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Introduction
Dear readers,

The IPHR team is happy to share our Annual Report for the year 2019 with you! The report describes 
the work we carried out with our partners during the year to fight against repression and injustice in the 
vast region of the former Soviet Union (FSU).

Action held in Brussels in 
support of young Kazakhstani 
activists detained for unfurling 
a banner during the Almaty
marathon, which read
#YouCan’tRunFromTheTruth,
#ForFreeElections,
#IHaveAChoice.



5

As the human rights situation in the FSU remained bleak, it was of paramount importance that civil 
society actors across the region continued to document and investigate violations, assist victims and 
advocate for accountability. We were impressed and inspired by the tireless efforts of our local partners 
to promote the rights of their communities as we worked with them on advocating on behalf of women; 
ethnic, religious and sexual minorities; people with disabilities and other vulnerable groups. We were 
also encouraged to see increasing participation of the public, including young people in calling upon 
their governments to safeguard their rights and create more just, inclusive and democratic societies, 
which also take on board the need for urgent measures to save the planet for future generations.

Empowering local civil society has always been at the heart of our work, and in 2019, we continued to 
push for increasing space for civil society, as civil society actors across our target region faced serious 
challenges in their work. The governments often used security concerns to justify restrictions on the 
fundamental freedoms of expression, association and assembly, but in reality, these restrictions were 
prompted by fears of public scrutiny, protests and accountability. In a trend that continued from 
previous years, the rhetoric and actions of the Russian government set a bad example for other FSU 
governments in this area, although the region’s leaders also found such inspiration elsewhere – both 
to the east and to the west of Moscow. In response to the threats against civil society, we carried out 
targeted campaigns to mobilize international support and solidarity and to bring pressure to bear on 
the region’s governments to roll back restrictions. 

As described in the remaining chapters of this report, our activities during the year focused on countering 
violations and promoting improved respect for human rights in the South Caucasus (Armenia, Azerbaijan 
and Georgia), Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan), Russia 
and Ukraine, in close cooperation with civil society partners from these countries.

While IPHR’s head office is located in Brussels (Belgium), we were in close contact with local partners 
on an ongoing basis and carried out numerous visits to our target region during the year. In addition,in 
2019, we opened a branch office in Georgia, which currently employs three full time local staff members, 
and we plan to further expand our Georgia team in 2020. We are happy about this development, which 
has made us feel even closer to our local partners and enabled us to offer new opportunities for 
cooperation to them.

Like marathon runners, over the year we invested a great deal of effort on our way towards the (distant) 
finish line, in often challenging circumstances. However, in some cases, we also felt the excitement of 
sprinters when our actions had an immediate impact on the work and lives of the people we supported.

Finally, I would like to take this opportunity to thank all our donors and supporters in 2019. I would also 
like to invite all our readers to contact us to explore ways in which we could join forces in 2020 to work 
together for sustainable human rights change in the FSU and beyond!

Brigitte Dufour, IPHR Director
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Highlights of our work in 2019 

We provided needs-based 
capacity building and 
enhancement to human rights 
defenders and lawyers from our 
target countries on topics such 
as human rights documentation 
and campaigning, legal writing 
skills, strategic planning and the 
use of universal jurisdiction as a 
tool to ensure accountability for 
gross human rights violations. 
We organized seven on-site 
trainings that benefited a total 
of 127 activists, as well as a 
series of remotely administered 
webinars that had reached over 
50 activists by the end of the 
year.

We secured critically important 
financial support for the work 
of our local partners in the FSU 
region, amounting to over EUR 
1 million in total. To this end, 
we actively sought out funding 
opportunities, built in-country 
and cross border project 
partnerships and worked with 
partners on developing joint 
applications to international 
donors. Our assistance helped 
local civil society groups survive, 
develop and thrive. 

We built and strengthened 
in-country and cross-border 
cooperation among civil society 
actors in and beyond our target 
region by supporting coalition 
building and reinforcing existing 
networks. In this way, we 
promoted solidarity and unity, 
and ensured more coordinated 
responses to pressing human 
rights issues, which increased 
the impact of campaigning 
efforts.

We stepped up outreach, especially through social media platforms to 
raise awareness and mobilize support on human rights causes in our 
target countries among a broader international public. As part of the 
#MeetYourDefender campaign, we released a series of videos featuring 
personal, inspiring stories of human rights defenders aimed at challenging 
the negative narratives on human rights work that are widespread across 
the FSU. By the end the year, the seven videos published since March 2019 
had attracted more than 100,000 views.

https://www.iphronline.org/tag/meet-your-defender
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We worked with in-country 
partners on researching and 
documenting human rights 
abuses taking place across the 
FSU region, as well as on bringing 
out this empirical evidence and 
analysis through publications. 
Our publications included 
regular updates developed as 
part of our cooperation with the 
global CIVICUS Monitor initiative 
to track civil society space; 
reports tailored to feed into the 
policy and review processes of 
international institutions; and 
appeals and statements that 
drew attention to alarming 
developments and called for 
justice for victims of violations. 
We used the publications for 
targeted engagement with 
officials and decision makers 
at the international level and 
they were important sources 
of information for diplomats, 
experts, practitioners and 
others with an interest in the 
FSU region.

We also carried out in-depth 
investigations of human rights 
violations through fact-finding 
missions to our target countries 
and interviews with victims 
and witnesses. In this way, we 
gathered detailed, first-hand 
information on issues such 
as the persecution of human 
rights activists in Crimea; 
the use of excessive force 
against peaceful protestors in 
Azerbaijan; pressure on media 
and journalists in Tajikistan; and 
the lack of justice for victims of 
human rights abuses related 
to the 2008 Georgia-Russia 
conflict.

We conducted strategic 
international-level advocacy 
that informed and influenced 
the policies of relevant 
institutions and bodies of the 
European Union, the Council 
of Europe, the Organization for 
Security and Cooperation in 
Europe and the United Nations 
on human rights issues in 
the FSU countries. As part of 
our advocacy programme, we 
were in regular contact with 
key officials, used important 
opportunities to channel 
information to influential 
policymakers and focal points, 
and carried out targeted 
campaigning together with 
partners when most needed to 
have an impact.
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Key areas of work 

1. Supporting local civil society partners

In accordance with our mission of empowering local civil society groups, throughout 2019, we engaged 
in efforts to improve and reinforce the capacity of our partners, secure much-needed financial support 
for them and to build and support civil society coalitions. These activities are described below. 
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1.1. BUILDING AND REINFORCING THE CAPACITY OF PARTNERS 

In 2019, IPHR organized seven capacity building and enhancement trainings, on-site, which reached a 
total of 127 human rights defenders and lawyers. These trainings dealt with topics such as human rights 
monitoring and documentation of violations; international advocacy; video campaigning; international 
standards protecting the right to freedom of religion and belief; strategic planning; and universal criminal 
jurisdiction. Most of the trainings took place in our target region, or in its close proximity. However, one 
of the trainings, which also targeted Europe-based participants was held in The Hague, Netherlands (see 
more on the next page).

During the year, we also stepped up our efforts to provide capacity building and enhancement to local 
partners by means of online trainings. In response to requests from our local partners, we designed 
and administered a series of webinars on topics such as human rights monitoring and documentation 
for practitioners; legal writing skills; the use of “linkage evidence” in litigation; the use of sanctions to 
ensure accountability for gross human rights violations; and universal jurisdiction as a tool for closing 
the accountability gap. The webinars were developed in cooperation with leading experts in the relevant 
fields and administered remotely by a moderator. This approach enabled us to generate and diffuse 
knowledge on topics that our partners deem relevant for their work, while keeping costs down. As 
of the end of 2019, over 50 local activists from Azerbaijan, Russia and Ukraine had benefited from 
the webinars, which we plan to continue administering in 2020. While the language of the webinars is 
English, we translated some of the webinar material into Russian to increase its accessibility to local 
activists in the FSU region. 

In addition to the capacity building and enhancement activities described above, IPHR continued to work 
with the US-based NGO New Media in Advocacy Project to help activists, organizations, and coalitions 
from our target countries develop more successful counter-narrative and narrative change campaigns 
on human rights issues. As part of this cooperation, which we began in 2018, selected young human 
rights defenders from the FSU region have benefited from a 10-month individual coaching project. 
Creative content produced by them helped to reframe negative narratives on human rights work, which 
are persistent across the region. 

https://www.nmap.co/what-we-do/rights-reframed/
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In November 2019, IPHR organized a three-day workshop on universal criminal jurisdiction 
in The Hague. The purpose of this workshop was to facilitate the exchange of information 
and expertise among civil society actors from the FSU region, on the one hand, and 
European NGOs, legal practitioners and academia representatives, on the other hand, on 
the use of universal jurisdiction as a tool of accountability for international crimes, including 
gross human rights violations. 

The workshop was also aimed at facilitating the coordination of efforts to use this tool in 
response to specific situations and cases. Given the enthusiasm and positive feedback of 
the workshop participants, we plan to continue to promote consultation and cooperation 
between local NGOs and international experts with a view to encouraging European states 
to open criminal investigations into grave human rights abuses in our target countries. 
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The partnership with IPHR 
is crucial for us in terms of 
sustaining the involvement 
of human rights activists 
in our network and, at 
the same time, attracting 
representatives of a new 
generation and people from 
different regions to join us. 

Rasul Jafarov, Founder of the Human 
Rights Club Azerbaijan

“
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1.2. SECURING FINANCIAL SUPPORT FOR THE WORK OF PARTNERS 

In 2019, IPHR continued to work with its local partners on seeking out funding opportunities, building in-
country and cross-border project partnerships and developing joint project proposals for submission to 
international donors. In this way, we secured EUR 1.7 million in funding for human rights work together 
with partners in the FSU region. Over 60% of these funds were dedicated to directly supporting the 
activities of local groups, thus ensuring critically important financial support to them at a time when it 
has become increasingly difficult to obtain funding for human rights work in the FSU region.

The fundraising efforts of IPHR and partners were facilitated by the fact that IPHR has built strong 
relationships with key international donors providing funding for human rights work in our target region. 
As a complement to other fundraising efforts, IPHR also helped secure emergency funds to support 
local partners in crisis situations. 

1.3. BUILDING AND SUPPORTING CIVIL SOCIETY COALITIONS

In line with IPHR’s organizational strategy, we stepped up efforts to bring together civil society actors 
working on similar human rights issues in the FSU region and beyond. In this way, we helped increase 
and improve cooperation between such actors, ensure more coordinated responses to serious human 
rights issues, and promote unity and solidarity, which increased the impact of advocacy and campaigning 
efforts. 

Coalition building was a key element of several of the projects we implemented together with local 
partners in 2019, including the following ones: 

Supporting a human rights defender network in Azerbaijan

In Azerbaijan, IPHR provided crucial support to sustain the work of a local network of human rights activists 
who monitor the human rights situation across the country and document violations in an impartial and 
objective manner. Our exile-based media partner, Meydan TV reported on the monitoring findings, 
thereby informing the Azerbaijani public about important human rights developments in the country. 
Using the monitoring information gathered, we also engaged in advocacy targeted at international 
institutions (see more in chapter 2.3 below), calling for appropriate responses to documented violations 
and interventions to help victims of violations. In addition, we carried out advocacy in support of 
members of the human rights defender network and their colleagues who were subjected to pressure. 
In particular, we raised a red flag when several of the few remaining, practicing human rights lawyers 
were disbarred or their work was obstructed. 

Promoting access to justice with the help of a lawyers’ network in Crimea

Together with local partners, we worked on the implementation of a three-year project aimed at improving 
access to justice for the victims of human rights violations in Crimea. A key achievement to date of this 
project, which began in October 2017, is the establishment of a network of lawyers who provide free of 
charge, high-quality legal representation before relevant courts and administrative bodies. The network 
brings together some of the brightest and bravest legal practitioners operating in the peninsula. As part 
of the project, two legal aid centres have been opened in the largest cities of Crimea (Simferopol and 
Sevastopol) and over 2,000 victims have benefited from legal consultations and advice. We have also 
organized tailored capacity building for the lawyers who form part of the new network and engaged in 
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At Meydan TV, we view 
IPHR as a true partner in 
our efforts to promote 
human rights. Cooperation 
with IPHR is fun, exciting 
and easy and we take pride 
in working together with 
an organization that shows 
a genuine interest in our 
work and never hesitates to 
assist us. 

Matthew Casper from Meydan TV

“
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international-level reporting, advocacy and outreach to raise awareness of the human rights situation 
in Crimea and enlist support for our efforts to ensure justice for victims of human rights violations (see 
more on this work in chapters 1.1 and 2.1-2.4). 

Reinforcing the efforts of the Civil Society Coalition against Torture and 
Impunity in Tajikistan

Together with its partners Nota Bene and the Independent Centre for Human Rights Protection, IPHR 
continued the implementation of a project aimed at supporting coordinated civil society action on 
the promotion and protection of human rights in Tajikistan. Such efforts are crucial at this time since 
civil society operates in an increasingly challenging environment in the country. The two-year project, 
which ended in September 2019, in particular reinforced and strengthened coordinated action within 
the framework of the Civil Society Coalition against Torture and Impunity (hereafter the “Coalition”), a 
network that brings together leading NGOs, human rights defenders, lawyers and other experts. 

The project facilitated coordinated civil society efforts to monitor human rights developments and to 
rapidly disseminate information on human rights abuses within Tajikistan and internationally. It allowed 
the Coalition to significantly broaden its media outreach and engage in public awareness raising, thus 
contributing to increased public understanding of human rights issues. The project also supported 
the efforts of the Coalition to engage in a structured dialogue with the national authorities on the 
implementation of Tajikistan’s human rights obligations, and to conduct strategic reporting and advocacy 
on the international level, in close cooperation with IPHR (see more in chapters 2.2 and 2.3). Additionally, 
the project enabled the Coalition to provide expert legal support in strategic cases of human rights 
violations and provided for tailored training and peer support for Coalition members and their local 
partners. 

The project helped consolidate the Coalition as a powerful civil society network for action on both torture-
related and other human rights issues. IPHR and its project partners worked especially on reaching out 
to civil society groups involved in the protection of vulnerable populations in Tajikistan, such as victims 
of domestic violence, people with disabilities and LGBTI individuals, which also led to an increase in such 
organizations joining the Coalition. 
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For six years, I have been fighting 
for my rights and struggling to 
regain my health and control over 
my life. All this time, I have been 
supported by my family, friends 
and well-wishers in Tajikistan, 
as well as people far away like 
the International Partnership for 
Human Rights and its staff. Thank 
you for supporting me for many 
years in my fight for my rights. 
Human rights have no borders.

Shakhbol Mirzoyev, December 2019. Mirzoyev was left 
paralyzed after being tortured when undertaking his 
military service in Tajikistan in March 2014. The Coalition 
supported him in his efforts to obtain justice and 
compensation for his injuries and IPHR also provided 
emergency support to him, enabling him to undergo 
physiotherapy treatment.

“
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2. Human rights documentation, advocacy and outreach

In 2019, IPHR worked closely together with local civil society groups on monitoring, documenting and 
reporting on human rights developments in the FSU region. Together with partners, we carried out 
advocacy with international institutions, including the European Union (EU), the Council of Europe 
(CoE), the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the United Nations (UN) to 
influence their policies on human rights in our target countries. We also stepped up outreach efforts 
to raise awareness and mobilize support on human rights causes in the FSU region among a broader 
international public. These activities are described in more detail below.

2.1. FACT-FINDING MISSIONS AND ON-THE-GROUND DOCUMENTATION OF
VIOLATIONS 

To assist local civil society partners with investigating and documenting human rights violations, IPHR 
deployed a number of fact-finding missions to its target countries and carried out on-the-ground research 
and interviewed victims and witnesses of violations. This work, which built on ongoing cooperation with 
partners on monitoring and documentation (see more below in chapter 2.2), focused on issues identified 
as being in need of in-depth research with the aim of gathering facts and evidence to help establish the 
truth and ensure accountability for violations. The issues addressed in 2019 include: 

Documenting persecution of the members of the Crimean Solidarity Movement 
in Crimea 

In April 2019, IPHR together with Truth Hounds and Crimea SOS deployed a fact-finding mission to 
Crimea to investigate and document the persecution of ethnic Crimean Tatar activists affiliated with the 
Crimean Solidarity Movement, a non-profit civil society network monitoring human rights violations on 
the peninsula. In particular, the mission participants collected evidence about human rights violations 
perpetrated during a large-scale security operation on 27 March 2019, in the course of which 23 Crimean 
Tatar activists were arrested. The activists were charged with anti-terrorism offences under Russian law 
because of their alleged involvement in Hizb ut-Tahrir, an international pan-Islamic organization, which 
the Russian authorities have designated as terrorist. Similar arrests were also carried out during security 
operations in February and June 2019.

In the report “Fighting Terrorism or Terrorising Activism”, published in May 2019 based on the mission 
findings, we concluded that the searches conducted during the March security operation, as well as 
the arrests and subsequent pre-trial detention of the Crimean Tatar activists amounted to cumulative 
violations of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). The Russian authorities failed to 
demonstrate that the arrests were based on an objectively reasonable suspicion of criminal activity, 
and that pretrial detention as a measure of restraint was both necessary and proportionate (Article 5). 
The hearings on pre-trial detention were not public, fair or conducted by an independent and impartial 
judiciary (Article 6). The use of excessive force and invasive nature of house searches violated the right 
to privacy of detainees and other residents (Article 8). The detainees were singled out and subjected 
to particularly harsh and unlawful treatment on the basis of their ethnic and religious identity and/
or political opinion, in violation of the prohibition on discrimination (Article 14). Moreover, there is a 
reasonable basis to believe that the targeting of actual or perceived affiliates of ‘Crimean Solidarity’ 
forms part of a broader attack on activists and vocal members of the Crimean Tatar community, and 
may amount to the crime against humanity of persecution as defined in Article 7(h) of the Rome Statute 
to the International Criminal Court.

https://www.iphronline.org/new-report-fighting-terrorism-or-terrorising-activism-persecution-of-civic-activists-in-crimea.html
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Documenting excessive use of force to disperse peaceful demonstrations in 
Baku, Azerbaijan

In mid-November 2019, IPHR deployed a team of monitors to investigate the alleged use of excessive 
force against peaceful demonstrators in Baku, Azerbaijan, on 19-20 October 2019. On these days, police 
violently dispersed two peaceful protests held in the city and detained dozens of participants. The 
National Council of Democratic Forces (NCDF), an alliance of opposition parties, organized the protest 
on 19 October, which called for the release of political prisoners, as well as for free and fair elections. 
Among those detained that day was the leader of the opposition Popular Front Party, Ali Karimli, and 
several other opposition activists. A group of women’s rights activists organized the demonstration 
on 20 October, dubbed the ‘March for Women’, to protest against endemic domestic violence and 
the government’s unwillingness to adequately address the issue. Those detained during this protest 
included some 20 civil society leaders, mostly women. During the IPHR-led mission, lawyers and civil 
society activists collected testimonies from victims of police abuse in connection with the two peaceful 
protests. IPHR plans to publish and disseminate a report on the findings of the mission in early 2020. 

Researching media freedom in Tajikistan

During the year, IPHR researched the situation of media freedom in Tajikistan, interviewing exiled 
journalists who have been forced to leave the country, as well as in-country-based journalists, media 
NGOs and experts during a visit to Tajikistan in November 2019. The research findings will be documented 
in a report to be published in 2020.

The background of this research is the fact that media freedom has seriously deteriorated in Tajikistan 
in recent years. While most media outlets are currently state-controlled, those that attempt to pursue an 
independent editorial policy are subjected to pressure from state security services and other government 
agencies aimed at discouraging critical content. Tax, licensing and accreditation requirements set out by 
national law provide ample opportunities for government authorities to exert pressure on media outlets. 
Individual journalists perceived as being critical of the government, as well as their family members 
are also subjected to intimidation and harassment by security services and law enforcement agencies. 
Self-censorship is widespread. Against this backdrop, several dozen journalists have been forced to 
change careers or to leave the country in the last few years. The authorities’ response to the concerns 
about media freedom raised by civil society and the international community has been inadequate. Civil 
society fears that media freedom will suffer further in the context of the upcoming parliamentary and 
presidential elections in 2020. 

People only discuss some issues in whispers. 
Exiled Tajikistani journalist interviewed by IPHR in May 2019

“
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Consultations with victims of the 2008 Georgia-Russia conflict 

In November 2019, a team comprised of representatives of IPHR and its local partners Human Rights 
Center and Truth Hounds Georgia carried out a mission in Georgia to visit and speak to victims of the 
2008 Georgia-Russia conflict. IPHR plans to use the information obtained during the mission to file a 
motion with the International Criminal Court (ICC) regarding its investigation into the 2008 conflict. While 
this investigation was opened in February 2016, no charges have been filed to date. In an attempt to 
speed up the investigation, IPHR and its international partners, Justice Initiative and Global Diligence 
are considering filing an appeal with the Chamber of the ICC in early 2020, asking the Court to request 
information on the current status of the investigation from the Office of the Prosecutor of the ICC, 
thereby hopefully triggering a judicial oversight process. The mission team also obtained powers of 
attorneys from victims for representation before the ICC.

Investigating human rights abuses relating to the so-called Ganja case in 
Azerbaijan 

In November 2019, IPHR carried out a fact-finding mission to northwestern Azerbaijan to investigate the 
allegations of grave human rights abuses committed by Azerbaijani authorities in the so-called Ganja 
case. On 3 July 2018, Yunis Safarov, a Russian citizen and resident of Ganja, Azerbaijan, made an attempt 
on the life of the then-mayor of Ganja, Elmar Valiyev. Safarov was arrested and severely beaten inside 
a Ganja police station. Photographs of his injuries were shared via social media, followed by calls to 
protest against his ill-treatment. Safarov was accused of being an Islamic terrorist and charged with 
murder, terrorism, attempt to kill a state official, attempt to seize power and participation in an illegal 
armed group, along with 29 alleged co-conspirators. 

On 10 July 2018, a group of 150 to 200 people came out to protest in front of Ganja Town Hall. In the 
course of an otherwise peaceful protest, a lone attacker named Rashad Boyukishiev killed two high-
ranking police officers (injuring a third) and was allowed to flee the scene. Minutes later, the riot police 
charged the crowd and began to assault and arrest protesters and bystanders on the square and 
adjoining streets. Over 100 persons were arrested and brought to Nizami Police Station in Ganja, where 
many were subjected to violence, verbal aggression and degrading treatment. At least 70 persons 
were given summary administrative detention. Following further raids and arrests across Azerbaijan, 
at least five people were killed and a total of 78 persons were charged with criminal offences, including 
organizing public disorder, possession of weapons and narcotics, and attacks on public officials. The 
authorities connected Safarov’s attack with the protest and publicly accused all detainees of being part 



20

of an Islamic conspiracy to attack state institutions, topple the secular government and establish an 
Islamic caliphate. By December 2019, at least 43 detainees had been tried and sentenced to prison 
terms ranging from five to 10 years. Two detainees died in custody pending trial. All detainees have 
alleged inhuman treatment and torture in detention, aimed at inducing false confessions for use in 
deeply flawed criminal proceedings against them. 

During its fact-finding, IPHR was unable to trace any genuine and effective efforts by the Azerbaijani 
government to investigate the conduct of authorities during these events. Based on evidence collected 
and analyzed, we concluded that there is a reasonable basis to believe that the Azerbaijani authorities’ 
response to Safarov’s attack and to the subsequent protest was disproportionate to the public order 
and/or security concerns (if any) raised by these incidents. Having qualified Safarov’s attack and the 
protest as an Islamist anti-government plot (without any credible evidence in support), the authorities 
used Azerbaijan’s problematic anti-extremism laws to justify a brutal crackdown on the residents of 
Ganja. The crackdown occasioned gross violations of fundamental human rights, and was ostensibly 
calculated to dissuade future attempts to protest against the government’s dismal record on human 
rights, corruption and democracy.
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IPHR punches way 
above its weight on 
fighting impunity for 
human rights abuses 
and international crimes 
in the FSU region. It is 
small, flexible, open-
minded and fearless - all 
ingredients that allow it 
to excel at what it does, 
and make it a pleasure to 
work with. 

Alexandre Prezanti, 
Partner at Global Diligence LLP

“
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2.2. HUMAN RIGHTS RESEARCH AND PUBLICATIONS WORK 

In 2019, IPHR continued to work with in-country partners on researching and 
documenting human rights abuses taking place across the FSU region, as well as 
on bringing out this empirical evidence and analysis through publications. 

Key in our publication programme has been a renewed focus on channelling 
information to important international stakeholders at relevant times, while also 
distributing information products to wider international audiences for the purpose 
of raising awareness and mobilizing support on human rights causes. We used 
our publications as advocacy tools, as part of targeted engagement with decision- 
and policymakers at the international level (see more in chapter 2.3). The reports 
and briefing papers we prepared together with partners helped international 
institutions to gain an understanding of current human rights situations in the 
FSU region and inform their policies toward these countries. Further, without the 
publications issued together by IPHR and its partners there would be little if any 
visibility on numerous individual cases and situations of human rights abuses 
alike. 

Below highlights of our publication work in 2019 are described. Additional 
publications can be found on our website.

CIVICUS Monitor updates on Central Asia

IPHR and its local partners continued to cooperate with CIVICUS on the production 
of regular updates on human rights developments in the Central Asian countries 
for publication on the CIVICUS Monitor, an online platform that tracks civil society 
space worldwide. During the year, IPHR and its partners prepared more than a 
dozen updates on the protection of the freedoms of expression, association and 
assembly in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan 
based on on-the-ground monitoring carried out by the partners. This cooperation 
enabled us to attract attention to challenges facing civil society in the Central 
Asian region among a significantly broader international audience than we would 
otherwise be able to reach, while participating in a unique global initiative and 
cutting-edge research tool built by civil society. 

In October 2019, Kazakhstan was added to the CIVICUS Monitor global watchlist 
of countries that have recently seen a serious and rapid decline in fundamental 
freedoms, in particular because of the harsh response of the authorities of 
the country to mass peaceful protests held in connection with the presidential 
elections in June 2019. These elections, which were not free and fair, formed 
part of an orchestrated transition of power from long-term President Nursultan 
Nazarbayev to his predecessor President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev. The decision 
to add Kazakhstan to the watchlist will allow IPHR and its Kazakhstan partner, 
Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human Rights and Rule of Law (KIBHR) to 
work more closely with the CIVICUS Monitor team on documenting and advocating 
for human rights change in Kazakhstan.

https://www.iphronline.org/publications/statements-press-releases
https://monitor.civicus.org/
https://monitor.civicus.org/watch-list/
https://www.iphronline.org/kazakhstan-added-to-global-civic-space-watchlist.html
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Publications targeted at international institutions

During the year, IPHR and partners prepared a series of publications targeted 
at international institutions, which provided information tailored to the needs 
and agendas of these institutions. These publications, which also were used for 
coordinated follow-up advocacy (see more in chapter 2.3), include: 

EU-targeted publications

IPHR worked with local partner organizations operating in Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan to develop individual 
briefing papers in preparation for the annual, bilateral human rights dialogues 
between the EU and the governments of these seven countries. These briefing 
papers were submitted to EU policymakers to raise issues of major concern to us 
and our partners and they served as the basis of advocacy meetings held prior to 
the dialogues and as baselines for follow-up. In each human rights dialogue, the 
briefing papers provided EU policymakers with important, credible and first-hand 
information for use to formulate critical questions, which were then posed to 
counterparts from each of the FSU countries. 

IPHR and partners also prepared EU-targeted publications on other occasions 
that provided an opportunity to directly inform and influence EU policies. For 
example, IPHR and its partners sent two open letters to EU High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs Federica Mogherini ahead of her visit to Central Asia on the 
occasion of the annual EU-Central Asia Ministerial Meeting, which took place in 
Kyrgyzstan’s capital Bishkek in July 2019. Together with seven other European 
and international human rights NGOs, IPHR asked Mogherini to use this visit to 
advocate with Kyrgyzstan’s government for the release of human rights defender 
Azimjon Askarov and his transfer to a safe third country for medical treatment. In 
addition, IPHR and partners from the region urged the High Representative to also 
raise serious human rights concerns with the leaders of the other four Central 
Asian leaders, including:

• Gross violations of the right to freedom for peaceful assembly during mass 
protests held in connection with the presidential elections in Kazakhstan 
in June 2019;

• Concerns that draft legislation under consideration may result in new 
restrictions on NGOs in Tajikistan, where civil society space has been 
shrinking in recent years;

• Increased efforts by Turkmenistan’s government to prevent the 
dissemination of independent information in the context of the current 
economic crisis; and

• The continued persecution of civil society activists, human rights defenders 
and journalists in Uzbekistan, despite the government’s proclaimed 
reform agenda.

https://www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Joint-NGO-letter-to-HRVP-on-Kyrgyzstan-Askarov_11June2019.pdf
https://www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Joint-Letter_key-human-rights-issues-in-Central-Asi_-to-HRVP-Federica-Mogherini-June-2019.pdf
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In another example of this type of publications work, IPHR, TIHR and Human Rights 
Watch sent a joint letter to the European Bank of Reconstruction and Development 
(EBRD) – one of whose owners is the EU – concerning the EBRD’s draft country 
strategy on Turkmenistan for the years 2019-2024. The joint NGO letter fed into 
the EBRD’s public consultation process regarding this draft strategy. 

In their letter, which was sent in June 2019, the three NGOs argued that the EBRD 
should not expand its programmes in Turkmenistan to include public sector 
lending until the government of the country has demonstrated concrete and 
measureable human rights progress. They also argued that the EBRD should 
use human rights benchmarks recently adopted by the European Parliament to 
measure Turkmenistan’s progress in this area and emphasize that the fulfilment 
of these benchmarks will determine the Bank’s level of engagement in the country. 

OSCE-targeted publications 

IPHR and its partners used the OSCE Human Dimension Implementation Meeting 
(HDIM), which took place in Warsaw in September 2019, to highlight current 
human rights issues in the FSU region and to mobilize support among OSCE 
state delegations, OSCE officials and other stakeholders present at this event - 
Europe’s largest annual human rights conference. To this end, we engaged in 
targeted advocacy (see more in chapter 2.3) and developed targeted written and 
oral interventions. 

Together with partners from the region, we prepared two statements on Central 
Asia. The first one drew attention to challenges facing civil society in the region, 
in particular the harsh response of the Kazakhstani authorities to peaceful mass 
protests; mistrust and suspicion of NGOs working on minority rights and other 
controversial issues in Kyrgyzstan; ongoing pressure on civil society in Tajikistan; 
intimidation and harassment of those who criticize and challenge the regime 
in Turkmenistan; and the failure of Uzbekistan’s current leadership to initiate 
systematic human rights reforms and engage in open dialogue with independent 
civil society. The other Central Asia-focused statement dealt with concerns about 
torture and ill-treatment in the countries of the region and featured individual 
cases involving torture allegations that IPHR and partners wished to bring to the 
attention of the OSCE community. IPHR and partners also made oral interventions 
based on the two statements at the relevant HDIM plenary sessions and engaged 
in follow-up discussions with OSCE state delegations on these issues. 

In addition, IPHR prepared a briefing paper about the deteriorating operational 
environment for independent lawyers in Tajikistan, which featured case examples 
of state harassment, torture and imprisonment of independent legal practitioners 
in the country. This briefing paper also provided background information for a 
side event on threats against lawyers in the FSU region, which IPHR and partners 
organized during the HDIM (see more in chapter 2.3), as well as for individual 
discussions with state delegations. 

https://www.iphronline.org/joint-letter-turkmenistan-country-strategy-review-by-the-ebrd.html
https://www.iphronline.org/central-asia-protests-crushed-ngos-under-pressure-and-activists-intimidated.html
https://www.iphronline.org/torture-and-ill-treatment-in-central-asia-2.html
https://www.iphronline.org/persecution-of-independent-lawyers-in-tajikistan.html
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UN-targeted publications

During the year, IPHR and partners developed written submissions to UN treaty 
bodies that reviewed the implementation of international human rights treaties in 
our target countries, with a view to ensuring that these bodies addressed issues 
of concern to us as part of the review processes. 

IPHR, the Coalition against Torture and Impunity in Tajikistan and the Polish 
Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights produced a detailed submission to the UN 
Human Rights Committee ahead of the Committee’s consideration of Tajikistan’s 
third periodic report about its compliance with the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights. The submission detailed concerns regarding torture and 
other forms of ill-treatment, the death penalty and the shrinking space for NGOs 
in Tajikistan and provided recommendations to the Committee for calls to the 
Tajikistani government on these issues. In follow-up to the submission, IPHR and 
its partners carried out advocacy in Geneva during the Human Rights Committee 
session in July 2019 where Tajikistan was on the agenda (see more in chapter 
2.3). In its Concluding Observations adopted based on the review, the Committee 
addressed many of the concerns raised by us, e.g. on ongoing torture and 
impunity for such practices, insufficient civil society access to detention facilities 
for the purpose of human rights monitoring, discrimination and violence on the 
grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity, and domestic violence.

IPHR and partners also produced written submissions to the UN Committee 
against Torture (CAT) for the Committee’s consideration of Uzbekistan’s fifth 
periodic report about the implementation of the corresponding convention. A 
document compiled by IPHR and the Association for Human Rights in Central Asia 
(AHRCA) ahead of the CAT’s adoption of a List of Issues for the review provided 
information about concerns contributing to the ongoing widespread use of 
torture in Uzbekistan. The Committee included in its List of Issues many points 
raised and individual cases cited in the joint IPHR-AHRCA submission. Building 
on this outcome, IPHR, Amnesty International and AHRCA prepared a new joint 
submission to the CAT ahead of its review of Uzbekistan’s compliance with the 
Convention against Torture in November 2019. This document responded to the 
Uzbekistani government’s replies to the Committee’s List of Issues and provided 
information about additional issues and cases of concern. In follow-up to the written 
submission, IPHR and partners also engaged in advocacy with the CAT during 
its November session (see more in chapter 2.3). In its Concluding Observations, 
the CAT picked up on many of the issues raised by IPHR and partners, including 
routine use of torture by law enforcement and prison authorities; pressure and 
harassment targeting human rights defenders; sexual violence in prisons; closed-
door trials involving allegations of torture; and violence against LGBTI persons by 
both state and non-state actors.

https://www.iphronline.org/tajikistan-torture-ill-treatment-the-death-penalty-and-the-shrinking-space-for-ngos.html
https://www.iphronline.org/providing-information-on-uzbekistan-to-the-un-committee-against-torture.html
https://www.iphronline.org/uzbekistan-submission-to-the-un-committee-against-torture.html
https://www.iphronline.org/uzbekistan-submission-to-the-un-committee-against-torture.html
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Statements and appeals

During the year, IPHR issued a number of statements and appeals together with 
its local, regional and international partners to draw attention to alarming human 
rights developments in the countries where we work and to call for justice for 
the victims of violations. Amongst others, we raised the cases of human rights 
defenders subjected to persecution such as:

• Azimjan Askarov in Kyrgyzstan (who continued to serve a life sentence for 
his alleged role in the 2010 inter-ethnic violence in southern Kyrgyzstan, 
during which he documented human rights violations, and was in ill 
health);

• Beybarys Tolymbekov in Kazakhstan (who was locked up and harassed for 
peacefully protesting for fair elections holding up a banner at the Almaty 
marathon);

• Oyub Titiev in Russia (who was imprisoned in retaliation for his work to 
document human rights abuses in Chechnya); and

• Agzam Turgunov and Dilmurod Saidov in Uzbekistan (who were intimidated 
and harassed because of their efforts to register a new human rights 
NGO). 

https://www.iphronline.org/ngos-urge-kyrgyzstan-to-release-unjustly-imprisoned-human-rights-activist-azimjan-askarov.html
https://www.iphronline.org/kazakhstan-cease-undue-pressure-on-young-civic-activist-beybarys-tolymbekov.html
https://www.iphronline.org/human-rights-defender-oyub-titiev-convicted-following-unfair-and-absurd-judicial-process.html
https://www.iphronline.org/uzbekistan-stop-harassing-human-rights-defenders-agzam-turgunov-and-dilmurod-saidov.html
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2.3. INTERNATIONAL ADVOCACY WORK 

In 2019, IPHR carried out strategic advocacy at the international level to promote effective international 
action to address pressing human rights issues in the FSU region and to assist victims of violations. 
Working closely together with our local partners, we used targeted engagement with relevant institutions 
and bodies of the EU, the CoE, the OSCE and the UN to inform and influence their policies on human 
rights in the countries where we work. Our advocacy programme was closely coordinated with our 
publications work (see more in chapter 2.2).
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EU advocacy 

At the EU level, IPHR maintained regular contacts with key officials and institutions, including the 
European External Action Service (EEAS), the European Commission, the EU member states and the 
European Parliament. 

Together with partners, we used the EU’s political and human rights dialogues with the FSU countries, 
as well as other important opportunities to provide relevant, first-hand information to influential 
policymakers and foreign policy and human rights focal points. This included information channelled to 
high-level officials before their missions to target countries. For example, IPHR and partners reached out 
to the EU’s High Representative for Foreign Affairs, Federica Mogherini ahead of her visit to Kyrgyzstan 
in connection with the annual EU-Central Asia Ministerial Meeting that took place there in July 2019. We 
asked her to raise critical human rights issues with all of the Central Asian leaders, as well as to request 
that the Kyrgyzstani authorities release wrongfully imprisoned human rights defender Azimjan Askarov 
and transfer him to a safe third country for medical treatment (see also chapter 2.2on these issues). 
Ahead of the visit of the President of the European Council, Donald Tusk to Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and 
Uzbekistan in late May and early June 2019, IPHR briefed his adviser and shared information about the 
most recent human rights developments in the three countries. 

As part of its EU advocacy, IPHR also contributed to EU strategy development regarding relations with 
FSU countries. We participated in several consultation meetings on the revision of the EU-Central Asia 
Strategy, a new version of which was adopted by the EU Foreign Affairs Ministers in June 2019. The 
revised strategy emphasizes the need for the EU to address human rights, rule of law and democracy 
more prominently in its relations with the Central Asian countries and stresses that the situation of 
human rights defenders, civil society space, media and press freedom and women’s rights are all 
priorities for the EU in the region. 

During the year, IPHR also provided expert advice and took part in several brain-storming sessions 
on the future of the Eastern Partnership initiative, which governs the EU’s relationship with Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine. The year 2019 marked the 10th anniversary of this 
initiative. Further, IPHR coordinated the work of a coalition of Brussels-based NGOs, most of which are 
members of the Human Rights and Democracy Network (HRDN), in view of the ongoing discussions 
about the EU’s Human Rights Sanctions Regime. A joint positon paper on this issue was shared with 
relevant contacts at the level of the Member States and the EEAS.

IPHR continued to provide information to important stakeholders at the European Parliament and 
sought their support on issues and cases that we raised with partners. In an example of the outcome of 
such engagement, in January 2019, the European Parliament adopted a so-called human rights urgency 
resolution on Azerbaijan, which reflected the concerns and recommendations of IPHR and its partners 
on the cases of then-imprisoned blogger Mehman Huseynov, journalist Khadija Ismailova and others 
subjected to harassment in the country. 

During the year, IPHR organized several advocacy visits to Brussels for partners from our target 
countries, thus granting them the opportunity to meet in person with EU representatives and brief these 
representatives on current human rights concerns. These advocacy visits included visits by colleagues 
from Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in May and October 2019, respectively, ahead of the EU’s annual human 
rights dialogues with the governments of these countries. The timing of the visits allowed the partners to 
raise issues they wanted to see addressed at the upcoming human rights talks with their governments. 
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In September 2019, IPHR hosted a delegation of Ukrainian human rights 
defenders, who met, among others, with newly elected Member of the European 
Parliament (MEP) Marie Arena who chairs the Parliament’s Human Rights Sub-
Committee. In follow-up to the discussions the delegation had with the MEP, she 
submitted a written parliamentary question to the EU’s High Representative on 
Foreign Affairs regarding the EU’s policies on the human rights situation in Crimea. 
In November 2019, the High Representative responded to this question. During 
their Brussels advocacy visit, the Ukrainian human rights defenders also spoke 
at a briefing for EU member states hosted by the Permanent Representation of 
Czech Republic to the EU. 

CoE advocacy 

At the CoE level, IPHR focused the bulk of its efforts on promoting the implementation of judgments of 
the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR). 

IPHR teamed-up with the European Implementation Network (EIN), a Strasbourg-based umbrella 
organization that works with lawyers, civil society organizations and communities from across the CoE 
region to promote the full and timely implementation of ECtHR judgments. We agreed to collaborate with 
the EIN on the implementation of ECtHR judgments in relation to Russia, Ukraine, Georgia, Azerbaijan 
and Armenia. For this purpose, IPHR was also able to secure pro-bono assistance from lawyers at four 
leading global law firms (DLA Piper, Dechert, Dentons and WilmerHale), with the help of PILnet, a non-
profit that acts as a clearing house between NGOs and law firms. These lawyers provide support to 
us and our local partners on to the conduct of background research, as well as the preparation of 
submissions to the Coe’s Committee of Ministers on the implementation of ECtHR rulings. 

At the request of our Ukrainian partners, we also engaged in PACE-targeted advocacy in June 2019 as 
this body was considering the issue of lifting the sanctions imposed on Russia because of the country’s 
annexation of Crimea and its role in the armed conflict in Eastern Ukraine. Together with our partners, 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2019-002862_EN.pdf)
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2019-002862-ASW_EN.html
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we advocated against this measure because of the ongoing gross human rights violations in Crimea and 
Eastern Ukraine. Our advocacy efforts attracted wide attention; however, the PACE eventually voted in 
favour of lifting the sanctions.

OSCE advocacy 

At the OSCE level, IPHR continued to support coordinated engagement within the framework of the Civic 
Solidarity Platform (CSP), a network of human rights NGOs from across Europe, the former Soviet Union 
and North America. This included advocacy with OSCE states, institutions and officials during the annual 
Human Dimension Implementation Meeting (HDIM) in Warsaw in September 2019, as well as during 
the Parallel Civil Society Conference held in Bratislava at the margins of the OSCE Ministerial Council 
meeting in this city in December 2019. 

During the HDIM, we hosted and co-hosted side-events on the crackdown on lawyers in the FSU 
region, the deteriorating human rights situation in Russia-occupied Crimea and systematic human 
rights violations related to Georgia’s border conflicts with Russia. At the side-events, civil society 
representatives and lawyers discussed these issues and provided recommendations to the OSCE and 
other international stakeholders on what they can do to alleviate the situation. IPHR also prepared 
several written statements for the HDIM (see more in chapter 2.2) and coordinated over a dozen oral 
interventions at the HDIM plenary. In addition, we organized a number of bilateral meetings with OSCE 
state delegations and officials for local partners. 

UN advocacy 

At the UN, IPHR worked with partners on providing input to UN treaty bodies that reviewed the 
implementation of human rights treaties in FSU countries. These efforts included the preparation of 
detailed written submissions (see more in chapter 2.2), as well as advocacy on site in Geneva. 

In July 2019, IPHR and partners from Tajikistan carried out targeted advocacy in Geneva in connection 
with the UN Human Rights Committee’s review of Tajikistan’s compliance with the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights. This was done in follow-up to information provided in writing for the review. 

Similarly, in November 2019, IPHR and colleagues from Uzbekistan carried out advocacy in Geneva when 
the UN Committee against Torture (CAT) reviewed Uzbekistan’s compliance with the corresponding 
convention. In particular, we participated in a closed NGO briefing with the CAT. Prior to this, IPHR and 
partners had submitted detailed information in writing to the Committee. 

The conclusions and recommendations adopted by the Human Rights Committee and the CAT, 
respectively, following these reviews reflected key concerns raised by IPHR and its partners (see more 
in chapter 2.2).

IPHR and its partners also engaged with other UN human rights bodies on issues of concern. For 
example, IPHR and the AHRCA provided background information to the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
independence of judges and lawyers’ prior to his visit to Uzbekistan in September 2019. In addition, we 
undertook follow-up and liaison work during the Special Rapporteur’s country visit concerning human 
rights defenders and torture victims who were subjected to intimidation and harassment aimed at 
dissuading them from meeting with him.
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This year, I attended a session 
of the UN Committee on Torture 
for the first time. I was able 
to meet international experts 
personally and tell them about 
how I was tortured in detention in 
Uzbekistan [...]. Thank you for your 
cooperation, and know that you 
give us, Uzbekistani human rights 
defenders, reason to hope for 
justice.

Human rights defenders, former political prisoner and 
torture victim Agzam Turgunov from Uzbekistan 

“
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2.4. OUTREACH AND COMMUNICATIONS 

In 2019, IPHR engaged in website, social media and media outreach to mobilize international attention 
and support on human rights issues in our target region. 

Our website was the main platform for the publication of reports, statements and other documents that 
we developed together with our partners (see chapter 2.2). Targeted email and social media campaigns 
helped drive traffic to the site, which saw a steady improvement in performance, with a total of close to 
60,000 views in 2019. 

Our team worked to further develop and improve outreach over different social media platforms, 
including Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Instagram, where we now have several thousand followers in 
total. As of December 2019, IPHR had close to 4,000 Facebook followers and more than 2,600 Twitter 
followers, based both in our target countries and in Europe and the United States. This was an increase 
by over 10 percent since the end of 2018. During the year, our Facebook posts received close to 15,000 
engagements, including clicks, reactions, comments and shares, while our tweets earned over 150,000 
impressions and approximately 1,000 mentions. IPHR’s visibility on YouTube increased as a result of 
video campaigning (see more below), while we joined Instagram in September 2019 to further expand 
our social media presence and reach out to new audiences. 

7000 followers

15 000 engagements

150 000 impressions

11 videos published

@iphr_ngo launched in September
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The highlight of our social media outreach in 
2019 was the #Meet Your Defender campaign. 
We launched this campaign in March 2019, with 
a view to challenging the widespread, negative 
perceptions of human rights defenders in our 
target countries by telling personal, inspiring 
stories. This ongoing campaign features short 
videos about human rights defenders from our 
target countries, in which the defenders speak 
about their work and explain what motivates 
them and how they view the importance of 
their engagement. During the year, we filmed 
and produced 10 videos - in local languages but 
with English subtitles. Our local media partners 
published and distributed the videos through 
their channels, while we promoted them on IPHR’s 
website and social media sites. As of the end of 
2019, the campaign videos had been viewed 
more than 100,000 times, which testified to their 
popularity. 

We are also hopeful that this campaign will 
encourage our partners to produce similar 
content as part of their outreach efforts.

https://www.iphronline.org/meet-your-defender.html
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In another example of our video campaigning, IPHR and its Tajikistani partners 
produced the video “Remove barriers and create an inclusive society in Tajikistan!”, 
which was released in April 2019. This video was aimed at raising awareness about 
the importance of making public spaces and services accessible to persons with 
disabilities in Tajikistan in order to enable them to participate in society and realize 
their human rights. 

As a result of media outreach, IPHR and partners were cited in both local/regional media covering our 
target countries and leading international media outlets, such as the BBC.

Building on our work in 2019, we are committed to further expand and improve our outreach and 
communications efforts in 2020, reaching out to a wider international audience in order to bring  
pressure to bear on the governments of our target countries to comply with their international human 
rights obligations and bring about positive change.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZKUa2TDzykM&t=2s
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Overview of IPHR’s annual expenditure

Partner support

Activity and operational costs

Running costs

Human resources

Consultancy fees

Financial costs

Meeting costs Visibility

Missions

67%

81%

14%

2%3%

3%

16%

13%

1%

IPHR cost distribution in 2019

Income in 2019: 2,5 million euros
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