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Background

Heidi Hautala, chairwoman of EP Subcommittee on Human Rights, together with Laima 
Liucija Andrikiene, Vice-Chairwoman and Thijs Berman, member of the Subcommittee, 
undertook a visit to Beslan and Ingushetia, Russia on 30.8.-3.9.2010. 

The delegation was established on the basis of an invitation received in June 2010 from
several North Caucasus non-governmental organisations, amongst others, the Voice of 
Beslan, Kabardino-Balkariya Human Rights Centre, Mothers of Beslan, Chechen Committee 
of National Salvation and independent Caucasian journal Dosh.

The Subcommittee on Human Rights travelled to Russia to commemorate the three day siege 
and hostage-taking in Beslan at a local primary school which began on the morning of 1 
September 2004 and ended with the death of over 330 people just after 1 p.m. on 3 
September. Over 150 were school children.

In Beslan the EP delegation met with the families of the victims and those who survived the 
tragedy themselves. Talks were also held with officials in charge of investigating the tragedy. 
Six years later in spite of parliamentary inquiries in North Ossetia and at the Federal level,
representatives of the families and others continue to feel that the truth behind this event is 
still not known. Not only have the investigations been highly unsatisfactory, the treatment of 
the families by the Russian authorities, whose children perished at the siege, has 
tremendously increased their grievance. The members of the delegation were told how the 
authorities have retaliated against the families’ requests to identify their dead children and 
find the cause of their death, refused effective compensation and failed to acknowledge their 
responsibility in the tragedy.

The delegation remains convinced that a full investigation and inquiry must be carried out.

In its April 2005 resolution Parliament clearly condemned the "tragic and unforgettable acts 
of terror victimising children in Beslan", but insisted that human rights should be respected in 
the context of countering extremist terrorism. Moreover, Parliament called on Russia to take 
immediate measures "to end the frequently reported extrajudicial killings by Russian forces, 
disappearances and torture in custody in Chechnya".1

                                               
1 European Parliament resolution on the Annual Report on Human Rights in the World 2004 and the EU's policy 
on the matter, 28 April 2005.
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The delegation took the opportunity in the short time available to try and get a wider picture 
of the situation in the region through contacts with official representatives and civil society.
The delegation thus also visited civil society organisations and refugee camps in Nazran in 
Ingushetia. Meetings were also held with families of the disappeared and victims of violence. 
The delegation was left with a view that impunity for grave violations remains the norm still 
today and this continues to feed the cycle of violence. Officials of the UN High Commission 
for Refugees accompanied the delegation and enabled the delegation to meet many refugees 
from Chechnya and North Ossetia.

The delegation also had the opportunity to meet with numerous NGOs and human rights 
defenders, including the 2009 Sakharov Prize Winners, in Moscow.

The European Parliament has expressed concern at the apparently deteriorating human rights 
situation in the Russian Federation in numerous resolutions. The delegation remains 
convinced that sustained attention from the European Parliament and the EU Member States 
to the human rights situation in Russia is unfortunately still very much necessary.

Throughout the whole visit the delegation received much information and practical support 
from the EU delegation in Moscow and the UN in North Ossetia. Security in North Ossetia 
and Ingushetia was provided by the UN Safety and Security Department (UNDSS).

The full programme of the visit is attached, as is a list of all the people the delegation met 
with (except in those cases where this would be dangerous for those concerned).

The report looks at the following issues:

1. The human rights situation as seen from Moscow

2. The human rights situation observed in North Caucasus

3. The aftermath of the Beslan tragedy.

4. The situation of refugees and internally displaced peoples.

By definition the delegation could not carry out exhaustive study of all these issues and 
indeed in all of them the EU and Parliament has already taken a position. This report contains 
the main impressions gained by the delegation.

1. The human rights situation as seen from Moscow

On arrival in Moscow the delegation met with leading representatives of NGOs and also held 
a further meeting with two of the 2009 Sakharov Prize Winners, Mr Oleg Orlov and Ms 
Lyudmila Alexeyeva. All confirmed the profoundly negative human rights situation in Russia 
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as described by Sergei Kovalev in his speech accepting the Sakharov Prize on behalf of 
Memorial on 16 December 2009. It was, however, pointed out that the Sakharov Prize is not 
widely known in Russia and the EU is seen as rather impotent. Scepticism was expressed 
about the results of the EU-Russian human rights consultations and it was argued that these 
issues had to be raised at the higher levels (summits) and linked to Russian interests. It was 
noted that the US can be more outspoken on these issues as US-Russia economic relations 
are far less important for Russia than EU-Russia relations. Reference was made to an 
interview on 30 August in Kommersant (reprinted in the Moscow Times on 31 August) with 
Prime Minister Putin, in which he spoke in a dismissive and threatening manner about the 
Article 31 demonstrators. The delegation got the impression that President Medvedev's 
commitment to the rule of law was genuine but that Mr Putin held greater power in a society 
characterised by widespread corruption and limited space for democratic opposition.

In Moscow the delegation visited the trial of the former heads of Yukos, Mikhail 
Khodorkovsky and Platon Lebedev. Hearings are closed and the verdict is expected on 
December 15. Sentencing might take place shortly after the verdict has been read out. Great 
concern remains over the verdicts and sentences.

Mikhail Khodorkovsky and Platon Lebedev have been arrested since 2003 and are charged 
with fraud and embezzlement. This is their second trial. The cases have been denounced as 
fabricated, fraudulent and unfair by the wider international community. 

In the course of observing the second trial of Khodorkovsky and Lebedev, the delegation 
heard a witness state that he had been offered inducement (reduction of sentence) in 
exchange for providing fabricated evidence against the defendants. The defendant and the 
many activists observing the trial clearly appreciated the presence of MEPs on this occasion.
EU Member States also regularly attend this and other trials.

After the hearing the delegation underlined it's grave concerns it's attendance in the court 
room. In the presence of the delegation, a witness, Mr Vladimir Pereverzin, former head of 
the external debt department of Yukos, testified that he had been pressured by the 
prosecution to witness against Mr. Khodorkovsky and, amongst other things, to blame him 
for giving orders to violate the law. In return he was promised a conditional sentence. When 
Mr Pereverzin refused the deal he was sentenced to 11 years imprisonment in a strict regime 
prison. The delegation is of the view that such allegations must be promptly investigated. 
Moreover, the delegation underlined that against the backdrop of the pervasive irregularities 
and manipulation of the trial, it is high time that Mr Khodorkovsky and Lebedev be released.

Unfortunately, due to lack of time a meeting with a representative of Ombudsman Lukin had 
to be cancelled. Following the resignation of Elena Pamfilova as head of the Presidential 
Council on Human Rights, the Ombudsman (and his local counterparts) represent one of the 
few channels available to citizens to try to challenge the power of state and law enforcement 
officials.
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From around 6 p.m. on 31 August the delegation observed the attempts to hold a peaceful 
demonstration in Triumfalnya Square, for which the authorities had refused permission. It 
was noted that the square was partly closed reportedly for building a car park (about which 
nothing had hitherto been heard). The delegation was quite shocked by the enormous police 
presence and the rough manner in which any attempt to genuinely demonstrate or put up any 
banner was dealt with. The authorities dominated the situation literally through force of 
numbers rather than direct physical violence. On this occasion batons were not used, tear gas 
was not used and no blood was shed. Several dozen demonstrators were arrested and the 
delegation informed President Buzek of the situation. On the evening of 31 August he issued 
the following statement:

"The disproportionate reaction of the Russian police and special forces 
against the democratic fundamental right of freedom of assembly is 
worrying. I call on the Russian authorities to immediately release all 
detained peaceful demonstrators."

Again civil society activists much appreciated the delegation's presence and there was great 
national and international press interest.

2. Human rights situation in the North Caucasus

The European Parliament resolution of 17 June 2010 on the conclusions of the EU/Russia 
summit called on "the Russian authorities to put an end to the ongoing and widespread 
impunity for violence against human rights defenders and, in particular, to make it their 
priority to end the climate of terror and lawlessness in the North Caucasus and to protect and 
guarantee the physical integrity of human rights defenders in accordance with relevant 
international and regional human rights instruments."

In June 2010 the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly adopted a report calling for 
legal remedies for human rights violations in the North Caucasus region in which the 
Assembly observed that the "situation in the North Caucasus region, particularly in the 
Chechen Republic, Ingushetia and Dagestan, constitutes today the most serious and most 
delicate situation from a standpoint of safeguarding human rights and upholding rule of law, 
in the entire geographical area covered by the Council of Europe."

What the delegation was able to observe confirmed this profoundly disturbing situation. The 
fact that Russian Duma members from the party of President Medvedev and Prime Minister 
Putin voted for this report confirmed that it is a tragic undeniable reality.

On 2 September in Magas, Ingushetia the delegation met with the recently appointed 
ombudsman Mr Djambulab Ozdoev, who explained that he drew inspiration from the 
ombudsman system in various European countries which he had studied carefully. He 
explained that his appointment reflected the genuine commitment to human rights and 
dialogue with civil society and the Ingushetian President Yevkurov who had himself been 
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appointed by President Medvedev. He explained that the work of all ombudsmen was 
coordinated at the federal level by Mr Lukin. He saw himself as a locomotive for the 
promotion of democracy and the rule of law. He had to work with the police, state security, 
educational institutions and report his findings to the relevant authorities. He is also a 
member of the Republic's Security Council. He showed full awareness of the huge problem 
faced by IDPs, who he insisted upon describing as refugees.

The commitment of the President Yevkurov to dialogue with civil society was confirmed by 
an official adviser to President Yevkurov whose job it is to provide a direct link between the 
President and civil society, amongst which he appears to have a positive reputation (not the 
case for the Presidents of the other Republics in the region).

At the Memorial office in Nazran, Ingushetia, the delegation received detailed testimony 
from several NGOs of the North Caucasus region. Dramatic examples were provided of 
action described by one of the representatives as those of a totalitarian regime which attempts 
to counter the genuine threat and reality of Chechen terrorism through illegal methods, 
including kidnapping, enforced disappearances, torture and arbitrary executions.

Personal testimony of specific cases was provided by those who had themselves faced 
mistreatment or were desperately awaiting news of relatives who had been dealt with in this 
way. The impunity with which law enforcement officials abuse their power was therefore 
fully confirmed by these testimonies.

3. The aftermath of the Beslan tragedy

It was in this context that the delegation visited Beslan, meeting not only with two local 
NGOs representing the bereaved families but also with Professor Stanislav Kesaev, who had 
been chair of the North Ossetia "Parliamentary Investigation Commission into the Beslan Act 
of Terrorism". He stated that citizen's have the right to security and confidence in the future 
and whoever was responsible for the deaths, they represented a national tragedy. He 
considered that investigations were still ongoing and that this was a matter for Russia to settle 
as the ECHR in Strasbourg was already overloaded with cases originating in Russia.

It appeared that Prof. Kesaev's work covered the general context of the events rather than 
specific responsibilities. He denied that the Prosecutor's Office had pressured him to end his 
investigations.

In Beslan the delegation met the Voice of Beslan (led by Ella Kesayeva) and the Mothers of 
Beslan (led by Suzanna Dudaeva). Both organisations confirmed that their basic right to truth 
had been violated. Having expected little from Prof. Kesaev they were more disappointed 
with the indifference of the Federal Authorities: There were differences of emphasis between 
these NGOs, with some feeling that President Putin was personally responsible for the 
catastrophe. They all agreed, however, that they should have answers to still open questions 
such as:
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 Did Moscow intervene to prevent a local attempt to negotiate a peaceful outcome?
 Were flame throwers used in the assault? If so, why? If not, why were so many bodies 

disfigured by burning?
 Why did each victim not have a death certificate?
 How did so many heavily armed terrorists get into the building unobserved?
 Who assembled this disperate group, many of whom had been released from jail 

shortly before the events?

The NGOs continue their efforts through the ECHR and profoundly appreciated the MEPs 
presence in Beslan on the anniversary. On this occasion President Medvedev did not issue 
any statement. The President of the European Parliament did issue a statement coinciding 
with the conclusions of the Commemorations at 13h05 on 3 September. He stated that:

"On behalf of the European Parliament I would like to express my deep 
solidarity with the families of the victims of the school siege tragedy of Beslan 
of 1st September 2004. It has been six years since the tragic event in the 
Beslan school and it is of great concern for the European Parliament that 
violence still blights the North Caucasus region. Peace and security are the 
necessary conditions to fully respect human rights and the rule of law. I will 
write to the President of the Russian Federation asking him to ensure that the 
rights of the families of the victims of the tragedy are fully respected and that 
the truth behind the events of September 2004 is finally made clear."

4. The situation of refugees and internationally displaced people (IDPs)

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees has, through an agreement with the Russian 
Federation, a substantial operation in the region. It is the case, however, that many thousands 
of IDPs live in very poor, insecure and unhealthy conditions, even where they have to pay for 
their absolutely rudimentary accommodation. The delegation visited various shelter projects 
and spoke with a number of families. On the afternoon of 2 September they also met at the 
offices of VESTA, with UNHCR officials and local NGOs assisting the IDPs as best they 
can. It was explained that the UNHCR is meant to work in support of national government 
actions but in Russia this is very difficult as there is a gap in Russian law which does not 
reflect the concept of an IDP. Whilst the UNHCR does feel supported by the local authorities 
it is the case that the Russian Federal authorities want to phase out this operation. All that the 
UNHCR can now do is to negotiate in Moscow, for a strategy of "responsible 
disengagement". In view of UNHRC's reliance on donors, the support from the EU was 
considered very important. The delegation got the impression in this insecure environment 
the UNHCR were doing as much as possible with a limited mandate and resources. A small 
number of refugees have been rehoused in rather satisfactory new housing which they have 
been able to buy. For most of the IDPs the outlook seemed extremely insecure.


