
At the beginning of 2006, the Azer-
baijani government came under strong
criticism by the Parliamentary Assembly of
the Council of Europe (PACE) for the No-
vember 2006 parliamentary elections,
which were marred by irregularities.1 The
PACE monitors observing re-run elections
in May reported some progress in the con-
duct of the voting on election day, but con-
cluded that control over – and interference
with – the electoral process by local exec-
utive bodies and economic interests re-
mained a serious issue of concern.2

The political opposition and independ-
ent media remained under pressure.
Attempts by opposition political parties to
stage demonstrations were repeatedly
suppressed by police and the December
eviction of an opposition party and its
newspaper from their offices caused an in-
ternational outcry. 

NGOs estimated that at least 50 polit-
ical opponents remained imprisoned at
the end of the year. Six out of 14 decisions
involving Azerbaijan delivered by the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) con-
cerned former political prisoners. 

The European Committee for the Pre-
vention of Torture (CPT) visited Azerbaijani
prisons in November, assessing in particu-
lar the treatment and regime of life-sen-
tenced and other long-term prisoners.3

A new public body charged with over-
seeing the country’s penitentiary system
was established within the Ministry of Jus-
tice, which gave rise to hopes for progress
in this field. A series of examinations for
prospective judges continued and several
ministries administered examinations for
candidates for governmental service. 

Despite optimistic forecasts, there was
no real progress with respect to the peace-
ful resolution of the conflict with Armenia
over Nagorno-Karabakh. The conflict was
aggravated by a constitutional referendum
held by the separatist authorities in
December, the conduct of which was con-
demned by the international community.

On 9 May, Azerbaijan became a mem-
ber of the newly established UN Human
Rights Council for a period of three years.4

Elections and referenda

During the PACE session in January,
the credentials of Azerbaijan’s twelve-
member parliamentary delegation to the
assembly were challenged on grounds of
the November 2006 parliamentary elec-
tions in the country, in which the ruling YAP
party secured its hold on power. The as-
sembly regretted that these elections did
not meet a number of international stan-
dards.5 Among the major violations report-
ed by the PACE monitors were: intimida-
tion and arbitrary arrests of opposition can-
didates; media bias; lack of impartiality of
election commissions; disproportionate
use of force by the police in dispersing un-
authorized rallies; interference of local au-
thorities in the electoral process; abuse of
administrative resources; ballot stuffing;
and serious violations during the counting
and tabulation of results.6

PACE noted that while certain admin-
istrative and legal measures had been tak-
en following the elections, these measures
could not “repair the serious damage cau-
sed by the violations” as a result of which
the newly elected parliament lacked “the
democratic credentials of the Azerbaijani
people.”7 However, despite the criticism,
the credentials of the Azerbaijani delega-
tion members were approved and at its
June session, PACE decided not to recon-
sider the previously ratified credentials, al-
though most of the recommendations to
the Azerbaijani authorities had yet to be
complied with. Instead the assembly in-
structed a special monitoring committee to
continue to “follow closely the develop-
ments in the country” and report back to it
at its spring 2007 session.8

On 10 December, the separatist au-
thorities of the self-proclaimed “Nagorno-
Karabakh Republic” organized a referen-
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dum on the adoption of a “constitution” for
the region. The voter turnout was reported-
ly 87%, with more than 98% endorsing
the text of the draft constitution put for-
ward. The referendum was not approved
by the Azerbaijani government, and was cri-
ticized by the international community. The
Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers
concluded that the conduct of such a ref-
erendum, pre-empting the outcome of on-
going negotiations, “cannot contribute to
the resolution of the conflict.”9

Torture, ill-treatment and police 
misconduct

During its visit to Azerbaijan in Novem-
ber, the CPT paid particular attention to the
situation in the Qobustan Prison, which
was the only facility where life-time prison-
ers were held. Prior to the CPT visit, sever-
al hunger strikes were organized in the
prison to protest abuses allegedly sanc-

tioned by the prison director (see photo).
Numerous suicides, which were not ade-
quately investigated, were also reported
from the facility. Shortly prior to the visit of
CPT mission, the prison director was dis-
missed, and a criminal case was initiated
against him under criminal code articles
308.1 (abuse of power) and 317.2 (viola-
tion of the rules of detention wards). 

In connection with the violent events in
the penitentiary system in 2006, in which
several prison riots were forcefully re-
pressed,10 a total of 72 prison officials from
different institutions were prosecuted on
charges of abuse of power, and more than
200 staff members were disciplined.11

Human rights NGOs and the ombuds-
man reported several cases of death in po-
lice and military custody. Criminal investiga-
tions were opened in at least two such cas-
es, in the cities of Lenkaran and Ming-
echevir.
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Life prisoners at Qobustan prison after three weeks on hunger strike to protest their treatment. 
July 2006. © Zerkalo



The following forced return gave rise
to serious concern in light of Azerbaijan’s
international obligations relating to torture: 

◆ On 13 October, journalist Elif Pelit, a
Turkish citizen of Kurdish ethnicity accused
of involvement in the Kurdish Worker’s
Party (PKK), was forcibly returned from
Azerbaijan to Turkey. Prior to this, Pelit,
who was granted refugee status in Germa-
ny in 1999, had spent two years in deten-
tion in Azerbaijan. She was initially arrested
on charges of illegally crossing the border
and was subsequently held on the basis of
the extradition request from the Turkish au-
thorities. The UN High Commissioner for
Refugees criticized Pelit’s return, saying
that it was contrary to Azerbaijan’s obliga-
tions under the 1951 UN refugee conven-
tion and in clear violation of the principle
of non-refoulement.12

Freedom of expression and 
free media 

Obstruction of opposition forces
The situation with respect to freedom

of expression continued to deteriorate in
the country, with non-state media and op-
position movements experiencing growing
pressure.

A major event took place on 24 No-
vember, when the country’s oldest opposi-
tion party AXCP and the popular opposi-
tion newspaper Azadliq were forced to
leave their office premises at a central lo-
cation in Baku, close to the headquarter of
the ruling YAP party (see photo). The evic-
tion was carried out although the AXCP
and the Azadliq did not have any opportu-
nity to see the text of the court decision
sanctioning it or to appeal this decision.
The two opposition forces were offered
new premises at an inconvenient location
far from the city center. 

On the same day as the controversial
evictions were carried out, the private TV
and radio station ANS was also taken off
air, allegedly because of unresolved licens-

ing issues. Two weeks later, on 11 Decem-
ber, the National TV and Radio Council an-
nounced that the ANS, as an exceptional
measure, would be allowed to resume
broadcasting. The council asserted that this
decision was the result of “the good will”
of President Aliyev and numerous appeals
from civil and rights activists.13

Independent journalists 
While a growing number of attacks on

independent journalists were reported
during the year, the authorities failed to
take adequate measures to investigate and
prosecute these attacks. No perpetrator
was found or held accountable in any of
the following cases, all of which took place
in the capital Baku: 

◆ On 6 March, unidentified perpetrators
kidnapped Fikret Huseynli, correspondent
for the opposition Azadliq newspaper, and
brutally beat him up. He suffered life-
threatening injuries – including cranial
trauma and a knife wound to the throat –
but survived.14
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Police guarding the editorial office of the oldest
opposition Azadliq newspaper. The office was
forcefully closed just one hour after the first 
instance court ruling. 24 December 2006. 
© Echo 



◆ On 3 May, Rustem Mikayilli, corres-
pondent of the Russian-language Zerkalo
newspaper, was beaten up.

◆ Late on 18 May, Bahaddin Haziyev,
editor-in-chief of the Bizim Yol newspaper
was abducted by at least five individuals,
severely beaten and left on a lake bank
outside Baku. Before leaving, the abduc-
tors drove over Haziyev’s legs. The attack
left him disabled. Bizim Yol had repeatedly
published articles presenting government
officials in an unfavourable light.15

Criminal defamation charges contin-
ued to be used to intimidate and punish
critical journalists, with the trials typically
being conducted in violation of interna-
tional fair trial standards. 

◆ On 10 August, Shahin Agabeyli, editor
of the opposition Milli Yol newspaper, was
sentenced to one year imprisonment for
allegedly insulting the “honor and dignity”
of a member of parliament representing
the ruling party. The accusations related to
an article published in Milli Yol a year ear-
lier, which implicated the deputy in elec-
tion fraud. It was not clear whether
Agabeyli had written this article.16 On 21
October, the president pardoned Agabeyli.

◆ On 26 September, the Yasamal District
Court of Baku city found Eynulla Fatullayev,
editor of the Real Azerbaijan newspaper,
guilty of criminal libel and insult and gave
him a conditional two-year prison sentence
and ordered him to pay a fine equivalent to
about EUR 10,000.17 The case was initiated
on the basis of an article accusing the min-
ister of interior of covering up criminal ac-
tivities led by high rank police officers.

In other cases, outspoken journalists
faced other forms of apparently politically
motivated charges. 

◆ On 4 October, the Nasimi District
Court in Baku sentenced Sakit Zakhidov, a
prominent reporter and satirist for the
newspaper Azadliq, to three years in pri-

son on charges of drug use. He denied the
charges and claimed that drugs were
planted on him in connection with his ar-
rest in July. The investigation in the case
was blatantly inadequate, and a “test” said
to demonstrate his purported drug addic-
tion consisted of a half-hour-long observa-
tion by doctors. Zakhidov was well-known
for his criticism of the government and his
arrest came three days after the executive
secretary of the ruling party publicly stated
that “someone should put an end [to Zak-
hidov’s slanders].”18

Political opponents

A considerable number of opposition
politicians continued to serve prison senten-
ces on politically motivated grounds. While
the president pardoned six political prison-
ers, an estimated 50-70 opponents re-
mained imprisoned at the end of the year. 

◆ The trial of former minister of econo-
my, Farhad Aliyev, who was arrested on
suspicion of organizing a coup d’etat in
October 2005, was still pending at the end
of the year.19

During the year, at least two political
opponents who had fled to Russia were
extradited to Azerbaijan on accusations re-
lating to the turbulent political events of
the 1990s.

In a speech given on 7 December,
the president accused the political opposi-
tion of engaging in “intimidation” and “ille-
gal” actions, attempting to “destabilize” the
country and conducting an “anti-national”
policy. At the same time, he expressed
readiness for political dialogue.20

Freedom of association and assembly

The situation concerning state registra-
tion of non-governmental organizations
improved. During the year, more than 400
NGOs were registered with the authorities,
which was twice as many as in the previ-
ous year. As a result, a total of about 2,300
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NGOs had official status.21 Some of the
NGOs that obtained registration had strug-
gled for registration for a long time. Among
them was the Association of Karabakhi War
Invalids, which had been refused registra-
tion since 2001 and was registered only
after a decision by the European Court of
Human Rights.22 Some NGOs continued to
operate without registration.

Freedom of assembly continued to be
violated with respect to opposition meet-
ings. On numerous occasions, police dis-

persed demonstrations organized by the
political opposition, and participants were
given administrative penalties. 

◆ On 23 November, 13 members of the
opposition were sentenced to the maxi-
mum of 15 days of administrative detention
for attempting to organize a non-sanctioned
picket to protest government plans to evict
the opposition AXCP and its newspaper
Azadliq from their offices (see above).
Another person was sentenced to one day
of detention, while 15 were fined.23
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