness congregations and one Muslim community have been 

dissolved because of alleged "extremist" activity. If prosecutors proceed with their threat 

to liquidate the Jehovah's Witness headquarters near St Petersburg, thousands of local 
congregations across Russia could also face prohibition of their activities and individuals 

could be vulnerable to criminal charges for expressing their beliefs. 

 

Such cases are usually based on earlier convictions of the organisations or their members 

for distributing literature deemed to be "extremist". Jehovah's Witnesses have been keen 
to stress that such liquidations do not mean a ban on Jehovah's Witness activity in the 

areas where these communities were based. However, police and prosecutors may now 

be able to use the new restrictions on sharing beliefs against former members who 

continue to do so. 
 

- Not individuals acting on their own or informally 

 

By confining sharing beliefs to authorised representatives of registered groups and 
organisations, the amendment also effectively outlaws the sharing of beliefs by 



individuals purely on their own initiative, or who informally respond to the questions or 

comments of others. 

 

The amendments exert a chilling effect on even the most informal interactions. As 
Yanshin remarks in his petition, "Travelling by train and want to tell a neighbour about 

God? Forget it! After all, you do not have/have forgotten/have not received the relevant 

documents, and you could spend the rest of the trip in the nearest police station. Want to 

repost a beautiful picture with a quote from a preacher on VKontakte? Think twice! 
Double-check the validity of the authorising document! Sent a message to a friend with 

an invitation to a service? Wait for the police to visit!" 

 

Punishments 
 

Individual citizens who violate any of these restrictions and requirements will be liable to 

a fine of 5,000 to 50,000 Roubles. For organisations (legal entities), the fine stands at 

100,000 to 1 million Roubles. Religious groups, while they may share beliefs in limited 

circumstances if registered (see above), are not legal entities – their members would 
therefore be subject to prosecution as individuals. 

 

Foreigners may be fined 30,000 to 50,000 Roubles with the possibility of expulsion from 

Russia. 
 

Heavier penalties for "extremism" crimes 

 

The package of laws also includes amendments to the Criminal Code which will increase 
punishments for offences under Article 282.2, 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") and 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"). 

 

Article 282.2 is often used to convict Muslims who read Said Nursi's works and Jehovah's 
Witnesses for exercising freedom of religion and belief. 

 

Punishments under Article 282.2 were last increased in February 2014, having previously 

been raised in 2011. 
 

The proposed new penalties are: 

 

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"): 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 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"): 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. 

 



The current penalties are: 

 

Part 1: a fine of 300,000 to 500,000 Roubles or 2 to 3 years' income; or compulsory 

labour for up to 5 years, with or without restrictions on freedom for up to 2 years; or 2 to 
8 years' imprisonment, with or without a ban on holding certain positions or engaging in 

certain activities for up to 10 years or without it and with or without restrictions ob 

freedom for up to 2 years. 

 
Part 2: a fine of up to 300,000 Roubles or up to 2 years' income; compulsory labour for 

up to 3 years with or without restrictions on freedom for up to one year; or imprisonment 

for up to 4 years, with or without a ban on holding certain positions or engaging in 

certain activities for up to 5 years and with or without restrictions on freedom for up to 
one year. 

 

Eleven new "extremism" criminal trials? 

By Victoria Arnold 
 

Forum 18 (29.06.2016) - http://bit.ly/29cFhqG - Eleven further Muslims face criminal 

prosecution for reading works of theologian Said Nursi the authorities claim are 

"extremist". Five are in pre-trial detention and three under travel restrictions. A twelfth 
has already been given a two-year suspended sentence, the first for sharing Nursi's 

works online. 

 

In separate cases in four different Russian regions, 11 Muslims are known to be facing 
criminal charges of "extremist activity" for reading the works of the late Turkish 

theologian Said Nursi, Forum 18 has found. Five men are being held in pre-trial detention 

and three have been placed under travel restrictions. Of the others, one has been 

released on bail, one's whereabouts is unknown, and another is currently outside the 

country. The FSB security service is continuing its investigations of all of them. 
 

A twelfth Muslim who reads Nursi's books has been given a two-year suspended sentence 

by a court in Chelyabinsk for sharing their contents on social media. 

 
Among the five prisoners of conscience imprisoned in pre-trial detention, one has been 

banned from praying in prison. Another sentenced earlier for reading Nursi's works has 

been ordered to the prison's "internal jail" for six months without the right of 

correspondence (see below). 
 

The 11 accused are being prosecuted under either Criminal Code Article 282.2, 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") and 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"). 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 eight years. If convicted under Part 2, 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 (13,000 Norwegian Kroner, 1,400 Euros or 1,570 US Dollars) is 

equivalent to about three months' average wages for those in work. 

 

Harsher punishments awaited 

http://bit.ly/29cFhqG


 

These punishments, last increased in 2014, are about to become even harsher under an 

amendment to the Criminal Code adopted by parliament's lower chamber, the State 

Duma, on 24 June as part of a package of anti-terrorism and public security laws. The 
upper chamber, the Federation Council, approved the amendment on 29 June, alongside 

many other legal changes in the package including the introduction of restrictions on 

"missionary" activity. 

 
If President Vladimir Putin signs the new amendments into law, the following penalties 

will be imposed: 

 

Part 1: 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: 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. 

 
Even if this amendment is signed into law, the 11 men currently facing charges would be 

tried under the old regulations. 

 

Banned books, banned "organisation" 
 

All four ongoing prosecutions have arisen from circumstances similar to those of previous 

cases, in which 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. They are then charged 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") and 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"). 

 
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. 

 

Sharing such "extremist" texts, even in homes, can render those involved liable to 

criminal and administrative prosecution. 

 
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". The freedom to criticise any religious or non-religious belief is, however, 

a central part of freedom of religion and belief. 



 

Financial penalties even if not convicted 

 

The names of nine of the 11 Muslims awaiting trial currently appear on the list of 
"terrorists and extremists" maintained by the Federal Financial Monitoring Service 

(Rosfinmonitoring), whose assets banks are obliged to freeze. From 30 January 2014 the 

law has been relaxed to allow small transactions not exceeding 10,000 Roubles per 

month. 
 

Yakov Tselyuk, convicted in Chelyabinsk (see below), has also been added to the list. 

 

Forum 18 notes that the list appears to violate the presumption of innocence by including 
individuals not convicted of terrorism or "extremism". It also fails to distinguish clearly 

between those suspected or convicted of terrorism and of "extremism". 

 

Suspended sentence for sharing Nursi online 

 
In what appears to be the first criminal conviction for sharing Nursi's writings on the 

internet, a 31-year-old resident of Chelyabinsk in Siberia received a two-year suspended 

prison sentence at the city's Soviet District Court on 18 May.  

 
Judge Aleksandr Zimin found Yakov Tselyuk guilty under Article 282.2, Part 2, of 

distributing audiobook versions of Nursi's works on the VKontakte social network 

between November 2012 and February 2013. According to a 19 May statement by the 

Chelyabinsk Regional Prosecutor's Office, this activity was aimed at "the involvement of 
new members in the religious organisation from among social network users through 

persuasion, offering reading materials and promoting activities of 'Nurdzhular'". 

 

The telephone at the Regional Prosecutor's Office went unanswered when Forum 18 
called on 29 June to ask why Tselyuk's actions had been considered a criminal offence. 

 

Despite avoiding incarceration, Tselyuk will be on probation for two years and under 

restriction of freedom for one year. No written verdict has been made available, but 

according to Article 53 of the Criminal Code, these limitations mean that Tselyuk may not 
be able to leave Chelyabinsk, participate in or go near large public events, or move house 

or change his place of work (without the agreement of the relevant state authorities). 

During the one-year term, he will have to register with the authorities between one and 

four times every month. 
 

If Tselyuk does not abide by these terms, the court may order that he be imprisoned or 

sentenced to compulsory labour for a period of one day for every two days of the period 

of restriction of freedom. 
 

Krasnoyarsk  

 

In Krasnoyarsk, 37-year-old Andrei Dedkov is undergoing his third criminal investigation 

in six years for alleged involvement in "Nurdzhular", in a case which appears to be beset 
by delays. After raids and searches carried out at several homes in the city, Dedkov was 

arrested on 13 March while travelling to Kazakhstan, and later charged under Article 

282.2, Part 1, with organising a "cell" of "Nurdzhular" adherents. His pre-trial detention 

has been extended until 13 July. 
 

In jail, Dedkov is "moved from room to room", a fellow Muslim who also reads Nursi's 

works told Forum 18 on 22 June, and is "not allowed to perform morning or evening 

prayers, on the grounds that this is a violation of internal regulations". He added that 
Dedkov's case has already had three investigators and is now the responsibility of a 



fourth, but that no investigative work is being done and nobody is being summoned for 

questioning. It therefore remains unknown when the case will come to trial. 

 

Forum 18 called the jail in Krasnoyarsk on 28 June and asked why Dedkov was not being 
permitted to pray. A spokeswoman said she could not answer this question and advised 

Forum 18 to contact the prison director, Colonel Ivan Kakoulin, by post. 

 

Dedkov's prison address is: 
 

660075 Krasnoyarskaya Oblast 

Krasnoyarsk 

ulitsa Respubliki 72 
Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 

 

Another Krasnoyarsk Muslim, 22-year-old Andrei Rekst, was charged on 21 March with 

participation in extremist activity under Article 282.2, Part 2, the Moscow-based human 

rights group Memorial noted. He was released on bail 48 hours after he was arrested with 
Dedkov. 

 

Forum 18 wrote to the Krasnoyarsk FSB on 6 April to enquire when the case is likely to 

come to court and why Dedkov was considered dangerous. Forum 18 had received no 
reply as of the end of the Krasnoyarsk working day of 29 June. 

 

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. 

 

Blagoveshchensk 
 

Yevgeny Kim's conditions in pre-trial detention in Blagoveshchensk are "tolerable", his 

friend Anton Starodubtsev told Forum 18 on 25 June. Kim, 41, was arrested on suspicion 

of involvement in "Nurdzhular" in December 2015. His detention period was extended by 
court order until 27 June. Forum 18 has been unable to find out if this has been extended 

further. 

 

Starodubtsev himself, previously involved in the case only as a witness, has now also 
been charged under Article 282.2, Part 2. 

 

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 
 

Kim, Starodubtsev, and several of their 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. 
 



Starodubtsev 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. 

 
Novosibirsk  

 

Imam Komil Odilov, charged for the second time with organising "extremist" activity for 

reading Nursi's works, also remains in pre-trial detention. This was most recently 
renewed for two months until 2 August (making a total of eight months since his arrest), 

Ilhom Merazhov, a fellow imam who has been following the case, told Forum 18 on 30 

May. 

 
Odilov's prison address is: 

 

630010 Novosibirskaya Oblast 

Novosibirsk 

ulitsa Karavayeva 1 
Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 

 

Thirteen people are being held in Odilov's cell with beds for only eight, a fellow Muslim 

told Forum 18 on 22 June, so "they take turns to sleep". Odilov is also undergoing 
psychiatric evaluation. 

 

Odilov has been charged under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1. Three other 

Novosibirsk Muslims – 61-year-old Uralbek Karaguzinov, 18-year-old Mirsultan Nasirov 
and 28-year-old Timur Atadzhanov – have been charged alongside him under Article 

282.2, Part 2. 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. 
 

The men were among nine Muslims originally detained by the FSB at an Azerbaijani cafe 

in Novosibirsk on the night of 5 December 2015, Vitaly Ponomarev reported for Memorial 

on 7 April. Most were released the next morning after questioning, but their homes were 

searched. Copies of Nursi's books were seized from Odilov's flat, along with his computer 
and phone. He has remained in custody ever since. 

 

Dagestan 

 
After multiple FSB raids across the north Caucasian republic of Dagestan in March, three 

more Muslims who read Nursi's books are awaiting trial in Makhachkala. Two of them – 

34-year-old Ziyavdin Dapayev and 34-year-old Sukhrab Kultuyev – remain in detention, 

while Kultuyev's 30-year-old younger brother Artur (also known as Ramazan) is under 
travel restrictions. Dapayev faces charges under Article 282.2, Part 1 – the Kultuyevs 

under Part 2. 

 

"During his arrest, [Sukhrab] Kultuyev suffered torn ligaments in his hand, although he 

offered no resistance," a fellow Muslim who reads Nursi's works told Forum 18 on 22 
June, adding that Kultuyev had not been allowed to see a doctor for his injuries. 

 

The raids in four Dagestani cities – Makhachkala, Khasavyurt, Izberbash, and Derbent – 

resulted in the seizure of hundreds of books, including allegedly "extremist" material, as 
well as suspects' computers and phones. Fourteen people were arrested, most of whom 

were later released. 

 

Forum 18 wrote to the FSB's branch in Dagestan on 7 April, asking when the case was 
likely to come to court and why Muslims who read Nursi's works are considered 

dangerous. Deputy director of the Dagestan FSB V. Nazarov responded on 4 May, 



confirming only that it had opened a case related to "Nurdzhular" activity on 4 March, 

and that the preparatory investigation would last two months. "The circumstances and 

progress of the investigation of a criminal case constitute an investigatory secret, in 

accordance with which official information will be published upon its completion," Nazarov 
added. 

 

Ziyavdin Dapayev and Sukhrab Kutuyev's prison address is: 

 
367012 Respublika Dagestan 

Makhachkala 

ulitsa Levina 45 

Sledtsvenny Izolyator No. 1 
 

Dapayev was previously convicted of "extremist" activity for alleged involvement in 

Nurdzhular in May 2011 and received a three-year suspended sentence. 

 

Ulyanovsk  
 

The 32-year-old Bagir Kazikhanov, convicted and imprisoned in 2015 for studying Nursi's 

writings, has been held in the "internal jail" of his correctional colony for six months 

without the right to communication after an inspection by a senior prison official, a fellow 
Muslim told Forum 18 on 22 June. "It seems that the general asked what he was in 

prison for, and he didn't like Kazikhanov's answer." 

 

Kazikhanov is incarcerated at Omutninsk in Kirov Region, having been sentenced in 
February 2015 under Article 282.2, Part 1, to three and a half years' imprisonment. The 

judge at Ulyanovsk's Lenin District Court found him guilty of setting up a "cell" on 

instructions of "the steering centre of Nurdzhular". He was the first reader of Nursi's 

works to receive a jail term since September 2013, and the first to be sentenced under 
the harsher provisions introduced in February 2014. 

 

Kazilkhanov's prison address is believed to be: 

 

612744 Kirovskaya oblast 
Omutninsk 

Ul. Trudovikh reservov 

Ispravitelnaya koloniya 17 

 
Kazilkhanov's fellow defendants, Stepan Kudryashov and Aleksandr Melentyev, were tried 

under Article 282.2, Part 2, and received suspended sentences of two years and one year 

and eight months respectively.  

 
Stavropol atheist  

 

The trial in Stavropol of an atheist blogger charged under Article 148, Part 1 of the 

Criminal Code ("Public actions, expressing obvious disrespect for society and committed 

with the intention of insulting the religious feelings of believers") has been suspended to 
allow further expert analysis to be carried out. Viktor Krasnov (known on social media as 

Viktor Kolosov) is accused of committing this "crime" in two online conversations in the 

"Overhead in Stavropol" group on the VKontakte social network in autumn 2014. 

 
He is accused of disparaging beliefs held by some Christians. Nevertheless, Krasnov was 

exercising his internationally-recognised right to freedom of religion or belief. 

 

At Krasnov's seventeenth appearance at Magistrate's Court No. 6 on 28 June, Judge 
Aleksandr Filimonov ordered that psychological and linguistic experts should attempt to 

ascertain whether it is possible to discern the "communicative purpose" of Krasnov's 



remarks based only on fragments of text and whether Krasnov's remarks contained 

language which was abusive towards individuals, beliefs or "attributes of faith" on the 

grounds of belonging to the Orthodox Church. 

 
It is unknown when the trial will resume.  

 

Russia’s feud with Scientology leads to arrests 

In latest crackdown, police raid Scientology offices and churches, citing 

suspicions of criminal business dealings 

 

Compiled by Elizabeth Potter 
 

Transitions Online (23.06.2016) - http://bit.ly/28P59Uy - The Russian branch of the 

Church of Scientology has denounced the raids carried out by the Russian police in its 

Moscow and St. Petersburg locations earlier this week, The Moscow Times reports.   

  
Ten church members were arrested in St. Petersburg on allegations of “illegal business 

activity.” And in Moscow, eyewitnesses said that police officers were not letting people in 

or out of the Scientology church.   

  
"It is a disease of our society when government agencies charged with protecting the 

people and enforcing the law, use the name of the law to persecute the practice of 

religion," the Church said in a statement on Wednesday, saying the authorities had 

violated the concept of religious freedom enshrined in Russian law.     
  

The arrests were made in the wake of a long-running conflict between the Russian 

government and the Russian Church of Scientology, which the authorities view as an 

extremist organization. 

  
In November 2015 the Moscow City Court ruled to dissolve the Moscow church because 

the term “Scientology” is an American trademark, Kremlin-controlled RT reported. As a 

result, the ministry said that the group should be subjected to consumer protection laws. 

  
“The representatives of the Church of Scientology themselves have created many legal 

conflicts by restricting the religious freedom through the use of trademarks,” the Ministry 

of Justice said, as quoted by RT. “So it turns out a commercial partnership was spreading 

the religion, while religion can only be spread by religious organizations.” 
  

The Moscow branch of the church was given six months to appeal the decision or cease 

functioning. The group sent its appeal in January to the Russian Supreme Court, which 

dismissed it in May “without examination,” a court official told the RAPSI agency at the 
time. 

  

Earlier in 2015 the Moscow church was searched under suspicion of illegal land sales. And 

last August authorities also confiscated cameras and microphones from inside the 

Moscow church that they said were several illegally installed. 
  

The Russian Orthodox Church has also voiced its disdain for Scientology. In 1994, the 

Council of Russian Orthodox Bishops called Scientology a “pseudo-religion imported from 

the West.”   
  

"The Russian Orthodox Church is trying to root out its 'competitors' with the help of the 

authorities," says religious scholar Yekaterina Elbakyan (pictured), quoted by The 

Moscow Times in an article earlier this year on the crackdown. "By doing so, it is also 

http://bit.ly/28P59Uy


making itself part of the government apparatus and making itself dependent on the 

state.”   

  

 L. Ron Hubbard founded the Church of Scientology in 1952 based on the idea that 
people are immortal spiritual beings. Various celebrities, including Tom Cruise, 

have helped popularize the religion.     

 In 2011 Hubbard’s books on Scientology were banned in Russia as extremist 

literature. At the time, the court stated in its ruling that the books "seek to form 
an isolated social group whose members are trained to perform their functions 

generally aimed against the rest of the world,” according to RIA Novosti. 

 In 2003 the government in Belarus released a list of 16 banned religious 

organizations including Scientology, Forum 18 reported. 

 In April authorities arrested a Russian woman, Ekaterina Zaborskikh for swindling 

luxury home-buyers and donating some of the money to the Scientology churches 

in Russia, The Daily Beast reported. She allegedly stole 130 million rubles ($2 

million) between 2012 and 2014 by selling homes that her construction company 

never completed, according to Komsomolskaya Pravda. 

 In 2007 the St. Petersburg City Court dissolved the Center for Scientology amidst 

allegations that the organization was spying on its congregation, the Moscow 

Times reported. 

 

Russian Supreme Court bans Jehovah’s Witnesses 
branch 

By Lyudmila Klenko 

RAPSI (09.06.2016) – http://bit.ly/1trATJZ - Russia’s Supreme Court on Thursday 

banned the Jehovah’s Witnesses of Belgorod as extremist organization, RAPSI reports 
from the courtroom. 

In February 2016, the Belgorod Regional Court has granted a lawsuit lodged by 

prosecutors seeking liquidation of the Jehovah’s Witnesses branch. The organization 

appealed the ruling. The Supreme Court thus upheld the lower court’s decision. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses have had many legal problems in Russia. 

In March 2015, a court in Tyumen fined the organization 50,000 rubles ($773) 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. 

 

Official position of the national Jehovah's Witnesses 
center about accusations of extremism 

HRWF (06.06.2016) – In a right to reply addressed to the online media Portal-credo.ru 

about accusations of extremism concerning a 77-year old Jehovah’s Witness, the 

Administrative Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia clarified their situation as follows: 

http://bit.ly/1trATJZ


“Esteemed editors of Portal-credo.ru 

In response to your article "77-year-old Jehovah's Witness in Sverdlovsk province 

suspected of extremism," we communicate the following: 

In the course of several years now, Russian authorities have been mistakenly applying 
the law "On combating extremist activity" for restricting the peaceful activity of Jehovah's 

Witnesses. At the present time, more than 80 items published by Jehovah's Witnesses 

have been entered into the Federal List of Extremist Materials. Jehovah's Witnesses 

consider this a mistake and have sought in courts the exclusion of their books and 
brochures from this list. Nevertheless they do not import and do not distribute these 

publications. However despite this, law enforcement agencies of the RF mount ever more 

aggressive attempts to accuse a peaceful religious organization, officially registered in 

Russia, of "extremism." 

In particular, law enforcement agencies actively employ falsified evidence (planted 

materials from the Federal List of Extremist Materials, testimony of false witnesses) in 

order to fine believers. 

In the course of expert investigation, the Russian Ministry of Justice established that the 

religion of Jehovah's Witnesses does not represent any kind of danger or threat for public 
welfare. This has also been confirmed repeatedly by judicial decisions issued by the 

authoritative European Court for Human Rights. The word "Russia," which was 

incorporated in 1999 into the official name of the centralized religious organization of 

Jehovah's Witnesses, testifies according to law to the fact of the existence of Jehovah's 
Witnesses in Russia for a term of more than 50 years. For a century, Jehovah's Witnesses 

in the territory of Russia have demonstrated their unconditional peace loving ways, 

refusing to cause harm to people even under threat of prison confinement. 

From Valentina Kuznetsova, an elderly woman from the city of Serov, more than 870 
publications, of which only 51 have been entered into the Federal List of Extremist 

Materials, were seized. In the main these were magazines composed of stitched and 

glued sheets from years ago, which Valentina has preserved in her home in her domestic 

library for personal use. Of course the woman was not even able to think about 
distributing publications in this form to anybody. Besides, Valentina has not been a 

member of the founders of the local religious organization (legal entity) of Jehovah's 

Witnesses of Serov for more than a year now, which is confirmed by documents. 

Valentina explains: "As a believing person, I have collected biblical literature since 1992, 

well before the creation of the local religious organization, and after its registration in 
1998 I continued to assemble my library without its (the organization's) participation. I 

kept the seized materials in a personal library in my apartment, that is, in a place to 

which access is available to an unrestricted circle of persons, without the aim of 

distribution, and in single copies. I have not taken them out of my home and I have not 
distributed them to anybody." 

Attorney Vitaly Svintsov, who is conducting this case, commented on the situation thus: 

"The judges did not take into account the explanation of the Russian Ministry of Justice 

that information in the Universal Registry of Legal Entities about 'founders' of a religious 
organization is entered only once and is not changed even in the event of the termination 

of their membership, since it pertains only to the moment of the creation of a 

noncommercial organization. In and of itself, membership in a religious organization 

cannot be viewed as evidence of committing civil violations of law, including the 

existence 'of goals of mass distribution,' while possessing extremist materials. Otherwise 
there occurs impermissible religious discrimination (article 19 of the constitution of the 

RF, article 14 of the above indicated convention, and article 26 of the above indicated 

international pact)."  



With respect, 

Press Service of the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia” 

27 May 2016 

(tr. by PDS, posted 2 June 2016) 

Russian original posted on Portal-credo.ru site, 1 June 2016 

 

Jehovah's Witnesses lose appeal in court 

Jehovah's Witnesses congregation in Tikhoretsk unable to challenge 

prosecutor's warning 

 

SOVA Center (30.05.16) - http://bit.ly/1Y0Bi1a - The Krasnodar territorial court found to 
be legal a warning issued to Jehovah's Witnesses for distributing brochures that were not 

on the Federal List of Extremist Materials. 

On 27 May 2016, the prosecutor's office of Krasnodar territory reported that on 24 May 

the Krasnodar territorial court left without change a decision of the Tikhoretsk city court 

of 17 December 2015 regarding the legality of a warning about the impermissibility of 
extremist activity that was issued to the local congregation of Jehovah's Witnesses. 

The local religious organization of Jehovah's Witnesses in Tikhoretsk challenged the 

legality of the warning, received on 28 July 2015. The basis for the prosecutor's sanction 

was the fact that on 2 May 2015, a member of the congregation displayed on a stand 
literature of the Jehovah's Witnesses, including two copies of a publication "Was life 

created?" Since at that time the brochure had already been declared extremist but still 

had not been entered onto the Federal List of Extremist Materials, personnel of the city 

department of the "E" Center [Center for combating extremism] did not want to open an 
administrative case against adherents of Jehovah's Witnesses. Nevertheless, after the 

court's decision to ban the brochure took effect on 11 June 2015, the Tikhoretsk district 

prosecutor's offices decided to issue the warning to the congregation. 

This was not the first warning about the impermissibility of extremist activity issued to 

the Tikhoretsk congregation of Jehovah's Witnesses. It was reported earlier that a similar 
sanction by the prosecutor's office was applied to this religious organization in April 2015 

after a member of the congregation was fined for distributing forbidden literature. 

We consider prosecution of Jehovah's Witnesses and prohibition of their texts for 

extremism to be improper and we consider them to be religious discrimination. 

 

Jehovah's Witnesses face possible liquidation 

By Victoria Arnold 
 

Forum 18 (24.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/1Uf1Rwo - If prosecutors proceed with their threat 

to liquidate the Jehovah's Witness headquarters near St Petersburg, thousands of local 

congregations across Russia could also face prohibition of their activities and individuals 

could be vulnerable to criminal charges for expressing their beliefs, Forum 18 notes. 
 

The Jehovah's Witnesses' principal body in Russia is under threat of dissolution as an 

"extremist" organisation after the deadline in an official warning from the General 

http://www.portal-credo.ru/site/?act=news&id=120700
http://bit.ly/1Y0Bi1a
http://bit.ly/1Uf1Rwo


Prosecutor's Office expired on 10 May, Forum 18 notes. If prosecutors decide to pursue 

liquidation, thousands of local Jehovah's Witness congregations across Russia could also 

face prohibition of their activities and individuals could be vulnerable to criminal charges 

for expressing their beliefs. 
 

If dissolution of the Administrative Centre is pursued, this would be the first instance of a 

registered, centralised religious organisation with active subdivisions being liquidated for 

"extremism", Forum 18 notes. 
 

Lawyers have until 10 June to challenge the warning in court, the Administrative Centre 

told Forum 18 from St Petersburg. Lawyers for the Administrative Centre are planning to 

lodge a challenge at Tver District Court in Moscow, and told Forum 18 they still hope that 
the matter will be resolved in their favour. 

 

Forum 18's questions to the General Prosecutor's Office – including whether liquidation of 

the Administrative Centre would amount to a prohibition on all Jehovah's Witness activity 

across Russia – had not been answered by the end of the working day in Moscow on 24 
May (see below). 

 

"Slanderous accusations" 

 
Jehovah's Witnesses have strongly denied the accusations of extremism. "The slanderous 

accusations of ‘extremism' against us are simply being used to mask the true religious 

intolerance of those who disagree with our beliefs," Administrative Centre representative 

Vasiliy Kalin said on the jw.org website on 27 April. "We are not extremists." 
 

"For Jehovah's Witnesses to be lumped together with extremist groups and for their 

literature to be listed with works of violent terrorists is an affront to decency and justice," 

New York-based General Counsel Philip Brumley added in the same article. 
 

The use of "extremism" laws has been the biggest single threat to freedom of religion or 

belief in Russia for some years. Particular victims of this have been Muslims (including 

those who read the works of the late Turkish theologian Said Nursi) and Jehovah's 

Witnesses. 
 

The Administrative Centre 

 

The Administrative Centre of Jehovah's Witnesses of Russia, based on the outskirts of St 
Petersburg, has been registered as a "centralised religious organisation" since 1999. 

Jehovah's Witnesses were first officially registered under Soviet law in 1991, but have 

been present in Russia since the late 19th century. 

 
"Engaging in extremist activity is not permitted" 

 

On 10 March 2016, the Administrative Centre of Jehovah's Witnesses received the formal 

warning "that engaging in extremist activity is not permitted", dated 2 March, from Viktor 

Grin, Deputy General Prosecutor of the Russian Federation. The warning is explicitly 
predicated on the alleged "extremist" activities of the local communities (and their 

members) which the Centre oversees and supports. 

 

The warning, seen by Forum 18, instructs the Centre to take "specific organisational and 
practical measures" within a period of two months in order to prevent further offences 

under the Extremism Law. It cautions that the Centre will be subject to dissolution if it 

does not eliminate existing violations or if new evidence of extremism is detected over 

the following twelve months. 
 



The document does not elaborate on what such "organisational and practical measures" 

may be or how they will be monitored. Any subsequent extremism-related conviction of 

an individual or local community may provide grounds for prosecutors to pursue 

liquidation of the Administrative Centre. 
 

Potential consequences 

 

Forty-seven entities currently appear on the Justice Ministry's list of banned and/or 
liquidated terrorist and extremist organisations (which is dominated by extreme 

nationalist groups and includes some Ukrainian political organisations). 

 

Seven of these are former registered religious organisations, which operated only on a 
local level (such as the Borovsk Muslim community in Tyumen and the Taganrog, Samara 

and Abinsk Jehovah's Witness congregations). 

 

A further eleven are religious associations which were never officially registered, such as 

the Muslim missionary movement Tabligh Jamaat and "Nurdzhular", which Muslims in 
Russia deny even exists – nevertheless, Muslims who read the works of Said Nursi are 

regularly prosecuted for "continuing its activities". 

 

In an article of 27 April on their international website, Jehovah's Witnesses point out 
that, if liquidated, the Administrative Centre will be closed, it will be added to the federal 

list of extremist organisations and its property will be turned over to the State. 

 

"Because of their affiliation with the Centre, all religious associations of Jehovah's 
Witnesses - 406 local religious organizations (legal entities) and over 2,500 

congregations – may also face liquidation," Jehovah's Witnesses complain. "As a result, 

Witnesses throughout Russia could lose their Kingdom Halls (houses of worship)." They 

also warn that "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". 

 

This would, the Office of the General Counsel fears, amount to a ban on all Jehovah's 

Witness activity in Russia. It told Forum 18 on 23 May that it believes that dissolution of 
the Administrative Centre would be grounds for liquidation of all registered Jehovah's 

Witness organisations in the country, although separate legal proceedings would have to 

be opened against each of them. 

 
Article 9 of the Extremism Law states that "In the event of the rendering by a court of 

law of a decision on the grounds provided for by the given federal law on the liquidation 

of a public or a religious association, their regional and other structural subdivisions shall 

be also liquidated." 
 

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, which does not require registration, and meet privately 
for worship and study, this carries the risk of criminal charges if their organisation was 

liquidated on grounds of extremism. 

 

Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses in Taganrog were convicted on 30 November 2015 of 
"continuing the activities of a banned extremist organisation". Rostov Regional Court 

rejected their appeals on 17 March 2016 and the convictions have now come into force. 

 

"The worst thing is that, after the elimination of a local religious organisation, believers 
face prosecution simply for reading the Bible," Jehovah's Witness spokesperson Kalin 

complained in a press release of 12 April. 



 

Communities already under threat 

 

The General Prosecutor's Office warning notes that several Jehovah's Witness 
communities have already been liquidated, have had liquidation suits opened against 

them, or have been warned of the possibility of liquidation, all for alleged "extremist" 

activity. The only specific form of such activity it mentions is the distribution of prohibited 

religious literature. 
 

These moves – and the increase in prosecutions of Jehovah's Witnesses under 

Administrative Code Article 20.29 (distribution of extremist materials) and Article 20.2 

("unapproved" public events) mark a recent intensification of law enforcement efforts to 
curtail Jehovah's Witness activity, Forum 18 notes. 

 

Before 2014, only one Jehovah's Witness congregation (in Taganrog, Rostov Region, in 

2009) had been dissolved on charges of "extremist" activity. In 2014, the Samara 

community was dissolved, followed by the Abinsk community (Krasnodar Region) in 
March 2015, Tyumen in October 2015, and Belgorod, Stariy Oskol (also in Belgorod 

Region), and Elista (Republic of Kalmykiya) in February 2016. 

 

Proceedings against the Cherkessk Jehovah's Witnesses were initiated in May 2015 and 
have been delayed multiple times by other civil cases involving the congregation. 

 

Prosecutors have also submitted liquidation suits against Jehovah's Witness communities 

of Arkhangelsk and Oryol on 8 April and 12 May 2016 respectively. No hearing dates 
have yet been set in Oryol. The next hearing at Arkhangelsk Regional Court is due on 2 

June. This is despite the fact that Arkhangelsk Jehovah's Witness leader Aleksandr 

Parygin applied to the Justice Ministry in October 2015 to have the community dissolved 

at its own request. 
 

The Belgorod, Stariy Oskol, and Elista congregations are now awaiting the outcome of 

appeals to Russia's Supreme Court. Hearings in the first two cases are scheduled for 9 

and 16 June respectively. The Elista community's appeal was registered on 22 April and 

the court has not yet given a hearing date. 
 

The Supreme Court has already overturned the liquidation order with respect to the 

Tyumen Jehovah's Witnesses. It ruled on 15 April that the evidence presented and the 

small size of the community "do not give reason to believe that the activities of Jehovah's 
Witnesses in Tyumen has led to the need to choose the exceptional measure of 

liquidation of the organisation", based principally on the fact that "The liquidation of a 

social or religious association or other organisation is an exceptional measure which 

should be proportionate to the violations permitted by the legal entity and the 
consequences they provoke. Repeated violation of the law in itself cannot form the basis 

for a court decision on the liquidation of a legal entity." 

 

According to the written verdict, seen by Forum 18, the Supreme Court also accepted 

that the Tyumen community had expelled a member found guilty under Administrative 
Code Article 20.29 and had repeatedly shown its members a list of publications included 

on the Federal List and acquainted them with the requirements of the Extremism Law. 

 

At least nine more Jehovah's Witness communities have received warnings of "the 
inadmissibility of extremist activity" from prosecutor's offices since spring 2015, Forum 

18 has found. Three of these – Tikhoretsk (Krasnodar), Chapayevsk (Samara), and 

Shakhty (Rostov) – are in regions which have already seen the liquidation of Jehovah's 

Witness congregations on grounds of "extremism" (in Abinsk, Samara, and Taganrog 
respectively). 

 



The other six are in Kaluga, Birobidzhan in the Jewish Autonomous Region, Vilyuchinsk 

on the Far Eastern Kamchatka peninsula, Teykovo in Ivanovo Region, Stavropol, and 

Prokhladny in the Republic of Kabardino-Balkariya. Four communities (Tikhoretsk, 

Teykovo, Chapayevsk, Prokhladny) are so far known to have gone to court to have the 
warnings recognised as unlawful, all unsuccessfully. 

 

If communities or their members are convicted again (usually within 12 months) under 

Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 
materials"), they risk liquidation proceedings. 

 

The warning sent to the Administrative Centre claims that warnings about extremist 

activity have also been issued to Jehovah's Witness communities in the Kemerovo and 
Novosibirsk Regions and the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous District in Tyumen Region. 

 

Jehovah's Witness literature banned 

 

Over 80 Jehovah's Witness texts, as well as the international jw.org website (in addition 
to numerous Muslim, several Falun Gong and one Catholic book), have been declared 

"extremist" and placed on the Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Materials. 

 

Possession of an item on the Federal List carries the risk of a fine or imprisonment for up 
to 15 days, and confiscation of the banned literature. Jehovah's Witnesses described the 

inclusion of their publications on the Federal List as a "miscarriage of justice" in a press 

statement of 12 April. 

 
The Federal List now runs to over 3,500 items, often does not include full bibliographical 

details, and is irregularly updated. Checking whether a particular item is on the List can 

be difficult or even impossible. 

 
Prosecutions under Administrative Code Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of 

extremist materials") have increased. The import into Russia of Jehovah's Witness 

literature (not deemed "extremist") is routinely blocked. A court in Vyborg is currently 

considering a request by prosecutors to outlaw the Jehovah's Witness edition of the Bible 

as an "extremist" text. 
 

All community dissolutions have followed a similar path, Forum 18 notes. They have 

involved the discovery of "extremist" literature, charges under Article 20.29, prosecutors' 

warnings, and allegations of repeat offences, leading to prosecutors seeking liquidation 
through the courts. 

 

On 15 February 2016, Jehovah's Witnesses stated on their website jw.org that Russia's 

law enforcement agencies "have increasingly resorted to fabricating evidence to justify 
charges of extremism against Jehovah's Witnesses", claiming that the "extremist" 

materials found in their homes and Kingdom Halls are in fact planted by the police. 

 

General Prosecutor's Office response 

 
On 28 March, the General Prosecutor's Office rejected the Jehovah's Witnesses' request 

for a meeting to discuss the warning. Since then, the Administrative Centre has received 

no further communication from prosecutors, spokesperson Ivan Belenko told Forum 18. 

He added that they complained directly to the General Prosecutor Yury Chaika on 29 
April, but have had no reply. Jehovah's Witnesses have also approached the Presidential 

Administration. 

 

Forum 18 sent a fax to the General Prosecutor's Office in the afternoon of the Moscow 
working day of 19 May, asking the following questions:  

 



1. What "concrete organisational and practical measures" should the Administrative 

Centre take to prevent further violations? 

 

2. Could any violation by a local community or member of a community be grounds for 
the liquidation of the Administrative Centre in the twelve-month period after the warning 

was issued? 

 

3. If the Administrative Centre is liquidated, will all local religious organisations of 
Jehovah's Witnesses also be automatically dissolved, or would separate court 

proceedings be necessary? 

 

4. Would the liquidation of the Administrative Centre amount to a prohibition on all 
Jehovah's Witness activity on the territory of the Russian Federation? 

 

Forum 18 had received no reply as of the end of the Moscow working day of 24 May. 

 

Existence of Jehovah's Witnesses under threat in Russia 

HRWF (18.05.2016) – The existence of Jehovah’s Witnesses is increasingly under threat 

in Russia. This peaceful and apolitical movement is repeatedly accused of extremism, its 

publications are censored and its members are sentenced to huge fines. 

Orel congregation of Jehovah’s Witnesses may be liquidated as extremist 

SOVA Center (13.05.2016) - The territorial administration of the Ministry of Justice has 

asked a court to find the congregation of Jehovah's Witnesses in Orel to be extremist. 

On 12 May 2016 the department of the Russian Ministry of Justice for Orel province filed 
in provincial court a petition for the liquidation of the local religious organization of 

Jehovah's Witnesses "Orel" for conducting extremist activity. On the same day it 

suspended the activity of the congregation until consideration by the court of the 

question of its liquidation. 

At the present time, organizations of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia have been ruled 
extremist in Taganrog, Samara, and Abinsk of Krasnodar territory, while in Taganrog 16 

of its members were convicted for continuation of activity of the congregation. A 

provincial court issued decisions for the liquidation of congregations in Belgorod and 

Stary Oskol, and a petition for finding the organization of Jehovah's Witnesses in 
Arkhangelsk extremist is being considered. The prosecutor's office of Cherkessk also 

intended to seek the liquidation of the local organization in 2015. The attempt to close 

the congregation in Gorno-Altaisk ended unsuccessfully for the prosecutor's office and 

the decision to liquidate the Tiumen organization of Jehovah's Witnesses was quashed by 
the Supreme Court. The first to be liquidated was the Moscow congregation of Jehovah's 

Witnesses in 2004, where the process began back before the adoption of the law "On 

combating extremist activity." The congregation managed to register again only in 2015. 

We view attempts to liquidate organizations of Jehovah's Witnesses for extremism and 
the prosecution of members of their congregations and prohibition of texts as religious 

discrimination.  

Jehovah's Witness leader loses appeal of conviction for extremism 

HRWF (17.05.2016) - Between 20 to 30 December 2015, the chairman of the Kirovo-

Chepetsk religious organization of Jehovah's Witnesses, Roman Pinegin published on his 



page in the social network Odnoklassniki a link to a website that in 2013 and 2014 was 

ruled in Russia to be extremist and included in the Federal List of Extremist Materials. 

Roman Pinegin was accused of conducting propaganda of destructive religious teaching 

that aimed at arousing hatred or hostility toward representatives of traditional 
confessions and the clergy of the Russian Orthodox Church.  

By decision of the Kirovo-Chepetsk district court of 16 February 2016, Roman Pinegin 

was held administratively accountable in accordance with article 20.29 of the Code of 

Administrative Violations of Law of the RF, "production and distribution of extremist 
materials." He was fined 2,000 rubles without confiscation.  

However the defendant did not agree with the decision of the Kirovo-Chepetsk court. He 

sent an appeal to the Kirov provincial court for reversal of the ruling. The reason was the 

absence of the essence of a crime. 

In April 2016, by decision of the Kirov provincial court, the appeal of Roman Pinegin was 

dismissed and the ruling of the Kirovo-Chepetsk district court was left without change. 

In March public figures of Kirov sent an appeal to Russian President Vladimir Putin with 

the request to ban by judicial process the activity of Jehovah's Witnesses on the territory 

of Kirov province.  

 

 

Jehovah's Witness Bible to be "extremist"? 

Forum 18 (05.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/1Wc1ZRb - Russian prosecutors are trying to ban 

the Jehovah's Witness New World Bible as "extremist", Forum 18 notes. However, a 

Pervouralsk court refused to ban two Islamic texts citing the Koran as "extremist", in the 

first use of a legal amendment protecting some sacred texts. 
 

Prosecutors in Russia's Leningrad Region are attempting to have the Russian-language 

Jehovah's Witness edition of the Bible outlawed as "extremist", despite the fact that a 

recent 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". A 
court in Pervouralsk in Sverdlovsk Region, however, has refused prosecutors' requests to 

have two Islamic texts banned as "extremist", on the grounds that they cite extracts 

from the Koran. This appears to be the first instance of this amendment being used to 

prevent an "extremism" ruling (see below). 
 

But a Moscow court has refused to consider the Theravada Buddhist community's legal 

challenge to the Federal Service for Supervision of Communications, Information 

Technology, and Mass Media (Roskomnadzor) order to remove from a Buddhist website a 
verse of the Theravada Pali Canon. It offered an allegedly "detailed description of 

suicide". Theravada Buddhists nevertheless consider it an integral part of their canonical 

texts (see below). 

 
Four thousand copies of the Jehovah's Witness New World Bible in Russian and Ossetian 

were among more than 10 million items of literature impounded by customs officials on 

the border with Finland on several occasions in 2015, Forum 18 notes, even though no 

formal decision has been taken ruling any part of this Bible "extremist". Jehovah's 

Witnesses in Russia are continuing to challenge these seizures in the arbitration courts. 
 

Increased repression of freedom of religion or belief 

http://bit.ly/1Wc1ZRb


 

The attempted ban on the New World Bible is taking place in a climate of increased law 

enforcement agency repression of Jehovah's Witness individuals and communities 

exercising freedom of religion or belief. 
 

2015 saw a significant increase in convictions of Jehovah's Witnesses for the distribution 

of "extremist" materials. Three Jehovah's Witness communities are trying to challenge 

lower court orders that they be liquidated as "extremist" and are awaiting Supreme Court 
decisions. The cases brought to six the number of their communities banned as 

"extremist". Court moves to liquidate a seventh were launched in May 2015. Since spring 

2015 at least seven further Jehovah's Witness communities have received written 

"extremism" warnings from prosecutors, a frequent prelude to liquidation suits. 
 

On 2 March, the General Prosecutor's Office issued the Administrative Centre of 

Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia with a warning "that engaging in extremist activity is not 

permitted". It advised that "practical and organisational measures" must be taken within 

two months (by 2 May) or the entire Jehovah's Witness association will be liquidated. 
 

Federal List of Extremist Materials 

 

Any Russian court can declare a work (eg. a book, leaflet, song, slogan, video, website or 
webpage) "extremist". The Justice Ministry must then place such a work on its Federal 

List of Extremist Materials. The Federal List now runs to nearly 3,500 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. In recent years, new titles have 

been added at an increasing rate. 

 

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. 

 

Although Jehovah's Witness and Islamic literature form the bulk of religious items which 

appear on the Federal List, the publications of other religions may also sometimes fall 
foul of the vaguely defined Extremism Law. In 2012, an attempt in Tomsk to ban "The 

Bhagavad Gita As It Is", a key text for Hare Krishna devotees, was unsuccessful after a 

public outcry both locally and in India. Several items of literature of the Chinese spiritual 

movement Falun Gong have also been banned, including, in 2001, its core spiritual text 
"Zhuan Falun". 

 

New World Bible ban? 

 
On 26 April, Judge Roman Petrov of Vyborg City Court suspended the consideration of 

the Leningrad-Finland Transport Prosecutor's request to have the Jehovah's Witness New 

World Bible and other literature banned as "extremist", and ordered further "expert 

analysis" to be performed. It is unknown when proceedings will resume. 

 
The repeat analysis is to be carried out by the "experts" who originally found signs of 

"extremism" in the materials, the Administrative Centre of Jehovah's Witnesses pointed 

out in a press release on 29 April. It claimed that Natalya Kryukova, Director of the 

Centre for Socio-Cultural Analysis, suggested that the New World Bible was "extremist" 
simply because it contains mentions of other texts which are already on the Federal List. 

 

The Administrative Centre complained that lawyers for the Russian, Finnish, and German 

Jehovah's Witness organisations (all of whom are "interested parties" in the suit) were 
not permitted to submit objections to the appointment of "experts". They have also so far 

been prevented from offering evidence that the Jehovah's Witness edition of the Bible is 



covered by the latest legal amendments preventing "the Bible, the Koran, the Tanakh 

and the Kanjur, their contents, and quotations from them" from being banned. Judge 

Petrov has turned down one formal challenge to this situation from the lawyers and has 

so far ignored a further two. 
 

The Centre for Socio-Cultural Analysis has been registered in Moscow since 2014, and 

appears to comprise four "experts" with backgrounds in art history, mathematics, 

languages, and political science and religious studies. According to their website, they 
offer, among other services: "the identification in text and images .. of the promotion of 

extremist activity and direct, indirect and hidden calls to extremism; the determination of 

extremism in the activities of organisations; and the identification of signs of forced 

involvement in an organisation whose activities bears signs of extremism". 
 

The Centre states it works with law enforcement and judicial bodies, as well as 

unspecified other organisations and individuals. In 2015, it produced analysis of two 

Jehovah's Witness texts which were then banned as "extremist" in Kurgan, although this 

ruling has now been overturned by a higher court (see below). 
 

Forum 18 asked Kryukova on 5 May about her Centre's examination of the Jehovah's 

Witness Bible and what signs of "extremism" it had found in the text, but she responded: 

"Because work on this case is still under way, I do not consider it possible to give such an 
explanation". 

 

Forum 18 wrote to the press service of the North-Western Transport Prosecutor's Office 

(of which the Leningrad-Finland Transport Prosecutor is a subsidiary) on 28 April to ask 
why the New World Bible and the other impounded literature was considered dangerous 

and how it would be possible to ban the former as "extremist" in the light of the recent 

amendment to the Extremism Law. Spokeswoman Natalya Orlova explained on 29 April 

that all questions must be submitted by post, by fax, or via the Prosecutor's Office 
website. Forum 18 submitted an online enquiry the same day and received an automated 

acknowledgement, but no response to its questions as of the middle of the Leningrad 

Region working day of 5 May. 

 

Forum 18 asked Vyborg City Court in writing on 29 April whether the lawyers would have 
the opportunity to challenge the claims by the Prosecutors and "experts", and how a ban 

on the New World Bible would be possible after the amendment of the Extremism Law. 

No reply has been received as of the middle of the Leningrad Region working day of 5 

May. 
 

Appeals against customs seizures underway 

 

The 4,000 New World Bibles (in Russian and Ossetian) and other Jehovah's Witness 
brochures under threat of prohibition in Vyborg are among some 10 million items 

impounded by Russian customs on the Finnish border during 2015. 

 

Since March 2015, all attempted shipments of Jehovah's Witness literature have been 

blocked, Jehovah's Witness spokesperson Ivan Belenko told Forum 18, "with no reason, 
no legal right and no court ruling", on the grounds that they are "supposedly goods 

supposedly prohibited from being imported into the territory of the Russian Federation". 

 

Jehovah's Witnesses' Russian and Finnish branches continue to try to have the customs 
officials' actions declared unlawful. Cassational appeals in two suits will be heard at the 

North-West District Arbitration Court on 11 May and 8 June. These relate to two separate 

shipments of literature which should have entered Russia through the Svetogorsk border 

crossing in Vyborg District. St Petersburg and Leningrad Regional Arbitration Court 
initially rejected both suits on 1 September and 3 November 2015 respectively. 



Jehovah's Witnesses challenged these decisions at the 13th Arbitration Court on 14 

January and 16 February 2016, but were unsuccessful. 

 

Leningrad-Finland Transport Prosecutor's Office has consistently refused to answer Forum 
18's questions, by telephone and in writing, about why the imports were blocked simply 

because they might or might not contain signs of "extremism". 

 

In a press statement of 16 July 2015, Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre chair 
Yaroslav Sivulsky called the block on importing Bibles "the apotheosis of a mindless, 

unprofessional, and frenzied struggle with imaginary ‘extremism'". 

 

Reprieve for two Jehovah's Witness texts in Kurgan? 
 

Judge Svetlana Timofeyeva of Kurgan Regional Court has overturned a lower court 

decision which had ruled that two Jehovah's Witness brochures were "extremist" and 

should be banned. No written verdict has yet been made public. 

 
The Regional Court halted proceedings in the Watchtower Society's appeal on 14 January 

and ordered further "expert analysis" by the Moscow Research Centre, Jehovah's Witness 

spokesperson Belenko told Forum 18 on 19 April. 

 
The case resumed on 14 April, according to the court website. On 28 April Judge 

Timofeyeva ruled that the original verdict should be "overturned in its entirety with the 

adoption of a new decision". Telephones at the Civil Cases Department of Kurgan 

Regional Court went unanswered when Forum 18 called on 4 and 5 May to ask for further 
details of the verdict. 

 

The two texts – "Keep Yourselves in God's Love" and "Receive God's Spirit, Not the 

World's" – were initially declared "extremist" by Kurgan City Court on 1 September 2015. 
Kurgan City Prosecutor's Office claimed that they incited "religious hatred and enmity 

towards people who are not part of the Jehovah's Witness religious organisation", 

according to a 4 September 2015 press release. 

 

Neither text has been added to the Federal List of Extremist Materials. 
 

Koranic quotations save two books from "extremism" ban 

 

In what appears to be the first application of the November 2015 Extremism Law 
amendments, Pervouralsk City Court rejected the city Prosecutor's request to have two 

Islamic books outlawed as "extremist", citing the fact that they both contained quotations 

from the Koran. This is despite the fact that the amendment refers only to quotations 

themselves, not specifically to the books which contain them. 
 

Judge Natalya Kukushkina refused the Prosecutor's suits in relation to "Is the Doctrine of 

the Trinity Divinely Inspired?" and "Selected Hadith" on 3 and 11 December 2015 

respectively, according to the court website. The Prosecutor's Office appealed 

unsuccessfully against the rulings on 15 March 2016 at Sverdlovsk Regional Court. 
 

FSB security service "linguistic specialist" Svetlana Mochalova claimed in her December 

2014 analysis of the texts, seen by Forum 18, that they both promoted "the religious 

superiority of Islam over other religions" and incited "religious hatred and enmity towards 
non-Muslims". 

 

Mochalova's "analyses" have also been used to ban Jehovah's Witness texts as allegedly 

"extremist".  
 

According to the written verdicts and appeal verdicts seen by Forum 18, unnamed 



"religious and psychological experts" came to similar conclusions to Mochalova about the 

"Selected Hadith". However, these "experts" could find no indications of degradation of 

human dignity in relation to race, nationality, or social or religious affiliation. "Is the 

Doctrine of the Trinity Divinely Inspired?" did not, according to the "experts", contain 
"information about the superiority of Islam over other religions which meets the criteria 

of extremist information". 

 

Judge Kukushina decided that Prosecutors had "not submitted valid, reliable and 
sufficient evidence in support of their arguments for the extremist nature of the 

material", and concluded by citing the text of the November 2015 amendment to the 

Extremism Law. 

 
Appeal Judge Svetlana Morozova also cited the amendment and pointed out the Koranic 

quotations in upholding the original rulings on 15 March. 

 

Lawyer Ruslan Ishanov, representing the Kazyyatskoye Administrative of Muslims, told 

islamnews.ru on 10 January that the amendment was "the decisive argument in the 
case". 

 

Ilhom Merazhov, an Islamic scholar from Novosibirsk who participated as an expert 

witness in the case, commented to Forum 18 on 28 April that the verdict was "a good 
result, but as a participant in this process I can say that this is not the result of an 

independent judiciary. This is a directive from above". 

 

Law enforcement officials confiscated the two books from the Sabr community's mosque 
in Pervouralsk during an "anti-extremism" inspection in 2014. The city Prosecutor's Office 

submitted its request to have them banned in March 2015. 

 

"Selected Hadith" is a Russian translation of several hundred sayings attributed to the 
Prophet Mohammed and compiled by Muhammad Yusuf Kandahlawi (1917-1965), an 

Indian-born Islamic scholar and a major figure in the Tabligh Jamaat movement, which is 

banned as an "extremist" organisation in Russia. The Russian-language version of "Is the 

Doctrine of the Trinity Divinely Inspired?", by Muhammad Ameen Cave, was first 

published in English in 1996 and seeks to disprove the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. 
 

In May 2015, Judge Kukushkina ordered a repeat analysis of the books and ruled that the 

Sabr Muslim community should pay for it. The community and its parent organisation, 

the Kazyyatskoya Administration of Muslims, appealed unsuccessfully against this 
obligation and the appointment of FSB security service "experts" to perform the analysis. 

 

Theravada Buddhist commentary still removed from website 

 
A Moscow court has refused to consider the Theravada Buddhist community's legal 

challenge to the Federal Service for Supervision of Communications, Information 

Technology, and Mass Media (Roskomnadzor), which had ordered the removal from a 

Buddhist website of a verse of the Theravada Pali Canon which offered an allegedly 

"detailed description of suicide". 
 

Tagansky District Court had returned the documents (submitted on 18 December 2015) 

because "all necessary conditions for submission had not been fulfilled", a Theravada 

Buddhist spokesperson told Forum 18 on 22 April. The spokesperson explained that the 
new court procedural code, introduced in 2015, contains "many shortcomings, therefore 

it is difficult to comply with all requirements". 

 

The period for resubmission has now passed and the Roskomnadzor decision has come 
into force, so the community has decided not to try again, but to approach the Federal 



Service for Supervision of Consumer Rights Protection (Rospotrebnadzor), which 

originally requested the removal order. 

 

Roskomnadzor's order of 19 September 2015 referred to a passage – the 23rd sutta 
("teaching") of the 4th Nikaya ("collection" or "volume") of Theravada scriptures – which 

describes how a monk "uses the knife" after repeatedly "[falling] away from temporary 

liberation of mind", with notes explaining that this is a common euphemism for suicide. 

Roskomnadzor later amended this to refer only to the commentary, which Theravada 
Buddhists nevertheless consider an integral part of their canonical texts. 

 

Russia’s Supreme Court dismisses complaint filed by 
Church of Scientology 

RAPSI (05.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/1rCncqd - The Russia’s Supreme Court has dismissed 
a complaint the Moscow Church of Scientology had lodged in connection to the Russian 

Justice Ministry refusal to register this organization’s charter, a court representative told 

RAPSI on Thursday. 

 
“The complaint was returned to the petitioner without examination,” – the court 

representative noted. It was clarified that Church representatives tried to challenge a 

Moscow Izmaylovsky Court ruling, which had dismissed their complaint against the 

Justice Ministry decision. 
 

In the course of a routine check of documents, the Russia’s Ministry of Justice has 

established that the charter of this faith-based organization was not in compliance with 

provisions of the federal law on freedom of religion, whereas the word “scientology” was 

registered as a trademark, whose owner is the US Religious Technology Center. In this 
connection, the Justice Ministry had first refused to register amendments to the charter, 

and later turned to the Moscow City Court requesting to dissolve the organization. The 

Moscow City Court has already banned the Moscow Church of Scientology and allowed it 

six months to complete the liquidation procedure. This ruling has been challenged in the 
Russia’s Supreme Court.   

 

Dianetics and Scientology are a set of religious and philosophical ideas and practices that 

were put forth by L. Ron Hubbard in the US in the early 1950s. 
 

A resolution passed in 1996 by the State Duma, the lower house of Russia’s parliament, 

classified the Church of Scientology as a destructive religious organization. 

 
The Moscow Regional Court ruled in 2012 that some of Hubbard’s books be included on 

the Federal List of Extremist Literature and prohibited from distribution in Russia. 

 

Warning issued to Witnesses’ headquarters in Russia 

threatens religious freedom 

JW.org (27.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1q0c30Y - Russian authorities have taken another 

bold step in an aggressive, government-sponsored campaign against Jehovah’s 

Witnesses. The Prosecutor General’s Office is threatening to liquidate the Administrative 

Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia for alleged “extremist activity.” In a warning 

letter dated March 2, 2016, Deputy Prosecutor General V. Ya. Grin demanded that the 
Center eliminate all “violations” within two months. 

 

http://bit.ly/1rCncqd
http://bit.ly/1q0c30Y


The warning greatly escalates Russia’s campaign to marginalize the Witnesses and 

restrict their religious freedom. If liquidated, the Administrative Center will be closed, it 

will be added to the federal list of extremist organizations, and its property will be turned 

over to the State. Because of their affiliation with the Center, all religious associations of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses—406 local religious organizations (legal entities) and over 

2,500 congregations—may also face liquidation. As a result, Witnesses throughout Russia 

could lose their Kingdom Halls (houses of worship). Ultimately, liquidation of the 

Administrative Center could deprive the Witnesses of their right to practice their religious 
beliefs. 

 

Russia’s systematic attack against Jehovah’s Witnesses is based on fabricated evidence 

and a deliberate misapplication of the Federal Law on Counteracting Extremist Activity. In 
2015, the UN Human Rights Committee expressed concern “about numerous reports 

indicating that the law [on Extremist Activity] is increasingly used to curtail freedom of 

expression . . . and freedom of religion, targeting, inter alia, Jehovah’s Witnesses.” 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses are an established, international religion. They enjoy religious 
freedom in democratic countries around the world and in all member states of the 

European Union. Russia is an exception. Its campaign targeting the peaceful worship of 

the Witnesses has progressed incrementally through a series of steps that began in the 

mid-1990’s. These efforts dramatically accelerated after Russia adopted legislation on 
extremism and misused it as a tool of repression. 

 

Vague definition of extremist activity—The groundwork for abuse 

 
In 2002, Russia adopted the Federal Law on Counteracting Extremist Activity in response 

to concerns about terrorism. From its inception, however, the law’s vague definition of 

extremist activity raised concerns that Russian officials could misapply it as a tool of 

repression. In 2003, the UN Human Rights Committee encouraged Russia to amend the 
law and define extremist activity more precisely, in order to “exclude any possibility of 

arbitrary application.” 

 

Instead of clarifying the law, later revisions expanded its application. In 2012, the 

Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe observed: “In the original law, 
extremism was partly defined as ‘incitement to social, racial, national or religious discord, 

associated with violence or calls to violence.’ The 2006 amendment removed the phrase 

‘associated with violence or calls to violence.’ . . . This ambiguous definition of 

‘extremism’ allows for arbitrary action by the law enforcement agencies.” 
 

Fears that the law would be abused proved valid. In 2007, the Prosecutor General’s 

Office seized upon the law’s wording to initiate investigations against Jehovah’s 

Witnesses. Deputy Prosecutor General V. Ya. Grin—who also signed the recent warning 
given to the Administrative Center—issued an official letter ordering prosecutors to open 

investigations of Jehovah’s Witnesses. This letter was the first indication that the 

campaign against the Witnesses would be nationwide and centrally organized. 

 

Although the Witnesses do not engage in any criminal activity, prosecutors across Russia 
cast a wide dragnet and have opened over 500 investigations against Witnesses since 

2007. The same report of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe noted: 

“The Federal Law ‘on counteracting extremist activities’ (Extremism Law), adopted in 

2002, has been misused as a tool against the activities of certain religions, particularly 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, a large community of 162,000 people in Russia. This misuse has 

dramatically increased since the introduction of amendments to the law in 2006.” 

 

Banning religious literature—A foundation for further repression 
 



Before taking aim at the Administrative Center, located near St. Petersburg, law-

enforcement authorities focused their attention on the Witnesses’ religious publications. 

Prosecutors in Taganrog and Gorno-Altaysk filed claims in court, demanding that 

numerous Witness publications be declared “extremist” and placed on the Federal List of 
Extremist Materials (FLEM). 

 

Relying on so-called expert studies, courts in both Taganrog and Gorno-Altaysk ruled in 

favor of the prosecutors in 2009 and 2010. Since then, these two decisions, which 
banned a total of 52 religious publications, have formed the basis for the majority of 

accusations lodged against the Witnesses. Authorities in other regions of the country 

have followed the same pattern established in the Taganrog and Gorno-Altaysk cases. To 

date, courts have ruled to place 87 Witness publications on the FLEM. 
 

The Witnesses contest the Taganrog and Gorno-Altaysk decisions and all other Russian 

court decisions that have declared their publications to be extremist. They have filed 

28 applications with the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) to address accusations 

of extremism and related abuses. The ECHR is expected to rule on 22 of these cases 
soon. While defending its position before the ECHR, the Russian government has 

admitted that numerous Witness publications on the FLEM do not “contain direct calls for 

violence or incitement to violence.” 

 
Freedom of expression under assault 

 

Once Russian authorities succeeded in having literature declared “extremist” by the 

courts, they had the “legal” means to launch attacks against the Witnesses and further 
restrict their right to freedom of expression. 

 

• In 2010, authorities revoked the Witnesses’ permit to import and distribute 

The Watchtower and Awake! in Russia. The Watchtower has been in print since 
1879. Both publications are the most widely circulated magazines in the world. 

• Since March 2015, officials have refused to allow any shipments of religious 

literature from Jehovah’s Witnesses to enter the country.  

• Since July 2015 the Witnesses’ official website, jw.org, has been banned in 

Russia, making it difficult for anyone within Russia to obtain Witness publications 
electronically. Promoting the website is a criminal offense. 

• In early 2016, a prosecutor in Vyborg filed a claim to have the New World 

Translation of the Holy Scriptures, a Bible published by the Witnesses, declared 

“extremist.” 
 

In addition to restricting freedom of expression, the authorities have used the 

publications posted on the FLEM as a pretext to open investigations against the 

Witnesses’ local legal entities and to prosecute individual Witnesses for their religious 
activities. 

 

A pattern of inspections and convictions 

 

When a publication is posted on the FLEM, it is banned for mass distribution, production, 
or storage with the intent to distribute. Local authorities have taken advantage of this 

provision in the law to obtain court orders to search hundreds of homes of individual 

Witnesses and their Kingdom Halls for any banned religious literature. 

 
Often the searches are aggressive and authorities confiscate far more than the law 

allows, seizing personal items and all religious literature regardless of whether it is 

posted on the FLEM. 

 
• In August 2010, in Yoshkar-Ola, a group of approximately 30 officers from the 

police, Federal Security Service (FSB), and armed special forces interrupted a 



religious service. The officers grabbed some of the Witnesses and held them in a 

stranglehold and armlock position. The officers searched the premises and seized 

personal items, documents, and literature.  

• In July 2012, in the Republic of Karelia, FSB officers armed with automatic 
weapons and wearing ski masks assaulted a Witness in public, pushing him 

facedown on the hood of his car and twisting his arms behind his back. The 

officers searched the homes of several Witnesses and seized personal items and 

religious literature regardless of whether the literature was posted on the FLEM.  
 

In March 2016, in the Republic of Tatarstan, police raided a Kingdom Hall and several 

homes of the Witnesses. They seized computer equipment, personal electronic tablets, 

and religious literature. 
 

Law-enforcement authorities have secretly video recorded Witnesses in their private 

homes and at their Kingdom Halls. They have tapped the Witnesses’ phones, monitored 

e-mail, and resorted to other unlawful means to collect information. Intent on justifying 

their claims of extremism, some police have even resorted to planting the Witnesses’ 
banned literature in Kingdom Halls in attempts to fabricate evidence against them. As a 

result of these actions, many Witnesses have been criminally or administratively charged. 

 

Liquidation of legal entities leads to criminal charges 
 

In addition to filing charges against individual Witnesses, law-enforcement officials have 

used the banned literature they planted in Kingdom Halls as “evidence” for grounds to 

liquidate the Witnesses’ local religious organizations (LROs). 
  

Once an LRO is liquidated as “extremist,” the State seizes its assets. As a result, local 

Witnesses lose their houses of worship. This has already happened in Taganrog and 

Samara. Authorities in other cities are following this same pattern. 
 

Once authorities liquidated the Taganrog LRO, they took the unlawful step of equating 

meeting for prayer and worship with “continuing the unlawful activity of a banned 

organization.” Applying this tactic, authorities in Taganrog have criminally convicted 16 of 

Jehovah’s Witnesses merely for meeting together peacefully for worship. These are the 
same religious services that Jehovah’s Witnesses hold throughout the world. For the first 

time since the fall of the Soviet Union, it is now a criminal offense in Taganrog to worship 

as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

 
Warning against the administrative center signals a dangerous escalation 

 

If officials liquidate the Center, they will close it and ban its activity throughout Russia. 

Like their fellow believers in Taganrog, Jehovah’s Witnesses nationwide will be vulnerable 
to criminal prosecution merely for attending Christian meetings and speaking about their 

faith to others. 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. 

 
Philip Brumley, General Counsel for Jehovah’s Witnesses, stated: “For Jehovah’s 

Witnesses to be lumped together with extremist groups and for their literature to be 

listed with works of violent terrorists is an affront to decency and justice. Russian 

authorities have misapplied a law that contravenes international norms, the Council of 
Europe’s standards, the UN Declaration of Human Rights, and Russia’s own constitution. 

They are using it as a tool to repress peaceful worship and to attack the heart of the 

Witnesses’ activity in Russia.” 

 
Vasiliy Kalin, a representative from the Administrative Center, observed: “Jehovah’s 

Witnesses have worshipped in Russia since the 19th century and endured severe 



persecution under Soviet times. Afterward, the State acknowledged us as victims of 

repression. We want to continue worshipping peaceably in Russia. The slanderous 

accusations of ‘extremism’ against us are simply being used to mask the true religious 

intolerance of those who disagree with our beliefs. We are not extremists.” 
 

Jehovah’s Witnesses hope that Russia will protect their freedom of religion as many other 

countries have. They also ask that the Prosecutor General’s Office stop its assault on the 

Administrative Center and that Russia uphold human rights for religious minorities. The 
question is, Will Russia do so? Or will it regress by oppressing Jehovah’s Witnesses as it 

did during the Soviet era? 

 

In 2015, 89 known individuals and communities 

prosecuted for religious literature 

Forum 18 (25.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1XiJWaO - Unemployed Jehovah's Witness A. 

Bokov served six days in prison for possessing Jehovah's Witness literature the Russian 

authorities deem "extremist". Yevgeny Menshenin served five days in prison for sharing 

an Islamic video on a social network. Elista's Jehovah's Witness community and an 
Islamic community in Komsomolsk-on-Amur were each fined 100,000 Roubles for 

religious literature (Jehovah's Witnesses say the literature in Elista had been planted). 

These were some of the 89 known individuals and communities brought to court in 2015 

under Administrative Code Article 20.29 for religious literature, Forum 18 News Service 
notes, a rise of a third on 2014. While more than half the prosecutions resulted from 

Islamic materials (many of them online), more than a third (a marked increase on 2014) 

were Jehovah's Witness texts. The other two were from Chinese spiritual movement 

Falun Gong. 

 
A total of 89 individuals and religious communities across Russia are known to have been 

brought to court in 2015 for possession of literature dealing with religion or beliefs, 

Forum 18 News Service has found in an analysis of court records. None of this literature 

appears to incite the violation of human rights, violence or hatred. Of these, 79 ended up 
with punishments, including four individuals who received jail sentences. 

 

These figures represent an increase on the previous year, when 56 punishments (all 

fines) resulted from 65 prosecutions for possession of religious literature the authorities 
deem "extremist"  

 

The cases were brought under Article 20.29 of the Code of Administrative Offences 

("Production or mass distribution of extremist materials"). In 33 cases, courts ordered 
the confiscated religious literature to be destroyed. 

 

Short-term imprisonment 

 

Two Muslims and two Jehovah's Witnesses received short-term jail sentences. Jehovah's 
Witness A. Bokov was initially detained for 10 days in Voronezh because he was 

unemployed with no source of income to pay a fine – his sentence was reduced on appeal 

to six days and he was released immediately after his appeal hearing on 9 December. In 

Krasnodar Region, Jehovah's Witness Vladimir Yeltavsky was sentenced to 12 days on 2 
July but released on appeal the next day (see below). 

 

Metin Karakoch, director of the Turkish Language Centre at Astrakhan State University, 

was detained for two days on 27 May for posting text from books by Islamic scholar 
Fethullah Gulen on a local internet forum – he subsequently left Russia for Turkey. In 

Perm Region on 26 March, Yevgeny Menshenin received a five-day sentence for sharing 

the video "The Wonders of the Koran" on the VKontakte social network (see below). 

http://bit.ly/1XiJWaO


 

Islamic prosecutions continue, Jehovah's Witness prosecutions increase 

 

Although a majority of cases involved banned Islamic texts or videos, prosecutions for 
alleged dissemination of Jehovah's Witness material have shown a marked increase 

throughout 2015, Forum 18 has observed (see below). 

 

This is consistent with a general increase in law enforcement attention towards Jehovah's 
Witnesses in 2015 and 2016. This has included several attempts to liquidate local 

communities, blocks on imports of Jehovah's Witness literature, and an ongoing 

prosecutor's suit to outlaw as "extremist" the Jehovah's Witness translation of the Bible. 

 
Article 20.29 

 

Article 20.29 of the Administrative Code 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. 
 

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 3,000 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. 

 

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. 

 

Massive fine increases in 2015 

 
From May 2015, organisations in Russia – including religious communities – have faced 

sharply increased fines for the distribution of items on the Federal List. Amendments 

signed into law by President Vladimir Putin doubled the minimum fine for "juridical 

persons" (which include commercial, publishing, media and registered religious 

organisations) to 100,000 Roubles (now 12,300 Norwegian Kroner, 1,300 Euros or 1,500 
US Dollars). The maximum fine was raised 10-fold to 1 million Roubles.  

 

The amendments have not increased fines for individuals or officials. If convicted, 

individuals continue to face a fine of between 1,000 and 3,000 Roubles, or up to 15 days' 
imprisonment. Fines for people acting in an official capacity (including individuals such as 

bookshop owners) range from 2,000 to 5,000 Roubles. (Each 1,000 Roubles is now 

equivalent to 120 Norwegian Kroner, 13 Euros or 15 US Dollars.) 

 
Many other 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 849 cases under Article 20.29 in 2015 – this figure includes 

prosecutions for both religious and non-religious texts, videos, images, 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 grounds for the dissolution of a religious organisation. This has been the experience 
of six Jehovah's Witness communities so far (in Taganrog, Samara, Abinsk in Krasnodar 

Region, Tyumen in Siberia, and Belgorod and Stariy Oskol, both in Belgorod Region), 

although the Russian Supreme Court overturned the dissolution of the Tyumen 

congregation on 15 April 2016. Liquidation proceedings are continuing against a seventh 
community in Cherkessk in the North Caucasus. One Muslim community, in Borovsky 

village in Tyumen Region, has also been dissolved for this reason. 

 

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". Rostov Regional Court rejected their appeals on 17 March 2016 

and the convictions have now come into force. 

 
On 2 March 2016, Russia's General Prosecutor's Office issued a written warning "that 

engaging in extremist activity is not permitted" to the Administrative Centre of Jehovah's 

Witnesses in Russia. This document, seen by Forum 18, makes specific reference to the 

distribution of prohibited literature as "extremist" activity which the Administrative 
Centre must prevent or face dissolution. The General Prosecutor's Office advises that 

"practical and organisational measures" must be taken within two months (ie. by 2 May) 

or the entire Jehovah's Witness association will be subject to liquidation. 

 
2015 prosecutions 

 

Fifty-five of the 89 known Article 20.29 cases for religious literature in 2015 were 

brought in relation to Islamic texts or videos, the same number as in 2014 (55 out of 65 

cases). The number involving Jehovah's Witness literature, however, rose significantly, 
from only ten in 2014 (out of 65 cases) to 32 in 2015 (out of 89 cases). The other two 

cases in 2015 involved material produced by the Chinese spiritual movement Falun Gong. 

 

Prosecutions for Jehovah's Witness texts also show an increase throughout 2015, with 
nine coming to court between January and April and five between May and August, rising 

to 18 in the last four months of the year. 

 

Of the 89 known cases, 84 resulted in conviction in the first instance, and five in 
acquittal. Defendants appealed against 23 convictions, only one of which was overturned 

and another seven returned to the original court for re-examination. Another two 

sentences were reduced on appeal (although the convictions themselves remained). Of 

the seven cases which have gone to re-trial, four have led to acquittal and two to 

conviction (the outcome of the seventh is unknown). 
 

Even if they are ultimately exonerated, defendants are forced to spend time, energy and 

money to counter the charges against them, Forum 18 notes. 

 
Article 20.29 prosecutions in general are now overwhelmingly based on internet 

distribution of text, image, video or audio files (754 out of 849 total cases, both religious 

and non-religious), usually by means of social media and most often on the Russian 

VKontakte network. 
 

Prosecutions for religious material, however, are still dominated by hard copies of books 



and other literature and comprise the majority of "offline" cases found by Forum 18 (66 

out of 95). Eighteen of the 23 cases involving online religious material were based on the 

sharing of the video "The Wonders of the Koran", which was banned by Nefteyugansk 

City Court in Tyumen Region on 7 April 2011 and does not appear to incite the violation 
of human rights, violence or hatred. 

 

Effect of Orenburg ruling 

 
Unusually, 2015 saw the removal from the Federal List of 50 Islamic texts originally 

banned in a 20-minute hearing at Orenburg's Lenin District Court in March 2012. 

Although the appeal against the "extremism" ruling on these items took place in February 

2015, it was not until May that the ban was finally lifted and the titles did not disappear 
from the Federal List until mid-July. 

 

While there were 35 prosecutions for distribution of the Orenburg texts in 2014, this 

number fell to 18 in 2015 (mainly for offences allegedly committed before the 50 

reprieved texts were removed from the Federal List or involving one of the other 18 
books which remain banned). Forum 18 nevertheless found three prosecutions in the last 

four months of 2015 involving texts deleted from the List. 

 

The 50 unbanned texts included popular prayer books often sold in bookshops, markets, 
and mosques. Their removal from the Federal List has led to a decline in the number of 

booksellers and shopkeepers charged under Article 20.29, from fourteen in 2014 to only 

two in 2015. 

 
Organisations 

 

Five registered religious organisations faced charges under Article 20.29 in 2015 (down 

from nine in 2014). Three of these were Jehovah's Witness communities and two were 
mosques. 

 

Examples of Article 20.29 cases during 2015 include: 

 

- on 2 October, R. Kuchukova was fined 1,000 Roubles at Kuibyshev District Court in 
Omsk for uploading the text of "Gardens of the Righteous" (unbanned in Orenburg) onto 

her VKontakte profile page. Neither the local FSB security service, which found the text 

while "monitoring the Omsk segment of the internet", nor Judge Galina Parkhomenko, 

acknowledged that the case should not legally have been initiated. When contacted by 
Forum 18, Judge Parkhomenko's office refused to explain by phone or by email why 

Kuchukova had been fined for material no longer considered "extremist". 

 

- on 11 September, Elista's Jehovah's Witness community became the first known 
Jehovah's Witness organisation to be convicted under the new sentencing regulations 

introduced in May 2015, receiving a fine of 100,000 Roubles at Elista City Court. The 

community argued that the banned "extremist" material found by police in their 

building's grounds had been planted by unknown persons. On 15 February 2016, 

Jehovah's Witnesses stated on their main international website jw.org that law 
enforcement agencies in Russia "have increasingly resorted to fabricating evidence to 

justify charges of extremism against Jehovah's Witnesses". 

 

- 58-year-old Jehovah's Witness elder Vladimir Yeltavsky was jailed for 12 days at 
Bryukhovetsk District Court in Krasnodar Region on 2 July, for allegedly giving copies of 

banned Jehovah's Witness brochures to a local resident at her home. Yeltavsky learned of 

the hearing only when bailiffs arrived to take him to court, less than an hour in advance, 

and was therefore unable to engage a lawyer or familiarise himself with the case 
materials. At an appeal hearing on 3 July, Yeltavsky was acquitted and released after 32 

hours in custody, as the statute of limitations had expired before the case came to court. 



 

- in March, two residents of Kungur in Perm Region were convicted in separate cases of 

distributing the banned video "The Wonders of the Koran". Although they were sentenced 

just 24 hours apart by the same judge for the same offence, Ye. Belyayeva received a 
fine while Yevgeny Menshenin was jailed for five days. Neither the judge nor the 

prosecutor involved in these cases would explain to Forum 18 why Menshenin had been 

imprisoned. 

 
How prosecutions start 

 

The majority of known Article 20.29 cases in 2015 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 

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. 

 

Known Article 20.29 "extremist" religious material cases from 2015 
 

1. 24 December 

 

Name: Z.E. Khalifayev 
 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Railway District Court, Voronezh 
 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" (banned Nefteyugansk City Court, 

Khanty-Mansiisk, Tyumen Region, 7 April 2011) uploaded onto social network, found 

during monitoring by Anti-Extremism Police 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 

 
2. 18 December 

 

Name: M.Sh. Gumerov  

 
Fine: 3,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Dimitrovgrad City Court, Ulyanovsk Region 

 
Material: One copy of Islamic text "Fortress of a Muslim" (banned Kurgan City Court, 16 

February 2015; Ussuriysk District Court, Primorye, 31 July 2014) – shared with 

acquaintances and relatives and kept at defendant's home; admitted possession but 

denied distribution; copy apparently published by "Pik Dom Pechati" of Kazan – but no 

such edition appears on List 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: Partially successful, returned for re-examination – 28 January, Ulyanovsk 
Regional Court; premature judgement with substantial procedural violations – points out 

discrepancy in bibliographical details; conviction overturned on re-examination – 16 

February 2016, Dimitrovgrad City Court 

 
3. 17 December 

 



Name: Yekaterina Kuznetsova 

 

Fine: 2,500 Roubles 

 
Court: Tikhoretsk City Court, Krasnodar Region 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness text "Was Life Created?" (banned October District Court, 

Belgorod, 4 March 2015) distributed with other literature from trolley in the street with 
Leontyeva (see below); gave book to unknown man at his request, who then called police 

to report literature "aimed at undermining the foundations of Orthodoxy" 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 
 

Appeal: Partially successful – returned for re-examination, 4 February, Krasnodar 

Regional Court, Judge Kharet Bors; conviction overturned on re-examination – 4 March 

2016, Tikhoretsk City Court 

 
4. 17 December 

 

Name: Zinaida Leontyeva 

 
Fine: 2,500 Roubles 

 

Court: Tikhoretsk City Court, Krasnodar Region 

 
Material: as above – Jehovah's Witness book – with Kuznetsova 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 
Appeal: Partially successful – returned for re-examination, 4 February, Krasnodar 

Regional Court; conviction overturned on re-examination – 4 March 2016, Tikhoretsk City 

Court 

 

5. 17 December 
 

Name: Gennady Rakhmanin 

 

Fine: 2,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Gulkevichi District Court, Krasnodar Region 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness texts – "The Watchtower" magazine, "What does the Bible 
really teach?" and "Does God really care about us?" distributed at bus stop in 

Kavkazskaya village 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 
Appeal: Partially successful – returned for re-examination, 9 February, Krasnodar 

Regional Court; re-trial on 24 March 2016, Gulkevichi District Court – outcome unknown 

 

6. 16 December 
 

Name: M.R. Miftakhutdinov 

 

Fine: 2,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Dimitrovgrad City Court, Ulyanovsk Region 



 

Material: One copy of Islamic text "Fortress of a Muslim" (banned Kurgan City Court, 16 

February 2015; Ussuriysk District Court, Primorye, 31 July 2014) kept at defendant's 

home "with the aim of mass distribution" and shared with acquaintances and relatives 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: Partially successful, returned for re-examination – 4 February, Ulyanovsk 
Regional Court; conviction overturned on re-examination – 1 March 2016, Dimitrovgrad 

City Court 

 

7. 7 December 
 

Name: E.A. Sukhoyvanenkov 

 

Fine: 2,000 Roubles 

 
Court: October District Court, Stavropol, Judge Aleksei Eminov  

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness book "What does the Bible really teach?", found at 

defendant's home during search by Anti-Extremism Police 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Unknown  

 

Appeal: None 
 

8. 4 December 

 

Name: A.E. Bokov 
 

Fine: None – 10 days' detention 

 

Court: Komintern District Court, Voronezh 

 
Material: Large quantity of Jehovah's Witness texts found in defendant's garage, 

including "What does the Bible really teach?" and "Drawing near to Jehovah", during 

search operation by Anti-Extremism Police 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: Partially successful – detention reduced to six days, ie. freed after appeal hearing 

– 9 December, Voronezh Regional Court (see F18News 2 March 2016 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2154).  

 

9. 3 December 

 

Name: A.Ya. Tulyakov, imam of Makhalla No. 1814 
 

Fine: 3,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Pachelma District Court, Penza Region 
 

Material: Islamic texts "Values of Ramadan" (banned Norilsk City Court, Krasnoyarsk 

Region, 29 December 2014) and "Values of Zikra" (banned by Pervouralsk City Court, 

Sverdlovsk Regional, 9 February 2015), Muhammad Zakariya Kandahlawi; "Tasavvuf", 
Osman Nuri Topbas (banned Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012 and 25 May 



2015, ie. not one of those removed); found during law enforcement inspection on open 

bookshelves in prayer room 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation  
 

Appeal: None 

 

10. 2 December 
 

Name: Rasmina Ibragimova 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Industrial District Court, Smolensk 

 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded to VKontakte social network 

profile page 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 
 

11. 26 November 

 

Name: A.B.Koltakov 
 

Fine: Unknown 

 

Court: Komintern District Court, Voronezh 
 

Material: unspecified Jehovah's Witness texts 

 

Confiscation/destruction: unknown 

 
Appeal: None 

 

12. 24 November 

 
Name: Mikhail Ivantsov, pastor of "Banner of Love" Pentecostal Church 

 

Fine: None - acquitted 

 
Court: Igra District Court, Udmurt Republic 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness text "My book of Bible stories" (banned Rostov Regional 

Court, 11 September 2009) found among other books available for borrowing by 

parishioners, during inspection by prosecutor's office; pastor does not dispute that book 
was present but does not know how it came to be there; now destroyed by pastor's wife 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable – already destroyed 

 
Appeal: None 

 

13. 23 November 

 
Name: Z.Z. Safiyullina 

 



Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Volzhsk City Court, Mari-El Republic 

 
Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" found on VKontakte profile page by 

FSB monitoring 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 
 

Appeal: None 

 

14. 22 November 
 

Name: A.N. Chebodayev 

 

Fine: 2,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Beya District Court, Khakasiya 

 

Material: electronic copies of Islamic texts, uploaded onto VKontakte social network, 

found by FSB monitoring; "Purification and education and the need of Muslims for this", 
by Muhammad Nasiruddin al-Albani (banned Abakan City Court, Khakasiya, 8 June 2010) 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 
Appeal: None 

 

15. 19 November 

 
Name: D.A. Aliyeva 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Gorodishche District Court, Penza Region 
 

Material: Islamic brochure "Islam Today" by Abu Al-Mawdidi (banned Buguruslan City 

Court, Orenburg, 19 October 2007) found at house used as prayer hall, belonging to 

Aliyeva, during prosecutor's office "inspection of compliance with anti-extremism 
legislation" 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 
Appeal: None 

 

16. 18 November 

 

Name: Mansur Akhmadov 
 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Lenin District Court, Perm 
 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" found on VKontakte profile page by 

Anti-Extremism Police monitoring 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 



Appeal: None – accepts guilt 

 

17. 17 November 

 
Name: Ismail Kachayev  

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Kamenka City Court, Penza Region 

 

Material: Islamic texts "Stories from the Koran" and "Understanding Islam" found in 

cupboard and on open bookshelf in Kobylkino Mosque No.2 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: None 

 
18. 17 November 

 

Name: A.R. Nurayev – shopkeeper  

 
Fine: 3,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Neftekamsk City Court, Bashkortostan 

 
Material: Four copies of Islamic text "Values of Namaz"; one copy of "Values of 

Ramadan" (banned Norilsk City Court, Krasnoyarsk Region, 29 December 2014); one 

copy of "Values of Zikra" (banned by Pervouralsk City Court, Sverdlovsk Regional, 9 

February 2015), all by Muhammad Zakariya Kandahlawi; four copies of "Fortress of a 
Muslim" (Nalchik 2004 edition – banned Kurgan City Court, 6 April 2015); found during 

"inspection of compliance with anti-extremism legislation" at "Muslim" shop 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 
Appeal: None 

 

19. 16 November 

 
Name: A.M. Magomedov 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Soviet District Court, Bryansk 

 

Material: Islamic text "Fortress of a Muslim", apparently single copy, no details of edition 

or situation 

 
Confiscation/destruction: unknown 

 

Appeal: None 

 
20. 16 November 

 

Name: M.K. Egamov – prisoner  

 
Fine: Unknown 

 



Court: Kirovo-Chepetsk District Court, Kirov Region 

 

Material: Islamic text "Thirty-three Windows" from Nursi's "Risale-e Nur" collection 

(banned Koptev District Court, Moscow, 21 May 2007), found in locker during inspection; 
defendant accused of giving book to other inmates "with the aim of mass distribution" 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 
Appeal: None 

 

21. 11 November 

 
Name: S.A. Petrova 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Industrial District Court, Smolensk 
 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" found on VKontakte profile page 

during FSB monitoring 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 

 
22. 6 November 

 

Name: N.V. Mironenko 

 
Fine: Unknown 

 

Court and judge: Prokhladnyy District Court, Kabardino-Balkariya, Judge Andrei Blikanov 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness texts "What do you need to know about God and his 
purpose?", "How can we develop a close relationship with God?", "The secret of family 

happiness" distributed at bus stop 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 
 

Appeal: None (see F18News 2 March 2016 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2154). 

 
23. 6 November 

 

Name: Lyudmila Ponomarenko 

 

Fine: 1,500 Roubles 
 

Court: Prokhladnyy District Court, Kabardino-Balkariya 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness texts "What do you need to know about God and his 
purpose?", "How can we develop a close relationship with God?", "The secret of family 

happiness" distributed at bus stop 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 
 



Appeal: None (see F18News 2 March 2016 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2154).  

 

24. 29 October 
 

Name: Valentina Kuznetsova, a founder of Serov Jehovah's Witness community 

 

Fine: 2,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Serov District Court, Sverdlovsk Region 

 

Material: 51 copies of Jehovah's Witness texts, incl. "What does the Bible really teach?", 
"Knowledge that leads to everlasting life", "Come and follow me", "My book of Bible 

stories", "Jehovah's Witnesses – who are they? What do they believe?"; Serov prosecutor 

inspected community for "compliance with the requirements of anti-extremism 

legislation" and searched Kuznetsova's flat 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 22 December, Sverdlovsk Regional Court 

 
25. 29 October 

 

Name: Vera Osadchaya 

 
Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Chernigovka District Court, Primorye 

 
Material: Falun Gong texts (banned Pervomaisk District Court, Krasnodar, 27 October 

2011); defendant tried to distribute material describing Chinese persecution of Falun 

Gong practitioners; five copies seized, two copies presented as evidence in court, 

supposedly given to the prosecutor's office by witnesses who said they had received the 

books from Osadchaya 
 

Confiscation/destruction: unknown 

 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – Primorye Regional Court, 25 December 
 

26. 23 October 

 

Name: B.A. Avezov – prisoner  
 

Fine: Unknown 

 

Court: Kirovo-Chepetsk District Court, Kirov Region 

 
Material: Islamic text "Fortress of a Muslim" (414-page Ezhayev edition – banned Kurgan 

City Court, 16 February 2015) found during unscheduled personal search 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 
 

Appeal: None  

 

27. 20 October 
 



Name: Galimzyan Bikmullin, chair of Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Tyumen 

Region, charged as official person 

 

Fine: 3,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Central District Court, Tyumen 

 

Material: three Islamic texts from Said Nursi's "Risale-i Nur" collection ("Tract on nature", 
banned by Central District Court, Kaliningrad, 27 September 2012; "The truths of faith" 

and "Faith and man", both banned by Koptev District Court, Moscow, 21 May 2007) 

found when prosecutor's office and Anti-Extremism Police carried out search of Spiritual 

Administration's premises; material freely accessible to parishioners in the prayer hall 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 14 December 2015, Tyumen Regional Court 

 
28. 13 October 

 

Name: V.A. Yakushina  

 
Fine: 2,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Gelendzhik City Court, Krasnodar Region 

 
Material: Jehovah's Witness text "Good news from God" (banned Lenin District Court, 

Vladimir, 23 October 2013) freely distributed to passers-by outside "Smotochka" shop 

with V.V. Biyul (see below), one of whom reported this to the police 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 5 November, Krasnodar Regional Court 

 

29. 8 October 
 

Name: R.A. Kan 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Lenin District Court, Vladivostok 

 

Material: FSB search of flat found 3000 copies of "agitational material of an anti-Chinese 
nature", including 20 copies of a Falun Gong text (banned 27 October 2011) – could be 

"Chzhuan Falun"; "Report on Allegations of Organ Harvesting of Falun Gong Practitioners 

in China"; "Falun Dafa in the world"; "Global Torch Relay for Human Rights" (banned by 

Pervomaisk District Court, Krasnodar 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: None 

 
30. 2 October 

 

Name: R.M. Kuchukova 

 
Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 



Court and judge: Kuibyshev District Court, Omsk, Judge Galina Parkhomenko 

 

Material: Islamic text "Gardens of the Righteous" (banned Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 

21 March 2012 but removed from list, and not banned by any other court); text uploaded 
into VKontakte social network profile page; found during FSB monitoring "of the Omsk 

segment of the internet" 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 
 

Appeal: None (see F18News 2 March 2016 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2154). 

 
31. 2 October 

 

Name: I.P. Antufyev 

 

Fine: 1,500 Roubles 
 

Court: October District Court, Arkhangelsk 

 

Material: two copies of Jehovah's Witness text "What does the Bible really teach?"; 
handed to FSB by witness brought in for questioning, who testified that Antufyev had 

given them to him 

 

Confiscation/destruction: neither 
 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 5 November, Arkhangelsk Regional Court 

 

32. 18 September 
 

Name: V.V. Sirvetnik  

 

Fine: None – acquitted 

 
Court: Nadym City Court, Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Region 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness brochures "Should you believe in the Trinity?" (banned 

Rostov Regional Court, 11 September 2009) and "What does God require from us?" 
(banned Gorno-Altaisk City Court, Altai Republic, 1 October 2009) found on another 

Jehovah's Witness, "A", who apparently signed statement saying she had received them 

from Sirvetnik 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable  

 

Appeal: None 

 

33. 16 September 
 

Name: Yan Chernobay, charity president 

 

Fine: 1,500 Roubles 
 

Court: Kirov District Court, Samara 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness text "Worship the only God" (banned Rostov Regional Court 
11 September 2009) found on open bookshelf during prosecutor's office inspection of 



premises of the "Independence" (Nezavisimost) charity (drug and alcohol rehab); 

president does not know how book could have got into the building 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 
 

Appeal: None 

 

34. 11 September 
 

Name: Jehovah's Witnesses of Elista 

 

Fine: 100,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Elista City Court, Republic of Kalymykiya 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness texts among those banned by Rostov Regional Court, 11 

September 2009; prosecutor's office tipped off by two people who had allegedly attended 
services and received extremist books – search operation carried out by police – two 

packets containing brochures found in undergrowth in grounds of Kingdom Hall 

 

Confiscation/destruction: unknown 
 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 9 November, Supreme Court of Kalmykiya; supervisory appeal 

unsuccessful – 25 December, Supreme Court of Kalmykiya (see F18News 2 March 2016 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2154). 
 

35. 11 September 

 

Name: V.V. Biyul 
 

Fine: Unknown 

 

Court: Gelendzhik City Court, Krasnodar Region 

 
Material: Jehovah's Witness text "Come and follow me" (banned Rostov Regional Court, 

11 September 2009) freely distributed to passers-by outside hypermarket – with 

Yakushina (see above) 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 27 October, Krasnodar Regional Court 

 
36. 3 September 

 

Name: Kotlas Jehovah's Witness community 

 

Fine: None – acquitted  
 

Court: Kotlas City Court, Arkhangelsk Region 

 

Material: One copy of Jehovah's Witness text (either "How do you know the true 
Christian?" or "Armageddon. What is it? When is it coming?", both banned Aktubinsk 

District Court, Astrakhan Region, 24 November 2014) and other brochures displaying 

www.jw.org address found on community's premises; judge concluded that website ban 

published on 7 August, after discovery of brochures on 3 June, and that "storage of a 
single copy of a publication does not indicate distribution of a mass nature or storage for 

the purpose of mass distribution" 



 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: By prosecution, unsuccessful – 29 September, Arkhangelsk Regional Court (see 
F18News 2 March 2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2154). 

 

37. 3 September 

 
Name: Nikolai Suslonov, chair of Kotlas Jehovah's Witness community 

 

Fine: None - acquitted 

 
Court: Kotlas City Court, Arkhangelsk Region 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness texts – same as above in case against community 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 
 

Appeal: None 

 

38. 2 September 
 

Name: "NUR" local Muslim religious organisation, DUMAChR 

 

Fine: 100,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Central District Court, Komsomolsk-on-Amur 

 

Material: two Islamic books – Abdurrahman Raafat al-Bashi's "Pictures from the Life of 
the Companions of the Messenger of Allah", banned by Gorodishche District Court, Penza 

Region, 21 February 2008, and Ibn Hisham's "The Life of the Prophet Mohammed", 

banned by Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012 – found on community's 

premises 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Destruction – but order lifted with respect to Orenburg text 

 

Appeal: Unsuccessful, but changed to remove Orenburg text because of lifting of ban – 

22 October, Khabarovsk Regional Court; supervisory appeal unsuccessful – 16 March 
2016, Khabarovsk Regional Court (see F18News 2 March 2016 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2154).  

 

39. 2 September 
 

Name: Magomedrasul Gimbatov, leader of "NUR" local Muslim religious organisation, 

DUMAChR 

 

Fine: 2,000 Roubles 
 

Court and judge: Central District Court, Komsomolsk-on-Amur, Judge Nadezhda Tatun 

 

Material: two Islamic books – Abdurrahman Raafat al-Bashi's "Pictures from the Life of 
the Companions of the Messenger of Allah", banned by Gorodishche District Court, Penza 

Region, 21 February 2008 and Ibn Hisham's "The Life of the Prophet Mohammed", 

banned by Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012 – found on community's 

premises 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction – but order lifted with respect to Orenburg text 



 

Appeal: Unsuccessful, but changed to remove Orenburg text because of lifting of ban – 

22 October, Khabarovsk Regional Court; supervisory appeal also unsuccessful – 14 March 

2016, Khabarovsk Regional Court (see F18News 2 March 2016 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2154). 

 

40. 1 September 

 
Name: A. Khalimov, imam 

 

Fine: 3,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Tomponsk District Court, Sakha Republic 

 

Material: Islamic texts "The Life of the Prophet" and "A word on unity" (both banned by 

Buguruslan City Court, Orenburg, 6 August 2007) found during police search of mosque 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: None 

 
41. 13 August 

 

Name: Asylbek Ryskaliyev, former imam 

 
Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Pallasovsky District Court, Volgograd Region 

 
Material: 3 copies of Islamic text "Muhammad: may Allah bless and welcome him" by Safi 

al-Rahman al-Mubarakfuri (banned by Gorodishchensky District Court, Penza Region, 22 

February 2008); 4 discs containing "Book of the Mujahid" by Amir Abdullag Shamil Abu 

Idris (banned by Shakhunsk District Court, Nizhny Novgorod Region, 9 September 2011), 

"The Life of the Prophet" by Safi al-Rahman al-Mubarakfuri, translated from Arabic by 
Abdullah Nirsha (Primorsk District Court, St Petersburg, 19 April 2011), and 

"Understanding Islam" by Sheikh Ali al-Tantawi (Maykop City Court, Adygea, 24 

November 2010) – found in Muslim shop under auspices of local Muslim religious 

organisation, during FSB inspection of shopping centre 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: None 
 

42. 6 August 

 

Name: A.V. Ignatov 

 
Fine: None – acquitted 

 

Court: Vinogradovsky District Court, Arkhangelsk Region 

 
Material: 838 copies of Jehovah's Witness literature found at Ignatov's home during law 

enforcement search, including "Drawing near to Jehovah" (banned by First of May District 

Court, Krasnodar, 22 April 2011) and "Questions of Youth: Practical Advice" (banned by 

Rostov Regional Court, 11 September 2009) – judge concludes Ignatov is guilty but time 
for prosecution has run out 

 



Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: by defendant against judge's conclusion of guilt, unsuccessful – 15 September 

2015, Arkhangelsk Regional Court 
 

43. 30 July 

 

Name: Ramil Gazizov 
 

Fine: 1,500 Roubles 

 

Court: Sernur District Court, Mari El Republic 
 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto social network 

personal page, found by FSB monitoring 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 
 

Appeal: None 

 

44. 28 July 
 

Name: E.R. Zholdoshev  

 

Fine: 3,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Yakutsk City Court, Sakha Republic 

 

Material: Single copy of "Islamic religious book" banned by Sol-Iletsky District Court, 
Orenburg Region, 28 May 2012 (appears to be an-Nawawi's "40 Hadiths"), seized during 

police raid on flat accommodating 8 Kyrgyz migrant workers 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 
Appeal: None 

 

45. 24 July 

 
Name: Makhalla No. 1371, Strezhevoy 

 

Fine: 150,000 Roubles 

 
Court and judge: Strezhevoy City Court, Tomsk Region, V.N. Miserev 

 

Material: 9 Islamic books (redacted, but appears to include "Risale-i Nur" texts) found on 

open shelf in men's prayer hall of mosque, during inspection by FSB and prosecutor's 

office staff 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 1 October, Tomsk Regional Court (see F18News 14 October 2015 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2111). 

 

46. 22 July  

 
Name: R.A. Khatipov 

 



Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Chernushka District Court, Perm Region 

 
Material: Islamic texts - Volume 2 of "The best example of calling and upbringing. The 

most splendid person – may Allah bless and welcome him" by Omer Celik, Mustafa 

Ozturk and Murat Kay (Lenin District Court, Orenburg 21 March 2012); volumes 1 and 3 

later unbanned 
 

Confiscation/destruction: unknown 

 

Appeal: None 
 

47. 16 July  

 

Name: N.F. Safarov 

 
Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Barda District Court, Perm Region 

 
Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto social network 

personal page, found by Anti-Extremism Police 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 
 

Appeal: None 

 

48. 16 July 
 

Name: S.V. Bakilin 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Motovilikha District Court, Perm 

 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto social network 

personal page, found by Anti-Extremism Police 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 10 August, Perm Regional Court 
 

49. 2 July 

 

Name: Vladimir Yeltavsky 

 
Fine: None – 12 days' detention 

 

Court: Bryukhovetsk District Court, Krasnodar Region 

 
Material: "What does the Bible really teach?", "Is it true that God takes care of us?", and 

other Jehovah's Witness literature, given by defendant to unnamed witness at her home 

in March 2015 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 



Appeal: successful – 3 July, Krasnodar Regional Court (see F18News 14 October 2015 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2111). 

 

50. 26 June 
 

Name: A.A. Zhukov (head of local JW organisation) 

 

Fine: 3,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Yugorsk District Court, Khanty-Mansiysk Autonomous Region, Tyumen Region  

 

Material: total of 31 copies of various Jehovah's Witness books and brochures, including 
"What does the Bible really teach?", handed out at religious meetings at defendant's 

home; found during police search 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 
Appeal: Unsuccessful – 27 August, Khanty-Mansiisk Regional Court  

 

51. 19 June 

 
Name: A.L. Beklayev 

 

Fine: "minimum" fine, ie. 1,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Chusovoy City Court, Perm Region 

 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto VKontakte social 

network, found by Anti-Extremism Police 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 

 
52. 19 June 

 

Name: A.B. Abasov – prisoner  

 
Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Verkhnekamsk District Court, Kirov Region 

 
Material: Islamic text "Book of Monotheism" by Muhammad at-Tamimi (banned by 

Savyolovo District Court, Moscow, 2 April 2004) given by defendant to fellow inmates, 

found in cell during inspection 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 
 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 20 August, Kirov Regional Court 

 

53. 18 June 
 

Name: R.R. Gilyazova 

 

Fine: unknown 
 

Court: Volzhsk City Court, Mari El Republic 



 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto VKontakte social 

network 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 

 
54. 17 June 

 

Name: V.V. Spivak 

 
Fine: 2,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Teykovo District Court, Ivanovo Region 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness literature distributed outside Teykovo railway station, 
including "What does the Bible really teach?", "How to achieve happiness in life?", "What 

can people expect?", "What do you need to know about God and his purpose?", "How to 

develop a close relationship with God"; more kept at defendant's home  

 
Confiscation/destruction: unknown 

 

Appeal: Partially successful (fine reduced to 1000 because statute of limitations for 

station offence had expired, though not that for keeping literature in home), 13 August, 
Ivanovo Regional Court 

 

55. 10 June 

 
Name: I.S. Kozlov 

 

Fine: Unknown 

 

Court: Lenin District Court, Vladimir 
 

Material: 6 text files uploaded to VKontakte personal page, containing Islamic books 

banned by Buguruslan City Court, Orenburg Region, 19 October 2007 – otherwise 

unspecified, but appears to include Muhammad Alia al-Hashimi's "Personality of a 
Muslim", which promotes peace and human rights 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Deletion of files from VKontakte page 

 
Appeal: None 

 

56. 9 June 

 

Name: G.R. Miftakhutdinova 
 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Volzhsk City Court, Mari El Republic 
 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto VKontakte social 

network 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 



Appeal: None 

 

57. 3 June 

 
Name: G.I. Abdulova 

 

Fine: 1,500 Roubles 

 
Court: Barda District Court, Perm Region 

 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto VKontakte social 

network in 2011, found by Anti-Extremism Police 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 

 
58. 27 May 

 

Name: Metin Karakoch, director of Centre for the Turkish Language at Astrakhan State 

University 
 

Fine: None – two days' detention 

 

Court: Soviet District Court, Astrakhan 
 

Material: text from Islamic books by Fethullah Gulen posted on local internet forum, with 

links to works and recommendations to read them; unknown which titles, though ban on 

several lifted in Orenburg 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation of computer equipment used 

 

Appeal: None – subsequently left Russia (see F18News 14 October 2015 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2111).  
 

59. 22 May 

 

Name: V.G. Lepyoshkina 
 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Golyshmanovo District Court, Tyumen Region 
 

Material: distributed "What does the Bible really teach?" at Jehovah's Witness gathering 

in her home in March 2015 

 

Confiscation/destruction: unknown 
 

Appeal: None 

 

60. 8 May 
 

Name: Musina 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Ordzhonikidze District Court, Perm 



 

Material: Islamic text "The way to the Koran" by Elmir Kuliyev (Kuybyshev District Court, 

Omsk, 12 July and 10 August 2012 – but ban lifted in Orenburg) reposted on VKontakte 

page, fully accessible for viewing and download; found by Anti-Extremism Police 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None (see F18News 14 October 2015 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2111).  

 

61. 30 April 

 
Name: Zulfiya Malikova 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Bolshaya Sosnova District Court, Perm Region 
 

Material: uploaded Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" onto VKontakte profile 

page; found during internet monitoring by Anti-Extremism Police 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 

 
62. 28 April 

 

Name: I. Sh. Nigmatully 

 
Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Kunashak District Court, Chelyabinsk Region 

 

Material: Islamic texts – Osman Nuri Topbas's "History of the Prophets", Parts 2 (3rd ed.) 
and 3 (4th ed.) kept in defendant's home (both banned by Lenin District Court, 

Orenburg, 21 March 2012) and found during search by FSB  

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 
 

Appeal: None 

 

63. 28 April 
 

Name: Guzaliya Galina 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Chaikovskiy City Court, Perm Region 

 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto VKontakte profile page 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 

 
64. 10 April 

 



Name: A.A. Aliyev 

 

Fine: Unknown 

 
Court and judge: Birobidzhan District Court, Jewish Autonomous Region  

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness texts including "Come and follow me", "Knowledge that leads 

to everlasting life", "What does the Bible really teach?"; "Questions of Youth" added by 
appeal judge 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction – ordered later by Birobidzhan District Court on 24 

July 2015; overturned by Court of the Jewish Autonomous Region on 9 September as 
additions cannot be made to verdicts already in force; destruction ordered on re-

examination by Birobidzhan District Court on 22 September; unsuccessful appeal by 

Aliyev on 19 October 

 

Appeal: Unsuccessful – 16 June, Court of the Jewish Autonomous Region; supervisory 
appeal unsuccessful – 14 August, Court of the Jewish Autonomous Region 

 

65. 8 April 

 
Name: Maksim Tokayev 

 

Fine: Unknown 

 
Court: Novy Urengoy City Court, Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Region 

 

Material: Islamic text – Muhammad at-Tamimi's "Book of Monotheism" – scanned copy 

uploaded to VKontakte; found during internet monitoring by Anti-Extremism Police 
 

Confiscation/destruction: unknown 

 

Appeal: None 

 
66. 8 April 

 

Name: M.A. Kuvvatov 

 
Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Lenin District Court, Voronezh 

 
Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded to social media 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 
 

67. 31 March 

 

Name: A.D. Ilchuk 
 

Fine: Unknown 

 

Court: Usolye City Court, Irkutsk Region 
 



Material: unknown Jehovah's Witness brochure, found by police and Anti-Extremism 

Police 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 
 

Appeal: None 

 

68. 31 March 
 

Name: F.A. Ilchuk 

 

Fine: Unknown 
 

Court: Usolye City Court, Irkutsk Region 

 

Material: same case as above – unknown Jehovah's Witness brochure, found by police 

and Anti-Extremism Police 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: None 
 

69. 30 March 

 

Name: Shamil Neverov, imam 
 

Fine: 2,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Spassk District Court, Penza Region 
 

Material: Islamic text "Constellation of the Righteous Caliphs" (banned by Lenin District 

Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012); one copy found by law enforcement in Nizhny Lomov 

mosque library 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Destruction  

 

Appeal: None (see F18News 15 May 2015 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2062). 
 

70. 27 March 

 

Name: Ye.A. Belyayeva 
 

Fine: Unknown 

 

Court: Kungur City Court, Perm Region 

 
Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto Vkontake social 

network 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable  
 

Appeal: None 

 

71. 26 March  
 

Name: Yevgeny Menshenin 



 

Fine: None – five days' administrative detention 

 

Court: Kungur City Court, Perm Region 
 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto VKontakte profile page 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Deletion from page 
 

Appeal: None (see F18News 15 May 2015 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2062). 

 
72. 25 March 

 

Name: S.K Sainova 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Kirov District Court, Omsk 

 

Material: Islamic text, Abu Zakariya's "Gardens of the Righteous" (banned by Lenin 
District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012) uploaded onto defendant's VKontakte profile 

page; found during FSB internet monitoring 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 
 

Appeal: None 

 

73. 19 March 
 

Name: F.M. Isayev 

 

Fine: Unknown 

 
Court: Kuvandyk District Court, Orenburg Region 

 

Material: Islamic text – "Muhtasar Ilmihal [Concise Catechism], Introduction to Islam" 

(banned by Arsenyev City Court, Primorye, 24 December 2012) found on bookshelf in 
prayer room at defendant's home during police search 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 
Appeal: None 

 

74. 19 March 

 

Name: M.D. Shevchenko 
 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Leningrad District Court, Krasnodar Region 
 

Material: Jehovah's Witness book "Revelation, Its Grand Climax At hand!"; circumstances 

unspecified 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 



Appeal: Unsuccessful – 19 May 2015, Krasnodar Regional Court 

 

75. 17 March 

 
Name: Jehovah's Witness community of Cherkessk 

 

Fine: 50,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Cherkessk City Court, Republic of Karachay-Cherkessiya 

 

Material: Large quantity of Jehovah's Witness literature, including single copies of 

"Questions of Youth. Practical advice" and "What do you need to know about God and his 
purpose?"; some seized from prayer hall by prosecutor's officials and Anti-Extremism 

Police; some from community members' homes; tip-off from Cherkessk resident 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 
Appeal: Unsuccessful – 27 April 2015, Supreme Court of Karachay-Cherkessiya (see 

F18News 15 May 2015 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2062). 

 

76. 17 March 
 

Name: A.V. Volovikov 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Cherkessk City Court, Republic of Karachay-Cherkessiya 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness literature, same as above – seized from defendant's home 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: Partially successful, sent for re-examination – Supreme Court of Karachay-

Cherkessiya (date unknown); re-trial on 13 May – convicted again, Cherkessk City Court; 
appeal submitted to Supreme Court of Karachay-Cherkessiya – outcome as yet unknown 

(see F18News 15 May 2015http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2062). 

 

77. 17 March 
 

Name: D.V. Metelin 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Cherkessk City Court, Republic of Karachay-Cherkessiya 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness literature, same as above – seized from defendant's home 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: Partially successful, sent for re-examination – Supreme Court of Karachay-

Cherkessiya (date unknown); re-trial on 13 May – convicted again, Cherkessk City Court; 
appeal submitted to Supreme Court of Karachay-Cherkessiya – outcome unknown (see 

F18News 15 May 2015http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2062). 

 

78. 5 March 
 

Name: Anna Vilchinskaya, library director – charged as official person 



 

Fine: Unknown 

 

Court: Rybno-Slobodsky District Court, Tatarstan 
 

Material: Single copy of Islamic text "Pillars of Islam and Faith", by Muhammad bin Jamil 

Zeno (banned by Pervomaysky District Court, Vladivostok), and 2 copies of "Stories from 

the Life of the Prophet of Allah", Book 2 of the "Religious Narrative" series compiled by 
Abdel Hamid Dzhuda Al-Sahhar (banned by Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 

2012); found by prosecutors and Anti-Extremism Police during search of library 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 
 

Appeal: None (see F18News 15 May 2015 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2062). 

 

79. 2 March 
 

Name: G.Sh. Aldarova 

 

Fine: 1,500 Roubles 
 

Court: Barda District Court, Perm Region 

 

Material: Islamic video "The Wonders of the Koran" uploaded onto social network profile 
and found by Anti-Extremism Police 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 
Appeal: None 

 

80. 27 February 

 

Name: A.N. Nigamatullin 
 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Kunashak District Court, Chelyabinsk Region 
 

Material: Single copies of Islamic texts "Fortress of a Muslim" (3rd ed.) and "Constellation 

of the Righteous Caliphs" (both banned by Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 

2012); found by FSB in search of defendant's home 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: None 

 
81. 27 February 

 

Name: R.R. Kaziyev 

 
Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Kunashak District Court, Chelyabinsk Region 

 



Material: Islamic literature, including "Constellation of the Righteous Prophets" (banned 

by Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012); found by FSB in search of 

defendant's home 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Destruction  

 

Appeal: None 

 
82. 26 February 

 

Name: S.S. Khusutdinov 

 
Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Kunashak District Court, Chelyabinsk Region 

 

Material: Islamic literature including "Constellation of the Righteous Caliphs", "Gardens of 
the Righteous", and "The Way to the Koran" by Elmir Kuliyev (all banned by Lenin District 

Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012); found by FSB in search of defendant's home 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 
 

Appeal: None 

 

83. 26 February 
 

Name: I.D. Sultanov 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 
 

Court: Kunashak District Court, Chelyabinsk Region, Judge N.G. Nuretdinova 

 

Material: Islamic text "Fortress of a Muslim" (banned by Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 

21 March 2012); found by FSB in search of defendant's home 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 

Appeal: None 
 

84. 25 February 

 

Name: I.A. Norvatov 
 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Kunashak District Court, Chelyabinsk Region 

 
Material: Islamic texts "Muhtasar Ilmihal [Concise Catechism], Introduction to Islam" 

(banned by Arsenyev City Court, Primorye, 24 December 2012) and "Proper behaviour 

and purification of the soul" by Abdul-Aziz al-Abdul Latif (banned by Sol-Iletsky District 

Court, Orenburg Region, 28 May 2012); found by FSB in search of defendant's home 
 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction  

 

Appeal: None 
 

85. 24 February 



 

Name: Vasiliy Platon 

 

Fine: 1,500 Roubles 
 

Court: Tikhoretsk City Court, Krasnodar Region 

 

Material: Jehovah's Witness literature including "How To Achieve Happiness" (banned by 
Central District Court, Barnaul, 10 July 2014) distributed in the street  

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 
Appeal: None (see F18News 15 May 2015 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2062). 

 

86. 24 February 

 
Name: Vasiliy Platon 

 

Fine: 1,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Tikhoretsk City Court, Krasnodar Region 

 

Material: concurrent prosecution for second, similar incident; Jehovah's Witness literature 

including "How To Achieve Happiness" (banned 10 July 2014 by Central District Court, 
Barnaul) 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Destruction 

 
Appeal: None (see F18News 15 May 2015 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2062).  

 

87. 3 February 

 
Name: Yu.T. Tursunkhuzhayev, imam 

 

Fine: 3,000 Roubles 

 
Court: Mirninsky District Court, Yakutia 

 

Material: Single copies of two editions of Islamic text "In the Light of the Holy Koran" 

(banned by Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012); found on shelves in Aikhal 
village mosque's prayer hall 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 

 

Appeal: None 
 

88. 28 January 

 

Name: Mehdi Nabulsi, Moroccan student 
 

Fine: 1,500 Roubles 

 

Court: Novgorod District Court, Novgorod Region 
 



Material: PDF copy of Islamic text "The Way to the Koran" by Elmir Kuliyev (banned by 

Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012); uploaded onto VKontakte profile page, 

found by FSB 

 
Confiscation/destruction: Not applicable 

 

Appeal: None 

 
89. 26 January 

 

Name: Pavel Zavitayev, head of education at Correction Colony No. 2, Sverdlovsk Region 

 
Fine: 2,000 Roubles 

 

Court: Verkh-Isetsky District Court, Yekaterinburg 

 

Material: Single copy of Islamic text "The Life of the Prophet Mohammed" by Ibn Hisham 
(banned by Lenin District Court, Orenburg, 21 March 2012); found in prison mosque 

during prosecutors' inspection 

 

Confiscation/destruction: Confiscation 
 

Appeal: None 

 

Conscientious objectors denied alternative service 

Russian Protestants support Adventists who appealed to European Court 

Russia Religion News (22.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1NKPfIE - Russian protestants consider 

the appeal to the European Court for Human Rights by Adventists, the cousins Vladimir 

and Dmitry Salnikov, to be legitimate. They had been drafted into the army, despite their 
religious convictions and request for alternative service. This opinion was expressed 

Friday to RIA Novosti by the first assistant of the ruling bishop of the Russian Associated 

Union of Christians of Evangelical Faith (Pentecostals), Konstantin Bendas. 

Earlier the newspaper Vedomosti reported that the Salnikov cousins, who belong to the 
Church of Christian Seventh-Day Adventists, were drafted into the army, despite the fact 

that they had informed the Saransk draft board beforehand of their religious 

convictions—that they "do not use violence and do not take up arms"—and they asked to 

be sent to alternative civilian service. After conscription, the applicants refused to take 
the oath. 

Konstantin Bendas explained that of Russian protestants, which include Adventists, "only 

a small portion maintain pacifist views," while as a rule this is not a commonly agreed 

upon position of any confession and only "a private, personal view and conviction of 
individual believers, as in this case." 

"We discussed this question at a session of the Commission for Harmonizing of Inter-

ethnic and Inter-religious Relations of the Public Chamber of the RF back in the middle of 

last year, when this situation had just arisen. I would like to note that these young 

people did not refuse to fulfill their civic duties and they did not ask to leave them at 
home on a comfortable sofa but they requested alternative civilian service, which is 

guaranteed by law," Bendas said. 

http://bit.ly/1NKPfIE


He added that in his opinion, alternative civilian service even is "somewhat more severe 

than military service is for many conscripts." "To work almost two years, most likely as 

an orderly in hospitals for serious illnesses, tuberculosis, and psychiatric cases, with 

severe contingents. And they were ready to do that. They did not run off and hide," the 
representative of the Christians of Evangelical Faith noted. 

Bendas reported that during the discussion in the Public Chamber he had the opportunity 

to familiarize himself with a full pack of documents, including responses of the draft 

board to the applications of the conscripts. He said that the Salnikov cousins are 
"profound believers." In childhood they went to Sunday school and their father was a 

minister. The news agency's source called the response that the Salnikovs received in the 

draft board "strange." "For some reason the draft board refused to acknowledge their 

convictions as sincere." 

Bendas said that such a decision seems especially surprising when one considers that 

alternative civilian service is quite unpopular among youth at the present time. 

"According to some information, in recent years the total applications for alternative 

civilian service is approximately 600. In our union, in recent times there was one such 

application, and that was more than ten years ago. On the contrary, we have different 
precedents. When young people want to go to serve but they are given a deferment to 

the next draft, because we have more people wishing to serve than there are places in 

the army," the representative of the Pentecostal union added. 

At the same time, the news agency's interlocutor elaborated that he does not possess 
information about whether the Salnikovs appealed this particular case to any judicial 

instances on Russian territory. 

 

Russian Supreme Court refuses to ban Jehovah’s 

Witnesses branch 

RAPSI (15.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1SqEeDF - Russia’s Supreme Court on Friday declined 

to ban the Jehovah’s Witnesses of Tyumen as extremist organization, RAPSI reports from 

the courtroom. 

 
The Tyumen Regional Court ordered the liquidation of the Jehovah’s Witnesses branch in 

2015. The court granted a motion filed by prosecutors and declared the group 

extremist.The Supreme Court thus reversed the lower court’s ruling. 

 
According to a representative for the Jehovah’s Witnesses branch, the case has been 

framed up. 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses have had many legal problems in Russia. 
 

In March 2015, a court in Tyumen fined the organization 50,000 rubles ($752) 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. 

 

http://bit.ly/1SqEeDF


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. 

 

Eight facing criminal cases, five already under arrest 

Forum 18 (11.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1XvgxIq - Komil Odilov was arrested in Novosibirsk 

and Oleg Kim in Blagoveshchensk in December 2015, Ziyavdin Dapayev and Sukhrab 
Kultuyev in Makhachkala and Andrei Dedkov in Krasnoyarsk in March 2016, Forum 18 

News Service has learned. The five – who can be held in pre-trial detention for up to one 

year - are among eight Sunni Muslims known to be facing FSB-led criminal prosecution 

on charges of "extremism" for studying the works of Turkish theologian Said Nursi. Many 
Russian translations of his books have been banned as "extremist" in Russia, along with 

many Jehovah's Witness publications. The 16 Jehovah's Witnesses convicted of 

"extremist" activity in Taganrog in November 2015 have failed in their attempt to have 

their sentences overturned. When they get the written verdicts of the 17 March decision 

they will decide whether to appeal further, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18. 
 

In the latest cases in Russia against Sunni Muslims who read the works of the late 

Turkish theologian Said Nursi, eight individuals are known to be facing charges in 

separate criminal investigations in four different cities, Forum 18 News Service has 
learned. Three of these four cases involve suspects who have previously been convicted 

of similar "extremism" offences within the last few years. All are being investigated by 

the FSB security service. 

 
Five of the accused are being held in pre-trial detention in Federal Prison Service 

investigation prisons (subject to the Russian Justice Ministry), two since December 2015 

and three since March 2016. Another two have been placed under travel restrictions. 

 

Under Article 109 of the Criminal Procedural Code, individuals can initially be kept in 
custody for up to two months, and investigators must seek any necessary extensions to 

this period by application to a district court. Pre-trial detention in "extremist"-related 

prosecutions can generally be extended to a maximum of six months, with a maximum of 

one year in serious cases. 
 

Several of the accused also appear on the Federal Financial Monitoring Service 

(Rosfinmonitoring) list of "terrorists and extremists", which obliges banks to freeze their 

assets. 
 

Meanwhile, 16 Jehovah's Witnesses found guilty of "extremist" activity in November 2015 

have failed in their attempt to have their sentences overturned (see below). 

 
Same circumstance, new prosecutions 

 

In the Siberian city of Krasnoyarsk, 36-year-old Muslim Aleksei Dedkov has been charged 

for the third time, having only just appealed unsuccessfully against his December 2015 

conviction for an identical offence. 
 

Multiple raids in March in Dagestan in the Russian North Caucasus resulted in the 

opening of a criminal case against 33-year-old Ziyavdin Dapayev (previously given a 

suspended sentence in 2011, also under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1) and 
brothers 33-year-old Sukhrab and 31-year-old Artur Kultuyev. 

 

http://bit.ly/1XvgxIq


Meanwhile, courts in the Siberian city of Novosibirsk and Blagoveshchensk in the Far East 

have extended pre-trial detention periods for 40-year-old Komil Odilov and 41-year-old 

Oleg Kim, as investigations continue. 

 
All four prosecutions have arisen from circumstances similar to those of previous cases, 

in which 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 even exists. They are then charged with organising or participating in "extremist" 
activity (Article 282.2 Parts 1 and 2 of the Criminal Code).  

 

"Extremist" texts despite lack of hatred or violence 

 
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. 
 

Sharing such "extremist" texts, even in homes, can render those involved liable to 

criminal and administrative prosecution. 

 
The reasons 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". The freedom to criticise any religious or non-religious belief is, however, 

a central part of freedom of religion and belief. 

 

Dagestan 

 
In March, the Dagestan FSB carried out simultaneous raids on homes in four cities across 

the republic (Makhachkala, Izberbash, Derbent, and Khasavyurt), resulting in the 

detention of 14 people on suspicion of involvement in "Nurdzhular". Most were later 

released after questioning, but two – Ziyavdin Dapayev and Sukhrab Kultuyev – remain 
in custody and are being investigated under Criminal Code Article 282.2 Parts 1 and 2 

respectively.  

 

Their prison address is: 
 

367012 Respublika Dagestan 

Makhachkala 

ulitsa Levina 45 

Sledtsvenny Izolyator No. 1 
 

A third suspect – Kultuyev's younger brother Artur Kultuyev, also known as Ramazan – is 

also suspected of offences under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 2, and has been 

placed under travel restrictions, imam Ilhom Merazhov - who has been following the case 
- told Forum 18 on 6 April. He added that Dapayev and Sukhrab Kultuyev are being held 

in Investigation Prison No. 1 in the Dagestani capital Makhachkala. 

 

During the raids, the FSB seized more than 400 books and brochures, including allegedly 
"extremist" material, as well as laptops and phones, "Kommersant" newspaper reported 

on 15 March. 



 

Forum 18 wrote to the Dagestan FSB on 7 April, asking when the case was likely to come 

to court and why Muslims who read Nursi's works are considered dangerous. It received 

no reply as of the end of Dagestan's working day on 11 April. 
 

Dapayev's name has been added to the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and 

extremists", but those of the Kultuyevs do not yet appear. 

 
Dapayev was previously convicted of "extremist" activity for alleged involvement in 

Nurdzhular in May 2011 and received a three-year suspended sentence.  

 

Krasnoyarsk: fines waived but convictions remain – and new charges brought 
 

Andrei Dedkov, a Muslim convert from Krasnoyarsk, has been charged for the third time 

with involvement in "Nurdzhular". According to a 22 March FSB document, seen by 

Forum 18, he is accused of organising a "cell of adherents" and holding study groups at 

various addresses in Krasnoyarsk between 25 May 2015 and 10 March 2016. 
 

At these meetings, participants allegedly read and discussed prohibited texts from Nursi's 

"Risale-i Nur" (Messages of Light) collection. These activities were allegedly aimed at "the 

formulation .. of a positive attitude to death, combined with a willingness to sacrifice 
oneself in the interests of the teachings" and promoted "propaganda of the superiority 

and inferiority of citizens according to religion". 

 

Dedkov – apparently arrested on 10 March - remains in custody, a fellow Muslim who 
reads Nursi's works told Forum 18 on 24 March. 

 

Forum 18 wrote to the Krasnoyarsk FSB on 6 April to enquire when the case is likely to 

come to court and why Dedkov was considered dangerous. It received no reply as of the 
end of the Krasnoyarsk working day of 11 April. 

 

The address of Krasnoyarsk's Investigation Prison, where Forum 18 believes Dedkov to 

be detained, is: 

 
660075 Krasnoyarskaya Oblast 

Krasnoyarsk 

ulitsa Respubliki 72 

Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 
 

Dedkov was first prosecuted for reading Nursi's works in 2010. However, 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. He 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, Judge Vladimir Sinyakov of 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. Soviet District Court had also 

mistakenly convicted Kuzmenko under Article 282.2, Part 1, and the appeal judge 
amended this to Part 2. 

 

Soviet District Court halted the trial of a third defendant, Azerbaijani-born Ismat 

Agdzhayev, because it did not conclude before the statute of limitations expired in 
January 2016. Agdzhayev was also charged under Article 282.2, Part 2, but the court 

suspended proceedings against him until he recovered from illness, court spokeswoman 



Anna Sheludko told Forum 18 on 15 January. By the time hearings resumed on 15 

February under a new judge, Tatyana Sokolkina, the two-year limit on the case had been 

reached and it was dropped on 25 February, according to the court website. 

 
Dedkov, Kuzmenko and Agdzhayev all appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists 

and extremists". Dedkov's fellow defendants from his first trial do not. 

 

Novosibirsk: detention extended 
 

Imam Komil Odilov, accused for the second time of organising "Nurdzhular" activity, 

remains in custody in Novosibirsk, his lawyer Yuliya Zhemchugova told Forum 18 from 

the city on 24 March. His detention has been extended by four months until 2 June, 
making a total so far of six months since his arrest on 6 December 2015. It is unclear 

when the case will come to trial – Zhemchugova believes she will learn more in early 

summer. 

 

By law, Odilov could be held for up to one year in pre-trial detention, Zhemchugova 
explained to Forum 18 on 4 April. Every extension to the custody period must be 

approved by a court. 

 

Odilov's prison address is: 
630010 Novosibirskaya Oblast 

Novosibirsk 

ulitsa Karavayeva 1 

Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 
 

Odilov has not complained about the conditions in detention, according to Zhemchugova, 

apart from his cellmates' excessive smoking. However, Vitaly Ponomarev of the Moscow-

based human rights organisation Memorial noted on 7 April that Odilov was being held 
with 13 others in a cell designed for eight and that there were "problems with water". 

 

Forum 18 wrote to the Novosibirsk FSB on 18 January to ask why Odilov was considered 

dangerous and when the case was likely to come to court. The FSB replied on 27 January 

and refused to answer these questions, explaining that investigators had not given 
permission for such information to be disclosed as it concerned a preliminary 

investigation. 

 

As well as Odilov, two other Novosibirsk Muslims have also been charged with 
involvement in "Nurdzhular", both under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 2. The 61-

year-old Uralbek Karaguzinov and 18-year-old Mirsultan Nasirov were also arrested in 

December 2015 but released after two days. Karaguzinov is now under travel 

restrictions, Ponomarev reported on 7 April. Forum 18 has been unable to establish 
whether Nasirov is under any restrictions. 

 

All three men now appear on the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and extremists", 

Karaguzinov and Nasirov having been added on 12 January. 

 
Odilov and fellow imam Merazhov were convicted in May 2013 under Criminal Code 

Article 282.2, Part 1 ("Organisation of an extremist organisation") for allegedly 

organising "Nurdzhular" activity. Each received a one-year conditional sentence. The 

investigation and trial lasted two years. 
 

After fruitless appeals to Novosibirsk Regional Court and Russia's Supreme Court, 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 11 April that no decision had yet been taken as to the 

admissibility of the cases. 



 

Blagoveshchensk: detention extended 

 

Muslims who read Nursi's works are also under investigation in Blagoveshchensk in the 
Far Eastern Amur Region. Yevgeny Kim, whom the FSB first arrested in December 2015, 

has had his initial two-month detention period extended by a further two months, 

Ponomarev of Memorial reported on 7 April, and remains in custody in a Federal Prison 

Service Investigation Prison. 
 

Kim was also placed on the Rosfinmonitoring list of "terrorists and extremists" in April. 

 

The address of Blagoveshchensk's Investigation Prison, where Forum 18 believes Kim to 
be detained, is: 

 

675007 Amurskaya Oblast 

Blagoveshchensk 

Seryshevskiy pereulok 55 
Sledstvenny Izolyator No. 1 

 

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. The others were later released. 

 

Anton Starodubtsev, also detained in December 2015, has appealed to the 

Blagoveshchensk City Prosecutor to have the actions of FSB investigator Ilya Beloglazov 
ruled unlawful. According to Starodubtsev's letter, which he provided to Forum 18 on 28 

March, the FSB officers "showing no documents, threatening us with guns, in a rough 

manner made everyone present lie on the floor" for three hours, and kept those they 

detained in handcuffs for 12 hours. 
 

Ponomarev of Memorial noted on 7 April that Starodubtsev's request to prosecutors is 

currently under consideration. 

 

Starodubtsev sent similar complaints to President Vladimir Putin on 4 March and to the 
regional FSB itself on 16 March. In these letters, also provided to Forum 18, he claims 

that during interrogation of suspects and witnesses, which has taken place several times 

since 26 December 2015, investigators engaged in "indirect and direct threats [and] 

blackmail", when lawyers were not present, and tried to get people to sign statements 
they had prepared in advance. 

 

The Presidential Administration acknowledged receipt of Starodubtsev's letter on 4 March 

and said it had directed it to the Amur Regional FSB "for the purpose of objective and 
comprehensive consideration, with a request to inform you of the outcome". 

Starodubtsev has received no response from the FSB. 

 

In his letters, Starodubtsev categorically denies his own and his friends' and family's 

involvement in "extremist" activity. He requests that the FSB examine the case 
"objectively and impartially and without bias, with the assistance of professional experts 

not only in the field of psychology and linguistics, but also in the field of religious 

studies", including Muslim scholars. 

 
The Amur Region FSB confirmed to Forum 18 on 19 February that it had initiated a case 

under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1, and the investigation was ongoing. However, it 

refused to disclose any further details. 

 
Atheist on trial in Stavropol  

 



The trial of an atheist blogger charged 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 continuing in Stavropol at Magistrate's 

Court No. 6. Viktor Krasnov (known on social media as Viktor Kolosov) is accused of 
committing this "crime" in two online conversations in the "Overhead in Stavropol" group 

on the VKontakte social network in autumn 2014. 

 

Krasnov's most recent hearing before Judge Aleksandr Filimonov, scheduled for 28 
March, was postponed until 12 April after the prosecutor failed to attend. Psychological 

and linguistic experts summoned by the court also did not appear as they were occupied 

with analysis for other cases, according to a letter to the judge from the North Caucasus 

Justice Ministry, posted on Krasnov's Vkontakte page. 
 

The two conversations he is accused of holding disparage beliefs held by some Christians. 

Nevertheless, Krasnov was exercising his internationally-recognised right to freedom of 

religion or belief. 

 
Criminal Code Article 148 came into force on 1 July 2013. Critics noted that it was so 

poorly defined that it (and the similarly aimed new Code of Administrative Offences 

Article 5, Part 26) could be used to prosecute actions officials simply dislike. Considerable 

disagreement exists in both the Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate) and 
Russian society over the criminalisation of "insulting religious feelings".  

 

Taganrog Jehovah's Witnesses' appeal unsuccessful  

 
Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses found guilty of "extremist" activity in Taganrog in November 

2015 have failed in their attempt to have their sentences overturned, the Jehovah's 

Witness Administrative Centre announced on 18 March. The defendants and their lawyers 

will decide whether to lodge further appeals once they have received the written verdict 
from Rostov Regional Court, spokesperson Ivan Belenko told Forum 18 on 7 April. 

 

"During the appeal hearing, it became clear that the judges were not ready to protect the 

faithful from fictional accusations," lawyer Anton Omelchenko remarked in 18 March 

press release. "This is the first time in modern Russia that people have been subjected to 
criminal punishment only because of their faith," Yaroslav Sivulsky of the Administrative 

Centre added. He insisted that "the decision of Rostov Regional Court discredits Russian 

justice, returning Russian reality to sad times of religious persecution". 

 
The 14 men and two women received heavy fines (which the judge waived) and 

suspended prison sentences at Taganrog City Court after a re-trial lasting more than 60 

hearings over ten months. 

 
All were convicted of "continuing the activities of an extremist organisation" by meeting 

to pray and read the Bible after their community was liquidated in 2009. Appeal judges 

Maksim Shelekhov, Yekaterina Malysheva and Vladimir Kuznetsov upheld these 

sentences at Rostov Regional Court on 17 March 2016. 

 

Russian authorities move toward unprecedented 
shutdown of Witnesses’ national headquarters 

JW.org (07.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1T8FTbt - In an unprecedented move, Russian 

authorities have threatened to close the Administrative Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
Russia. 

http://bit.ly/1T8FTbt


The Prosecutor General’s Office of the Russian Federation issued a formal warning letter 

dated March 2, 2016, stating that “the religious association shall be subject to 

liquidation” if the administrative center fails to eliminate within two months the 

“committed violations” framed by the government as “extremist.” Yaroslav Sivulskiy, a 
spokesman for Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia, states: “This closing of our national entity 

would include a confiscation of any properties we own and ultimately place a ban on the 

religious activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses throughout Russia.” 

Administrative Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia 

Ironically, the move comes during the 25th anniversary of the first legal registration of 

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia: the Administrative Center was registered on March 27, 

1991, and was reregistered on April 29, 1999. The threat to close the Witnesses’ national 

headquarters in Russia, located in the village of Solnechnoye about 40 kilometers 
(25 miles) northwest of St. Petersburg, is the latest instance of the government’s 

aggression against the Witnesses. Within the past year, Russian authorities blocked 

imports of the Witnesses’ religious literature, as well as Russian-language Bibles, and 

made Russia the only nation in the world to ban the Witnesses’ official website, jw.org. 

“The anti-extremism laws are being misapplied toward the worship of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Russia,” comments Mr. Sivulskiy. “Jehovah’s Witnesses are contesting these 

decisions. We want to freely carry out our worship and our Bible education work 

peacefully, as we have been doing for 125 years in Russia.” 

However, Russian authorities have been increasingly hostile to Jehovah’s Witnesses 
largely due to what has been described as the government’s symbiotic relationship with 

the Russian Orthodox Church. International media outlets have reported that this “close 

alliance between the government and the Russian Orthodox Church,” as The New York 

Times characterized it, appears to fuel aggressive acts and legislation aimed at 
suppressing the Witnesses’ activities as well as those of other religious minorities in 

Russia. The Associated Press reported that the government’s “moves against the 

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia [have] also alarmed religious-freedoms activists.” A report 

from Reuters stated that such acts are being carried out “against Jehovah’s Witnesses 
and scores of others caught up in the widening net of criminal prosecutions brought 

under Russia’s anti-extremism law.” In December 2015, The Independent reported that 

Russia’s legislation was to help “prevent terrorist attacks and ultranationalist violence.” 

Yet, it has also been used “to prosecute members of such peaceful faiths” as Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, as described by The Huffington Post on March 20, 2016. Although the 
Witnesses are seeking legal redress in both domestic courts and the European Court of 

Human Rights, The Moscow Times of March 25, 2016, reported that Russia passed a new 

law “giving Russian courts the right to overrule international courts’ decisions.” 

Visitors in the lobby of the Administrative Center 

The Witnesses use the Administrative Center of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia to 

organize and support free Bible education programs for Russian citizens. Experienced 

ministers at the administrative center also assist and communicate with Witness 

volunteers in Russia working to provide relief aid for victims of disasters. There are more 
than 175,000 Witnesses in Russia, a country with a population of over 146,000,000. 

David A. Semonian, international spokesman for the Witnesses at their world 

headquarters in New York, states: “It is greatly disappointing to us that the government 

would even threaten to shut down our branch office in Russia. Jehovah’s Witnesses and 

many others around the world are taking a keen interest in how this matter develops.” 

 



Mass raids, arrests target followers of Aum Shinrikyo 
doomsday cult in 

Russia Today (05.04.2016)  - http://bit.ly/1VHfwOx - Russian police have raided 25 

premises linked to the Japanese Aum Shinrikyo cult in Moscow and St. Petersburg, 

detaining several members. This comes after authorities in Montenegro deported 58 

suspected cult followers, 44 of them to being sent Russia. 
The raids targeted the homes and places of worship of suspected cultists of Aum 

Shinrikyo, a doomsday religion that is banned in Russia. 

 

“During the searches, we found and seized ritual items and electronic media. In addition, 

we discovered addresses of several more active participants of the cult – 11 in Moscow 
and 14 in St. Petersburg,” Irina Volk, an official representative of the Ministry of Internal 

Affairs said on Tuesday.  

Police also found books related to cult’s teachings in several of the apartments. Ten 

people were detained in the St. Petersburg raids, according to the TASS news agency. 
 

Russian prosecutors say the cult has been actively recruiting and pressuring people for 

donations. They suspect it has up to 30,000 followers in Russia. 

 
The prosecutors launched a criminal investigation into the group’s activities which 

“involve violence against citizens and injury to their health.” 

 

The organizers of this association pressured their victims physically and psychologically, 
to make them submit donations and their property [to the cult],” Vladimir Markin, Head 

of the press-service of Russia’s Investigative Committee, has said. 

The Russian Interior Ministry, along with representatives of Interpol, is also investigating 

the activities of 44 citizens recently deported to Russia by Montenegrin authorities. 

 
On March 26 a group of 60 alleged Aum cultists were detained in Montenegro during 

raids in Danilovgrad, central Montenegro, and in capital Podgorica, after authorities 

received a report that “a certain number of foreign citizens, linked to a foreign closed 

religious group and possibly involved in international organized crime” were in the 
country illegally. 

 

According to local press reports, the Aum Shinrikyo cultists were holding a conference in 

Montenegro at the time. 
 

During the raids, police seized several thousand euros in cash and electronic devices, 

which were taken for forensic analysis. After interrogation, the detainees however were 

released, with no charges filed against them, but as their stay in Montenegro has not 

been officially registered, they were deported – the majority of them to Russia and other 
CIS countries. 

 

Aum Shinrikyo is an infamous Japanese doomsday cult considered a terrorist 

organization and outlawed in many countries, including Russia. In 1995, members of the 
group carried out a terror attack where they released sarin gas in the Tokyo subway. 

Twelve people were killed and more than 5,000 were severely poisoned, with about 

1,000 of them suffering from temporary visual impairment. Some 189 Aum cultists have 

been put on trial in Japan. The cult’s leader, Shoko Asahara, was sentenced to death in 
2004 and remains on death row alongside 12 other cultists.  

 

http://bit.ly/1VHfwOx


Russian human rights commissioner criticizes increasing 
violations 

By Roman Lunkin 

Religiia i Pravo (24.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/1Mp5tvT - In 2014 the special department in 

the apparatus of the plenipotentiary for human rights in the RF for monitoring violations 

dealing with freedom of conscience was liquidated, which evoked fear that the 
ombudsman would ignore that kind of incidents of discrimination. However a well-known 

politician with a splendid reputation, Ella Pamfilova, drew much more critical conclusions 

against the government and a number of religious associations than was expected. 

It should also be noted that in 2016 the report of the plenipotentiary complements and 

correlates well with the specialized and, naturally, more detailed report of the SOVA 
Center, "Problems with realization of freedom of conscience in Russia in 2015" (author: 

Olga Sibireva. Under the editorship of Alexander Verkhovsky). The SOVA Center noted an 

increase in the level of aggression in society, of "antisectarian" hysteria with regard to 

religious minorities, incidents of vandalism, offense to religious feelings of non-Orthodox 
believers in news media, and actions of Orthodox activists against both opponents of 

construction of church buildings in parks and cultural figures. 

The report of the plenipotentiary for human rights in the Russian federation for 2015 

says: "The flourishing of 'rights-limiting' lawmaking and . . . the growth of aggressive 
conduct, intolerance, and rejection of an alternative point of view in confrontations of 

various kinds of groups of civil activists of worldview, political, and other bases evoke 

worry." 

However, it should be noted that the report of the plenipotentiary gives a more balanced 
assessment of the confrontations on ideological grounds than the report of the rights 

advocates: "An extreme expression of the polarization that is occurring is the clash of 

militant obscurantism, on the one hand, and unbridled vulgar 'art-provocation,' 

deliberately aimed at humiliating and offending generally acknowledged human values 

and having nothing to do with art, on the other." 

The report of the plenipotentiary, in a rather mild style but with harsh contents, makes 

an attempt to put the leadership of the Russian Orthodox Church on the spot. It is 

obvious that it is to the Moscow patriarchate and its activists that the call to consensus is 

directed: "Ethical and moral principles to a great extent have their source in religious 
views and not only in traditions of a secular character confirmed in society. For 

multiconfessional Russia this has enormous significance. And the issue is not only and 

not so much freedom of conscience as the general principle of the secular state. It is 

necessary to bring the fundamental postulates of one or another confession into 
accordance with the fundamental provisions of a secular state by means of the 

achievement of a consensus among all parties. If the fundamental religious values of any 

confession conflict with the basic principles of a secular rule-of-law state, then this may 

become an additional and extremely substantive risk for the maintenance of social 

harmony, which rests upon a base of recognition of a unified constitutional rule-of-law 
space. Conflict of this kind may lead both to distortion of legal consciousness and to a 

certain 'damage' of mores." 

In connection with this, statements of the head of the federal agency for affairs of 

nationalities, Igor Barinov, are amazingly harmonious and appropriate. He called 
politicians to conclude among themselves an agreement to reject the use of the religious 

and inter-ethnic factor in their election campaigns and discussions, and to have 

subdivisions that engage in implementation of national politics monitor this situation in 

the regions. 

http://bit.ly/1Mp5tvT


The plenipotentiary for human rights in the RF and the SOVA Center presented well 

formulated conclusions about who might use the religious factor for political goals, and 

how--from deputies of the Russian State Duma, who want to control all believers and ban 

some in the guise of "sectarians," to activists in news media and dioceses of the RPTs, 
after whose statements the houses of worship of Pentecostals or Adventists have their 

windows broken and are set on fire.  

 

Enforced liquidation of communities accelerates 

Forum 18 (22.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/23ukt39 - Three Jehovah's Witness communities 

are trying to challenge lower court orders that they be liquidated as "extremist" and are 

awaiting Supreme Court decisions. The cases brought to six the number of their 
communities banned as "extremist". Court moves to liquidate a seventh were launched in 

May 2015. Since spring 2015 at least seven further Jehovah's Witness communities have 

received written "extremism" warnings from prosecutors, a frequent prelude to 

liquidation suits, Forum 18 News Service has found. A Jehovah's Witness community in 

Arkhangelsk applied to liquidate itself in October 2015, just weeks before Regional 
Governor Igor Orlov told the local Russian Orthodox Diocese website of "ongoing work to 

ensure the de-legalisation of Jehovah's Witnesses in Arkhangelsk Region". All these 

moves mark an intensification of law enforcement efforts to curtail Jehovah's Witness 

activity, Forum 18 notes. One Muslim community is known to have been similarly 
liquidated, with a second being issued a warning. 

 

Three further Jehovah's Witness communities are facing enforced dissolution after courts 

ruled that they were "extremist" organisations and their activities must cease. The 
congregations of Tyumen in Siberia, Belgorod in southern European Russia, and Stariy 

Oskol, also in Belgorod Region, are now awaiting the outcome of appeals to Russia's 

Supreme Court in Moscow. Court proceedings have resumed to liquidate another 

community, in Cherkessk in the North Caucasus. These moves - and the "extremism" 

warnings prosecutors have issued to at least seven further communities across Russia - 
mark an intensification of law enforcement efforts to curtail Jehovah's Witness activity, 

Forum 18 News Service notes. 

 

The Cherkessk Jehovah's Witness community has been threatened with liquidation for 
much of the last year. 

 

Although not essential, one frequently employed mechanism in the process of dissolving 

a religious organisation is a formal warning from a prosecutor's office of the 
"inadmissibility of extremist activity", Forum 18 notes. Violation of the terms of such a 

warning can trigger a liquidation suit. Another seven Jehovah's Witness communities 

which have received such warnings and are therefore in danger of dissolution should law 

enforcement agencies detect any further "extremism"-related offences, Forum 18 has 
found. 

 

One Muslim community (in Borovsky village in Tyumen Region) is also known to have 

been liquidated on grounds of "extremism". Another (in Tayshet in Irkutsk Region) was 

issued with a warning in December 2014 after its imam was fined for allegedly 
distributing "extremist" literature. 

 

Before 2014, only one Jehovah's Witness congregation (in Taganrog, Rostov Region, in 

2009) had been dissolved on charges of "extremist" activity. In 2014, the Samara 
community was dissolved, followed by the Abinsk community in March 2015, Tyumen in 

October 2015, and Belgorod and Stariy Oskol in February 2016. Proceedings against the 

Cherkessk Jehovah's Witnesses were initiated in May 2015 and are still ongoing. 

 

http://bit.ly/23ukt39


Familiar path of administrative cases, warnings, "repeat offences" 

 

The most recent dissolutions have followed a familiar path, Forum 18 notes, involving the 

discovery of "extremist" literature, charges under Article 20.29 of the Administrative 
Code (mass distribution of extremist literature), prosecutors' warnings, and allegations of 

repeat offences, leading to prosecutors seeking liquidation through the courts. 

 

The three liquidation orders in Tyumen, Belgorod and Stariy Oskol, the attempted 
liquidation in Cherkessk, and the "extremism" warnings prosecutors have issued to 

communities all over the country all mark an intensification of law enforcement efforts to 

curtail Jehovah's Witness activity. 

 
Many Jehovah's Witness texts (as well as numerous Muslim, several Falun Gong and one 

Catholic book) have been declared "extremist" and placed on the Justice Ministry's 

Federal List of Extremist Materials. Possession of an item on the Federal List carries the 

risk of a fine or imprisonment for up to 15 days, and confiscation of the banned 

literature. The Federal List now runs to over 3,000 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. 

 

Prosecutions under Administrative Code Article 20.29 have also increased, the import 
into Russia of Jehovah's Witness literature (not deemed "extremist") is routinely blocked, 

and a court in Vyborg is currently considering a request by prosecutors to outlaw the 

Jehovah's Witness translation of the Bible as an "extremist" text. 

 
Consequences 

 

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. An unregistered community should legally be able to continue to operate 

as a religious group, which does not require registration, and meet privately for worship 

and study, but this can carry the risk of criminal charges. 

 

Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses in Taganrog were convicted on 30 November 2015 of 
"continuing the activities of a banned extremist organisation". Rostov Regional Court 

rejected their appeals on 17 March 2016 and the convictions have now come into force. 

 

"Unregistered" religious groups are now also under increased monitoring by the 
authorities. Since 24 July 2015, they have to notify the authorities of their existence, 

membership, and address(es) at least once every three years. 

 

Belgorod and Stariy Oskol 
 

Judge Irina Naumova of Belgorod Regional Court upheld the regional prosecutor's suits 

against the Stariy Oskol and Belgorod Jehovah's Witnesses on 10 and 11 February 2016 

respectively, ruling that both congregations were "extremist organisations", according to 

court records. 
 

Both communities, which had been registered in the region since the 1990s, have 

submitted appeals to the Supreme Court, but no hearing date is yet known. Although the 

verdicts have not yet come into force, the communities' activities have already been 
suspended, the Administrative Centre of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia said in a press 

release on 11 February. The Centre expressed its "concern that 11 Jehovah's Witnesses 

from Stariy Oskol and 11 of their fellow believers from Belgorod have been subjected to 

religious discrimination". It complained that the court had not permitted them to present 
their own evidence "showing the artificiality of the prosecutor's charges". 

 



In a statement of 11 February, Belgorod Regional Prosecutor's Office accused the 

Jehovah's Witnesses of "violations .. associated with the dissemination of extremist 

content (advocating the superiority or inferiority of a person on grounds of religious 

affiliation or attitude to religion) .. an inclination to refuse medical assistance to people in 
a life-threatening condition on religious grounds, and the destruction of family and 

kinship relations on the basis of religious differences". 

 

Forum 18 called the Regional Prosecutor's Office on 17 March to ask why it was seeking 
to have the two congregations dissolved and whether their former members would still 

be able to meet informally for worship. However, a spokeswoman explained that all 

enquiries from foreign organisations had to be directed to the General Prosecutor's Office 

of the Russian Federation. 
 

The Belgorod Jehovah's Witnesses received a warning from the city prosecutor's office on 

11 March 2015. According to court documents seen by Forum 18, this specified that "the 

religious organisation should not acquire and should not distribute any material deemed 

extremist; that it has neither the right nor the opportunity to follow any inhabitants of 
Belgorod who are not members; and that they should acquaint themselves with the 

Federal List of Extremist Materials"; and required compliance with current legislation. 

 

The community made an unsuccessful attempt to challenge this at the city's October 
District Court on 22 July 2015, followed by an unsuccessful appeal at Belgorod Regional 

Court on 12 November. On 30 December, the regional prosecutor's office submitted its 

liquidation suit, claiming that the Jehovah's Witnesses had violated the terms of the 

warning. 
 

Prosecutors issued the warning because of a concert held on 11 January 2015 at 

Dubovsk Palace of Culture in Belgorod District, during which a participant showed the 

audience "My Book of Bible Stories" (banned by Rostov Regional Court, 11 September 
2009) and "The Bible: God's Word or Man's?" (banned by Factory District Court, 

Kemerovo, 28 October 2010) and encouraged them to share these texts with the public. 

 

The Jehovah's Witness community did not dispute these events, but argued in court that 

they had not been party to the rental of the Palace of Culture and could not be held 
responsible for the autonomous actions of an individual adherent. 

 

The regional prosecutor's 30 December 2015 request to have the Stariy Oskol Jehovah's 

Witnesses dissolved also came after the community had unsuccessfully challenged an 
"extremism" warning earlier in 2015. 

 

According to court documents seen by Forum 18, the Stariy Oskol City Prosecutor issued 

the warning when law enforcement agents confiscated from four community members a 
number of books thought to be on the Federal List, plus others which "contained direct 

references to literature" on the List. The latter had been published after the relevant 

"extremism" rulings – therefore, the publishers had "knowingly included extremist 

material". 

 
Stariy Oskol City Court rejected the community's request to have this warning ruled 

unlawful on 7 April 2015. The community appealed unsuccessfully at Belgorod Regional 

Court on 30 July 2015. 

 
A group of local "anti-sect" activists, Youth Emergency Assistance, has claimed credit for 

triggering the Belgorod liquidation suits by repeatedly filming Jehovah's Witnesses in the 

streets and informing police of the distribution of allegedly "extremist" literature. The 

group has posted videos on its VKontakte page of members confronting Jehovah's 
Witnesses who have set up literature stands, then calling the police, who arrive and take 

the Jehovah's Witnesses away, often accompanied by the activists. 



 

Russia's Federal Tax Service does not yet list either the Stariy Oskol or Belgorod 

communities as being in the process of liquidation, and neither yet appears on the Justice 

Ministry's list of "extremist" organisations. 
 

Tyumen 

 

On 24 March, the Tyumen Jehovah's Witnesses will attempt to have the dissolution of 
their community overturned by the Supreme Court. Tyumen Regional Prosecutor's Office 

sought the liquidation when the community allegedly violated the terms of an 

"extremism" warning by distributing "extremist" literature and was fined 50,000 Roubles 

on 12 March 2015 (they appealed unsuccessfully against this on 15 May 2015). The 
warning had been issued after community member Vladimir Morev was convicted under 

Administrative Code Article 20.29 in June 2014. 

 

On 16 October 2015, Judge Natalya Levina upheld the prosecutors' suit. This "extreme" 

decision "could seriously affect the rights of believers", the Administrative Centre of 
Jehovah's Witnesses commented in a press statement of 25 February 2016. It insisted 

that the accusations of "extremist" activity were based on the "false statements of 

unidentified persons that [community members] allegedly distributed publications from 

the list of extremist materials". 
 

Forum 18 wrote to the Tyumen Regional Prosecutor's Office on 4 March asking why it 

wanted to have the community dissolved, why Jehovah's Witnesses are considered 

dangerous, and whether former members of the congregation will still be able to meet 
informally for worship. The prosecutor's office passed this on to Tyumen Regional 

Department of the Justice Ministry, and head of department Anna Kashchuk responded 

on 18 March. 

 
Kashchuk did not answer Forum 18's questions directly, only confirming the relevant 

dates in the case and the fact that the Jehovah's Witnesses had received a warning, and 

noting that because of the pending appeal, the court ruling has not yet come into force 

and "Because of this, the process of liquidation of the religious organisation .. has not 

begun". In response to Forum 18's enquiry as to whether members of a liquidated 
community may continue to meet informally, Kashchuk merely cited Article 7 of the 1997 

Religion Law on the nature and activities of "unregistered" religious groups. 

 

The Federal Tax Service lists the Tyumen community as being "in the process of 
liquidation", despite the pending Supreme Court appeal, but it does not yet appear on 

the Justice Ministry's list of "extremist" organisations. 

 

When Forum 18 called the Tyumen Kingdom Hall on 18 March, an automated message in 
Russian and English said the number was no longer in use. 

 

Arkhangelsk: ensuring the "de-legalisation of Jehovah's Witnesses" 

 

The "Central" Jehovah's Witness community of Arkhangelsk is also in the process of 
liquidation as of 5 December 2015, according to Federal Tax Service records. This 

resulted from leader Aleksandr Parygin's request to the Justice Ministry on 28 October 

2015 to have his congregation formally dissolved. 

 
Although this liquidation was not demanded by prosecutors, the Arkhangelsk Jehovah's 

Witnesses have come under increasing scrutiny over the last year from law enforcement, 

local authorities, and "anti-sectarian" activists. 

 
Regional Governor Igor Orlov told local Russian Orthodox Diocese website arh-eparhia.ru 

on 7 December 2015 of "ongoing work to ensure the de-legalisation of Jehovah's 



Witnesses in Arkhangelsk Region". He noted that Jehovah's Witnesses were "banned in 

several regions", and confirmed that the Arkhangelsk authorities "are following the same 

path". 

 
The FSB security service raided community premises and members' homes three times in 

April 2015, seizing religious literature. The community received a formal warning on 11 

June 2015 of "the inadmissibility of extremist activity". They tried unsuccessfully to have 

this overturned at Central District Court on 30 October 2015 and Arkhangelsk Regional 
Court on 4 February 2016, according to court decisions seen by Forum 18. 

 

In September 2015, a witness in another FSB operation "voluntarily" gave his 

interrogators a copy of a banned Jehovah's Witness text, alleging that he had received it 
from community member I. Antufyev. Antufyev was consequently fined 1,500 Roubles on 

2 October 2015 (with an unsuccessful appeal on 5 November). This conviction left the 

community vulnerable to a liquidation suit by prosecutors. 

 

Some 50 people held an "anti-sectarian" demonstration outside the Arkhangelsk Kingdom 
Hall on 13 March 2016, local TV station "Pomorye" reported in a special "anti-sectarian" 

bulletin the same evening (which used FSB film of a Jehovah's Witness literature 

seizure). Demonstrators' placards referred to bans on Jehovah's Witnesses in other 

Russian towns and proclaimed "No to religious extremism in Arkhangelsk Region!". The 
activists intended to produce a resolution demanding that the Arkhangelsk Jehovah's 

Witnesses should be outlawed, and deliver it to the governor and the prosecutor's office. 

 

Yaroslav Sivulsky of the Administrative Centre of Jehovah's Witnesses commented to the 
Moscow-based SOVA Centre on 14 March: "Jehovah's Witnesses in Arkhangelsk are 

confronted with the same tactics of law enforcement agencies which have taken place in 

other cities, including Samara and Belgorod – the planting of religious literature from the 

list of extremist materials, as well as false testimony." 
 

Forum 18 contacted the Arkhangelsk Regional Prosecutor's Office on 18 March and began 

to ask about moves against Jehovah's Witnesses in the region. However, the 

spokeswoman who took the call said she did not have the right to answer and 

immediately put the phone down. The prosecutor's office press service responded to 
Forum 18's written enquiry on the same day by saying that "We can consider requests 

from federal and foreign media only through the General Prosecutor's Office of Russia". 

 

Activists from the Lev Protiv movement are planning a similar request to prosecutors to 
seek a ban on Jehovah's Witnesses in Kirov Region, the SOVA Centre reported on 11 

March. 

 

Seven other communities warned 
 

Seven more Jehovah's Witness communities have received warnings of "the 

inadmissibility of extremist activity" from prosecutor's offices since spring 2015, Forum 

18 has found. Three of these – Tikhoretsk (Krasnodar), Chapayevsk (Samara), and 

Shakhty (Rostov) – are in regions which have already seen the liquidation of Jehovah's 
Witness congregations on grounds of "extremism" (in Abinsk, Samara, and Taganrog 

respectively). 

 

The other four are in Kaluga, Birobidzhan in the Jewish Autonomous Region, Vilyuchinsk 
on the Far Eastern Kamchatka peninsula, and Teykovo in Ivanovo Region. Three 

communities (Tikhoretsk, Teykovo, and Chapayevsk) have so far gone to court to have 

the warnings recognised as unlawful, all unsuccessfully. 

 



If a community or its members are subsequently convicted under Administrative Code 

Article 20.29 (usually within a period of twelve months), this presents the danger of 

liquidation proceedings. 

 
In Tikhoretsk, Jehovah's Witnesses have so far narrowly avoided this. After community 

member Vasily Platon was fined on 24 February 2015 for distributing banned texts on 

two separate occasions, the community received a warning on 24 March 2015. The 

community unsuccessfully challenged the warning on 13 July, with an unsuccessful 
appeal on 24 September. Subsequently, Yekaterina Kuznetsova and Zinaida Leontyeva 

were also convicted under Article 20.29 on 17 December, but their case was returned for 

re-examination and they were acquitted on 4 March 2016. 

 
Charges or conviction under Article 20.29 are not, however, necessary for prosecutors to 

issue a warning in the first place. In Shakhty, the Jehovah's Witness congregation 

received an "extremism" warning simply because materials offered in the street by 

members L. Klimenko and L. Suleva displayed the jw.org website address. (The two were 

fined under Administrative Code Article 20.2, Part 2, for holding an "unsanctioned 
picket".) The jw.org site (for the international Jehovah's Witness community) was banned 

and blocked in Russia in all language versions because it carried the texts of brochures 

ruled "extremist" by Russian courts. 

 
Other liquidated communities 

 

According to the Federal Tax service's listings, 28 Jehovah's Witness congregations have 

been dissolved since 2004 (23 since the beginning of 2012), not counting those known to 
have been liquidated on grounds of alleged "extremism". 

 

A religious organisation can trigger its own dissolution for reasons unrelated to freedom 

of religion or belief – the Federal Tax Service lists two (in Voronezh and Yuzhnoye in 
Irkutsk Region) which have done so because of restructuring and merging with other 

congregations. 

 

Prosecutors and local authorities can also pursue the liquidation of a religious 

organisation because of non-"extremism"-related legal infringements – the "Harvest" 
Pentecostal Church in St Petersburg, for instance, was liquidated after it allegedly 

violated educational regulations. 

 

14 activists of "Nurcular" detained in Dagestan 

Caucasian Knot (15.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/1nzPSxB - 14 activists of the religious 

organization "Nurcular" banned in Russia were brought to the police station. Of them, 12 

were released after questioning. 

Law enforcers found extremist books in the houses of the detainees. The operation on 

detention of "Nurcular" members took several days. It was carried out in three cities of 

Dagestan, including Izberbash, Makhachkala, and Khasavyurt, and involved local law 

enforcers and their colleagues from other regions who were on mission in Dagestan. 

"As a result, 14 persons were brought to the police station. Of them, 12 were released 
after questioning, and two leaders of the organization were detained," the "TASS" quotes 

a source from the law enforcement bodies as stating. 

The criminal case was instituted under Article 282.2 of the Criminal Code of the Russian 

Federation, reports the "Chernovik" (Draft) with reference to a source from the law 
enforcement bodies. 

http://bit.ly/1nzPSxB


One of the detainees is Zyaivudin Dapaev, the leader of the "Nurcular" branch in 

Dagestan. Earlier, he has been brought to criminal responsibility for involvement in 

extremist activities on the territory of Dagestan. 

 

Campaign against Jehovah's Witnesses in Russian north 

Authorities, church, and FSB against "incorrect" religions 

By Anton Chivchalov, Arkhangelsk 

Religiia i Pravo (09.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/1Z0GyR0 - It is accepted to think that the 

state protects its citizens. It is for this that law enforcement agencies exist. But 

sometimes the opposite happens: representatives of government attack citizens, taking 

advantage of their defenselessness before the governmental machine, and additionally 
depriving them of all means for judicial defense, when both judicial and supervisory 

agencies, and the laws themselves, simply cease to work. The story that is working out 

in Arkhangelsk is one of many examples, but it eloquently shows the depth of those 

practices that today some officials are not averse to. 

It began on 3 April 2015, when some personnel of the FSB arrived at the house of 
worship of the local congregation of Jehovah's Witnesses, which is officially registered 

with the justice ministry and wasn't violating any law. Having displayed the warrant for a 

search, signed by FSB General Major V.F. Tataurov, they immediately, in front of the 

astonished believers and on videotape, carried out (according to the words of the 
believers themselves) a plant of "extremist" literature into a book shelf. At the same 

time, even the [state's] witnesses tried to do everything possible in order to conceal the 

moment of the plant from the believers. While the telephones of the director of the local 

religious organization, Alexander Parygin, and his wife were blocked so that they were 
not able to telephone anybody and nobody could telephone them. 

We enclosed "extremist" in quotation marks because the whole of the "extremism" of 

Jehovah's Witnesses is seen by the authorities only in the fact that they consider their 

religion to be correct, as if there exists a religion that considers itself incorrect. And 

notice how clever is the tactic used in this: first some literature is declared to be 
"extremist" because it calls a certain religion correct, and then this literature is planted 

on the believers in order to incriminate them for possession, and then their religious 

confession is delegalized, turning them de facto into criminals. This has already 

happened in Taganrog, where by court decision people were denied to right to believe in 
God in accordance with their conscience and convictions. 

In the Arkhangelsk house of worship unexpectedly, right in the shelf with literature, 11 

brochures were "found" that had been entered into the federal list of extremist materials, 

although the believers had diligently seen to it that such literature was not inside the 
building. On the videotape is seen how one of the officers goes up to the shelf, takes 

something out of his pocket, and then quickly takes from the shelf a packet of literature, 

and without even inspecting it says to the [state's] witnesses: "Attention, look." When 

the judge later asks this officer what he was doing at the shelf with the literature and 
why he rummaged in his pockets, he answers innocently: "I was checking whether there 

was a certification on site." 

Several months later, on 16 December, another plant was carried out, this time in the 

automobile of Alexander Parygin. Law enforcement agents again resorted to an 

authorized search which was conducted for only one purpose: "to find" literature that 
they themselves had planted. While his rights were grossly violated: he was prevented 

http://bit.ly/1Z0GyR0


from calling a lawyer and his wife, his telephone was monitored and confiscated and so 

he was deprived of personal things, including computers. 

During the choreographed search in Parygin's automobile, suddenly in a prominent place 

a package of 31 brochures was "found", which the Jehovah's Witnesses had ceased to 
use long ago, along with inscriptions which they have never used. For example, "Hand 

out before 15 January 2016" was written on the package. Later a believer who had been 

fined 1500 rubles tried unsuccessfully to prove in court that such inscriptions do not 

appear on Witnesses' literature and the word "hand out" is not in their lexicon, on 
principle. The director of this drama did not even try to portray something similar to what 

the Witnesses have. The judge was not interested in this. Just as he was not interested in 

the contents of the package, which were not even disclosed in the course of the hearings. 

Paradoxically, neither the prosecutor during the composition of the report about an 
administrative violation of law nor the judge during the issuance of the guilty verdict 

examined the literature for which Parygin was fined and placed on trial.  

But the attack on Jehovah's Witnesses in Arkhangelsk does not go only along the FSB 

line. Simultaneously with the planted literature, the directorate of the Ministry of Justice 

for Arkhangelsk province decided to fine the local religious organization for formal 
violations in its charter, despite the fact that this very same agency had earlier confirmed 

said charter and did not find any violations in it. However in the summer of last year, 

officials suddenly decided that the charter contained incorrectly formulated goals and 

tasks, and even not so much formulated as executed. This charge was not based on a 
single rule of the law, but the believers did not succeed in protesting the absurd fine. 

Nobody in Arkhangelsk has any doubts that this is just another phase in the cycle of 

attempts to falsify an accusation against Jehovah's Witnesses and thereby to liquidate 

their local religious organization, for which the most devious means are employed. 

And the legislative branch is not far behind. In December 2015 the Arkhangelsk 

provincial assembly finally adopted the so-called law on missionary activity, which 

provides that citizens must receive special permission simply in order to converse about 

their faith (everybody understands quite well to whom such permission is given and to 
whom it isn't). In February of this year, Arkhangelsk deputies even suggested to the 

State Duma the introduction of corresponding amendments into the law "On freedom of 

conscience and religious associations," in order to inscribe in it the concepts of 

"missionary" and "missionary activity." The attempt was also made to remove article 28 

of the constitution of the Russian federation, according to which every citizen has the 
right "freely to choose, have, and disseminate religious and other convictions." 

The very fact that the authorities have to resort to plants and various bureaucratic tricks 

speaks directly about the fact that there are no other evidences of violations of the law 

by Jehovah's Witnesses for which it would be possible to catch them out. After all, what 
is the point of planting literature if they had real violations? In the absence of real 

violations it is necessary to invent imaginary ones. If there is no substance of a crime, we 

create it by inventing "extremism" where nobody in the world sees it. If there is no 

evidence, we plant it; it is good that it is not complicated and the techniques have been 
known a long time. Thus peaceful, law-abiding citizens are turned into criminals only 

because they believe in God "incorrectly." 

Local authorities have honed such techniques to perfection; they have already used them 

"successfully" in Belgorod, Samara, Tiumen, and other cities. In some cases believers 

have managed to thwart such attempts, for example, in Sevastopol and Balakovo, but 
this does not always work out. In a number of cases plants also were caught on video 

which is clearer than in Arkhangelsk, but this does not at all interest the courts. 

Paradoxically, believers have to install video cameras for protection not from criminals 

but from those who are supposed to protect them from those criminals. 



The algorithm of action by the authorities is very simple: after a plant, a warning from 

the prosecutor's office is sufficient, and then the local religious organization may be 

liquidated by a quick court decision. In Arkhangelsk such a warning was issued on 11 

June 2015. It was appealed twice (in district and provincial courts) and there were twice 
no results. Judges were not willing even to listen to the Jehovah's Witnesses, although in 

both instances the plants were quite evident to all participants in the proceedings. It is 

noteworthy that such brochures (the very same?) that were found on Parygin had been 

confiscated somewhat earlier from another local Jehovah's Witness. However, unlike 
Parygin, he was not a member of the local religious organization so that technically the 

act of possession of the literature could not be used against the organization. 

The authorities actively use provocateurs and other agents who infiltrate congregations 

of believers and try to provoke them to various violations or they simply observe. Thus in 
Arkhangelsk at least one person who attended worship services of Jehovah's Witnesses 

back in 2014 directly admitted that the FSB asked him to plant literature for them, but he 

refused. Yet another person explicitly provoked Witnesses into giving him "extremist" 

publications. Then he suddenly showed up in court as a witness for the FSB. In another 

case a search was conducted by a police officer who previously had himself actively 
fellowshipped with Jehovah's Witnesses and studied the Bible with them. 

Despite flagrant violations during searches, Arkhangelsk Jehovah's Witnesses were not 

able even to simply file a complaint against these violations. Both the district and 

provincial courts simply rejected the claims, justifying this (just imagine) by reference to 
the impossibility of interfering in the "internal affairs of the FSB." Thus it is considered 

that the FSB is an immune organization from which it is impossible to defend one's self 

and whose actions it is impossible to appeal against.   

When courts nevertheless investigate actions of the FSB, the most amazing things 
happen: a judge who is ready to listen to Jehovah's Witnesses may be replaced by one 

who is extremely irritated by their very existence; or a judge who at the first session was 

willing to honestly examine the situation suddenly changes his demeanor by the next 

session and has become irritated and wants to end the cases as quickly as possible, 
again with the right verdict; a court refuses to conduct any expert analyses for which the 

plaintiffs (Jehovah's Witnesses) have every right; a judge leaves [the bench] for a 

conference and does not actually confer but immediately announces a verdict. All of this 

believers in Arkhangelsk have observed many times, seeing how the entire judicial 

machine is transformed into a fiction when somewhere up above the right button is 
pushed. 

Back in 2011 the plenipotentiary for human rights in the Russian federation, Vladimir 

Lukin, sent a letter to the then Minister for Regional Policy of the Arkhangelsk province, 

Alexander Beliaev. In the letter the ombudsman called attention to the following:  

"Religious organizations of Jehovah's Witnesses are recognized by law and they are 

legally active Russian religious organizations and their adherents are citizens of the 

Russian federation whose rights cannot be arbitrarily restricted because of their 

worldview choice and membership in one or another church." 

The letter called attention to violations that authorities of Arkhangelsk province had 

committed with regard to Jehovah's Witnesses, trying to remove various obstacles for 

them, and it called for removing them. Five years have passed, but the situation has only 

worsened. Unfortunately, Minister Beliaev passed away in 2012. New authorities of the 

region have already not simply "arbitrarily restricted" the rights of citizens on the basis of 
religious identity but have moved into an aggressive illegal attack upon them. 

Understanding what is happening in Arkhangelsk today is aided by statements of the 

acting governor, Igor Orlov. In his interview with the official website of the Arkhangelsk 



and Kholmogory diocese he stated explicitly that he intends "to delegalize" Jehovah's 

Witnesses in the province. He said, among other things: "A person may worship Perun or 

whomever, but he must not cause harm to people around him and force them to commit 

illegal acts." 

Just what illegal acts the Arkhangelsk Witnesses are committing the governor decided 

not to specify. He cannot but know that Witnesses have never killed anybody and they do 

not rob them, and that in the prosecutor's offices of the city and province there has not 

been a single case opened against them for violations of law nor a single lawsuit, not a 
single victim—nothing, nil. But the governor again and again describes the mythical 

violations of the Witnesses without providing a single instance. 

Whether the governor knows of any secret, especially puzzling, crimes of Jehovah's 

Witnesses about which the police and the prosecutor do not know, but he is silent about 
them, is difficult to judge. However his friendship with the new Metropolitan of 

Arkhangelsk and Kholmogory Daniel of the RPTs is generally known. Neither one is 

hesitant about this, saying openly in the press that the state should help the church in its 

struggle with competitors, thereby violating all the secular foundations of the 

governmental system. In the aforesaid interview the governor said that the state should 
not combat the Jehovah's Witnesses alone but "together with the church."  This 

cooperation was manifested in the way Metropolitan Daniil participated extremely 

actively in judicial proceedings. He sent to them whole delegations of 20 to 25 

parishioners who were properly instructed. 

People who know Governor Orlov well (such as his former colleagues in the Zvezdochka 

factory in Severodvinsk) confirm that the metropolitan has great influence on him. So 

great that the governor came to believe sincerely that problems of the province cannot 

be overcome without a spiritual revival, and a spiritual revival requires the achievement 
of two goals: 1) the above mentioned liquidation of Jehovah's Witnesses by means of 

turning them into second class citizens; 2) construction at state expense of a gigantic 

cathedral of Archangel Michael, God's Commander. Orlov's words about how the 

cathedral "signifies the revival of the North" are posted on the official website of the 
cathedral that is under construction. 

Everything falls into place when you understand what the current provincial government 

sees as the priorities of its activity, which is fused with the power of the church to the 

extent of indistinctness. The revival of the North in Arkhangelsk is mysteriously going 

hand in hand with the infringement of the constitutional rights of citizens on the basis of 
religious identity and offense to their religious sentiments (which is now forbidden by 

law, but who is interested in that?). Of course, the hunt for a handful of believers is both 

simpler and cheaper than solving the real problems of the region, economic ones in the 

first place. Commander Archangel Michael definitely would not approve those despicable 
tactics that are being used for this. 

  

Here is another telling quotation from Mr. Orlov's interview: "Only within the framework 

of the law can it be shown that one or another community does not comport with the 
interests of society and the state. This process always is difficult, but the work goes on." 

Plants of forbidden literature, wire-tapping and blocking telephones, confiscation of 

personal items without returning them, rejection of complaints against illegal action of 

the FSB, refusal to conduct expert analyses, and many other similar things are all, it 

should be suggested, completely "within the framework of the law." Of that law which is 
aimed at protecting the interests of citizens but which in Arkhangelsk is used for their 

especially cynical abuse. 



Apparently this is also just the way the laws are understood by the Arkhangelsk diocese 

of the RPTs, which should bring to society Christian values, justice, and mercy. At the 

end of 2014, Metropolitan Daniil urged residents of Arkhangelsk "to create good deeds, 

to speak good words, and to refrain from sinful acts." Not a half year had passed when a 
campaign was begun of fabrication of criminal evidence against law-abiding citizens, with 

the approval (judging by the many statements of the diocese) of the metropolitan. It 

should be kept in mind that such attempts to delegalize several congregations arose not 

only with respect to Jehovah's Witnesses, but also with respect to protestant churches 
that the authorities and RPTs consider "nontraditional" and "unreliable."  

In this regard, the governor's phrase "the work goes on" sounds especially ominous. One 

would like to believe that he is not talking about the continuation of the work of 

fabrication of accusations against citizens of Arkhangelsk province in conjunction with 
police and judicial misconduct. 

 

Russian atheist faces year in jail for denying existence of 

God during webchat 

Viktor Krasnov being prosecuted under a controversial law after being accused 
of ‘offending the sentiments of Orthodox believers’ 

 

The Guardian (03.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/1TSKH9H - A man in southern Russia faces a 

potential jail sentence after he was charged with insulting the feelings of religious 
believers over an internet exchange in which he wrote that “there is no God”. 

 

Viktor Krasnov, 38, who appeared in court Wednesday, is being prosecuted under a 

controversial 2013 law that was introduced after punk art group Pussy Riots was jailed 

for a performance in Moscow’s main cathedral, his lawyer Andrei Sabinin told AFP. 
 

The charges – which carry a maximum one-year jail sentence – centre on an internet 

exchange that Krasnov was involved in in 2014 on a humorous local website in his 

hometown of Stavropol. 
 

“If I say that the collection of Jewish fairytales entitled the Bible is complete bullshit, that 

is that. At least for me,” Krasnov wrote, adding later “there is no God!” 

 
One of the young people involved in the dispute with Krasnov then lodged a complaint 

against him accusing him of “offending the sentiments of Orthodox believers”. 

 

Krasnov, whose case began last month, spent one month in a psychiatric ward last year 
undergoing psychiatric examinations before he was finally deemed to be sane. 

 

Krasnov’s lawyer insisted to AFP that his client was “simply an atheist” and that he had 

taken aim at both “Halloween and Yiddish holidays” in the same exchange. 

 

Freedom of religion or belief "extremist" text 
prosecutions increase 

Forum 18 (02.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/1poY5pR - From September to December 2015 

inclusive at least 35 individuals and three religious organisations exercising freedom of 

religion or belief were prosecuted in Russia under Administrative Code Article 20.29 
("Production or mass distribution of extremist materials"), Forum 18 News Service notes. 

Courts imposed fines in 34 of these cases, and one Jehovah's Witness was sentenced to a 

http://bit.ly/1TSKH9H
http://bit.ly/1poY5pR


10 day jail term later reduced to six days. Two individuals and one Jehovah's Witness 

community were acquitted. This is an increase on the September to December 2014 

figure of 18 such prosecutions. Of the 38 September to December 2015 prosecutions, 19 

involved Islamic texts or videos, 17 Jehovah's Witness texts, and two items produced by 
the Chinese spiritual movement Falun Gong. Court verdicts indicate that prosecutions of 

Jehovah's Witnesses under Article 20.29 increased in the last part of 2015. Their 

communities in Stariy Oskol and Belgorod city were liquidated in February 2016, and an 

appeal challenging the liquidation of the Tyumen community is due in Russia's Supreme 
Court on 24 March. 

 

From the beginning of September to the end of December 2015 at least 35 individuals 

and three religious organisations exercising their freedom of religion or belief were 
prosecuted in Russia under Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of extremist 

materials") of the Code of Administrative Offences, Forum 18 News Service notes. Courts 

imposed fines in 34 of these cases, and one Jehovah's Witness was sentenced to a 10 

day jail term which was later reduced to six days. Two individuals and one Jehovah's 

Witness community were acquitted. 
 

In comparison to these 38 prosecutions, there were from the beginning of September 

2014 until the end of December of that year 18 such prosecutions. 

 
Of the 38 September to December 2015 prosecutions, 19 involved Islamic texts or 

videos, 17 Jehovah's Witness texts, and two items produced by the Chinese spiritual 

movement Falun Gong. Falun Gong material is banned as "extremist" in Russia. 

 
There was one prosecution each in Bryansk, Omsk, Perm, Samara, Stavropol, and 

Sverdlovsk regions, the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous District, and the Republics of 

Bashkortostan, Kalmykiya, Khakasiya, Mari-El, Udmurtiya, and Yakutiya. Arkhangelsk, 

Khabarovsk, Kirov, Primorye, Smolensk, and Ulyanovsk regions and the Republic of 
Kabardino-Balkariya each saw two prosecutions. There were three court cases in 

Voronezh Region and five in Krasnodar Region. 

 

Available court verdicts indicate that prosecutions of Jehovah's Witnesses under Article 

20.29 increased in the last part of 2015. Following such "extremism" convictions there 
have been more liquidations and attempted liquidations of Jehovah's Witness 

communities (see below). 

 

More than 10 million Jehovah's Witness books and brochures - including 4,000 Bibles in 
Russian and Ossetian – remain impounded by customs at the Finnish border, as they 

may or may not contain "extremist" content. None of the impounded literature has been 

declared "extremist" in Russia. 

 
Federal List 

 

Many religious works placed on the Justice Ministry's Federal List of Extremist Materials 

do not appear to contain calls for human rights to be violated. Confiscations of 

"extremist" religious texts from both Muslims and Jehovah's Witnesses, mostly during 
raids or detentions, frequently result in prosecutions under Article 20.29. 

 

As well as these Muslims and Jehovah's Witnesses, other people are also prosecuted for 

disseminating texts, songs, slogans, or videos (both non-religious and religious) which do 
appear to call for human rights to be violated. Forum 18 found that there were from 

September to December a total of 288 prosecutions under Article 20.29 ("Production or 

mass distribution of extremist materials") for all types of material. 

 
If an item is on the Federal List, possession of it carries the risk of a fine or imprisonment 

for up to 15 days, and confiscation of the banned literature. The Federal List now runs to 



over 3,000 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. Removals of an item from the Federal List are rare and can be short lived. 

And in recent years, new texts have been added at an increasing rate. 
 

Prosecutions can legally only be brought relating to "extremist" texts if they are the exact 

edition of the work specified on the Federal List. But this has not stopped prosecutions 

being brought and heard in court relating to editions that are not on the Federal List. 
Such cases are inconsistently interpreted by judges, with some imposing fines and others 

following the law by finding that possession of a single copy is not evidence of "mass 

distribution". 

 
Forum 18 wrote to the Justice Ministry on 9 October 2015, asking whether it is right that 

people should be prosecuted for distribution of texts which do not advocate violence, 

hatred, or the violation of human rights in other ways, whether such prosecutions are a 

sensible use of police and prosecutors' time, and why cases are initiated when only one 

copy of an item has been found. No reply has yet been received. 
 

Currently, any court, including those at the district and municipal level, may rule that a 

text, slogan, song, or website is "extremist" and should be placed on the Federal List. 

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. 

Another amendment, introduced by a group of Duma deputies on 30 September 2015, 

would stop lower courts making "extremism" rulings, restricting this power to regional 
and republic-level courts. But it has made no progress through the Duma so far. 

 

On 26 February, Forum 18 wrote to the Human Rights Ombudsperson's Office in Moscow, 

asking why: possession of a single copy is considered sufficient grounds for prosecution; 
and whether the Ombudsperson considers it difficult for people to keep up with the 

lengthy, ever-growing, and often inconsistent Federal List. Forum 18 had received no 

reply by the end of the Moscow working day on 2 March. 

 

Rise in Article 20.29 cases against Jehovah's Witnesses 
 

Between September and December 2015, 17 of the 38 total prosecutions against 

individuals and organisations exercising freedom of religion or belief involved Jehovah's 

Witness texts. This is a noticeable increase over the six Jehovah's Witness cases out of 
23 from May to August 2015, and five out of 19 between January and April 2015. 

 

Aleksandr Verkhovsky of the SOVA Center for Information and Analysis thought that the 

Jehovah's Witnesses might be being increasingly targeted as "maybe the FSB feels 
uncomfortable if religious extremists are Muslims only". He also attributed this to 

"general anti-Westernism and anti-Americanism", noting to Forum 18 on 2 March that 

Jehovah's Witnesses may be seen as "American agents". "To have a headquarters near 

Brooklyn Bridge is enough for many". 

 
Of the 17 prosecutions of Jehovah's Witnesses found by Forum 18 between September 

and December 2015, seven were based on the distribution of books and brochures from 

information stands in the street. This is a common practice of Jehovah's Witnesses 

worldwide as they seek to share their faith. Jehovah's Witnesses are also often subject to 
prosecution under Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of established procedure 

for organising or holding meetings, rallies, demonstrations, marches and pickets") for 

offering literature in public spaces. 

 
Forum 18 found one case between September and December 2015 in which the two 

defendants were convicted under both Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of 



extremist materials") and Article 20.2. Prokhladnyy District Court in Kabardino-Balkariya 

found Lyudmila Ponomarenko and N. Mironenko guilty of distributing the banned texts 

"What do you need to know about God and his purpose?", "How can we develop close 

relations with God?", and "The secret of family happiness" at a village bus stop. Judge 
Andrei Blikanov imposed fines of 1,500 Roubles (then about 210 Norwegian Kroner, 22 

Euros or 24 US Dollars) each under Article 20.29 on 6 November, followed by further 

fines of an unknown amount under Article 20.2 on 26 November. 

 
In four cases, law enforcement agents allegedly found prohibited literature while 

searching believers' homes, and in a further two, while conducting inspections of 

Jehovah's Witnesses' places of worship to check "compliance with anti-extremism 

legislation", according to written verdicts seen by Forum 18.  
 

Banning religious communities 

 

Convictions of individuals under Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of 

extremist materials") have as noted above led to liquidation or the threat of liquidation of 
the religious communities to which they belong. The Jehovah's Witness congregations of 

Taganrog, Samara, and Abinsk, as well as the Muslim community of Borovsky village in 

Tyumen Region, have all been dissolved on these grounds (see F18News 28 August 2015 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2095). All now appear on the Justice 
Ministry's list of banned "extremist" organisations. 

 

Three more Jehovah's Witness communities banned, another under threat 

 
Three more Jehovah's Witness communities have been dissolved in recent months on 

charges of "extremist activity", also based on earlier convictions under Article 20.29. In 

Belgorod Region, the congregations of both Stariy Oskol village and Belgorod city itself 

were liquidated by order of Belgorod Regional Court on 10 and 11 February 2016 
respectively. 

 

In June 2015 Jehovah's Witnesses failed in Belgorod Regional Court to overturn a March 

2015 ban on two of their publications as allegedly "extremist". 

 
The Jehovah's Witnesses of the city of Tyumen in Siberia are challenging their dissolution 

at Russia's Supreme Court, but must now wait until 24 March after their first hearing was 

postponed on 26 February. Tyumen Regional Court issued the original liquidation order 

on 16 October 2015.  
 

A seventh Jehovah's Witness community, in Cherkessk, is also under threat of dissolution 

as noted above. This attempted liquidation is based on the conviction in March 2015 of 

both the community and two of its members, Dmitry Metelin and Andrei Volovikov, under 
Article 20.29 and the failure so far of subsequent appeals. The local authority also wants 

to confiscate the community's property for redevelopment as a shopping centre and the 

case was suspended for the first time in May 2015. Judge Yury Kotsubin of Cherkessk 

City Court transferred the case to the Supreme Court of Karachay-Cherkessiya on 22 

January 2016, but no date has yet been set for its resumption. 
 

If members of liquidated communities continue to meet to exercise the right to freedom 

of religion or belief they may face criminal charges. This happened to 16 Taganrog 

Jehovah's Witnesses convicted on 30 November 2015 of "continuing the activities of a 
banned extremist organisation". 

 

New fines 

 
From May 2015, conviction under Article 20.29 ("Production or mass distribution of 

extremist materials") there is now a fine of 100,000 to 1 million Roubles for "juridical 



persons", i.e. religious organisations, media outlets, or commercial concerns. An 

individual may be fined 1,000 to 3,000 Roubles, or be jailed for up to 15 days. An official 

may be fined 2,000 to 5,000 Roubles. Court decisions usually order "extremist" materials 

to be confiscated and often destroyed. 
 

New fines imposed on two organisations 

 

Between September and December 2015, Forum 18 found three organisations charged 
under the new regulations, two of which were convicted and fined. These were the Nur 

Muslim community of Komsomolsk-on-Amur in the Far East, and the Jehovah's Witness 

community in Elista in Kalmykiya. A third community, the Jehovah's Witnesses of Kotlas 

in Arkhangelsk Region, was acquitted. The prosecution appealed unsuccessfully against 
this acquittal. 

 

Law enforcement inspections of the Nur Mosque in Komsomolsk-on-Amur in summer 

2015 allegedly discovered, on an open shelf, a single copy of 19th century writer Ibn 

Hisham's "The Life of the Prophet Muhammad". This was banned by Lenin District Court 
in Orenburg along with more than 65 other Islamic texts in a 20 minute hearing on 21 

March 2012. 

 

The inspection also allegedly found a single copy of Abdurrahman Raafat al-Bashi's 
"Pictures from the Life of the Companions of the Messenger of Allah", banned by 

Gorodishche District Court, Penza Region, 21 February 2008. "They went into the prayer 

room and found some banned books", community founding member Bakhtiyar 

Yarmanov, told local news website vostokmedia.com on 31 August 2015. "But a lot of 
believers come into the mosque – we cannot control who brings in what literature. These 

books did not belong to the imam or to the community". 

 

The Nur community was fined 100,000 Roubles, and local Imam Magomedrasul Gimbatov 
was fined 2,000 Roubles at Central District Court on 2 September. Judge Nadezhda Tatun 

also ordered that the two "extremist" books be destroyed. 

 

The community reacted to the charges with "shock and perplexity", chair Abdulkasim 

Abdulloyev commented to Muslim news website islamnews.ru on 17 September. He 
explained that he had no idea how the books came to be in the mosque, and that staff 

"regularly monitor the Federal List of Extremist Materials". 

 

After Mufti Zyaki Aizatullin of a Mosque in Saransk was fined 5,000 Roubles for 
possession of one copy of Turkish theologian Said Nursi's "Guidebook for Women", found 

during an inspection by a District Prosecutor who did not produce a search warrant as the 

law requires, mosque staff thought the book was planted. The Mufti stated that the first 

time he had seen it was during the inspection, but an appeal against the fine was 
rejected in March 2014. 

 

When the Nur community appealed at Khabarovsk Regional Court on 22 October, Judge 

Larisa Dmukh ordered "The Life of the Prophet Muhammad" to be removed from the 

original ruling and destruction order, as it had already been deleted from the Federal List 
of Extremist Materials at the time of the alleged offence (see below). But she upheld the 

rest of the lower court verdict. 

 

Both the Nur community and Imam Gimbatov (who is not officially employed by the 
mosque, but is an occasional preacher) submitted supervisory appeals to Khabarovsk 

Regional Court on 22 January 2016. No hearing dates have yet been set. 

 

Telephones at Komsomolsk-on-Amur City Prosecutor's Office went unanswered whenever 
Forum 18 called on 1 and 2 March. Forum 18 sent a request for information by email 

early on 2 March, asking why the mosque had been searched and why the texts in 



question were considered dangerous. No reply has been received by the end of the 

working day in the Far East. 

 

A police inspection of Jehovah's Witness premises in Elista found two packages in 
vegetation outside the building containing brochures banned by Rostov City Court in 

September 2009. Police officers claimed in court that a member of the congregation had 

thrown the packages out of the building during the search. Judge Natalya Tsykalova 

issued a fine of at least 100,000 Roubles (then about 12,500 Norwegian Kroner, 1,350 
Euros or 1,470 US Dollars) at Elista City Court on 11 September. 

 

The community argued in their appeal to the Supreme Court of Kalmykiya that the 

material had been planted by unknown persons, but Judge Vladimir Litovkin upheld the 
conviction on 9 November. On 15 February 2016, Jehovah's Witnesses stated on their 

main international website jw.org that law enforcement agencies in Russia "have 

increasingly resorted to fabricating evidence to justify charges of extremism against 

Jehovah's Witnesses". 

 
Similar charges of fabricated evidence were made by Jehovah's Witnesses in relation to 

the Article 20.29 case preceding the threatened liquidation of their Cherkessk community 

in the North Caucasus Republic of Karachay-Cherkessiya (see F18News 28 August 2015 

http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2095 and above).  
 

The website jw.org is banned as "extremist" in Russia. 

 

Telephones at the Elista City Prosecutor's Office went unanswered when Forum 18 called 
on 2 March 2016 to ask why the Jehovah's Witnesses' premises had been searched. 

 

Convictions challenged 

 
Fourteen convictions have so far been challenged in higher courts. None has been 

overturned, but five have been sent for re-examination with trial dates not yet being set. 

 

A Jehovah's Witness sentenced to 10 days' detention after law enforcement agents found 

a large quantity of banned books and brochures in his garage had his sentence reduced 
on appeal. According to the written verdict from Komintern District Court in Voronezh, 

Judge Yevgeny Lukin decided to jail rather than fine A. Bokov on 4 December 2015 

because he was unemployed and had no source of income. At Voronezh Regional Court 

on 9 December, Judge Ruslan Meremyanin ruled that Bokov should be released after six 
days as this was his first offence. Bokov's conviction, however, remains in force. 

 

Police and FSB internet monitoring leads to prosecutions 

 
The vast majority of all cases brought under Article 20.29 now involve posting and 

sharing material online, usually on the popular Russian social network VKontakte, but 

also on internet forums and dedicated file-sharing sites. Most prosecutions of religious 

believers and communities, however, are still based on the alleged distribution of texts in 

hard copy. 
 

Out of 288 prosecutions between September and December 2015, 248 were based on 

regular internet monitoring carried out by the FSB security service or "Anti-extremism" 

Police, Forum 18 notes. Such cases can involve audio and video content, text files, or 
links to websites containing banned items. 

 

Seven of the 38 freedom of religion or belief related prosecutions found by Forum 18 

involved online content. In two of these, defendants were fined for sharing electronic 
versions of texts originally banned in hard copy. In the other five, for posting on their 

social-network profile pages the video "The Wonders of the Koran", which was banned by 



Nefteyugansk City Court in Tyumen Region on 7 April 2011. (In March 2015 Yevgeny 

Menshenin was sentenced to five days' imprisonment for posting this video on his profile 

page on VKontakte.) 

 
Still charged for texts taken off Federal List 

 

Three of the prosecutions found by Forum 18 were for Islamic texts deleted from the 

Federal List in July 2015 after appeal lawyers gained a removal order from a court in 
Orenburg. 

 

In the two Nur community in Komsomolsk-on-Amur cases an Orenburg item was 

removed from the ruling on appeal. Further appeals in these cases are still outstanding 
(see above). 

 

But in the third case the defendant's conviction stands, despite the fact that the material 

she allegedly distributed no longer appears on the Federal List. On 2 October, R. 

Kuchukova was fined 1,000 Roubles at Kuibyshev District Court in Omsk for uploading 
the text of "Gardens of the Righteous" onto her VKontakte profile page. Neither the local 

FSB security service, which found the text while "monitoring the Omsk segment of the 

internet", nor Judge Galina Parkhomenko, acknowledged that the case should not legally 

have been initiated. 
 

Forum 18 called Judge Parkhomenko's office on 2 March to ask why Kuchukova had been 

fined for material no longer considered "extremist", but a spokesperson refused to give 

out any information by telephone. Forum 18 put the same question to the court by email, 
but has received no reply by the end of the Omsk working day of 2 March. 

 

The 50 items removed from the Federal List had been ruled "extremist" in a single 20-

minute hearing at Lenin District Court in Orenburg in March 2012. A further 18 texts, 
banned at the same time, remain on the List. Of the 50 items which have been 

reprieved, 11 still appear on the List in different editions, outlawed under "extremism" 

rulings by courts in different parts of Russia. 

 

As noted above, individuals must undertake the difficult to impossible task of checking 
the edition of a book on the Federal List to avoid prosecution under Article 20.29. But 

even if editions are not on the Federal List those who possess them have still been 

prosecuted and tried in court. 

 

Community service order, 31 initial fines in 46 cases for 
public religious events over 4 months 

Forum 18 (22.02.2016) - http://bit.ly/1mTtTRD - In the last four months of 2015, at 

least 45 individuals and one religious organisation are known to have been brought to 

court under Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for 
organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket") for 

exercising their right to freedom of religion and belief in public space. Most were 

Jehovah's Witnesses offering religious literature on the streets, but Mormons, Hare 

Krishna devotees, Baptists and a Muslim were also prosecuted. These prosecutions led to 
31 fines and one sentence of community service (before appeals), according to an 

analysis by Forum 18 News Service, continuing an increasing trend from 2015. Fines 

were, in some cases, nearly two-thirds the average monthly wage and nearly twice the 

average monthly pension. These can place a heavy burden on the poor, elderly, and 
unemployed. Prosecutions at least partly stem from pressure from Russia's federal 

government to "minimise the public activity of citizens", Hare Krishna lawyer Mikhail 

Frolov commented to Forum 18. 

http://bit.ly/1mTtTRD


 

Increasing numbers of individuals across Russia are facing prosecution for expressing 

their beliefs in public under legislation which provides little clear explanation of how 

"violations" may be committed, Forum 18 News Service has found. Charges often result 
in lengthy court proceedings and fines, in some cases, of nearly two-thirds the average 

monthly wage and nearly twice the average monthly pension. These can place a heavy 

burden on the poor, elderly, and unemployed. 

 
46 known prosecutions in four months 

 

Based on Forum 18's analysis of available court verdicts, 45 individuals and one religious 

organisation are known to have been brought to court under Administrative Code Article 
20.2 ("Violation of the established procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, 

meeting, demonstration, procession or picket") between the beginning of September and 

the end of December 2015 for exercising their right to freedom of religion and belief in 

public space. These prosecutions led to the imposition of 31 fines and one sentence of 

community service (before appeals). Fourteen defendants were initially acquitted. 
 

This compares to 37 known prosecutions between May and August 2015, 16 between 

January and April 2015, and 23 in the whole of 2014. 

 
Despite legal changes in 2012 and 2014 which give judges concrete grounds for 

dismissing cases in which the law has been misapplied by police, the situation remains 

confusing. Different judges apply these changes inconsistently, which can result in 

conviction in one court and acquittal in another for identical offences. 
 

A clear discrepancy also exists between how religious adherents themselves view their 

public activity (as "meetings for worship or other religious purposes") and how it is 

perceived by law enforcement agencies (as "public events" on a par with political 
demonstrations, most often as picketing – see below). 

 

Finally, legislation still does not explicitly address the conduct of public religious activities 

which are not "worship .. rites or ceremonies" (such as handing out religious literature or 

discussing beliefs in public places). This leaves a grey area of public space in which 
religious events are neither freely permitted nor expressly forbidden. This puts the onus 

on individuals themselves to determine whether it is necessary to notify the authorities of 

an event (see below). 

 
Twenty-six of the 46 verdicts found by Forum 18 were challenged in higher courts. These 

included four attempts by the prosecution to appeal against acquittals. Five fines and one 

acquittal have so far been overturned, while two cases remain unresolved as of 22 

February 2016, with appeal hearings still pending. 
 

With their potential for large fines, the likelihood that police or prosecutors will challenge 

acquittals, and the possibility that appeals at the regional/republic level will result in re-

trials, cases under Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the established 

procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession 
or picket") place a heavy burden on defendants in terms of time, energy, and money – 

even if they are ultimately exonerated. 

 

Individuals or religious communities who wish to or whose beliefs require them to share 
the tenets of their faith in public, beyond the confines of a place of worship, are 

particularly vulnerable to prosecution under Administrative Code Article 20.2. 

 

From September to December 2015, Forum 18 found: 33 prosecutions of Jehovah's 
Witnesses; four of members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 

(commonly known as the Mormons) as part of the same case – all acquitted; three of 



Hare Krishna devotees; three of Baptists; and one of a Muslim leader. The religious 

affiliation of two people charged under Article 20.2, Parts 2 and 5 remains unknown. 

 

The only religious organisation known to have been charged in this period was the 
Society for Krishna Consciousness of Izhevsk (Republic of Udmurtia). It was fined 70,000 

Roubles under Article 20.2, Part 2, for holding a religious procession after submitting 

notification only of Indian dance and singing. However, it was exonerated on appeal. As 

the event's organiser, Aleksandr Korepanov, had already been convicted for the alleged 
violation in July 2015, this case indicates that it is possible for both organisations and 

individual organisers to be charged for the same offence. 

 

In addition to these 46 prosecutions for exercising freedom of religion or belief in public 
spaces in Russia, similar prosecutions have occurred in Russian-annexed Crimea. 

 

Article 20.2 

 

Administrative Code Article 20.2 is linked to the Demonstrations Law and punishes the 
"violation of the established procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, 

demonstration, procession or picket". Its eight parts cover a variety of offences, but only 

Parts 1, 2, and 5 are known by Forum 18 to have been used against people who exercise 

freedom of religion or belief. 
 

As well as individuals promoting their beliefs, members of public associations and political 

parties (such as Communists marking Lenin's birthday), political demonstrators, and 

individuals protesting against social problems (such as rising utility costs) may also face 
charges under Article 20.2. 

 

In the last four months of 2015, Forum 18 found 21 prosecutions under Part 2, 15 under 

Part 5, and 10 under Part 1. These were derived from a total of 29 separate 
investigations (15 under Part 2, nine under Part 5, and five under Part 1). 

 

Parts 1 and 5 of Article 20.2 cover general violations of the "established procedure" for 

public events and complement each other, the former focusing on organisers, the latter 

on other participants. Conviction under Parts 1 and 5 brings a fine of 10,000 to 20,000 
Roubles or compulsory labour (community service) for up to 40 hours. Officials of 

organisations may also receive a fine of 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, 

compulsory labour (community service) of up to forty hours, or detention for up to 10 

days. Officials may be fined 20,000 to 40,000 Roubles, and organisations 70,000 to 
100,000 Roubles. 

 

These are substantial fines compared with the average monthly wage in Russia (33,347 

Roubles in November 2015) and especially with the average monthly pension (12,400 

Roubles in 2015). Currently, 33,347 Roubles is about 3,900 Norwegian Kroner, 415 
Euros, or 450 US Dollars, and 12,400 Roubles is about 1,450 Norwegian Kroner, 155 

Euros, or 167 US Dollars. 

 

Many of those prosecuted under Article 20.2 are elderly Jehovah's Witnesses. Judges 
sometimes acknowledge defendants' difficult financial position by reducing fines for 

pensioners and the unemployed. 

 

All those convicted between September and December 2015 received fines, except for 
one sentence of 20 hours' community service imposed by Sovietsk City Court in 

Kaliningrad Region. 



 

Prosecutions are usually initiated by the police and in some instances by prosecutors' 

offices. According to written verdicts, members of the public sometimes alert law 

enforcement officials to supposed "offences" upon seeing individuals handing out 
religious literature or setting up a stand to display it in the street. Other investigations 

are based on law enforcement monitoring of "compliance with anti-extremism 

legislation". 

 
If "extremist" religious literature is found, individuals face charges under Article 20.29 

("Production or mass distribution of extremist materials") of the Administrative Code. 

 

In one case found by Forum 18 between September and December 2015, the FSB 
security service informed the prosecutor's office that Jehovah's Witnesses, "with the aim 

of attracting new adepts, planned to hold a public event with the distribution of religious 

literature among the population" of Sibai in Bashkortostan. 

 

Although no religious organisations or individuals have been prosecuted so far, multiple 
convictions under Article 20.2 can now lead to criminal charges under Article 212.1 

("Repeated infringement of the established procedure for organising or conducting a 

gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession, or picket") of the Criminal Code, 

introduced in July 2014. Two political protesters are known to have been convicted under 
this article. 

 

In addition to administrative and possible criminal charges, individuals may also face 

difficulties in legally challenging members of the public who obstruct authorised religious 
events. Hare Krishna lawyer Mikhail Frolov described to Forum 18 how "radical Orthodox 

activists" disrupted a fully approved Hare Krishna event in Podolsk, blocking the 

procession and shouting through megaphones "that we were sectarians and so on". 

 
"So far, the prosecutor's office has refused to open a case [under Articles 20.2 and 5.38 

("Illegal obstruction of public events")]", Frolov explained. "We challenged the refusal in 

court, and the court found the refusal unlawful and has sent our application to the 

Prosecutor's Office for re-consideration." 

 
Because of a public holiday in Russia on 22 February, Forum 18 was unable to contact 

the prosecutor's office in Podolsk to find out why a case was not opened against those 

who disrupted an authorised public event. 

 
Effect of recent legal changes 

 

The Religion Law was amended in October 2014 to clarify in which places religious events 

may be freely held, and to state that "public worship and other religious rites and 
ceremonies" conducted outside such places and "in conditions which require the adoption 

of measures to ensure public order and safety" should be carried out under the procedure 

established for holding meetings, processions and demonstrations", ie. according to the 

Demonstrations Law. 

 
In December 2012, the Constitutional Court ruled, in response to two complaints from 

Jehovah's Witnesses, that notification of an event need only be submitted if the 

authorities are required to provide health and safety measures. 

 
Despite these legal changes, police and prosecutors persist in bringing charges against 

individuals for carrying out public religious activity, often on a very small scale. Judges, 

however, do not always agree, and evidence from verdicts shows that the 2012 ruling 

and 2014 amendments are giving judges firm grounds for acquittal. 
 



Between May and August 2015, Forum 18 found four cases which should not have been 

initiated under the new amendments. All involved Jehovah's Witness events held in 

loaned or rented properties (a category added to the list of places where religious 

worship may be held without hindrance). 
 

Between September and December 2015, Forum 18 could find only one such case – A. 

Kalashnikov was acquitted of failing to submit notification of a Jehovah's Witness service 

held at a rented House of Culture in Kameshkovo (Vladimir Region). In her ruling of 23 
October, Judge Galina Malinovskaya cited both the 2014 amendments and 2012 

Constitutional Court ruling as grounds for her decision. 

 

Similarly, in overturning the fine imposed on the Society for Krishna Consciousness of 
Izhevsk for holding an "unauthorised" procession, Judge Natalya Mashkina also invoked 

both legal changes and ruled that the local administration had not shown that notification 

was required at all. The Society's lawyer, Frolov, remarked to Forum 18 on 17 February 

that this was "A very bold formulation, which makes life easier for religious associations". 

 
Inconsistency of judgments 

 

Many of the 46 prosecutions found by Forum 18 were based on very similar incidents, 

which can result in conviction and punishment in one court and exoneration in another. 
For example, in Komsomolsk-on-Amur, Jehovah's Witnesses O. Kozlova and I. 

Parkhomuk were charged with unlawful picketing for standing with a literature stand 

outside a shop at the edge of a city square. Judge Nadezhda Tatun acquitted both of 

them at Central District Court on 16 December. The judge cited the 2012 Constitutional 
Court ruling, and concluded that "The need to notify the competent public authorities or 

local authorities of such a public religious event, and bear other burdens established by 

legislation, on the strength of the mere fact that the event is held outside places 

designated for the purpose, constitutes illegal interference of the state in the sphere of 
freedom of conscience". 

 

For V. Sharabanova and M. Zakhvatayeva, however, a similar "offence" in Tulun in 

Irkutsk Region resulted in guilty verdicts on 23 and 24 September. The two Jehovah's 

Witnesses set up a stand with religious literature outside the town's bus station and were 
also charged with holding an illegal picket. Judge Lidiya Shevchuk of Tulun City Court 

decided that "Since the purpose of picketing .. is to draw attention to a picketed object or 

to a particular problem, [the defendants'] actions, trying to attract the attention of the 

public by means of visual agitation, are a public event - a picket". She added that "the 
open demonstration of religious beliefs may annoy or give offence to those who profess a 

different religion or no religion, and if taking place outside religious buildings or 

structures or specially designated places or premises, certain religious activities, by 

virtue of their mass nature – may prevent the normal operation of transport or public or 
non-governmental organisations". Sharabanova and Zakhvatayeva were each fined 

20,000 Roubles. The 2015 average monthly wage in Irkutsk Region was 32,067 Roubles. 

The women appealed unsuccessfully against their convictions at Irkutsk Regional Court 

on 18 November. 

 
The telephone in Judge Shevchuk's office at Tulun City Court went unanswered on 18 and 

19 February when Forum 18 called to ask why the distribution of literature could be 

considered a picket. 

 
Jehovah's Witness lawyers have emphasised to Forum 18 that in such cases neither the 

law nor the circumstances differ, and Jehovah's Witness believers act "identically" in all 

regions. The Council of Churches Baptists also note that "In many cases, it depends on 

the attitude of the judge". 
 

Lengthy, complex cases 



 

Some defendants must undergo lengthy, complicated, and often unpredictable legal 

proceedings before their cases conclude. 

 
For Jehovah's Witness I. Korobelnikova, it was nearly four months from 7 September, 

when the Omsk anti-extremism police submitted her case to Kuibyshev District Court, to 

the final appeal court verdict on 29 December. During this period, proceedings were 

delayed three times when the lower court returned the case to the prosecution for the 
resolution of technical issues. Police challenged Korobelnikova's initial acquittal by Judge 

Yury Gunger in Omsk Regional Court, where on 10 November Judge Vladimir Kruglov 

sent the case back for re-examination. Upon re-trial by Judge Larisa Romanyuk, 

Korobelnikova was convicted on 4 December and fined 20,000 Roubles. Her appeal was 
then unsuccessful. Korobelnikova's fellow defendant S. Lashko, though charged with an 

identical offence, was initially fined 20,000 Roubles by Judge Svetlana Tsareva at 

Kuibyshev District Court on 17 September (again after a delay for technical reasons). Her 

two subsequent appeals to Omsk Regional Court were also unsuccessful. 

 
Proceedings against E. Rogachyov, a Baptist charged with picketing near a school, appear 

to have finally come to an end after some eight months with his unsuccessful appeal at 

Rostov Regional Court on 26 January 2016. Rogachyov and two companions, N. Kirillov 

and L. Leyn, were originally acquitted by Rostov's Proletarian District Court in June 2015, 
but the police appealed against these rulings. Kirillov's acquittal was upheld, but Leyn 

and Rogachyov (who faced a different appeal court judge) were sent for re-trial and 

found guilty on 7 August. Leyn appealed unsuccessfully on 8 October, while Rogachyov's 

case was again returned for re-examination at the lower court, where he was convicted 
again and fined 5,000 Roubles on 20 November. 

 

Forum 18 called Proletarian District Court in Rostov on 18 February to ask why the 

distribution of literature could be considered a picket, but a spokeswoman refused to 
answer questions by telephone. 

 

Picketing problems 

 

As may be seen from the court verdicts of September-December 2015, police and 
prosecutors consistently view Jehovah's Witness literature stands as pickets. Both 

Jehovah's Witnesses and Baptists tend to engage in talking about their beliefs to passers-

by in twos or threes, which often results in their being accused of conducting group 

pickets without notifying the authorities. Members of other faith groups are also known to 
have fallen foul of this misinterpretation, which is responsible for the bulk of cases 

against religious believers under Article 20.2. 

 

This interpretation by law enforcement is driven by pressure from the federal 
government to "minimise the public activity of citizens", Hare Krishna lawyer Frolov 

commented to Forum 18 on 17 February. "The law is prescribed in such a way that any 

public action can be interpreted as a picket, rally, assembly, or procession." 

 

The Demonstrations Law defines pickets as "public expression of opinion .. by means of 
the placing of one or more people at the picketed object, using posters, banners and 

other means of visual agitation". Under the Law, group pickets require prior notification 

to the authorities while individual pickets do not. Individual pickets may not be nearer to 

each other than 50 metres (55 yards). All organisers of group pickets must carry 
distinguishing signs identifying themselves as such. 

 

The understanding of pickets employed by courts in the judgment of such cases appears 

to have changed, as reflected in the language of written decisions. Several verdicts from 
different courts expand on the Demonstrations Law's description to define the purpose of 

a picket as "the drawing of attention to the picketed object or to a concrete problem". 



This phrase was used in 9 decisions under Article 20.2, Part 2, found by Forum 18 

between September and December 2015, all but one of which involved religious 

believers. Between January and April 2015, the phrase appeared in two verdicts; in the 

whole of 2014, in two verdicts from one case. In 2013 and 2012, it was not used at all. 
 

In all instances of its use before September 2015, the phrase appears in the form "the 

drawing of attention to the picketed object or to a concrete problem of an individual 

citizen" However, in the latest appearances the reference to an individual citizen has 
been dropped. 

 

This increasingly broad and general conceptualisation of a picket's purpose is used to 

justify the interpretation of small-scale public religious activity (such as that often 
practised by Jehovah's Witnesses and Baptists) as picketing, in which believers 

consistently deny that they engage. 

 

"Nowhere in the Russian legal system will you find legally defined attributes of the 

concepts of 'religious service', 'religion', 'worship', or 'religious rite'," lawyer Frolov 
explained to Forum 18. "The court will describe religious service however it wants, and 

the correctness of its conclusions cannot be verified given the absence of specific 

criteria." 

 
Of the 46 total prosecutions found by Forum 18 between September and December 

2015, 38 were based on allegations of unlawful picketing, 29 of which initially resulted in 

convictions. Of these prosecutions, 32 were of Jehovah's Witnesses, two each of Baptists 

and Hare Krishna devotees, and two of individuals of unspecified affiliation. None comes 
under the definition of picketing in the Demonstrations Law. 

 

As is evident from their arguments in court, individuals accused of such "offences" do not 

see their activities as picketing. It therefore does not occur to them to notify authorities, 
ensure 50 metres' distance between participants, or identify themselves as organisers. 

 

Continuing lack of clarity  

 

The Demonstrations Law lists sites where religious and other events are never permitted, 
including on railways, in border zones, near gas pipelines and outside the presidential 

residence. Article 16 of the 1997 Religion Law outlines those places where religious 

"services, rites, and other ceremonies" are allowed without restriction and without any 

requirement to inform the authorities. There remains a grey area in between, however, 
covering all other public spaces. 

 

Despite the October 2014 amendments and the December 2012 Constitutional Court 

ruling, the situation is nevertheless still poorly defined. The law refers only to the free 
conduct of "worship services and other religious rites and ceremonies", and therefore 

does not cover other activities such as the distribution of literature. The types of places 

which fall between the freely permitted and the prohibited are also unspecified. 

 

As Inna Zagrebina of the Guild of Experts on Religion and Law pointed out in comments 
for the Moscow-based SOVA Centre on 24 November 2014, "evangelisation carried out in 

the courtyards of houses, parks, and open squares does not fall under Article 16". So 

individuals themselves must determine whether the conditions of their "event" require 

public health and safety measures when deciding whether it is necessary to notify the 
authorities, she added. 

 

A lack of clarity of persists at the prosecution stage. For instance, Forum 18 found three 

prosecutions under Part 1 of Administrative Code Article 20.2 ("Violation of the 
established procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, 

procession or picket") which should have been brought under Part 2 because the only 



"violation" allegedly detected was a failure to notify the authorities (Part 1 is explicitly 

aimed at offences which are not covered under Parts 2 to 4). Defendants face lower 

fines, however, under Part 1. Uncertainty on the part of police and prosecutors also 

persists over whether defendants are the organisers of or only participants in a "public 
event", leading to very similar cases being brought under Parts 2 and 5. Forum 18 found 

several examples of reclassification of cases by judges who determined that the police 

had got it wrong. 

 

Debate over use of expert analysis of new religious 
movements 

Academics do not want to be instruments of persecution of believers 

Religiia i Pravo (20.02.2016) - http://bit.ly/1UlVhWf - The situation involving the use of 

religious studies expert analysis as an instrument of persecution in Russia has become 
critical. In 2009, the academic community and thousands of believers were outraged by 

the appointment of the radical sect-fighter Alexander Dvorkin as the head of the Expert 

Council in the Russian Ministry of Justice. After that, expert analysis began to be used 

ever more often in order to liquidate various church movements or to recognize them as 
extremist and believers as extremists. Other dangers also appeared. Religious studies 

began being replaced by theology in departments of higher educational institutions and 

sect-fighters declared themselves to be religious studies scholars. It turned out that the 

problem is much deeper than disagreements among secular researchers and Orthodox 
sect-fighters; it is the problem of preserving pluralism in the religious life of Russia. 

How is one to act in conditions of chaos and excess? This question was contemplated by 

participants in the All-Russian Conference "Problems of religious studies expert analysis," 

organized by the Center for Religious Studies Research "Religiopolis." The leaders of the 

discussion were Professor Ekaterina Elbakian, the publicist Mikhail Sitnikov, and attorney 
Inna Zagrebina. Discussion participants included scholars from the entire country, from 

Vladivostok to St. Petersburg, and also lawyers of the Slavic Legal Center, Anatoly 

Pchelintsev and Vladimir Riakhovsky. 

The scholars put forward a whole series of recommendations for resolving the situation. 

--Strengthening the religious studies community by creating a professional organization, 

possibly with public licensing of experts. The community should also react effectively to 

offensive materials in news media and judge unprincipled expert analyses. Such was the 

expert analysis by Larisa Astakhova from Kazan; she concluded that the Church of 
Scientology was a nonreligious organization, as had been requested by law enforcement 

agencies and the Russian Ministry of Justice. Regret was expressed that after the 

conclusion of her academic career, Astakhova chose sect-fighting. 

--Publishing a textbook or scholarly resources for religious studies expert analysis, which 
would describe all methodological approaches, basic concepts and parameters of expert 

analysis, and legislation in this sphere. Sociologists and religious studies scholars also 

emphasized the importance of work on creating regional guides on religious 

organizations, which will help both the public and officials to use academic material in the 

event of illegal demands on the part of evangelism departments of the Russian Orthodox 
Church to limit the activity of one or another church. 

In connection with expert analysis, there also arose the urgent question of the personal 

responsibility of the scholar before the law and before religious communities. Many 

researchers noted the significance of objectivity and academic detachment from the 
object of investigation, which however seemed naive against the background of a 

http://bit.ly/1UlVhWf


number of disgraceful expert analyses. For example, the head of the Expert Council in 

the Russian Ministry of justice is not a religious studies scholar but a specialist in criminal 

law, T. Burkovskaia, who at the same time signs all expert analyses (for example, 

several dozen regarding churches and movements in Crimea). The Bible published by 
Jehovah's Witnesses in St. Petersburg was not recognized as the Bible by N. Kriukova, a 

mathematician by education. This same Kriukova considered the film "Innocence of 

Muslims" and a tee-shirt with the motto "Orthodoxy or Death" to be extremist. 

In the majority of cases, it turns out that religious studies analysis is used extremely 
arbitrarily because of the lack of clear rules. But in religious studies there cannot be such 

strict rules as in linguistic or technical expert analysis. Does this mean that it is 

necessary to generally reject it within the framework of judicial proceedings? 

If it were the case that in Russia the procedure for registration of religious associations 
were declarative, as in many countries (acquiring tax privileges is a separate issue), then 

religious studies expert analysis should be eliminated altogether. In the meantime, 

participation by researchers in judicial proceedings often saves churches from liquidation 

and believers from punishment. There are fewer and fewer such examples. 

Scholars are being made participants in the illegal anti-extremist policy of the authorities. 
Religious studies scholars have a professional interest in a corrected definition of 

extremism and extremist activity in law. Any word or assessment by a religious studies 

scholar may become grounds for crminal prosecution. As is the case of Jehovah's 

Witnesses, who have been found guilty for proclaiming the truth of their religion, which 
both the RPTs and Muslims do. 

The issue of new religious movements also is rather critical: what right does a scholar 

have to say that this society is nonreligious if all of its members consider themselves to 

be believers and pray to some god or prophet? How can one oppose those politicians and 
sect-fighters who consider any non-Orthodox society to be a "commercial cult," while 

earning money. That means that sooner or later in Russia there will also be devised 

ways, as in the countries of the European Union, to grant the status of a religious 

associaiton to all comers (it is not the government's business to ascertain the sincerity of 
the feelings of believing citizens). And if an association wishes to gain exemption from 

taxes, then it is necessary to conduct an expert analysis of doctrine and of the existence 

of religious activity. 

Despite the sharp conflict now, it is necessary to foresee future cooperation of the church 

and science and of religious studies scholars and theologians. 

It should be recognized that there is a space for open discussion between representatives 

of scholarship and the church, but only in Moscow. That is the church-wide graduate 

studies of the RPTs and St. Tikhon's Orthodox University. The basic portion of those who 

are studying religious movements in Orthodox dioceses or educational institutions are 
xenophobic and advocate against religious liberty and prohibit even those churches and 

groups that are registered in Russia (especially active in this regard is the Evangelism 

Department of the RPTs, when it is mission and preaching that this department is 

essentially not engaged in). Religious studies scholars are diverse people, with their own 
shortcomings, many of whom also are Orthodox, but now they have become an obstacle 

for a new anti-religious campaign. Researchers see only too well how close is the lexicon 

of sect-fighters to that of the soviet atheist Emelian Yaroslavsky.  

 



Two Jehovah's Witnesses congregations abolished by 
courts 

HRWF (15.02.2016) - On 10 February, the Belgorod provincial court issued a decision for 

the liquidation of the local religious organization of JW in the city of Stary Oskol, which at 

the time of liquidation had 11 members. The organization must be removed from the 

Uniform State Register of Legal Entities. The decision of the court is to take effect 
immediately. 

On 11 February, a similar decision was issued regarding the local religious organization of 

Jehovah's Witnesses of the city of Belgorod.  

Lawyers for the defendants did not agree with the decision that was made, and they will 

appeal it in the judicial college for administrative affairs of the Supreme Court of the RF. 

The decision on the cessation of the activity of the organizations of Jehovah's Witnesses 

in Belgorod province has not taken effect, but until the final verdict of the Russian 

Supreme Court, their activity must be suspended. At the same time, this decision does 

not signify a ban on the religion of Jehovah's Witnesses in Belgorod and Stary Oskol, the 
press service of the Administrative Center of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia reported on 

11 February. 

 

Fraudulent police tactics used against Jehovah's 
Witnesses 

Birobidzhan: Personnel of police and UFSB break up Jehovah’s Witnesses’ 

meeting and plant “Extremist Literature" 

 

Credo.ru (05.02.2016) - http://bit.ly/1nSGFAF - In the evening of 26 January in the 
center of Birobidzhan, around 15 persons, several with weapons and masks, interrupted 

a worship service which 150 Jehovah's Witnesses were conducting in a hall rented by one 

of the believers. Without displaying an order, personnel of the police and the UFSB 

[Directorate of the Federal Security Service] for the Jewish autonomous province 
conducted a search of the premises and "discovered" a package with materials that are 

included in the federal list of extremist materials. The believers have evidence that the 

package had been brought and planted near the entrance into the hall, and they intend 

to complain against the actions of officials.  

In recent years, fraudulent tactics have been multiplied with respect to congregations of 
Jehovah's Witnesses throughout Russia, the press service of the Administrative Center of 

Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia notes. 

This is not the first instance of the disruption of a service of Jehovah's Witnesses and 

planting materials on them. Earlier, on 8 October 2015, believers arriving at rented 
premises long before the service discovered to their amazement that someone had 

deposited in a box publications that are included in the federal list of extremist materials. 

The believers destroyed them, but in the same evening a group of 8 police officers 

arrived at the meeting, who rudely broke up the service and conducted a search of the 
premises. Believers submitted a collective complaint against the actions of the police 

officers. A Birobidzhan district court refused to satisfy the complaint and an appeal was 

sent to the court of the Jewish autonomous province. 

 

http://bit.ly/1nSGFAF


Rights advocate summarizes attempts to ban Jehovah's 
Witnesses 

Belgorod and Stary Oskol congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses threatened 

with liquidation 

Sova Center (26.01.2016) - http://bit.ly/1PPuOQG - The prosecutor's office of Belgorod 

has asked a court to close two organizations of Jehovah's Witnesses for extremism. 

In January 2016 it was reported that the Belgorod provincial court initiated proceedings 

on an application from the acting prosecutor of the province for terminating the activity 

of congregations of Jehovah's Witnesses in Belgorod and Stary Oskol. The prosecutor's 

office is asking for the liquidation of the religious organizations because of the extremist 

activity that they engage in. The lawsuit applications reached the court on 30 December 
2015. 

This is not the first instance of prosecution of Jehovah's Witnesses in Belgorod province. 

Thus it was the district court in Belgorod that in March of 2015 prohibited the brochures 

"The Son wants to reveal the Father" and "Was life created." At the same time, in 
October it was reported that experts did not find evidence of extremism in several other 

brochures of the Jehovah's Witnesses that were confiscated in Belgorod. 

As of now, congregations of Jehovah's Witnesses in Taganrog, Samara, and Abinsk of 

Krasnodar territory have been ruled to be extremist, while in Taganrog, 16 Jehovah's 
Witnesses were found guilty for continuing the activity of the congregation. Also the 

prosecutor's office in Cherkessia sought the liquidation of a local organization in 2015. An 

attempt to close a congregation in Gorno-Altaisk ended unsuccessfully for the 

prosecutor's office. The Moscow congregation of Jehovah's Witnesses was the first to be 
liquidated back in 2004, although the issue began long before the adoption of the law 

"On combating extremist activity." The congregation managed to register again only in 

2015. 

We consider the persecution of Jehovah's Witnesses and the prohibition of their texts 

because of extremism to be illegal and we perceive them as religious discrimination. 

Human Rights Without Frontiers shares the opinion of Sova-Center. 

 

Two Said Nursi followers in pre-trial detention 

HRWF (25.01.2016) - Komil Odilov and Yevgeny Kim, two followers of Turkish theologian 

Said Nursi, were arrested in December 2015 and are still in pre-trial detention on 

"extremism" criminal charges. 

Odilov, a cleric at the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Asiatic Russia, was arrested 

on 6th December 2015. An investigation was opened under Criminal Code Article 282.2, 
Part 1 ("Organisation of an extremist organisation"). On 11th December, he was charged 

with organising a "cell" of the banned "extremist" organisation Nurdzhular and ordered to 

be detained until 1 February 2016. 

Imam and teacher Komil Odilov has been charged for the second time with organising 
"extremist" activity in Novosibirsk. He was then sentenced to a one-year suspended 

sentence for alleged "extremist" activity. 

http://bit.ly/1PPuOQG


Yevgeny Kim was arrested on 26th December 2015, when he and his friends, including 

their children, had gathered at Kim's home to celebrate the birthday of the Muslim 

Prophet Mohammed. The charges are the same as for Odilov. 

The Said Nursi teachings do not advocate violence and are not considered extremist by 
human rights organizations. 

Source: Forum 18 http://www.forum18.org 

 

Raids, charges, detentions and fines of Muslims continue 

Forum18 (21.01.2016) – http://www.forum18.org - Two more Muslims who read the 

works of the late Turkish Islamic theologian Said Nursi, Komil Odilov and Yevgeny Kim, 

were arrested in December 2015 and are in pre-trial detention on "extremism" criminal 
charges, Forum 18 News Service has learned. Odilov has already served a one-year 

suspended sentence for alleged "extremist" activity and is currently appealing to the 

European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) in Strasbourg. Another long-running case 

against three Muslim men in Krasnoyarsk ended in December 2015 in convictions and 

large fines for two of the defendants, and will soon go to appeal. After being convicted on 
almost the same "extremism" charges, after the longest such trial yet in Russia, 14 male 

and two female Jehovah's Witnesses have appealed against heavy fines and suspended 

prison terms for continuing to meet to pray and read the Bible after their Taganrog 

community was banned. And the criminal trial of an atheist blogger in Stavropol for 
"insulting religious feelings" is due to begin on 4 February. 

Two more Muslims who read the works of the late Turkish Islamic theologian Said Nursi 

were arrested in December 2015 and remain in pre-trial detention on serious 

"extremism" criminal charges, Forum 18 News Service has learned. The FSB security 
service launched the investigations into Komil Odilov in Novosibirsk and Yevgeny Kim in 

the Amur region capital of Blagoveshchensk. Odilov has already served a one-year 

suspended sentence for alleged "extremist" activity and is currently appealing to the 

European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) in Strasbourg. 

 
Another long-running case against three Muslim men in Krasnoyarsk ended in December 

2015 in convictions and large fines for two of the defendants, and will soon go to appeal. 

 

In December 2015, 16 Jehovah's Witnesses were convicted on almost the same 
"extremism" charges after the longest such trial yet in Russia, setting what they 

described as "a dangerous precedent for religious freedom in Russia". The 14 men and 

two women have appealed against their convictions for continuing to meet to pray and 

read the Bible after their Taganrog community was banned and the heavy fines and 
suspended prison terms they received (see below). 

 

And the criminal trial of an atheist blogger in Stavropol for "insulting religious feelings" is 

due to begin on 4 February 2016 (see below). 
 

The "crime" of Muslims meeting to read Nursi's texts 

 

Nothing appears to advocate hatred, violence, or the violation of any human right in 

Nursi's writings. Despite this, numerous Russian lower courts have ruled that various 
Russian translations of them (and of some other Islamic and some Jehovah's Witness 

texts) are "extremist", and have had them added to the Justice Ministry's Federal List of 

Extremist Materials. 

http://www.forum18.org/
http://www.forum18.org/


 

Sharing such "extremist" texts, even in private homes, can make those involved liable to 

criminal and administrative prosecution. 

 
Meeting to read Nursi's books frequently results in criminal charges under "extremism" 

legislation for membership of "Nurdzhular" (a Russification of the Turkish for "Nursi 

followers"), a banned "extremist organisation" which Muslims in Russia deny has ever 

existed. The reasons 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. But the primary cause 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". The freedom to criticise any religious or non-religious belief is, however, 

a central part of freedom of religion and belief. This freedom is also being challenged by 
the criminal trial of atheist blogger Viktor Krasnov, who is charged with "insulting 

religious feelings" (see below). 

 

Detained for organising an organisation "which does not exist" 
 

Imam and teacher Komil Odilov has been charged for the second time with organising 

"extremist" activity in Novosibirsk and is currently being held in custody. His appeal 

against his first conviction is still under consideration in the European Court of Human 
Rights (ECtHR). 

 

Odilov was arrested on 6 December 2015, his lawyer Yuliya Zhemchugova told Forum 18 

on 11 December. Four days before, he had received a letter from Novosibirsk FSB 
security service Major Ye. Selyunin, which Forum 18 has seen, informing him that an 

investigation had been opened under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1 ("Organisation 

of an extremist organisation"). On 11 December, he was charged with organising a "cell" 

of the banned "extremist" organisation Nurdzhular and ordered to be detained until 1 

February 2016. 
 

"We are building our objection on the fact that such an organisation does not exist," 

Zhemchugova told Forum 18. "Technically, anyone who studies Nursi's teachings can be 

linked to the organisation itself, as Odilov has been. His opinion is that such an 
organisation does not exist. Yes, they are Muslims, they performed traditional religious 

rites. Naturally, they engaged in no 'extremist' activity. Odilov is a cleric at the Spiritual 

Administration of Muslims of Asiatic Russia and is held in great esteem." 

 
Fellow Novosibirsk Muslims Uralbek Karaguzinov and an underage boy (name unknown) 

were also arrested in December 2015 on suspicion under Criminal Code Article 282.2, 

Part 2 ("Participation in an extremist organisation"). But both were released after 48 

hours, according to Zhemchugova. Karaguzinov was also investigated during the first 

case against Odilov in 2011-13, but was not charged. Only Odilov now remains in 
custody. 

 

He has not complained about the conditions there, Zhemchugova remarked to Forum 18 

on 18 January 2016. However, fellow imam Ilhom Merazhov described them as "severe" 
and "overcrowded". 

 

Forum 18 called the Novosibirsk FSB security service on 20 January to ask why Odilov 

was considered dangerous, when he would be released from detention, and when the 
case was likely to come to court. A spokesperson said he could not comment by 

telephone and immediately ended the call. Forum 18 put the same questions to the FSB 



security service in writing on 18 January, but had received no response by the end of the 

Novosibirsk working day on 21 January. 

 

Odilov and fellow imam Merazhov were convicted in May 2013 under Criminal Code 
Article 282.2, Part 1 ("Organisation of an extremist organisation") for allegedly 

organising "Nurdzhular" activity. Each received a one-year conditional sentence. The 

investigation and trial lasted two years. After fruitless appeals to Novosibirsk Regional 

Court and the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation, they appealed in January 2014 
to the European Court of Human Rights (Application No. 6731/14 and Application No. 

6738/14)?. An ECtHR spokesperson told Forum 18 on 21 January 2016 that no decision 

had yet been taken as to the admissibility of the cases. 

 
Detained, raided and charged for meeting 

 

Muslims who read Nursi's works are also under investigation in Blagoveshchensk in the 

Far Eastern Amur region. The FSB security service arrested Yevgeny Kim on 26 

December 2015, when he and his friends, including their children, had gathered at Kim's 
home to celebrate the birthday of the Muslim Prophet Mohammed. He remains in custody 

and has been charged under Article 282.2, Part 1 ("Organisation of an extremist 

organisation"), with "disseminating the religious ideas of the international religious 

association Nurdzhular, fully aware of the fact that .. [it] had been recognised as 
extremist and its activities prohibited on the territory of the Russian Federation". 

 

Anton Starodubtsev, who attended the celebratory 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. The 

officers did not show any official documents. 

 
Kim and his friends were then taken to the local FSB security service offices, where 

interrogations continued. According to Starodubtsev's comments, published by OVD-Info 

on 18 January 2016, the FSB is still carrying out searches of homes and workplaces and 

summoning people for questioning. 

 
Forum 18 called the Blagoveshchensk FSB security service on 20 January to ask when 

the case might come to trial and whether anybody else remained in custody or had been 

charged with any offence. A spokesperson refused to comment by telephone, and 

explained that requests for information must be submitted in writing. Forum 18 had 
already done this by email on 18 January, but had received no response by the end of 

the Blagoveshchensk working day on 21 January. 

 

Blagoveshchensk City Court ruled on 25 December 2015 that the FSB security service 
should be permitted to search the flat belonging to Darya Starodubtseva (Anton 

Starodubtsev's wife). Kim is registered at this address although he lives elsewhere. 

According to the court document, seen by Forum 18, the case against 41-year-old Kim 

was opened on 25 December after an FSB investigation showed that he had organised 

religious gatherings in Blagoveshchensk on ten occasions between early September and 
the end of November 2015, at which he allegedly "decided to quote from" and discuss 

Nursi's collection of writings "Risale-i Nur" (Messages of Light). 

 

According to expert analysis ordered by the FSB security service (and carried out by 
Krasnoyarsk State Pedagogical University and the Siberian Federal University), speeches 

made by Kim and others at these meetings "were aimed at inciting religious hatred", 

promoted the "superiority of the Turkic peoples", and contained "negative evaluations" of 

Armenians and Russians. Kim is accused of presenting "Risale-i Nur" as the "answer to all 
questions" and as "attractive for believers in comparison with other religious teachings, 

including official Islam". 



 

Such "expert analyses" have often been used to justify bans on books and prosecutions. 

But there can be numerous flaws in such "expert analyses". 

 
Guilty and fined 

 

Two other men accused of "Nurdzhular" membership, Andrei Dedkov and Aleksei 

Kuzmenko, were found guilty at Soviet District Court in Krasnoyarsk on 18 December 
2015. 

 

Although prosecutors had sought custodial sentences, Judge Yevgeny Repin instead 

imposed fines of 150,000 Roubles (about 18,750 Norwegian Kroner, 2,025 Euros or 
2,205 US Dollars) on Dedkov under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 1 ("Organisation of 

an extremist organisation") and 100,000 Roubles (about 12,500 Norwegian Kroner, 

1,350 Euros or 1,470 US Dollars) on Kuzmenko under Criminal Code Article 282.2, Part 2 

("Participation in an extremist organisation"). 

 
A third defendant, Azerbaijani-born Ismat Agzhayev, was also tried under Criminal Code 

Article 282.2, Part 2. But on 2 December 2015 the court halted proceedings against him 

until he recovers from illness, court spokesperson Anna Sheludko told Forum 18 on 15 

January 2016. Both Krasnoyarsk Regional Prosecutor's Office and lawyers for Dedkov and 
Kuzmenko have submitted appeals against the judge's decision, she added. 

 

The investigation of the three has been underway since January 2014. Court proceedings 

began on 24 July 2015 and were interrupted by the judge going on holiday. 
 

No "foreign or international" questions 

 

When Forum 18 called the regional Prosecutor's Office on 19 January 2016 to ask why it 
was appealing against the verdict, a spokesperson said that enquiries must be directed to 

the General Prosecutor's Office of the Russian Federation, as Forum 18 is a "foreign or 

international organisation", not registered in Russia. 

 

Arrests, searches, questions 
 

The Siberian Federal District Investigative Committee's investigation of 36-year-old 

Dedkov, 33-year-old Kuzmenko and 19-year-old Agdzhayev began in January 2014. Law 

enforcement officers seized copies of Nursi's text "Risale-i Nur" during searches of their 
homes. 

 

Texts from this collection have been subject to 34 "extremism" rulings in courts across 

Russia since July 2007, when the Federal List of Extremist Materials was first published. 
 

Before he was charged, Kuzmenko described to Forum 18 how Dedkov, Agdzhayev, and 

"several other Muslim brothers" were arrested after Friday prayers at Krasnoyarsk's 

Cathedral Mosque, while other worshippers, who had already left, were detained at the 

exit of a nearby hypermarket. Searches of suspects' homes "went on deep into the 
night". Officers seized more than 400 books from Dedkov's flat and car, as well as more 

books, computer discs, laptops and tablets from Agdzhayev and others. Kuzmenko also 

claimed that the FSB security service confiscated from him a Turkish-language edition of 

a book by Nursi. 
 

According to Kuzmenko, he experienced "no brutality" from law enforcement officers 

during the searches and questioning. But he alleged that they "applied pressure" to one 

witness (which he did not describe in detail) to state that Dedkov had directed him to 
create a social network group dedicated to Nursi's writings. 



 

In a press statement of 22 December 2015, the regional Prosecutor's Office claimed that 

Dedkov, "having decided to carry out the activities of the international religious 

association Nurdzhular", distributed Nursi's books in Krasnoyarsk and attempted to 
involve residents in religious lessons at "a network of places" which he had set up. He 

allegedly instructed Kuzmenko and Agdzhayev also to involve other people in the study 

of Nursi's works, to distribute books, and to hold lessons in a flat, "which [Kuzmenko] 

personally conducted, reading and explaining the contents of what was read". 
 

"The fantasies of law enforcement agencies" 

 

The FSB security service and prosecutors had no evidence of the existence of Nurdzhular, 
Kuzmenko told Forum 18, "because a priori there cannot be any, as this organisation 

does not exist anywhere except in the fantasies of law enforcement agencies". 

 

In summer 2015, the trials of two Krasnoyarsk residents accused of running a women's 

cell of "Nurdzhular" came to an end at the same Soviet District Court. Tatyana Guzenko 
was fined 100,000 Roubles in July, while proceedings against Yelena Gerasimova were 

dropped in August as the two-year statute of limitations had expired. 

 

Financial penalties even if not convicted 
 

The names of several Muslims who have been charged with "extremism" offences for 

meeting to study Nursi's works have been added to the list of "terrorists and extremists" 

maintained by the Federal Financial Monitoring Service (Rosfinmonitoring), whose assets 
banks are obliged to freeze. From 30 January 2014 the law has been relaxed to allow 

small transactions not exceeding 10,000 Roubles (about 1,250 Norwegian Kroner, 135 

Euros or 147 US Dollars) per month. 

 
Merazhov, who was given a suspended sentence in 2013, described to Forum 18 how he 

was unable to receive his university salary or make any money transfers when on the 

list. 

 

Forum 18 notes that the list appears to violate the presumption of innocence by including 
individuals not convicted of terrorism or "extremism". It also fails to distinguish clearly 

between those suspected or convicted of terrorism and of "extremism". 

 

No clear timetable appears to exist for the addition or removal of names from the list. 
Some individuals known to have been convicted, for instance, have still not been added, 

yet others who are still only suspected of "extremist" activity, do appear. 

 

In Krasnoyarsk, Andrei Dedkov, Aleksei Kuzmenko and Ismat Agdzhayev all appear on 
the Rosfinmonitoring list of 21 January 2016. Yevgeny Petry, Aleksei Gerasimov, and 

Fizuli Askarov, who were tried alongside Dedkov in a previous case (which ran out of 

time in 2012) do not. Neither Tatyana Guzenko, who was convicted of "extremism" in 

2015, nor Yelena Gerasimova, who was not, have been added to the list. In Novosibirsk, 

Komil Odilov and Uralbek Karaguzinov have been added. Ilhom Merazhov's name has 
been removed. In Blagoveshchensk, Yevgeny Kim's name does not yet appear on the list. 

 

In total, nine Muslims who read Nursi's works currently appear on the list, out of 31 

known by Forum 18 to have been convicted since 2010. A further five (including Odilov) 
appear despite not having been convicted. 

 

Stavropol "insulting religious feelings" trial to begin 

 
The trial of an atheist blogger charged 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 to begin on 4 February 2016, Forum 

18 has learned. Viktor Krasnov (known on social media as Viktor Kolosov) is accused of 

committing this "crime" in two online conversations in the "Overhead in Stavropol" group 

on the VKontakte social network in the autumn of 2014. 
 

The two conversations he is accused of holding disparage beliefs held by some Christians 

but do exercise his internationally-recognised right to freedom of religion or belief. 

 
Criminal Code Article 148 came into force on 1 July 2013 and critics noted it was so 

poorly defined that it (and the similarly aimed new Code of Administrative Offences 

Article 5, Part 26) could be used to prosecute actions officials simply dislike. Considerable 

disagreement exists in both the Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate) and 
Russian society over the criminalisation of "insulting religious feelings". 

 

Krsanov's preliminary hearing, postponed to allow his lawyer to become acquainted with 

the case, took place in closed conditions on 19 January 2016 at Magistrate's Court No. 6 

before Magistrate Aleksandr Filimonov. The case had already been transferred from 
Industrial (Promyshlenny) District Court at the Prosecutor's request in November 2015. 

 

Taganrog 16 Jehovah's Witnesses appeal 

 
Sixteen Jehovah's Witnesses found guilty of "extremist" activity in November 2015 have 

appealed against their convictions, Jehovah's Witnesses have told Forum 18. 

 

The 14 men and two women received heavy fines (which the judge waived) and 
suspended prison sentences at Taganrog City Court after a re-trial lasting more than 60 

hearings over ten months. They were convicted of "continuing the activities of an 

extremist organisation" by meeting to pray and read the Bible after their community was 

liquidated in 2009. 
 

Although the fines were waived (as the two-year statute of limitations had expired) and 

the custodial sentences were suspended, all the defendants submitted appeals on 10 

December 2015, Jehovah's Witness spokesperson Ivan Belenko told Forum 18 on 15 

January 2016. No hearing date has yet been set.  

 

Russian customs officials seize shipments of Bibles and 
Bible literature 

JW.org (14.01.2016) - http://bit.ly/1JE6AXk - Over the past year, Russian authorities 
have taken another step in restricting religious freedom by refusing to allow Bibles 

published by Jehovah’s Witnesses to be imported. The Witnesses were astounded to 

learn that the Vyborg Customs Office claimed that the Bibles may contain signs of 

“extremism.” This has broad implications not only for the Witnesses but also for Russian 

citizens who consider the Bible to be a sacred text and integral to their faith. 
 

Alarming allegations against the Bible 

 

On July 13, 2015, Russian customs officials in the border city of Vyborg stopped a 
shipment of 2,013 Russian-language copies of the New World Translation of the Holy 

Scriptures. * The authorities confiscated three of the Bibles, sent them to an “expert” to 

determine whether they contained “extremist” language, and impounded the rest of the 

Bibles. Customs officials initiated an administrative case in August against the Finland 
branch office of Jehovah’s Witnesses (as the carrier of the literature into Russia). 

 

http://bit.ly/1JE6AXk
https://www.jw.org/en/publications/bible/nwt/
https://www.jw.org/en/publications/bible/nwt/
https://www.jw.org/en/news/legal/by-region/russia/censorship-russian-bibles-literature/#footnote1


 Earlier, on May 5, 2015, customs authorities seized a shipment of religious literature 

that contained Ossetian-language Bibles published by Jehovah’s Witnesses. This has 

had a profound impact on Ossetian-speaking Christians in Russia because the New 

World Translation is currently the only complete Bible translation in the Ossetian 
language. 

 Although Russian officials have misapplied Russia’s Federal Law on Counteracting 

Extremist Activity to publications of Jehovah’s Witnesses before, this marks the first 

time authorities have alleged that a translation of the Bible could be linked to 
extremism. * If the courts declare these Bibles to be extremist, they will be banned 

from distribution in Russia. 

 

Unlawful blocking of other publications 
 

In addition to blocking the importation of Bibles, customs officials have unlawfully 

blocked shipments of the Witnesses’ religious literature since March 2015. * Officials 

have followed the same procedure each time they seize a shipment. They first perform 

an unlawful search to obtain sample publications for an “expert study,” * and then the 
prosecutor’s office initiates proceedings to declare the publications extremist. 

Complicated legal battles are inevitable, since nearly every shipment will require litigation 

in administrative and arbitration courts. 

 
In an attempt to release one of the shipments, Jehovah’s Witnesses presented the 

customs authorities with positive court decisions, expert studies, and other 

documentation showing that the government has already declared these publications to 

be nonextremist. Yet, customs officials ignored the evidence and seized the shipment. 
 

The blocking of the Witnesses’ print publications comes amid fresh restrictions on access 

to their electronic publications. On July 21, 2015, Russia became the only nation in the 

world to ban jw.org—the official website of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Internet providers 
throughout Russia have blocked access to the site, and anyone in Russia who promotes 

the website faces administrative or criminal charges. 

 

The ban severely impedes the Witnesses’ ability to obtain religious publications in 

electronic form, a loss particularly felt among Jehovah’s Witnesses who are deaf or blind. 
Since Bible education is fundamental to the Witnesses’ religious services, restricting 

access to their literature interferes with their worship. 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses ask that reason prevail 
 

Russian courts have dismissed or overturned previous attempts to ban other texts that 

are considered sacred. In 2011, a Russian court in Tomsk dismissed a claim to ban an 

edition of the Hindu Bhagavad Gita. In 2013, an appeal court overturned a decision that 
had declared a translation of the Koran to be extremist. 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses hope that Russian courts will reject the absurd claim made by the 

customs authorities that a translation of the Bible is extremist and order the release of 

the Bibles and other religious literature published by Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
 

Timeline of seized shipments 

 

March 1, 2015 

Customs officials stop a shipment of literature and illegally confiscate copies of the 

publications. 

May 4, 2015 

https://www.jw.org/en/news/legal/by-region/russia/censorship-russian-bibles-literature/#footnote2


Authorities stop a shipment intended for Russia. They later search the load and 

confiscate several items—including Ossetian-language Bibles—to investigate whether 

these contain signs of “extremism.” 

May 28, 2015 

Court assigns an institution in St. Petersburg to conduct an “expert study” of the items in 

the March 1, 2015, shipment. 

June 2015 

Customs officials stop two shipments at the border in Vyborg. 

July 13, 2015 

Customs officials stop a shipment containing only Russian-language Bibles. 

August 13, 2015 

Vyborg customs officials rule to seize all 2,013 Bibles in the July 13 shipment, claiming 

that they may contain signs of “extremism.” Officials initiate an administrative case 

against the Finland branch office of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

September 1, 2015 

In a hearing regarding the May 4 shipment of Ossetian-language Bibles and other 

literature, the judge denies the Witnesses’ motions and prevents their attorneys from 

presenting concluding arguments. 

October 30, 2015 

The Vyborg City Court rules that customs officials unlawfully searched the May 4 

shipment. 

November 17, 2015 

Court holds a hearing regarding the July 13 shipment of Bibles and adjourns. 

 

 


