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Subject:
Arrests of Russian activists in the run-up to the Sochi Games

With two days to go until the Winter Olympics begin in Sochi, the Russian authorities are doing everything they can to silence activists and critics of the games.

On 3 February, Yevgeny Vitishko, a Russian environmental activist from Krasnodar who had exposed a number of irregularities relating to construction on the Olympic site in Sochi, was arrested and sentenced to 15 days’ detention for ‘petty hooliganism’. Yesterday, Igor Kharchenko, an activist with Environment Watch North Caucasus, one of the best known environmental NGOs in the region, was sentenced to five days’ detention.  He has been a accused of ‘disobeying police officers’.

The arrests took place just before the Olympic torch relay reached Krasnodar. Human rights defenders maintain that all this shows that the authorities, concerned at the prospect of protests, have decided to make ‘preventative’ arrests.

Critics of the Sochi Games are suffering constant harassment at the hands of the Russian authorities. The Committee to Protect Journalists has reported that the police regularly prevent Environment Watch from organising press conferences, and that local branches of the FSB and the Interior Ministry’s anti-extremism unit are harassing members of the NGO. Semyon Simonov, the coordinator of the ‘Memorial’ NGO’s Migration and Law Network in Sochi, who has spoken out about the exploitation of migrants, has also been harassed.

With this in mind, does the Commission have any information about attempts to silence and intimidate activists in the run-up to the Sochi Winter Olympics? Does it intend to take action on this matter?
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