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HUMAN RIGHTS IN RUSSIA

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia: once exonerated, nobjects of renewed persecution
STATEMENT

We, representatives of civic organizations in harynwith the initiative of an international human
rights network in support of conscripts, militargrécemen, and those performing alternative
service, express concern over violations of thetsiggf communities of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the
Russian Federation.

This international human rights network points that the Jehovah’s Witnesses have always been
the most consistent in refusing to take part irtary service and make up a considerable number of
those performing alternative service in the coestof the former Soviet Union where such service
exists. Where there is no such possibility, or ehadternative service is little different from ntalry
service, the Jehovah’'s Witnesses stay true to badiefs, even to the point of criminal prosecution
and imprisonment.

Major hindrances to freedom of worship for Jehosalitnesses, as well as for a number of other
“untitled” religious communities, are occurring ratly in Russia but also in Armenia, Azerbaijan,

Belarus, and other countries of the region. InKistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan the activities
of Jehovah’s Witnesses are banned. Their refuspétfiorm military service is used as one of the
justifications for the State waging a battle agathem.

It is critical to protect religious believers fromflegal persecution (even when legitimized and
sanctioned by a biased court) wherever it may odbig consider it a matter of greatest importance
to draw particular attention to the position of dedih’s Witnesses in Russia, where the situation is
steadily deteriorating, progressing from numerousations of their constitutional rights and
freedoms to outright persecution.

To provide the Russian authorities with a semblarfdegality, the charge of extremist activity has
been used as grounds for prosecution of Jehovalitse®¥ées. The charges are based solely on the
declaration by law enforcement agencies that thgioas literature (théNatchtowerand Awake!
magazines) of Jehovah’s Witnesses is extremist. déi@rmination was based on dishonest, “made
to order” studies conducted by experts picked leytosecutor’s office.

They have labeled as “extremist” statements by e Witnesses of the superiority of their
religion, the Witnesses’ criticism of other denoations, and passages in their literature containing
negative appraisals of Orthodox and other clerdye Tfypical assertion of exclusivity found in all
Semitic religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islamreated by the prosecutor’s office and the tour
as incitement to religious enmity and hatred, pgapaa of religious superiority, and insulting the
feelings of believers (which constitute signs oftremism according to the Federal Law on
Counteracting Extremist Activity).



This turns tens of thousands of believers into icrats falling under Articles 280 and 282-2 of the
Russian Federation Criminal Code. (On the basthede articles, public calls to carry out extremist
activity or the participation in the activity of @eligious association concerning which a court
decision to declare it extremist has already edténeo legal force are punished.) Such decisions
have already been passed by courts and one hascmn& legal force. Criminal prosecution for
one’s faith could at any time become a reality.

On 11 September 2009, the Rostov Region Court,noapalication from the prosecutor’s office,
declared Jehovah’s Witnesses in Taganrog to beteenast religious organization and banned their
activity. Thirty-four of their religious publicatits, taken from the community, were declared
extremist. On 8 December 2009, that decision whsredd by the Supreme Court of the Russian
Federation and entered into legal force.

The following kind of text was declared extremiSthe false religions, including Christendom,
have long had illicit dealings with ‘the kings bktearth,’ but this will end in the desolation bbse
religions. [...] We have for many decades been urgiegple to get out of false religion and to take
up true worship. (Revelation 18:4, 5(The WatchtowerMay 1, 1999, issue)

The conclusion of the expert, included as a basteeocourt’s decision: [The literature] “creates a
negative image of traditional Christianity and deps the idea that one needs to distance oneself
from this religion and other religions that difftfrom the teachings of Jehovah’s Witnesses.
Consequently, the text contains propaganda promgndtia superiority of the teachings of Jehovah’s
Witnesses and the inferiority of other religions.”

Similar cases are being initiated by the prosetutoffices throughout the country. Thus, on

1 October last year, the Supreme Court of the RapabAltay adopted a decision finding another

18 publications of Jehovah’s Witnesses extremilts Becision is disputed, and as of this writing

the current application has not entered into ldgede. On 23 December 2009, the Teuchezhsky
District Prosecutor’s Office in the city of AdygkjsRepublic of Adygeya, based on the results of an
inspection of the Witnesses’ local religious orgation, issued 11 warning notifications on the

impermissibility of extremist activities, with thesll related purely to cases in which publications
declared extremist by the Rostov Regional Courthieseh distributed.

On 28 December 2009, a similar warning notificatiwas issued by the Arkhangelsk Region
Prosecutor’s Office. Again, the only “extremism’sdovered relates to the religious literature taken
from believers, which is legally distributed thrdwagit the world in 180 languages, with a monthly
circulation of over 76 million copies.

We consider it necessary to take particular notthefaccusation, appearing in the decision on the
Taganrog case, of inciting members of the orgaiwaato refuse to carry out civic duties. Such
actions are not considered extremist, but accorttingyticle 14 of the Federal Law on Freedom of
Conscience and Religious Associations, they resulie liquidation of a religious organization and
the banning of its activity. In the opinion of theurt, the evasion of alternative civilian servinpe
one believer serves as proof of such “incitemedt”the same time, hundreds of Jehovah’s
Witnesses who are sent for alternative civiliarvieer (ACS) every year, including some from the
Rostov Region, have served and do serve withousakfdespite the hardships and poor pay. There
are cases of people refusing ACS, but this is manf the failings of the Federal Law on
Alternative Civilian Service, which allows for ib e carried out in organizations under the mijitar
Jehovah’s Witnesses sent to military factories,neifeto departments not linked with military



production, are guided by their own conscienceoawtiether they can agree to this. They do not
refuse ACS but demand true civilian service, n@pitofanation. (especially since the law does not
exclude the possibility that those sent for ACSskfor themselves where that service will be
carried out, within the limits of the approved lidtplaces for such service.)

In addition to court and prosecutor pressure, JaingwVitnesses also experience severe pressure
from regional and local executive bodies. In vimatof Article 28 of the Russian Constitution,
which guarantees the right of each person to psofés own religion including the right to
disseminate religious teachings and to act in agare with them, the authorities obstruct believers
from spreading the word and holding assembliesyceoéhose leasing properties to break lease
agreements with the religious communities, seird [areviously allocated for construction, oppress
through endless checks, organize raids and breaknegtings. These actions in the light of
international antidiscrimination rights may be gmezed as degrading treatment, since a
threatening, hostile, degrading, insulting, orrmtating atmosphere is created around “disliked”
believers.

The upholding of the liquidation of the Taganrogamization by the Supreme Court of the Russian
Federation has moved the campaign against the dblsowitnesses to a new level. Now they can
be legally detained, not only in the Rostov reglmut throughout the country, for distributing
“extremist material.” Reports of such incidents aheady coming in. For example, on 8 January
2010, in Pochep, Bryansk region, two believers wagtained and taken to the police station for
“unlawful preaching” and “distribution of extremilterature.”

Jehovah’s Witnesses were victims of criminal Statéence both in Hitler's Germany and in the
USSR. Thousands of families were exiled by the &oregime to Siberia and Kazakhstan. Large
numbers of believers were arrested and served itineamps for belonging to a “fanatical anti-
Soviet sect.” Jehovah's Witnesses were exoneraté891 when the Russian Federation Law on the
Rehabilitation of Victims of Political Repressiomasv passed. The law declared the judicial and
extrajudicial persecution of Jehovah’s Witnessdset@an element of the despotism of the totalitarian
regime.

This law has not been revoked, yet believers, mainwhom have certificates confirming their
exoneration, are again being dragged to court dnily that the outdated word “anti-Soviet,” with
which their faith was branded, has been replacetthéynodern term “extremist.”

Russian human rights organizations have worked Hardadoption of the Federal Law on
Alternative Civilian Service, for improving the tes and conditions of service, and for the legal
education of conscripts. Today, when the term f@SAis 21 months, more young people are
selecting civilian service for nonreligious reasoBat until 2007, when the term for ACS was the
longest in the world, 42 months, human rights adtex did not believe they had the right to
recommend such an alternative, which was morediganishment for refusing military service.

Jehovah’s Witnesses were not intimidated by thgttenf such a term. Russian citizens should be
grateful to them for enduring and testing by exgece the first, most difficult phase of developing
ACS in Russia.

We call on all branches and levels of Russian gowent to see how outrageous and sacrilegious it
is to subject Jehovah’s Witnesses to religiousquenson once more after all they have endured in
the 20" century.



We call on the President of Russia to use all legal political means at his disposal to stop the
repressive measures against believing citizensusSRR and to act as guarantor of their religious
freedom.

We call upon the Prosecutor General to stop tharti®ent under his charge from turning into a
religious inquisition, to recognize the priority dfuman rights and freedoms and to initiate
supervisory appeals over unlawful court decisionselation to Jehovah’s Witnesses.

We call on the Human Rights Ombudsman, The Ruskederation’s Civic Chamber, and the

Council under the Russian Federation PresiderthfsPromotion of Institutes of Civic Society and

Human Rights to put forth efforts to stop the Steieassment of religious minorities.
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