President Ilham Aliyev,
Office of the President,
Istkilal küç. 19
1066 Baku
Azerbaijan
Re: Leyla Yunus

Date: 27th January 2009

Dear Minister,

I am deeply concerned following information received of unfounded accusations of libel and judicial claims reportedly made by the Azerbaijani Minister of Interior, Ramil Usubov, against Ms Leyla Yunus, a prominent human rights defender and director of the Azerbaijani Institute of Peace and Democracy.

Minister Usubov accused Leyla Yunus of libel against the police and the Ministry of the Interior, following an interview of Leyla Yunus published on 3 December 2008 on the website Day.Az, under the title “In Most Cases the Courts in Azerbaijan Are Passing Illegal and Unwarranted Decisions in Relation to the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms”. In this interview, she claimed that the right to a fair trial was not respected in Azerbaijan, giving examples of trials related to the kidnapping of a girl in 2005, and of two girls, aged 7 and 14, in 2007.

The kidnappers were arrested and tried. One of them, Tavakkul Ismailov, said that they had handed over the girls to a head officer in the police department for the purposes of their further trafficking. The Institute of Peace and Democracy was monitoring the trial, and, in her interview, Leyla Yunus stressed the fact that the accused officer was not called to trial right away and the defendants’ accusations of torture in custody were ignored.

The Ministry of the Interior claims that the statement of Leyla Yunus constitutes abuse of freedom of speech in the mass media, violating Article 10 of the Law on the Media, and libel under Article 23 of the Civil Code of Azerbaijan. The Ministry also claimed that the statement has caused moral damages to the “professional reputation of the police” and asked for Leyla Yunus to be fined 100,000 manat (equivalent to 100,000 euro). The court date has been set for 23 January 2009.

I believe that the claim of the Ministry of the Interior against Leyla Yunus is unfounded and is related to the legitimate and peaceful human rights work of the Institute of Peace and Democracy, particularly the monitoring of trials.

I urge the authorities in Azerbaijan to:

1.
Withdraw the accusations made against human rights defender Leyla Yunus;

2.
Guarantee the physical and psychological integrity of Leyla Yunus;

3.
Ensure freedom of expression and association for all human rights defenders in Azerbaijan.

Yours sincerely

Johannes R. Schot
Executive Director/Secrétaire Général
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