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PROTAGONISTS  

 

The ñBlack is whiteò Secretary General 

 

Marija  (Pejļinoviĺ Buriĺ) Secretary General of the Council of Europe since 2019 

 

Petr (Sich)    Head of Council of Europe office in Moscow (2013-2022) 

Head of Council of Europe office in Baku since 2022  

 

  
Marija Petr 

 

 
ñOn the rule of law, there has been important progress too é nearly 500 journalists and 

civil society representatives have been trained on Council of Europe standards on gender 

equality and media freedom.ò1  Marija, speech in Baku, 5 April 2022  

 
ñPetr Sich presented an update on the cooperation activities between the Council of Europe 

and Azerbaijan and their positive results é strengthening justice é promoting media 

professionalism and freedom of information, improving execution of the judgements of 

the European Court of Human Rights and youth.ò2 

Council of Europe office in Baku, April 2023 

 

 

  

 
1  Council of Europe, Speech delivered by Secretary General Buric at the launch of the Action Plan for 

Azerbaijan (2022-2025) in Baku, 5 April 2022. 
2  Council of Europe, Meeting between the Head of the Council of Europe Office in Baku and the Minister 

of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan, 4 April 2023. 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/secretary-general/78/-/asset_publisher/4zZrzGpov7zD/content/launch-of-the-action-plan-for-azerbaijan-2022-2025?inheritRedirect=false&redirect=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.coe.int%2Ffr%2Fweb%2Fsecretary-general%2F78%3Fp_p_id%3D101_INSTANCE_4zZrzGpov7zD%26p_p_lifecycle%3D0%26p_p_state%3Dnormal%26p_p_mode%3Dview%26p_p_col_id%3Dcolumn-1%26p_p_col_count%3D1
https://www.coe.int/en/web/secretary-general/78/-/asset_publisher/4zZrzGpov7zD/content/launch-of-the-action-plan-for-azerbaijan-2022-2025?inheritRedirect=false&redirect=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.coe.int%2Ffr%2Fweb%2Fsecretary-general%2F78%3Fp_p_id%3D101_INSTANCE_4zZrzGpov7zD%26p_p_lifecycle%3D0%26p_p_state%3Dnormal%26p_p_mode%3Dview%26p_p_col_id%3Dcolumn-1%26p_p_col_count%3D1
https://www.coe.int/en/web/baku/-/meeting-between-the-head-of-the-council-of-europe-office-in-baku-and-the-minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-the-republic-of-azerbaijan
https://www.coe.int/en/web/baku/-/meeting-between-the-head-of-the-council-of-europe-office-in-baku-and-the-minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-the-republic-of-azerbaijan
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A dictator and his minister  

 

  

Ilham Aliyev 

President since 2003 
Fikret Mammadov 

Justice Minister 2000-2024 
 

 
ñIs it once again é some sort of game being played with us?! The Chancellor of Germany 

[Olaf Scholz] demonstrates impartiality é while a member of his party [Frank Schwabe] 

tries to get rid of Azerbaijan from the Council of Europe, get rid of one of the two non-

Christian countries, and does it deliberately, openly.ò3    

Ilham Aliyev, complaining to German businesspeople, 28 February 2024  

 
ñé the design and construction of new penitentiary institutions is carried out taking into 

account advanced international practice.ò4 

Fikret Mammadov, interview, 29 November 2021 

 

 

 

Kurdakhani Detention Centre, scene of abuse and torture 

  

 
3  President of the Republic of Azerbaijan, Ilham Aliyev has received the delegation led by Managing 

Director of the German Eastern Business Association, 28 February 2024. 
4  Judicial-Legal Council of Azerbaijan, Adliyye naziri Fikret Mammadov: óProblemlerden danisirken éô, 

29 November 2021. 

https://president.az/en/articles/view/64765
https://president.az/en/articles/view/64765
https://web.archive.org/web/20220708141911/https:/jlc.gov.az/view_index.php?id=946
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(Some) victims of repression 

 

  

Bakhtiyar (in jail) 

 

Sevinj (in jail)  

  

Aziz (in jail) Akif (in jail) 
 

Leyla Yunus, a former political prisoner herself, arrested in 2014 and now based in the 

Netherlands, maintains the best list of political prisoners, based on a definition and criteria 

adopted by PACE in 2012. Updated regularly, the list shows a dramatic trend:  

 
Yunus lists of political prisoners5  

 
Month Nr. Prisoners 

February 2023 93 

April 2023  182 

July 2023 202 

October 2023 235 

December 2023 254 

March 2024 288 

 

 

  

 
5  Institute for Peace and Democracy, Lists of political prisoners.  

https://www.ipd-az.org/political-prisoners-for-18-march-2024/
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Ulviôs letter from prison (February 2024) 

 

 
 

In February 2024, journalist Ulvi Hasanli published this open letter to his daughter.  

 

ñMy beautiful daughter Suad! I miss you é  

 

When we were arrested, you were not even walking yet. But a month ago, during one of the 

hearings, my lawyer, Zibeyde, told me you are now walking. Perhaps these are your most 

beautiful and adorable times é I wished to see these moments and live them. I say ñI wishedò 

because not a day went by that we did not expect our imminent arrest for investigating and 

exposing the corruption that has stolen today and the future of Azerbaijan. And that is exactly 

what happened. We got arrested. Because Azerbaijan has turned into the worldôs most 

repressive country é  

 

My dearest daughter, you are not old enough to read what I write today. But I write this 

letter because I ask for your forgiveness for not being by your side and for you not to 

blame me in the future once you understand what happened. 

 

Beautiful Suad, all Abzas Media journalists have been isolated in the harshest terms since their 

arrest three months ago. We were banned from seeing our loved ones, to hear their voices over 

the phone. They violently prevented me from hugging even you, an 18-month-old baby for just 

five to ten seconds. I still cannot see or embrace you. The totalitarian Soviet regime has been 

re-established in Azerbaijan, while the Soviet mentality governs the country. Today, children 

are being punished because of their fathers, mothers, and parents because of their children. Our 

mothers are prevented from retrieving their sole income ï their pensions ï because their cards 

are blocked, while our friendsô bank accounts have been frozen, and they are banned from 

leaving the country. 

 

For the first time in Azerbaijanôs history of independence, a media organization is faced 

with total repression as a result of its critical work and investigations. As if it was not 

enough to arrest us, they are taking revenge on us by intimidating our family members 

and friends indiscriminately é My dear daughter, I could have written this letter personally 

to you. But I thought it was important to publish it publicly because it is important today and 

for historical records. In the future, when you read this letter, you will understand better what 

dark times Azerbaijan went through. This is all for now, my daughter.  

 

With Love, Ulviò  

https://globalvoices.org/2024/03/01/little-suad-received-a-letter-from-her-father-detained-in-azerbaijan/
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Gubadôs letter from prison (February 2024) 

 

 
 

ñDear members of the Euronest, 

 

I, Gubad Ibadoghlu, Europe-UK based Azerbaijani academic, democracy advocate and regime 

critic, am greeting you from Baku Detention Centre! I am writing from a windowless, smelly, 

humid, damp and sultry cell overfilled with insects. Conditions in the detention facility are 

atrocious, cells are crowded with mostly innocent people é I am one of them. 

 

My research focuses on ñPetro-Authoritarianismò in Azerbaijan, Russia, and Kazakhstan. 

While abroad é I meticulously documented a vast scheme orchestrated by Azerbaijanôs elite, 

including Aliyevôs own offspring, to hide their stolen riches in foreign properties and assets. In 

the article I worked on right before my arrest I investigated and exposed a scheme under which 

Azerbaijan is reselling Russian gas to the EU. All this research is the reason for my 

imprisonment. However, my imprisonment is not an isolated incident; it is part of a larger 

crackdown on civil liberties and dissent in Azerbaijan that has included the arrests and 

harassment of other political dissidents, journalists, and activists. 

 

My health has deteriorated due to poor detention centre conditions é In prison I donôt have 

access to proper medical care or adequate medications. The Azerbaijani authorities have 

repeatedly denied my requests to be examined by an independent doctor. They have also at least 

3 times denied the International Committee of the Red Cross to get access to me. I have been 

an outspoken critic of the systemic corruption surrounding Azerbaijanôs ruling elite. 

Azerbaijani authorities misused the criminal justice system to target me for my peaceful 

criticism and dissent. My dreadful jail situation is putting my life at risk. Therefore, urgent 

action is required to save my life in prison. Otherwise, it will be late, most probably I will 

be the next victim after Navalny.  

 

I know I am not confronting these challenges alone: you and your colleagues stand united in 

solidarity with me é. The European Union has a lot of connections with the Government of 

Azerbaijan, such as energy cooperation, the gas deal and supporting COP29 é The European 

Commission and the European Parliament should prioritize human rights, democracy, and anti-

corruption during bilateral cooperation with the Government of Azerbaijan. Human rights 

should not be downplayed, they are not for sale. 

 

Sincerely, Gubad Ibadoghlu 

 

P.S. If convicted, I could face up to 17 years in prison.ò 
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Fighters for human rights in PACE 

 

   

Hannah (UK) 

 

Sunna (Iceland) Lise (Norway) 

   

Kostis (Cyprus) Mogens (Denmark) Frank (Germany) 
 

 
Hannah (Bardell)   Rapporteur for safety of journalists in Azerbaijan  

Sunna (Aevarsdottir)   Rapporteur for political prisoners 

Lise (Christoffersen)   Rapporteur for monitoring Azerbaijan  

 

Kostis (Constantinos Efstathiou)  Rapporteur for torture / ECHR judgements 

Mogens (Jensen)   Rapporteur for media freedom  

Frank (Schwabe)   Group Leader, Socialists, Democrats and Greens 

 

 
ñAt least 18 journalists and media actors are currently in detention ... allegations of torture 

and ill-treatment by the police and other law enforcement agencies remain of major concern 

é Azerbaijan is one of the countries having the highest number of non-implemented Court 

judgments é it is clear that a number of outstanding serious concerns with regard to the 

rule of law, pluralist democracy and human rights remain unaddressed in Azerbaijan, as 

illustrated by numerous judgments of the European Court of Human Rights, opinions of 

the Venice Commission, Assemblyôs resolutions and various credible reports é All this 

puts into question the countryôs will to respect the basic principles enshrined in 

Article 3 of, and the Preamble to, the Statute of the Council of Europe ...ò  

(23 January 2024, PACE Monitoring Committee, Mogens Jensen) 
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The (still) silent Committee 

 

 

Ambassadors in the Committee of Ministers in Strasbourg 

 

 

On 24 January this year, the Parliamentay Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) voted 

overwhelmingly to suspend the Azerbaijani delegation from the Assembly. So far, the 

Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe has not responded either to PACEôs decision, 

or to the dramatic deterioration of human rights that prompted it.  

 

Considering the lessons of past failings regarding Putinôs Russia, the Committee of Ministers 

could break its silence with a strong message on the 75th anniversary of the Council of Europe:  

 

There can be no political prisoners in any Council of Europe member state. 

 

Both PACE and the Committee of Ministers want Azerbaijan to remain a 

member of the Council of Europe. However, to remain a member, Azerbaijan 

must release its political prisoners now.  

 

If it does not do so, the Committee of Ministers will follow the lead of PACE 

and suspend Azerbaijanôs membership, based on Article 8 of the statutes, 

before August 2024. If it does so, PACE will restore the credentials of the 

Azerbaijani delegation.  
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DARKNESS IN AZERBAIJAN  

 

 

Bakhtiyar 

 

On 21 April 2022, four masked men abduct Bakhtiyar [Hadjiyev], a human rights activist, in 

his hometown Ganja, the countriesô third largest city. This is not the first time Bakhtiyar 

experiences state repression. He had returned to his country in 2009 after studying at Harvard 

and decided to run as an independent candidate in the parliamentary elections in November 

2010. After he denounced widespread election fraud, he was detained by the police. Unfazed, 

he set up a youth movement and called for a day of protest.6 Within hours, he was arrested 

again.7 He was held in pre-trial detention for two months, beaten, tortured, and threatened with 

rape.8 In May 2011, he was sentenced to two years in prison ñfor military draft evasion.ò9 

Widespread international condemnation followed, with demands for his release from the US 

government and the European Parliament. He was finally let go in June 2012.  

 

Ten years later, in April 2022, he is once again beaten and tortured, warned not to post critical 

messages about the interior minister and then abandoned, bound, and blindfolded, in a remote 

area.10 On 9 December 2022, a few months later, Bakhtiyar is arrested once again. This time he 

is charged with hooliganism and disrespect for courts.11 He is kept in a cell without heating and 

forced to sleep on the floor in unsanitary conditions.12 Like many political prisoners, he is 

detained in the notorious Kurdakhani Detention Center known for torture and ill treatment. He 

is still there now. 

 

On 23 July 2023, the renowned economist and opposition activist Gubad [Ibadoghlu] is arrested 

with his wife. He is on his way to a city North of Baku for a meeting. He is taken to the Main 

Directorate for Combating Organized Crime in Baku, notorious for torturing prisoners. His 

wife is released after several hours. He is sentenced to pre-trial detention in the Kurdakhani 

Detention Center. 

 

Gubad founds the Economic Research Center (ERC) in Baku in 1999, researching how oil and 

gas revenues fuel corruption and authoritarianism in post-Soviet states. In 2013, ERC is closed 

by the authorities, its bank account frozen. Amidst a huge crackdown on civil society in 2014, 

Gubad leaves the country. He is then charged with ñabuse of power, tax evasion, and illegal 

business.ò  

 
6  Radio Free Liberty, ñAzerbaijani Activists Under Pressure Ahead Of Protest Dayò, 7 March 2011. 
7  Human Rights Watch, Azerbaijan: Activist Sentenced in Political Trial, 19 May 2011; Freedom Now, 

Bakhtiyar Hajiyev, accessed on 28 March 2024. 
8  Human Rights Watch, Azerbaijan: Activist Sentenced in Political Trial, 19 May 2011. 
9  Human Rights Watch, Azerbaijan: Activist Sentenced in Political Trial, 19 May 2011. 
10  PACE, Threats to life and safety of journalists and human rights defenders in Azerbaijan - Introductory 

Memorandum, 23 March 2023. 
11  PACE, Threats to life and safety of journalists and human rights defenders in Azerbaijan - Introductory 

Memorandum, 23 March 2023. 
12  Freedom Now, Bakhtiyar Hajiyev, accessed on 28 March 2024. 

https://www.rferl.org/a/azerbaijan_activist_prison/2330387.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2011/05/19/azerbaijan-activist-sentenced-political-trial
https://www.freedom-now.org/cases/bakhtiyar-hajiyev/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2011/05/19/azerbaijan-activist-sentenced-political-trial
https://www.hrw.org/news/2011/05/19/azerbaijan-activist-sentenced-political-trial
https://rm.coe.int/0900001680aaafa3
https://rm.coe.int/0900001680aaafa3
https://rm.coe.int/0900001680aaafa3
https://rm.coe.int/0900001680aaafa3
https://www.freedom-now.org/cases/bakhtiyar-hajiyev/
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Gubad  

 

From 2013 to 2016, Gubad is a civil society board member of the international Extractive 

Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI), until his country is expelled. He provides information 

on extractive industries and the state-owned energy company SOCAR.13 Gubad works as a 

researcher in the US and in the UK. The criminal case against him is later dropped. In 2021, 

Gubad returns briefly to Azerbaijan and founds the Democracy and Welfare Party. The 

Ministry of Justice refuses to register it. In the UK, Gubad advocates for money confiscated 

from Azerbaijani elites in money laundering cases to be used to fund students from Azerbaijan 

to study abroad.  

 

In July 2023, Gubad visits his sick mother in Azerbaijan with his family. While in the country 

he publishes an article on the 2022 EU-Azerbaijani gas deal, noting that Azerbaijan does not 

have the gas reserves it plans to export to the EU and is likely planning on reexporting Russian 

gas. On 23 July, two days after he shares this, Gubad is arrested and charged with 

ñmanufacturing and selling counterfeit money.ò The Ministry of Interior also accuses him of 

being involved in the Gulen movement, considered a terrorist organization in Turkey. If 

convicted, he faces many years in prison. In detention, he is denied essential medication, despite 

suffering from heart disease, diabetes, and high blood pressure. Before his arrest, Gubad had 

heart surgery. His health situation worsens. He struggles to walk.  

 

There is widespread international condemnation of his arrest: PACE, the European Parliament, 

European External Action Service, UN rapporteurs and the US Senate all call for his release 

and access to a doctor. And yet, his pre-trial detention continues.  

 

   

Sevinj, Ulvi, Mahammad (Abzas media) 

 

 
13  EITI, Azerbaijan publishes company by company data, 15 September 2015.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G%C3%BClen_movement
https://eiti.org/news/azerbaijan-publishes-company-company-data
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On 20 November 2023, journalist Ulvi  [Hasanli] is detained by masked police, brought to the 

Baku General Police Department and beaten. Ulvi is the founder and director of the media 

outlet Abzas (ñparagraphò in Azeri), known for investigative journalism exposing the 

corruption of authorities, including the Aliyev family, as well as corruption in the reconstruction 

of Nagorno-Karabakh. The media website has been targeted many times since 2016.14 In June 

2023, Ulvi was already detained after Abzas reported on a brutal police crackdown in a village 

against residents who had protested over toxic waste.15  

 

Mahammad [Kekalov], Ulviôs deputy, is also arrested. Officers in civilian clothes pick him up 

from his house. His mother is not informed about his whereabouts for two days. Sevinj 

[Vagifgizi], the chief-editor of Abzas, is informed about Ulviôs arrest while at Istanbul airport. 

She records a video there before boarding her plane back to Azerbaijan: ñI couldnôt bear to live 

abroad, while Ulvi is in jail é I would rather die in Azerbaijan, instead of having a heart attack 

in Paris.ò She is immediately arrested upon arrival in Baku.  

 

Ulvi, Mahammad and Sevinj are all placed in pre-trial detention, charged with ñsmuggling 

foreign currencyò and imprisoned in Kurdakhani Detention Center.16 They face many years in 

prison. The Committee to Protect Journalists, International Press Center, Freedom Now, PACE, 

the EU and the US demand their release. Instead, more of their colleagues from Abzas are 

arrested in the following weeks: Nargiz [Absalamova] on 30 November, Elnara [Gasimova] on 

13 January 2024.  

 

 

     

                                                     Nargiz                          Elnara  

 

On 29 November 2023, Aziz [Orujov], the director of another independent online media, 

Channel 13, is arrested at his home. A video depicts his three-year-old daughter hugging her 

father before he is taken away. Aziz was detained already in 2017.17 

 

On 4 December 2023, Ilhamiz [Guliyev], a former police officer, is arrested. After the office of 

Abzas media was raided, the police likely identified him as an anonymous interviewer who had 

told Abzas in October 2023 about the widespread practice of the police to plant drugs on 

suspects.18 He is now charged with é drug possession.19 If found guilty he faces up to 12 years 

in prison.  

 

 
14  Global Voices, Little Suad received a letter from her father detained in Azerbaijan, 1 March 2024.  
15  Amnesty International, Azerbaijan: Significant concerns about detained journalist Ulvi Hasanli, 20 

November 2023.  
16  Global Voices, Little Suad received a letter from her father detained in Azerbaijan, 1 March 2024.   
17  Washington Post, ñAn Azerbaijan crackdown against journalistsò, 2 December 2023. 
18  Abzas, Ke­miĸ polis ᴅmᴅkdaĸē: ñSᴅnᴅdlᴅĸdirilmᴅyᴅn narkotik vasitᴅlᴅr siyasi hᴅbslᴅrdᴅ istifadᴅ olunurò, 

27 September 2023. 
19  OC Media, ñAzerbaijan arrests ninth media worker in ongoing crackdownò, 15 January 2024.  

https://globalvoices.org/2024/03/01/little-suad-received-a-letter-from-her-father-detained-in-azerbaijan/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/11/azerbaijan-significant-concerns-about-detained-journalist-ulvi-hasanli/
https://globalvoices.org/2024/03/01/little-suad-received-a-letter-from-her-father-detained-in-azerbaijan/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/12/02/azerbaijan-crackdown-journalists-prison/
https://abzas.org/2023/9/kecmis-polis-mkdas-sndl4e00c3b6-0/
https://oc-media.org/azerbaijan-arrests-ninth-media-worker-in-ongoing-crackdown/
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                     Aziz and his three-year-old daughter                        Ilhamiz 

 

On 6 March 2024, police raid the offices of Toplum TV, whose editor-in-chief is the well-

known journalist and human rights defender, Khadija Ismayilova. The journalists present on 

the premises are arrested.20 Police also arrest pro-democracy activists from the Institute for 

Democratic Initiatives (IDI), Akif Gurbanov and Ruslan Izzatli, who advocate for free elections 

in Azerbaijan. Akif was one of the founders of Toplum TV. 

 

      

Khadijha ï Akif ï Ruslan  

  

 
20  Voice of America, ñJournalists Arrested in Raid on Azeri Media Outletò, 8 March 2024. ñOn Friday, 

police made additional arrests, including Toplum TVôs co-founder Alasgar Mammadli. As well as 

Mammadli, three of Toplum TVôs journalists ï video editor Mushfiq Jabbar, reporter Farid Ismayilov 

and social media manager Elmir Abbasov ï remain in custody, on charges of smuggling.ò 

 

https://www.voanews.com/a/journalists-arrested-in-raid-on-azeri-media-outlet/7519583.html
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THE SECRETARIAT OF ñBLACK IS WHITEò 
 

The Secretary General (SG) heads the secretariat responsible for the day-to-day organization 

of the Council of Europe. On behalf of the Committee of Ministers, she is responsible for 

strategic planning, the work programme and budget. She is appointed by the Parliamentary 

Assembly, following the recommendation of the Committee of Ministers, for five years.  

 

The Council of Europe has had three secretary generals since 2004: Terry Davis (2004-2009) 

from the UK, Thorbjorn Jagland (2009-2019) from Norway, and Marija (Pejļinoviĺ Buriĺ, 

2019-2024), the former Croatian Foreign Minister.  

 

2014 was the most absurd year in the history of the Council of Europe, encapsulating the era of 

Secretary General Jagland from 2009 to 2019. Jagland ignored the capture and manipulation of 

PACE election observation missions in 2010, 2013 and 2015.21 He did not react to reports about 

caviar diplomacy in Strasbourg from 2012 onwards; he barely reacted to the imprisonment of 

Azerbaijanôs leading human rights activists; and he ended up whitewashing the regimeôs human 

rights record in 2014 through an initiative that has continued until today: Human Rights Action 

plans, agreed with the Baku government, funded by the Council of Europe.22  

 

 

 

Marija with Justice Minister Fikret in Baku 

 

 

On 5 April 2022, Secretary General Marija travels to Baku. A repressive new media law has 

just entered into force. Protesting journalists have met with police violence. The government in 

Baku has not allowed the publication of the most recent (2020) report by the Council of Europe 

Committee for Prevention of Torture. At the time she arrives, there are 125 political prisoners.  

 

Marija acts as if she is unaware of all of this. She comes to Baku to present a new four-year 

Human Rights Action Plan. This 58-page document looks backwards, to what has been 

achieved in Azerbaijan since 2014, and forwards, to what is to be achieved in the next four 

years with more funding from Strasbourg.  

 

 
21  ESI, Disgraced - Azerbaijan and the end of election monitoring as we know it, November 2013. 
22  ESI: The failure of Jagland, November 2014.  

 

https://www.esiweb.org/publications/disgraced-azerbaijan-and-end-election-monitoring-we-know-it
https://www.esiweb.org/newsletter/mercy-commodus-failure-jagland
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A document of deception 

 

The new Action Plan has been prepared by her staff, including the office of the Council of 

Europe in Baku, and the authorities in Baku. The budget of ú 9.6 million will be raised by the 

Council of Europe.23  

 

Its magic lies in a ñstrategic triangleò of ñcooperation, standard-setting, and monitoring.ò  

 

 
From the Action Plan for Azerbaijan 2022-2025  

 

At the outset, the new Plan lists what the two previous Action Plans have achieved. It is a surreal 

read. Take media freedoms: While Reporters Without Borders notes that ñPresident Ilham 

Aliyev has wiped out any semblance of pluralism, and since 2014, has sought ruthlessly to 

silence any remaining criticsò the Action Plan highlights only achievements. Since 2014, these 

include:  

 
ñCurricula on óJournalism Ethicsô and óMedia and Freedom of Expressionô, including four 

textbooks, were developed for use in universities. 

 

250 journalists from different regions of Azerbaijan were trained in freedom of expression 

and the right to privacy offline and online.ò  

 
23  This is the third action plan with Azerbaijan. 1st Action Plan: 2014 ï 2017 (11.8 million ú). 2nd Action 

Plan: 2018 ï 2021 (8.7 million ú). 3rd Action Plan: 2022 ï 2025 (9.6 million ú). 

https://rm.coe.int/action-plan-azerbaijan-2022-2025-eng/1680a59aa3
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While Reporters Without Borders writes that é  

 
ñVirtually the entire media sector is under official control é No independent television or 

radio is transmitted from within the country, and all print newspapers with a critical stance 

have been shut down. Most independent news sites, such as Azadliq and Meydan TV, 

targeted by state censorship, are based abroad.ò24 

 

é the new Action Plan announces: ñé the Council of Europe and the authorities of Azerbaijan 

have jointly identified new areas for co-operation é including notably é ensuring and 

protecting freedom of expression.ò It promises to achieve this through a ñmulti-stakeholder 

dialogue on how to improve the national legislation on defamation and journalistic practice.ò  
 

What makes this appear even more cynical is the fact that a new Media Law is adopted by the 

Parliament of Azerbaijan in December 2021. Radio Free Europe describes it as ñdraconian.ò25 

Reporters Without Borders says it would ñlegalise censorship.ò26 Journalists in Azerbaijan who 

protest are met with police violence. Then, on 2 February 2022, six days before the law enters 

into force, the PACE Monitoring Committee turns to the Venice Commission and asks for an 

evaluation: Does the Media Law respect the standards of the European Convention of Human 

Rights (ECHR)?  

 
Article 10 ECHR: ñEveryone has the right to freedom of expression. This right shall 

include freedom to hold opinions and to receive and impart information and ideas 

without interference by public authority and regardless of frontiers.ò 

 

The Venice Commission, short for European Commission for Democracy through Law, is an 

advisory body of the Council of Europe. It was founded in Venice in 1990. From this it takes 

its emblem: the lion of Venice, with wings, a halo, and an open book. It meets four times a year 

at the Scuola Grande di San Giovanni Evangelista (Great School of St. John the Evangelist) in 

Venice and adopts draft opinions in plenary sessions, providing legal advice to 61 states (15 of 

which are not members of the Council of Europe) on democratic institutions, fundamental 

rights, constitutional justice, and minority rights. It has more than 100 members, including 

university law professors and both former and present supreme and constitutional court judges. 

Member states and Council of Europe bodies can request opinions from the Venice Commission 

to evaluate whether a certain law meets democratic and human rights standards.  

 

 
24  Reporters Without Border, Azerbaijan, accessed on 28 March 2024.  
25  Venice Commission, Azerbaijan ï Law on Media, 7 April 2022; Radio Free Europe, ñA New Draconian 

Media Law In Azerbaijan Gives The Government The Power To Decide What's Newsò, 20 February 

2022.  
26  Reporters Without Borders, RSF calls for revision of Azerbaijani bill legalising censorship, 30 December 

2021.  

https://rsf.org/en/country/azerbaijan
https://venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/?pdf=CDL-REF(2022)011-e
https://www.rferl.org/a/azerbaijan-media-law-journalism-objective/31711614.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/azerbaijan-media-law-journalism-objective/31711614.html
https://rsf.org/en/rsf-calls-revision-azerbaijani-bill-legalising-censorship
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Scuola Grande di San Giovanni Evangelista, Venice ï Emblem 

 

On 20 June 2022, the Venice Commission opinion on the Media Law is published. This is its 

most harsh assessment on this issue ever.27 It concludes that key provisions of the Media Law 

ñare not in line with European standards on freedom of expression and media freedomò: ñthe 

Law should not be implemented as it stands.ò28 Among provisions which do not meet the 

requirements of the ECHR are:  

 

ï Article 14, which limits what information media may publish. The Commission 

concludes that this is not a ñjustifiable interference with the right to freedom of 

expressionò and that ñrestrictions outlined in Article 14 of the Law ... are too ambiguous, 

leaving too much room for arbitrary interpretation and thereby lacking foreseeability é 

it cannot be accepted that they pursue a legitimate aim.ò 

 

ï Article 21, which limits all use of secret recordings and photographs to situations where 

the person recorded provides written consent first. The Commission concludes that this 

ñseems disproportionate and unworkable and should therefore be revoked.ò  

 

ï Article 65, which regulates the suspension of media organisations. The Commission 

notes that the reasons given there ñcannot be related to any of the aims outlined in 

Article 10 ECHR and are additionally not proportionate to the aims pursued.ò  

 

ï Article 74, which requires that all journalists apply for inclusion in a media register. The 

Commission concludes that ñthese provisions, and in particular the conditions as regards 

education, contract, experience and criminal convictions and the provision of detailed 

personal information, would need to be repealed, in order to offer the possibility to a 

wide range of actors engaged in journalist activities to register as journalists ... in line 

with the requirements of the ECHR.ò 

 

The assessment is clear: this law is not in line with the freedom of media guaranteed in the 

European Convention on Human Rights. In March 2023, PACE rapporteur Hannah refers to 

this new law in a report where she warns about ñthe adoption of draconian laws to control the 

 
27  Venice Commission, Opinion on the Legislation Pertaining to the Protection  against Defamation of the 

Republic of Azerbaijan, 14 October 2013.  
28  Venice Commission, Azerbaijan ï Joint Opinion of the Venice Commission and the Directorate General 

of Human Rights and Rule of Law (DGI) of the Council of Europe on the Law on Media, adopted by the 

Venice Commission at its 131st Plenary Session, 20 June 2022.  

https://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?pdffile=CDL-AD(2013)024-e
https://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?pdffile=CDL-AD(2013)024-e
https://venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/?pdf=CDL-AD(2022)009-e
https://venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/?pdf=CDL-AD(2022)009-e
https://venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/?pdf=CDL-AD(2022)009-e









































