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Regional Committees of the ISHR 

Pursuant to the statute of the International Society for Human Rights, countries that are geographically 
located in a similar area and/or have historic, linguistic, or other relationships may unite to form a Regional 
Committee. Through this consolidation, national sections can mutually support each other, and give more 
weight to their voices nationally as well as internationally.    

Eurasia Regional Committee of the ISHR 

At the 40th Annual Meeting of the ISHR in Cottbus, Germany, the national sections of Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
Belarus, Moldova, Russia, the Ukraine, and Uzbekistan decided to form a new regional committee, called the 
ISHR Eurasia Committee.  The desire to start a dialog between human rights activists and citizens of the 
countries of the former Soviet Union, the EU, and other regions of the world motivated the establishment of 
the committee.   

The Eurasian Region of the ISHR 

The following national sections are included within the Eurasian region of the ISHR: Russia, the Ukraine, 
Belarus and Moldova from Eastern Europe; Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania from the Balkans; Azerbaijan, 
Armenia, and Georgia from the Southern Caucus; and finally, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan from Central Asia. 

This territory comprises almost one-fifth of the planet’s surface; it is more than twice as large as the United 
States, and more than five times as large as the entire European Union.  It covers 11 time zones and extends 
over climates ranging from the eternal ice of the north, to the steppe and desert of Central Asia. It has the 
world’s greatest natural resources.  The history of many of the countries in this area extends back thousands 
of years before Christ. Today, 260 - 280 million people live in this region. 

Founding of the ISHR in 1972 and the Soviet Union 

The establishment of the ISHR and the history of the Soviet Union are closely related.  The founder of the 
ISHR was a Soviet Russian from the Pskov region, Ivan I. Agrusov (1924-2012).  In 1944, the German army 
recruited Ivan Agrusov as a forced laborer and deported him to Germany.  After the war, Ivan Agrusov 
decided to stay in West Germany, due to legitimate fear of persecution from the Soviet power.  The world 
split into two hostile ideologies - the ‘West’ and the ‘East’.  Following the horrors of World War II came the 
Cold War, in which the East locked its people behind the Iron Curtain.  

The founder of the ISHR was a vital contact point in the Federal Republic for political prisoners and dissidents 
of the Soviet Union; he spoke their language and understood the people of his homeland.  Both the Soviet 
Union (USSR) and the German Democratic Republic (DDR) considered him  an enemy of the state in the first 
degree.  The infamous intelligence agencies of the Stasi and KGB tracked Mr. Agrusov, so he was not able to 
return to his homeland for over 50 years; he was never able to see his mother again.  In 1972, he founded 
the Society for Human Rights with the mission of revealing the human rights violations behind the Iron 
Curtain, and to support the people living there.  In the 1980’s, the organization became international, and 
received its current name ‘ISHR’.  The historical connection of the ISHR with the USSR after 1991 has helped 
to create the national sections of the former Soviet Union.   

The ISHR of today is a family, with human rights activists from more than 38 sections, national groups, and 
working groups in countries across Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas,  as well as Australia, working 
together.  We stand for the protection of human rights at the national and international level.   

Effects of the 70-year Iron Curtain 

The 70-year-long Iron Curtain not only ‘locked up’ almost 400 million people in the largest block in the world 
(the Warsaw Pact), but also ‘locked out’ almost 600 million from the Western countries belonging to NATO. 
Inevitably, the people on both sides allowed this to happen.  Moreover, the decades of internalization of 
different values in the East and West drove a mutual lack of understanding between the two.   

This mutual lack of understanding has been fatal in many ways, especially because East and Western Europe 
are parts of the same European civilization.  Especially in today’s world of mass production and consumption, 
neighboring countries are increasingly dependent not only on economic and resource-based connections, 
but also on scientific and cultural ones. Therefore, the region behind the Iron Curtain can serve to enrich and 
broaden the horizons of Europe - especially its youth - in the future.   
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The Eurasian Region of the ISHR: Human Rights Today 

Despite the disintegration of the bipolar East-West model, human rights violations have continued.  
However, these violations are more complex and less transparent than before; it is now more difficult to 
identify who is to blame for these violations than in the past.  Many violations of human rights in the 
Eurasian countries have the same origins, but differ according to country-specific circumstances. 

Corruption and Nepotism: Blanketing the entire region like oil slick  

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the new governments chose to decentralize and privatize the 
gigantic state regime and planned economy.  As is often the case everywhere in the world, those who come 
into power when stable governments and laws are not yet in place are able to exploit the unstable situation 
to their advantage.  For example, Moscow suddenly became the city with the most billionaires (in USD) in 
the world.  From the very beginning, these ‘oligarchs’ deprived their countries of billions of euros.  Over 100 
billion Euros originating from Russia alone appeared on foreign accounts.  Today, Russia’s mineral resources, 
which are worth over 15 trillion Euros, belong to only 1.5 percent of the rich. Russia is also the world leader 
in capital flight; not only does the money disappear from the country, but the beholder as well, resulting in 
an ‘offshore aristocracy’.   

The oligarchs who remained in their homeland purchased positions and offices of political power and then 
utilized their position to further their personal interests.  This pattern occurred invariably in every country of 
the former Soviet Union, with new elites (many of which were former elites of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union - CPSU) taking political office and directing the fate of the country in the interest of preserving 
their own power.  Thus, corruption, nepotism, and mafia-like conditions have paralyzed the democratic and 
constitutional development of the entire region. 

The Legal System: An extension of the power of elites & oligarchs 

Notwithstanding the existence of a legal system that borrows from Western standards, the elites in power 
frequently utilize legislation, court decisions, and executive orders to further their position in internal power 
struggles, and to enforce their interests at all levels.  Two well-known examples include the arbitrary  arrest 
of the oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky over 10 years ago, who was ‘pardoned’ in 2013, and the arrest of  
oligarch Yulia Tymoshenko was arrested in 2011 in the Ukraine; she was later released in 2014 under pressure 
from the Euromaidan Movement.  Such violations of the rights of political opponents, critics, business 
competitors, and ordinary citizens, who happen to stand in the way, occur regularly and with few exceptions 
throughout the Eurasian region.  

The very vague formatting of laws enable them to be adjusted at will, to suit the particular requirements of 
the elites in power. This room for interpretation of the law allows elites to drop charges made against them, 
or to lock away the accused for decades as necessary.  Legal nihilism is a closely related problem in which the 
upper elites place themselves above legal norms, causing the ordinary citizens to lose confidence in the 
justice of the legal system and the force of the law. Thus, even if a legal system that is equivalent to today’s 
standards and requirements were implemented, it would be meaningless to the majority of people.   
Penitentiaries remain largely in very poor condition.  Several prisons and detention centers are severely 
overcrowded, to the extent where the prisoners must wait in line in order to catch some air from a single 
barred window.  The tuberculosis infection rate can be up to 100%.   

 

Vladimir M. Novitski, Chair of the Russia Section 

Vladimir M. Novitski has been the Chairman of the Russia Section of the ISHR since 1997.  Born 
in 1956 in Russia, he studied law at the Law Faculty of the A.A. Zhdanov State University in 
Leningrad (now known as St. Petersburg State University).   He has been a member of the ISHR 
since 1989, and the Chair of the Russia Section of the German branch of the ISHR in Frankfurt.  
He has many years of versatile experience in legal theory, history, and practice at the national 
and European level, and serves as a legal advisor for numerous national and international bodies.  
Furthermore, he is an expert on racism, xenophia, and anti-Semitism in the multiethnic state of 

Russia.  In June of 2012, he organized and led a large ISHR Conference for the Russian speaking countries in Moscow. 
Detailed interviews and comments about rigid laws on NGOs (foreign agents) can be found on our website.   In October 
of 2012, he participated in the observation of elections in the Ukraine together with the Ukraine and Moldova sections. 
Mr. Novitski is currently managing the cases of the imprisoned journalist, S. Reznik, in Rostov. 
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Detention in dark medieval-like dungeons as a punitive measure within prisons is still commonplace; torture 
is also an occasional occurrence.  For the people who have passed through this prison system, there is no 
reintegration assistance.  However, all of the countries of the former Soviet Union have abolished the death 
penalty, with the exception of Belarus.  The legal system as an extension of the power of elites and oligarchs 
ensures not only that those considered as threats to the power structure can be targeted, but also acts as a 
deterrent for the average citizen.  Though ordinary citizens may indeed enjoy many new freedoms, that 
freedom ceases when he/she seeks to demand that power be shared, or publicly opposes those in power 
and the business elites.   

Political Participation:  The situation of the opposition  

The sudden radical transition from a centralized one-party regime into a decentralized multi-party system, 
or a system with other structures of a liberal democracy has still not occurred to this day; in fact, regression 
is evident.   

No longer a Soviet Republic in which elections were no cause for unrest, today’s elections in former Soviet 
nations are fraught with demonstrations, riots, and arrests of oppositionists, often to the brink of civil war.  
Examples include the Rose Revolution in Georgia, the Orange Revolution in 2004 and the Euromaidan 
Movement beginning in 2013 in the Ukraine, as well as the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan and the ‘White 
Revolution’ in Russia.  There are many different levels of treatment of the opposition, from subtle 
suppression to mirroring the outright brutality of regimes as dictatorial as North Korea.   The overall intent is 
not only to prevent the opposition from entering the political arena or the mass media, but to completely 
remove them as a threat, through discrediting, imprisoning, or even murdering oppositionists.  In the 
Republic of Turkmenistan, non-state-organized activities were prohibited until the death of the long-time 
dictator President Niyazov in 2006.   

On the other hand, established opposition is often not opposition at all in the Western classical 
understanding.  Many oppositional groups are consciously or unconsciously part of plays for power between 
elites.   The opposition of these groups often only takes the form of general criticism of those that wield 
power, without any binding or serious political concepts.  Sometimes this creates unlikely alliances between 
ideological opponents such as liberals, communists, and nationalists, united only in the one goal of expelling 
the current rulers from their positions.  As a result, the majority of citizens become disappointed by the 
opposition, as well as by their governments.  Under such conditions, opposition is often nipped in the bud.   

Freedom of Expression and the Press: Journalists outlawed 

Given this context and background, it should come as no surprise that all TV channels, radio stations, and 
print media lie entirely in the hands of the elites and oligarchs in power.  Therefore, it is very easy to inhibit 
free and unbiased journalism, and to manipulate the opinion of the population.  However, modern 
communication technology (such as the internet), has undoubtedly opened a new chapter in the history of 
access to free and impartial information.  In the last decade, the internet has become the everyday means of 
communication and information exchange.  In some regions, technical problems still restrict access to the 
internet.  The advantage of internet is counterbalanced by its inherent disadvantage; namely, that a user can 
be observed and tracked.   

In Belarus under a new presidential decree, internet service providers must register themselves and their 
customers.  Regardless, the number of internet users continues to grow, as is true all over the world.  

 

Dr. Ivan Kotlar, Chair of the Belarus Section  

Dr. Ivan Kotlar, born in 1941, has been the chairperson for the ISHR Belarus Section since 1996. 
Prof. Dr. Kotlar is a Professor of Political Science and Sociology (1997) at the Pushkin State 
University in Brest.  He is a publisher, author, and/or editor of nearly 200 scientific and educational 
works, including numerous textbooks and handbooks on human rights.  He initiated and organized 
the international (1998, 2013, and 2014) and national (1996, 1999, 2006, and 2013) human rights 
conferences at the University of Brest.  He has also been the head of university seminars on human 
rights and civil society since 1999.  Additionally, he has received recognition for outstanding 
achievements of the 21st century, and received numerous international awards for his work on 

human rights, including the Honorary Diploma of the International Centre for Biographies in Cambridge for 
‘Outstanding Achievements in the Field of Human Rights’ in 2009.   
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In Uzbekistan, President Karimov permitted the shooting of demonstrators in Andijon in 2005. Unofficial 
reports state that up to 600 people were killed, and an official record of the event does not exist.  This 
example provides an indication of the lack of political transparency in this part of the world, even in modern 
times. 

According to Reporters without Borders, most of the former Soviet republics are low ranking in terms of 
freedom of the press (Turkmenistan ranking third to last with a rank of 176).  A freelance journalist who 
involves him or herself in the political affairs of the elites in power in this part of the world must fear for his 
or her freedom, life, and limb.  

Ethnic Conflicts: Seething volcanoes 

After World War II, more than 50 union republics, autonomous national republics, regions and districts 
were under the umbrella of the Soviet Union, cooling ethnic and territorial conflicts.  However, after the 
dissolution of the USSR, a series of ethnic and territorial conflicts began to break out.  

Towards the end of the 1980s in Nagorno-Karabakh, an area of territorial and ethnical conflict between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, fighting and pogroms erupted between the countries that had already been hostile 
for many generations.  The war claimed tens of thousands of lives, and resulted in one million refugees.    

Chechnya, a national republic of the Russian Federation in the North Caucus with over a million inhabitants, 
declared its unilateral independence and commitment to Islam in 1991.  Russia opted for a ‘quick and clean’ 
military intervention, which in reality became two years of guerrilla war. 

Military conflicts also arose in the Southern Caucus in the 1990s between Russian-backed separatist troops 
and Georgia in Georgia’s autonomous sub-regions of Ossetia and Abkhazia.  Both volunteers and mercenaries 
took part in the war.  From Abkhazia alone (with 535,000 inhabitants), the majority of the population was 
forced to flee (up to 75%), including a quarter of a million Georgians.  The number of dead and missing stood 
at more than 20,000.   

During the same time, an armed struggle for autonomy began in Transnistria in Moldova, which resulted in 
thousands of deaths.  Civil war also broke out in Tajikistan, taking tens of thousands of lives and forcing 
hundreds of thousands to leave the country.   

The South Caucus again became the center of ethnic conflict in 2008.  Russia and Georgia again went to war 
in the divided region of Ossetia (North Ossetia belonging to Russia, and South Ossetia formally a territory of 
Georgia, de facto independent after the 1990s).  The outcome of this conflict resulted in a thousand deaths, 
and tens of thousands of refugees.  As a result, Georgia resigned from the Commonwealth of Independent 
States (CIS).   

In 2010, the war between the Kyrgyz and the Uzbeks resulted in two thousand deaths and up to one million 
refugees.  In the same year, clear evidence of another ethnic conflict arose when 10,000 people from Moscow 
joined in a spontaneous nationalist and anti-Caucasian rally in Manezhnaya Square after the killing of a young 
Russian man in a street fight between soccer fans and a group of people from the North Caucus.  Similarly, a 
pogrom-like storming by Russian nationals of the Burjusa- a predominantly migrant owned and attended 
vegetable market- occurred in October of 2013.  Large nationalist and neo-fascist groups are active in Russia, 
as well as in the Ukraine, Moldova, and the Baltics.  Radical nationalism, xenophobia, and taking part in 
violence against the GLBT community are common among these groups.   

Currently, the death toll is rising daily in the ongoing conflict between the Ukrainian military fighting under 
the new President (oligarch Petro Poroshenko) in an ‘anti-terrorist offensive’ in the eastern territories against 
‘pro-Russian separatists’. 

 
 

Bela Schikarijan, Chair of the Armenia Section   
Bela Schikarijan is a free-lance journalist born in 1970 in Armenia.  She studied Language and 
Literature (1989-1993) at the University of Yerevan.  She works for numerous magazines including 
‘Republic of Armenia’ and the ‘Evening Gazette Yerevan’, the press center for the mayor of 
Yerevan and Gazprom, as well as for television stations including television Channel 1.  She is also 
the co-writer and producer of the documentary ‘Generation in Crisis’, broadcasted in the USA and 
Armenia.  She is a founder and member of the ISHR Armenia Section as of 2008.  Her specific areas 
of focus include freedom of the press and of expression, corruption and humanitarian aid.   
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Humanitarian Divide: Rift between the many poor and the few rich 

While a few oligarchs were able to take advantage of the collapse of the Soviet system, the majority of the 
population fell into deep poverty with the dissolution of the state social welfare system and the collapse of 
economic ties.  Overall, the humanitarian situation has clearly deteriorated in complex ways for a broad 
stratum of the population of all of the former Soviet republics.  Over half of the population lives on the 
poverty line, with every third or fourth child living below the poverty line.  Especially in the regions and 
countries that do not have the resources to participate in the national and international market, political, 
ethnic, and/or military conflicts are often an additional burden on the economy.  

Low indicators of health are another reflection of the impoverishment of the post-Soviet society.  Most 
alarming of these is the rise in HIV infection and tuberculosis cases; this region has the fastest rate of increase 
in these diseases on record in the world.  Currently, there are officially 1.5 million sufferers of AIDS, and 
almost a half a million tuberculosis cases on record.  Even diseases considered almost non-existent in 
Western Europe are emerging in the region; for example, 75% of all polio deaths worldwide were recorded 
in Tajikistan in 2010. 

Free-fall of Entire Republics 

Located directly on the border of the EU, the Republic of Moldova transformed from a prosperous Soviet 
republic into poverty-ridden slums. The collapse of the Soviet economy, in combination with political and 
ethnic conflict, have deeply wounded the Republic. Today, the average income in Moldova stands at only 80 
Euros, with unemployment at 70%.  One fourth of the population has emigrated out of the country out of 
economic necessity.  Many women and mothers practice prostitution illegally in neighboring countries 
(primarily in the EU) in order to secure the livelihood of their families. A generation of children is currently 
growing up without mothers.  A unique disease called the ‘Italian Syndrome’ has developed among such 
women who spend years separated from their families and their children while working around the clock 
abroad (in nursing care, for example).  When these women return at last, many are so severely 
psychologically traumatized that they must be admitted to psychiatric institutions. 

In the Ukraine, the official minimum pension lies below the official subsistence level; the average retirement 
pension is only 10-15 percent higher than this minimum subsistence level.  The number of retirees is equal 
to the number of working people.  The revolution of the Euromaidan and the civil war-like conditions in many 
places, especially in the eastern regions, have completely shattered the divided country.  Efficient and 
effective use of the recent billions in loans from the IMF is now of vital importance.   

In some regions of Central Asia and the Southern Caucasus, unemployment is high and the people suffer from 
hunger.  In Tajikistan, the average income is only 4 Euros and over half of the inhabitants are going hungry.  
In Uzbekistan, Georgia, and Armenia, up to one third of the population is malnourished.   

High Rate of Migration  

In these poor countries, there is a high percentage of economic and labour-based migration.  Russia alone 
has a population of eight million migrants from neighbouring countries, mainly from Central Asia.  An 
estimated 3 million migrants live in Moscow alone.  There are also millions of Russian immigrants (after the 
fall of the Soviet Union, 25 million Russians became unpopular foreigners in the new national states).  
Additionally, Kazakhstan has 200,000 labour migrants from the neighbouring countries of Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan.   
 

Dr. Liubov Nemcinova, Chair of the Moldova Section  

Dr. Liubov Nemcinova has been a founding member and chairperson of the ISHR Moldova 
section since 1998; she is also the Vice President of the International Council of the ISHR.  She 
was born in 1952 and studied chemistry at the State University of Moldova. Furthermore, she is 
the author of over one hundred scientific studies and concepts. She serves as an advisor for 
NGOs in Moldova, and initiated the Moldovan NGO Parliament cafes for NGOs who wish to 
become involved in the legislative process.  She is involved in many national, European, and 
international projects, especially in the area of humanization of the criminal justice system, the 
rights of women and children, and HIV.   
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Slavery, Child Labour, and Human Trafficking  

The majority of migrants work in destination countries without a residence or work permit.  Most live illegally 
and under inhumane conditions, defenceless against employers and traffickers.  Approximately 30% of 
migrants are women.   

Although all of the Central Asian countries have now ratified international agreements against human 
trafficking and have initiated broad-framed national programs, the number of people affected has been rising 
steadily in the last decade.  The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has stated that this region has seen 
the highest growth of trafficking in the world. 

There are numerous reasons for this, including the heavy demand for cheap labour in the economically 
better-off countries such as Russia and Kazakhstan.  Almost 50% of the population of Central Asia consists of 
people under 30 years old, and many of those living in rural areas must fight for mere survival.  The profit 
margin for traffickers in this trade dominated by corruption, drug trafficking (the area surrounding the Golden 
Crescent supplies 90% of the heroin and opium on the world market), and nepotism is immense.   

Additionally, the role of women in Muslim dominated countries continues to ensure the growth of trade in 
women and girls.  For example, a Tajik girl can be sold for approximately 2,000 US dollars in Kazakhstan, 
Russia, Thailand, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, South Korea, Afghanistan, Turkey and the UAE.  China, Western 
Europe, and Canada are also target countries.   

Furthermore, there is a large domestic trade from rural to urban areas.  An integral part of this internal 
market are children, who are sold into hard and dangerous labour, including in coalmines, drug trafficking, 
cotton harvesting, and often into sexual abuse. 

Language, Russian, and Identity 

Through literacy and schooling of the entire country, the Soviet Union built in the basis for communication, 
understanding, and equality within the social system.  Russian became the first or the second official language 
for all of the republics.  Because language and identity are closely linked, the processes of disengagement 
from the USSR and self-discovery heavily influenced the identity of the affected populations.  After the 
dissolution of the USSR, a rapid rediscovery process of the languages of the respective titular nations began, 
under pressure of the governments and even through law.  

Non-Citizens 

Of all of the new national countries, the Baltic countries of Estonia and Latvia were the first to implement 
difficult language tests that must be passed by the people of the titular nation in order to obtain citizenship 
in the ‘homeland’.  Almost one million former Soviet citizens from this region, which make up around 30% of 
the population, had their national identity revoked from one day to the next; these people were allotted 
‘non-citizen’ passports.  Even today (almost 20 years later), there are still 300,000 people in Latvia who 
possess ‘non-citizen’ passports (a form of personal identification with ‘non-citizen’ stamped in large lettering 
under nationality). They are seen as ‘non-citizens’ in the truest sense of the word, and are disenfranchised in 
many ways; these are people who were born in Estonia and brought their children up there, but for whatever 
reason could no longer learn or did not want to learn the Latvian language.  Latvia has been a part of the 
European Union for almost 10 years, but the EU still does not know how to handle these ‘non-citizens’.  Thus 
far it has been accepted that unlike other Latvian citizens, these people are also ‘non-citizens’ of the EU.   
 
 

 
Prof. Dr. Marat Zakhidov, Chair of the Uzbekistan Section  
Professor Zakhidov has been an ISHR member since 1992, the Vice-President of the International 
Council of the ISHR since 2000, and later a founding member and chairman of the ISHR Uzbekistan 
Section.  He was born in 1940 in Kokand, Fergana Valley in Uzbekistan, and went on to study 
mathematical education and physics at the State University of Moscow from 1967-1974.  He has 
also been a university mathematics lecturer in Tashkent since 1974.  He is the Director of the Uzbek 
department of Earth Data Network in Education and Scientific Exchange, Strasbourg.  From 1989 
to 1992, he was a member of the Uzbek Parliament, but then removed from Parliament for ‘radical 
democratic’ remarks.  Since 2009, he has been in court thirteen times on fictitious charges.   
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In the Ukraine, which has a high proportion of ethnic Russians and Russian-speaking Ukrainians, restrictive 
measures against the Russian language are an ongoing political flashpoint.  How deeply people are affected 
by the immense role of the Russian language has been dramatically demonstrated in recent events in the 
Ukraine, where it has become a matter of life and death.   

Irina Farion, the Deputy of the nationalist Svoboda party, who along with Vladimir Klitschko, represent parties 
of the three-way opposition on the Maidan, proclaimed the following on Good Friday:  ‘Today, Christ was 
crucified, and today the Ukraine is crucified for her soul, embodied by the majestic Ukrainian language.  To 
protect our language, I am prepared to learn to shoot, because the only language these separatists and 
terrorists understand is the language of guns’. 

In Georgia, after the military conflict with Russia and resignation from the CIS in 2008, it is likely that Russian 
may become extinct. In other republics however, the anti-Russian surge has died down.  The clear advantages 
of a common language of communication with neighboring countries, especially the ‘big neighbor’ and 
economic partner of Russia, have again won the upper hand.  

Education  

Today, an education is no longer free of cost; private schools and universities are expensive and have become 
a luxury.  Corruption has long been a part of the education system in Russia and the Ukraine, and academic 
positions and titles are frequently purchased. Though the state repeatedly postulates a modern education 
policy, it is never truly acted on or advanced.  Elite universities, such as Nazarbayev University in Astana 
launched by the President of Kazakhstan in 2011 remains the only exception.   

In Muslim countries, the gender role of women continues to impact education policy.   The higher the level 
of education, the lower the proportion of female students.  This is particularly true in the rural areas of 
Central Asia; for example, in Tajikistan, less than a quarter of all girls have ever attended elementary school.  
An analogous situation has been developing in the last few years in some regions of Azerbaijan.   

Religion  

After the systematic secularization and the subsequent toleration of religious associations, churches formerly 
destroyed in the Orthodox-Christian countries are being rebuilt and restored, and new churches with their 
onion-shaped towers have been springing for the past 20 years.  In the Muslim countries, minarets once again 
characterize the cityscape.   

In Russia today, about 70 percent of the population are Orthodox Christians.  Throughout the Eurasian region, 
approximately 150 million people belong to the Orthodox faith.  Since 2006, religious instruction has begun 
taking place in Russian schools once more.  However, the church has little influence in social and political 
events.  Even in Muslim countries, Islam has played almost no role thus far.  Although an absolute majority 
(70-100%) belong to Sunni Islam (with the exception of Azerbaijan, with a greater majority of Shiite Muslims), 
the number of regular mosque attendees is relatively low.   
The separation of state and religion exists everywhere, but the manner in which religion is dealt with ranges 
from tolerant to restrictive.  The Muslim countries of Central Asia and Azerbaijan receive financial and 
spiritual support from the neighboring Muslim countries of Iran, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey.   

Society & Globalized Youth  

Given these negative phenomena over more than 20 years of change and failed reforms, it is not surprising 
that the post-Soviet society is frustrated and disillusioned.  In addition, the Soviet Union was not only a 
political and economic system; rather, it was a lived ideology and system of values. This, too, evaporated into 
thin air with the collapse of the USSR, leaving a void in the meaning of existence.   

 
Prof. Dr. Avtandil Davitaija, Chair of the Georgia Section  
Professor Avandil Davitaija has been an active ISHR member since 1998, and later became the 
chairperson of the ISHR Georgia Section.  Born in 1965 in Sukhumi (Georgia/ Abkhazia), he went on 
to study economic cybernetics at the State University of Tbilisi.  He has been the Chairman of the 
Abkhazia Section of the Helsinki branch of the ISHR since 1991.  ‘The largest problem in the former 
Soviet countries is the lack of a strong civil society’, says Davitaija.  His work focuses on the 
development of civil society, the protection of human rights, and in particular the rights of political 
prisoners and the rights of refugees from Abkhazia and the region of Zchinval.   
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Hence, statements such as ‘My Schili pri kommunisme, no my ne znali ob etom’, meaning ‘We lived in 
communism, but we never realized it’, can be heard more and more often among the population.  The 
majority of the elderly population who enjoyed a higher quality of life (both material and ideological) before 
the collapse of the Soviet Union are dismayed with these developments.  In contrast, the opinion of the youth 
on the Soviet Union is scarcely based on personal experience.  Some of the youth know very little about their 
own past, due in part to the longstanding influence of the era of globalization.  The streets of Moscow and 
other large post-Soviet cities are frequently astonish foreign tourists, as they do not fit with the presumed 
image of poverty and oppression; to the contrary, they abound with wealth and modernity.  On the other 
hand, a significant number of youth who regard the Soviet period as an important experience and as an 
alternative to today’s way of life.  This is a group, which, unlike the former, are not concentrated in the big 
cities, but are distributed throughout the region.   

Political oppression is only noticeable when critics or members of the opposition make a name for themselves 
amongst the population.  Therefore, the majority of the people remain as rather sensitive observers of 
political events.  Passive and active opposition expresses itself primarily against those in power, against the 
spread of corruption and nepotism, against legal despotism, and against impoverishment. The solution to 
these social and political problems remains unclear.  Given how much has gone wrong politically across this 
huge territory, fear of new political experiments has developed among the population as an additional 
challenge.  

The people of post-Soviet societies have not only become disillusioned about the state of development in 
their own countries, but also about the reaction of the Western world, which many had imagined differently.  
This side was viewed as the role model and a definite supporter of radical change.  Countries across the 
border of Western Europe, such as the Baltic states, the Ukraine, and Moldova expected to be welcomed 
with open arms.  In reality, they faced old clichés, disinterest, misunderstanding, and rejection.  Even today, 
visas are heavily restricted, and communication with Western countries focuses heavily on economic and 
political power interests.  Communication is often in the form of a condescending Western monologue, 
rather than a dialogue between mutually interested neighbors.   

Relations between Nations: Renewal of old bonds and re-orientation 

The disappointing position of the former Soviet states in the Western world produced a return to old bonds, 
and space for reorientation. Even in the Baltic states, economic ties to Russia have long been re-established. 
Azerbaijan and Turkey, which are geographically adjacent and linguistically closely related, have become 
almost brotherly in their partnership.  In Central Asia, the immediate neighbors of Iran and China play 
important roles, as well as the nearby states of Saudi Arabia and the UAE; not to be excluded are the close 
‘business relations’ with the opium producing neighboring countries in the in the Golden Crescent (Iran, 
Pakistan, and Afghanistan).  Russia, due to its former position as a world power and its overwhelming size 
and abundance of resources, continues to hold great political and economic significance for the former Soviet 
republics.  While the US and the European Union continue to pontificate to the countries of the region, Russia 
builds increasingly close ties to the rest of the world.  Despite this, the EU remains of immense significance 
of the direction of development in these countries.  With the situation in the Ukraine, the old East-West 
conflict has again risen to the fore, and currently determines world political events.   
 

 

Dr. Saadat Benanyarli, Chair of the Azerbaijan Section  

Dr. Saadat Benanyarli was born in 1951, and has been an ISHR member since 1989; she 
became the chairperson for Azerbaijan in 1993.  She studied chemistry at the Pedagogical 
University in Baku, and was a lecturer at the Moscow University of Inorganic Chemistry.  She 
is now the Head of Research in the Department of Chemistry at the University of Baku.  In 
2013, she was re-elected as the chairperson of the Civic Committee of the Ministry of Justice 
to monitor the prison system.  She is also a member of the NGO monitoring group, a 
rapporteur of the Parliamentary assembly of Europe and of other international organisations 
with representation in Azerbaijan. Furthermore, she is the author of numerous scientific 
papers and press articles.  Her areas of expertise include political prisoners, women’s rights, 
and women’s projects. 
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Positive Action Program: Finding potential in spite of a negative overall record  

Whether flying high or low, all of the republics of the former Soviet Union remain in limbo.  They continue to 
search for new economic concepts, assistance, and partners, as well as their own identities, amidst political 
turmoil, regional or ethnic territorial conflicts, (varying depending on country-specific circumstances).  In 
spite of this negative overall record for the democratic development of the post-Soviet part of the world, 
opportunities and potential for a positive action program remain.  The significant problem of illicit capital 
accumulation could be addressed by means of adequate enforcement and strong fiscal and taxation systems.  
The same kind of effectiveness would be required of monitoring bodies for the suppression of corruption, 
nepotism, and mafia structures.   

Such a system would help empower the majority of the population that feels helpless under the power of 
the established elites, and to restore their faith in justice and the law.   

A consolidation of the opposition encounters justifiable doubts in today’s society.  On the other hand, a 
consolidation of humanistic democratic forces with realistic objectives and concepts could be a serious 
alternative in these societies.  Communication, solidarity, and mutual support are important factors in 
strengthening this process in the Eurasian region (especially for countries where such acts of consolidation 
are rigidly suppressed), and in building a common and neighborly future together. The involvement of youth 
in this process is also fundamental to the realization of such a future.  

The western neighbor of Europe could undertake joint projects with the Eurasian region, and assist with 
forming better communication and partnerships between the societies and the people (language, studies, 
visas, youth exchange, etc.) from within its unique Union structure.   

The core of the human rights work of the ISHR is advocacy for political prisoners.  Furthermore, the ISHR 
seeks to support the Eurasian region in becoming a free, just, and humane society, and to promote the path 
to a peaceful coexistence. 

ISHR Eurasia Youth Forum Project 

This year, the International Society for Human rights launched a new project with the support of the 
German Foreign Office, which has been to create an ISHR forum for youth from Eurasian countries 
belonging to the former Soviet Union.  Three young people from each of the Eastern Partnership countries 
(Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Belarus, Moldova, and the Ukraine), as well as from Russia, represent their 
respective countries in the Forum.  This innovative project allows youth from these countries, (some of 
which are in conflict), to come together and discuss issues of peace and human rights together in an 
atmosphere of openness, friendship, and respect.  The goal of the program is to open communication and 
build solidarity between youth from the varying countries of the former Soviet Union to create the 
foundation for a more peaceful and progressive future.  The forum met three times in 2015; in Kiev in 
September, in Minsk in November, and in Frankfurt in December.  
 

 

Dr. Andrey Sukhorukov, Chairman of the Ukraine Section 

Dr. Andrey Aleksandrovitch Sukhorukov, born in 1942 in Kharkov, has been the Chairman of the 
ISHR Ukraine Section since 1993. He was a member of the Ukrainian Parliament from 1990-1994, 
and studied to be a chemistry teacher at the State University of Kharkov.  He was also persecuted 
by the KGB during the Soviet era.  After the collapse of the Soviet Union, he became a Democratic 
member of the Ukrainian Parliament.  Additionally, he initiated an annual student competition 
in the area of human rights.  He is a leader of national and European projects for the construction 
of civil society, an election observer, and expert on the humanization of the criminal justice 
system. He also financed and directed a sanctuary for young people living on the streets until 
recently.   

 

Anton Alekseev, Board Member of the Ukraine Section   

Mr. Alekseev was born in 1984, and went on to earn a degree in Law from the Law Faculty at the 
Kiev National University of Economics.  He specializes in the history and theory of human rights, 
constitutional law, international human rights standards, and analysis of the processes related to 
the implementation and violation of human rights in the Ukraine and other post-Soviet countries.   



 

 



 

 
 
In memory of Ivan I. Agrusov (1924-2012), founder of 
the International Society for Human Rights.  

 
 
Mr. Agrusov at the Conference 
on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (CSCE) in 1975, Helsinki 
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