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On August 11, authorities in the Azerbaijani capital, Baku, ignored a court order and bulldozed the offices of Leyla Yunus, an activist who has long campaigned against forced evictions in the city.

The Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID) denounces the 11 August demolition of the building holding the Institute for Peace and Democracy (IPD), the Azerbaijani Campaign to Ban Landmines and the Women's Crisis Centre in Baku, Azerbaijan. We believe that Leyla Yunus, who owns the property with her husband, was targeted by authorities because she spoke out against illegal house demolitions on behalf of Baku residents and homeowners. We demand that the government of Azerbaijan make fair compensation to Ms. Yunus and the affected NGOs, immediately cease forced evictions and illegal demolition of private property, and begin offering fair compensation to residents.

AWID is an international feminist organization with members in 132 countries. We are very concerned about the destruction of the only women’s crisis centre in Baku, as well as the attacks on women activists like Leyla Yunus. Since 2001, more than 14,000 women have received help and support at Women’s Crisis Centre. This is a crucial service that should be supported and protected by the Azerbaijani government, rather than destroyed.

Bulldozers destroyed the building in clear violation of a July court ruling that the property could not be destroyed until after a court hearing on the 13th of September. The day before the illegal demolition of the IPD building, Ms. Yunus was quoted in a New York Times article denouncing forced evictions. Ms. Yunus had organized meetings with government officials and staged protests about the unfair eviction of Baku residents. As such, Amnesty International has labelled the demolition a “retaliatory attack” against Leyla Yunus. The total destruction of the building (in addition to the destruction of Ms. Yunus’ property)  – including the computers, documents, and furniture that was inside the building at the time of the demolition – has left the three NGOs unable to function.

Azerbaijani authorities are attempting to crush any resistance to forced evictions, and using Leyla Yunus as a warning to other residents. Hundreds of residents have lost their homes in a practice that contravenes international standards and violates the Azerbaijan constitution. We call on authorities to:

1. Investigate the authorization of the property destruction on the night of the 11th of August. Those responsible should be prosecuted to the full extent of the law for unlawful destruction of the building and all property therein, and for violating the court order. 

2. Provide appropriate remedy and adequate compensation to Ms. Yunus and the three organizations whose documents, computers, and other property were destroyed. 

3. Immediately cease the violation of the property rights of the people of Baku though forced evictions and unwarranted demolition. Those who have already been displaced should receive relocation assistance and adequate compensation for their loss. 

The Azerbaijan government should act to fulfill into obligations under international law and protect its women human rights defenders again reprisals and other violations. This includes its obligations under the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, which it acceded to in 1995. Women in Azerbaijan, like Ms Yunus, should be able to carry out their legitimate human rights activities without fear of reprisals and they should be able to trust in the authority of an order by an Azerbaijani court.

