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The right to believe, to worship and witness The right to change one’s belief or religion The right to join together and express one’s belief 14 July 2025 KYRGYZSTAN: Reform Adventist Pastor's 3-year jail term plus deportation In November 2024 the NSC secret police arrested and tortured True and Free Reform Adventist Pastor Pavel Shreider,
placing him in pre-trial detention. In March 2025 a court banned his Church as "extremist". On 10 July a Bishkek court jailed the 65-year-old for 3 years on charges of "incitement of racial, ethnic, national, religious, or regional enmity" when "committed by a group of individuals", charges he denied. Judge Ubaydulla Satimkulov ordered his post-prison
deportation. Officials brought Pastor Shreider to court in handcuffs. 10 July 2025 BELARUS: "God may be calling you to church, but prison officials decide" Four of the freed political prisoners recount restrictions on prisoners' exercise of freedom of religion or belief. Political prisoners are barred from attending Orthodox prison chapels. "God may be
calling you to church, but prison officials decide," Thar Karnei notes. Orthodox Christian Sergei Tikhanovsky was denied access to a priest for more than 5 years. Denials of access to meetings for worship, religious literature and clergy visits violate the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners. Officials of four of the prisons refused
to discuss the restrictions with Forum 18. 4 July 2025 RUSSIA: Buddhist leader given longest known anti-war jail term A Moscow court jailed Buddhist leader Ilya Vasilyev on 25 June for eight years for allegedly disseminating "knowingly false information" about Russia's Armed Forces, the longest known prison term for opposing Russia's war against
Ukraine on religious grounds. "We called for the voice of reason, but it seems the judge heard only the voice of the prosecutor's office," his lawyer Gevorg Aleksanyan said. A court spokesperson refused comment on the verdict or why the Judge refuses a prison visit from a Buddhist priest. Protestant pastor Nikolay Romanyuk's criminal trial may begin
in mid-July. 30 June 2025 TAJIKISTAN: Denial of "qualified medical care" led to Ismaili leader's prison death? Seriously ill prisoner of conscience Muzaffar Davlatmirov, a leading Ismaili Muslim khalifa (cleric) from Mountainous Badakhshan, and his relatives repeatedly called for his transfer from prison to hospital. Prison authorities repeatedly denied
this, even when his health deteriorated from May. Officials promised Davlatmirov only to "sort things out later". The 61-year-old died in the labour camp at Yavan in Khatlon Region on 26 June. Officials at the Prisons Department of the Justice Ministry's Department for the Execution of Criminal Punishments did not answer the phone. 27 June 2025
UZBEKISTAN: Judge refuses to explain rejecting 8 Muslims' appeals Judge Khamid Bobokulov of Kashkadarya Regional Court refused to explain why on 30 April he rejected the appeal by eight Muslim prisoners of conscience from Karshi against their lengthy prison sentences. The men were jailed after discussing their faith at a meal hosted by a
provocateur. On 22 May, an apparently secret police-produced video on television claimed it "exposed a Jihadist religious extremist movement". Prison officials mocked Khasan Abdirakhimov for his faith, saying he could only perform namaz sitting down. The duty officer at Zarafshon Prison refused to respond. 25 June 2025 UZBEKISTAN: Courts hand
two prisoners of conscience extra jail terms On 5 May, shortly before his five-year jail term ended, a Bukhara Region court jailed Muslim prisoner of conscience Tulkun Astanov for 3 years, 2 months in a strict-regime labour camp. Prison officers claimed he disobeyed orders by refusing morning exercises. The 54-year-old jailed for defending Muslims'
rights, repeatedly tortured for praying in prison, suffered his third stroke in prison. A Navoi court handed Fariduddin Abduvokhidov a further one-year term in April. Courts jailed him for 11 years in 2020, 10 years in 2023 and 10 years in March 2025. 19 June 2025 RUSSIA: "Missionary activity" prosecutions January 2024 to April 2025 - list The 124
known prosecutions under Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 4 ("Russians conducting missionary activity") and Part 5 ("Foreigners conducting missionary activity") between January 2024 and April 2025 are listed. First-instance courts (in one case police) convicted 107 defendants and acquitted three. They closed or returned a further 12 cases to
police or prosecutors. Two cases which reached court after the permitted three-month period were dismissed. All but six of those convicted received fines. Most appeals were unsuccessful. Of 35 foreigners charged, 18 were ordered expelled from Russia. 17 June 2025 RUSSIA: Foreigners face summary expulsion for illegal "missionary activity" On 5
February, amendments to the Administrative Code entered force allowing police - without having to go to court - to fine and expel from Russia foreign citizens who conduct "illegal missionary activity". Forum 18 has so far found one such case. Among earlier cases, in October 2024, 85-year-old Catholic priest Wtadystaw Kloc lost his appeal against a
fine and expulsion for leading worship in his parish. Most known prosecutions of foreign citizens involve Muslims who appear to be Central Asian migrant workers. On 2 August, Judge Aleksei Kozyrev of the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Regional Court - at a closed trial held at the Russian-controlled Crimean Supreme Court in Simferopol - found
41-year-old Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) priest Fr Kostiantyn Maksimov guilty on charges of "espionage". The Judge sentenced him to 14 years' imprisonment in a strict regime labour camp. The trial began on 6 June, more than a year after Russian forces had arrested the priest. Fr Kostiantyn Maksimov, Crimean Supreme Court Religious
Information Service of Ukraine Fr Kostiantyn was tried and convicted under Article 276 ("Espionage") of the Russian Criminal Code, which carries a jail term of 10 to 20 years. It is illegal under international law for Russia to enforce its own laws on occupied Ukrainian territory, as Russia is required to leave Ukrainian law in force (see below). "I'm in
such shock," Svetlana Maksimova, mother of Fr Kostiantyn, told Forum 18 from government-held Ukraine. "I had hoped for less" (see below). The official who answered the phone at the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Region Prosecutor's Office in Melitopol and the duty prosecutor at the Russian-controlled Crimean Prosecutor's Office in Simferopol -
which had supported colleagues in Melitopol - refused to answer any of Forum 18's questions about Fr Kostiantyn's case (see below). The listed number for the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Regional Court went unanswered, as did the chancellery for criminal cases at Crimea's Supreme Court (see below). Artyom Sharlay, the head of the Russian
occupiers' Department for Work with Ethnic, Religious and Cossack Organisations of the Social and Political Communications Department of the Internal Policy Department of the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Regional Administration, did not answer his phone on 5 August. Sharlay claimed to Forum 18 in October 2023 that Fr Kostiantyn had not
wanted the Berdyansk Diocese of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) to move to be an integral part of the Russian Orthodox Church. The Russian Orthodox Church took over the Diocese in May 2023 (see below). "We will appeal against the sentence, though I don't think it will be changed," Svetlana Maksimova insisted to Forum 18. She said she
hopes that her son will be included in a prisoner exchange between Russia and Ukraine. She added that she has not seen Fr Kostiantyn since December 2021, two months before Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine (see below). Fr Kostiantyn is likely to remain in Investigation Prison No. 2 in Simferopol until any appeal is heard. Forum 18 was unable
to reach the prison by phone on 5 August (see below). If he loses any appeal, Fr Kostiantyn is likely to be transferred to a prison in Russia, despite this breaking the Geneva Convention (IV) relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War (see below). A verdict is expected on 15 August in the criminal trial of a Protestant from Melitopol in
occupied Zaporizhzhia Region, identified only as Olena. She is on trial for remarks she allegedly made at a prayer meeting in a home in July 2023. She faces up to 10 years' imprisonment if convicted on charges of spreading "knowingly false information" about Russia's armed forces (see below). The Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Region Prosecutor's
Office refused to answer any of Forum 18's questions on Olena's case. "Ask the court," the duty official - who did not give his name - told Forum 18. He then put the phone down. Other officials did not answer the phone (see below). Arrested in February, it became known in the summer that Olena is being held in a prison in Donetsk (see below). The
44-year-old Fr Feognost Pushkov has been held since late June in pre-trial detention in Investigation Prison in Starobilsk in Russian-occupied Luhansk Region. Prosecutors are investigating him on criminal charges which have not yet been made public. Prosecutors had earlier brought administrative charges against him for his online posts, but the
Russian FSB later took the case back from the court (see below). On 22 July, Russian-controlled Telmanovo District Court in occupied Donetsk Region fined another individual for "illegal missionary activity". Officials at the Court did not answer the phone. Charges under Russian Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 4 carry a fine for individuals of
5,000 to 50,000 Russian Roubles (see below). In September 2023, Telmanovo District Court fined two priests for "illegal missionary activity" and ordered their deportation. They were then illegally deported to Russia and, in spring 2024, to Georgia (see below). A Moscow church has put on display an icon it claimed had been "saved" by Russian troops
from "the Russian town of Avdiyivka ". Russian troops seized the Ukrainian town in February. They appear to have taken the icon from the Mary Magdalene Church of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church linked to the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC). A woman at St Elijah's Church in Moscow was unable to explain to Forum 18 how or why the soldiers had
taken the icon (see below). Russian occupiers' pressure on religious communities Russian occupation authorities have repeatedly tried to pressure priests of both the Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU) and the Ukrainian Orthodox Church linked to the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC) to join new dioceses the Moscow Patriarchate Russian Orthodox
Church has unilaterally established on occupied Ukrainian territory. Both OCU and UOC clergy have been disappeared after they have refused. Unknown men from the Russian occupation forces seized 59-year-old Fr Stepan Podolchak of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU) on 13 February in the Ukrainian village of Kalanchak in the Russian-
occupied part of Kherson Region. They took him away barefoot with a bag over his head, insisting he needed to come for questioning. His bruised body - possibly with a bullet-wound to the head - was found on the street in the village on 15 February. Forum 18 asked Kalanchak's Russian police what action they will take following his killing. "For a
long time this [community] hasn't existed here and won't," the duty officer replied. "Forget about it". Russian occupation forces in Zaporizhzhia Region not only banned four religious communities - including the Greek Catholic Church - in the occupied parts of the Region in December 2022, they also drove out the five Greek Catholic priests who were
serving in the 10 or so parishes in and around Melitopol. Occupation officials have also pressured and tortured Muslim clergy and pressured mosque communities if they refuse to join Russian-controlled Islamic structures. Occupation authorities have closed and seized many places of worship of communities they do not like. It is illegal under
international law for Russia to enforce its own laws on occupied Ukrainian territory, as Russia is required to leave Ukrainian law in force. The Russian-occupied or partially-occupied regions of Ukraine which Russia illegally claimed to have annexed in 2022 - began imposing punishments under Russia's Criminal and Administrative Codes in late 2022
in courts which Russia controls. Many people handed jail terms in Russian-occupied Ukraine are illegally sent to serve sentences in Russia. The Geneva Convention (IV) relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War covers the rights of civilians in territories occupied by another state (described as "protected persons"). Article 76 includes
the provision: "Protected persons accused of offences shall be detained in the occupied country, and if convicted they shall serve their sentences therein." Orthodox priest's 14-year "espionage" jail term Maksimov family/Center for Civil Liberties The closed criminal trial of Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) priest Fr Kostiantyn Vyacheslavovich
Maksimov (born 16 March 1983) on charges of "espionage" concluded on 2 August. At the final hearing of the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Regional Court - held at the Russian-controlled Crimean Supreme Court in Simferopol - Judge Aleksei Kozyrev found him guilty. The trial began on 6 June, after the priest had spent more than a year in Russian
detention. Fr Kostiantyn was tried and convicted under Article 276 ("Espionage") of the Russian Criminal Code, which carries a jail term of 10 to 20 years. It is illegal under international law for Russia to enforce its own laws on occupied Ukrainian territory, as Russia is required to leave Ukrainian law in force. Judge Kozyrev sentenced Fr Kostiantyn
to 14 years' imprisonment in a strict regime labour camp, the Russian-controlled Crimean Prosecutor's Office noted on 2 August. The Prosecutor said it had supported the prosecution case. It noted that the case "was initiated based on the materials of the Federal Security Service of Russia for Zaporizhzhia Region". The Prosecutor's Office published
an 8-second video showing Fr Kostiantyn in the defendant's glass box in the courtroom at the Crimean Supreme Court. A woman reflected in the glass presumably was Fr Kostiantyn's state-appointed lawyer, Lenyara Gabdrakhmanova. No one else is visible in the video. "I'm in such shock," Svetlana Maksimova, mother of Fr Kostiantyn, told Forum 18
from government-held Ukraine on 2 August. "I had hoped for less." The official who answered the phone at Zaporizhzhia Region Prosecutor's Office on 5 August refused to answer any of Forum 18's questions on Fr Kostiantyn's case. The duty prosecutor at the Russian-controlled Crimean Prosecutor's Office in Simferopol refused to answer any of
Forum 18's questions about Fr Kostiantyn's case on 5 August. The listed number for the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Regional Court went unanswered on 5 August. Detained for more than a year Fr Kostiantyn served as priest of the UOC's Church of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the city of Tokmak in Ukraine's Zaporizhzhia
Region. He chose to remain there when Russian forces occupied the area in early 2022. Russian occupation forces detained Fr Kostiantyn in the southern town of Chongar when he attempted to cross the administrative boundary with the occupied Ukrainian territory of Crimea in May 2023. The Russian occupation forces' Zaporizhzhia Region
Prosecutor's Office opened a criminal case against Fr Kostiantyn in February 2024. It claimed in a 29 March 2024 announcement that in Tokmak between April 2022 and February 2023, Fr Kostiantyn "using an Internet messenger, transmitted to an employee of the Ukrainian security service information with the coordinates of the deployment of
Russian air defence technical equipment located in the city and district". Fr Kostiantyn is known to have been held in Investigation Prison No. 2 in the Crimean capital Simferopol since at least February 2024. Zaporizhzhia Regional Court formally ordered his pre-trial detention on 18 April. The occupation forces' Zaporizhzhia Region Prosecutor's
Office in Melitopol earlier would not say by phone who was leading the prosecution case against Fr Kostiantyn in court. Nor did it respond to written questions. Russian occupation forces have a record of fabricating false charges against those they dislike. Artyom Sharlay, the head of the Russian occupiers' Department for Work with Ethnic, Religious
and Cossack Organisations of the Social and Political Communications Department of the Internal Policy Department of the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Regional Administration, did not answer his phone each time Forum 18 called on 5 August. Sharlay claimed to Forum 18 in October 2023 that Fr Kostiantyn had not wanted the Berdyansk
Diocese of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) to move to be an integral part of the Russian Orthodox Church. The Russian Orthodox Church took over the Diocese in May 2023. "We will appeal against the sentence, though I don't think it will be changed" Investigation Prison No. 2, Simferopol, 1 November 2022 Fr Kostiantyn can lodge an appeal
against the conviction and sentence within 15 days to the First Appeal Court, which is based in Moscow. "We will appeal against the sentence, though I don't think it will be changed," Svetlana Maksimova, mother of Fr Kostiantyn, insisted to Forum 18. She said she hopes that her son will be included in a prisoner exchange between Russia and
Ukraine. She added that she has not seen Fr Kostiantyn since December 2021, two months before Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Fr Kostiantyn is likely to remain in Investigation Prison No. 2 in Simferopol until any appeal is heard. Forum 18 was unable to reach the prison by phone on 5 August. Fr Kostiantyn's address in Investigation Prison:
295051 Respublika Krym g. Simferopol per. Elevatorny 4 FKU Sledstvenny izolyator No. 2 UFSIN Rossii po Respublike Krym i g. Sevastopolyu If he loses any appeal, Fr Kostiantyn is likely to be transferred to a prison in Russia, despite this breaking the Geneva Convention (IV) relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War. Protestant's
verdict for remarks at prayer meeting expected 15 August A Protestant in her early fifties, identified only as Olena, is facing up to 10 years' imprisonment by a Russian-controlled court for remarks she allegedly made at a prayer meeting in a home in the occupied city of Melitopol in Zaporizhzhia Region in July 2023. (Unconfirmed reports had
mistakenly said she had already been handed a 7-year jail term.) The next hearing in Olena's case is due on 15 August, Protestants familiar with the case told Forum 18. It is expected that the court will hand down its verdict at that hearing. Olena is being prosecuted under Russian Criminal Code Article 207.3, Part 2, Paragraph D. This punishes
"Public dissemination, under the guise of credible statements, of knowingly false information about the use of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation" when conducted "for reasons of political, ideological, racial, national or religious hatred or enmity, or for reasons of hatred or enmity against any social group". Punishments range from a large
fine to up to 10 years' imprisonment. No one at the listed number for Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Regional Court answered the phone whenever Forum 18 called on 5 August. A judge at the Court - who said earlier he was not personally involved in the case of the Protestant - did not respond to Forum 18's 5 August questions on the case. The
Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Region Prosecutor's Office on 5 August refused to answer any of Forum 18's questions on Olena's case. "Ask the court," the duty official - who did not give his name - told Forum 18 from Melitopol on 5 August. He then put the phone down. Artyom Sharlay, the head of the Russian occupiers' Department for Work with
Ethnic, Religious and Cossack Organisations of the Social and Political Communications Department of the Internal Policy Department of the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Regional Administration, did not answer his phone on 5 August. Russian occupation forces arrested the Protestant in early 2024. Her whereabouts in the months after her arrest
were not known. It became known in summer 2024 that the Russians are holding her in prison in Donetsk. With information from Russia's Federal Security Service (FSB), the occupation forces' Investigative Committee launched a criminal case against the woman under Russian Criminal Code Article 207.3. The occupation forces' Zaporizhzhia Region
Investigative Committee earlier refused to say whether the FSB had secretly recorded the religious meeting at which the woman is alleged to have made her remarks. An official told Forum 18 on 8 May that the case had been handed to the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia Regional Court and that all questions should be addressed to the Court.
Criminal investigation continues into jailed UOC Orthodox priest Fr Feognost (Timofei Gennadyevich Pushkov, born 6 September 1979) has been held since late June in pre-trial detention in Starobilsk in Russian-occupied Luhansk Region. Prosecutors are investigating him on criminal charges which have not yet been made public. Fr Feognost is a
priest of the Luhansk Diocese of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) affiliated with the Moscow Patriarchate. He serves as a supernumerary priest at the parish of St Nikolai in the village of Kuryachivka in Starobilsk District of Ukraine's Luhansk Region, 25 kms (15 miles) from the border with Russia. Russian forces illegally occupied the area in
early 2022. Fr Feognost lives with his mother Taisiya (who is in her early eighties), an invalid for whom he is the sole carer, in the village of Prosyanoe near Markivka in Russian-occupied Luhansk Region. Fr Feognost posted frequently on social media about Orthodox liturgy and history, as well as about current events in the Orthodox Church and
more broadly. In 2023, occupation prosecutors brought charges against Fr Feognost under Russia's Administrative Code Article 20.3.3, Part 1 ("Public actions aimed at discrediting the use of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation"). The Russian FSB had disliked a video he had posted on YouTube on 12 May 2022 discussing how his views on
patriotism based on Christian principles differed from those of three pro-war Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) priests. On 26 April 2023, prosecutors handed the case to the police, who then handed the case to court. However, before Markivka District Court could hear the case, the FSB took Fr Feognost's case file from the court. Officers returned it
on 26 May 2023, demanding that the occupation police conduct "further work" on the case. The case was never returned to court. On 7 June 2024, Russian FSB security service officers came to Fr Feognost's home in the village of Prosyanoe, with a search warrant issued by Russian-controlled Zhovtneve District Court in Luhansk. They searched his
home, taking away two phones, two notebook computers and three USB sticks. Officials came again to Fr Feognost's home on 11 June and took him to the nearby town of Markivka for questioning. It appears that officials are conducting "expert analyses" of his publications. "I have no idea what the 'experts' will decide," Fr Feognost noted. Asked why
officers had brought in Fr Feognost for questioning, the duty officer at Markivka District Police told Forum 18: "I don't have the right to give you such information". On 18 June, Fr Feognost noted that officials had summoned him immediately to be included in the military register. They told him that everyone had to be included. "Otherwise they are
threatened with 5 years [in prison]". "I understand the reason and purpose of these visits!" Fr Feognost noted. "And I have already told my guests that I am ready to stop discussing political topics as soon as my communications equipment is returned to me." Fr Feognost added: "I will not change my political views, but I am ready not to declare them
in public and not to enter into a discussion with those who promote views that are unacceptable to me." Occupation forces arrest UOC Orthodox priest again On 20 June, Russian occupation officials arrested Fr Feognost at his home in Prosyanoe in Russian-occupied Luhansk Region. Fr Feognost's last post on his Telegram channel was on 20 June.
"I'm in an ambulance", Fr Feognost wrote, after being summoned to the police station. "They want to lock me up at the police.. I am between life and death. Help me, everyone who can. My mother won't survive this." He had posted earlier in the day about his high blood pressure which he attributed to stress. Forum 18 tried to find out what happened
to Fr Feognost after his arrest. "I can't share information with you," the duty officer at the Russian-controlled Markivka District Police - who did not give his name - told Forum 18 on 26 June. Asked again, he insisted that Fr Feognost "is alive and well", but gave no details. "I have not seen him." The officer said he had met him on earlier occasions.
Asked why Fr Feognost had been arrested, the duty officer insisted: "If anything was done, it was done in accordance with the law." The duty officer at the Russian-controlled Luhansk Region Investigative Committee refused to say if a criminal case has been opened against Fr Feognost. "We don't have information," he told Forum 18 on 26 June. The
Investigative Committee did not answer the phone on 5 August. Forum 18 wrote to the Russian-controlled Markivka District Court on 27 June asking (if it had ordered Fr Feognost held in pre-trial detention): - when it took this decision; - and for what period he is ordered held. Forum 18 had received no response by the end of the working day locally
of 5 August. Forum 18 wrote to the Culture, Sport, Youth and Religion Department of the Russian-controlled Markivka Municipal District Administration before the start of the working day of 1 July. Forum 18 asked: - why Fr Feognost had been arrested; - when a court had ordered him held in pre-trial detention; - and for what period he is ordered
held. Forum 18 had received no response by the end of the working day locally of 5 August. Fr Feognost's address in Investigation Prison: 292700, Luhansk Region Starobelsky raion g. Starobelsk ul. Kirova d. 65 FKU Sledstvenny izolyator No. 2 UFSIN Rossii po Luganskoi Narodnoi Respubliki Another "illegal missionary activity" fine A Russian-
controlled court has handed down another fine in occupied Ukraine to punish "illegal missionary activity" (Russian Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 4). This carries a fine for individuals of 5,000 to 50,000 Russian Roubles. The case against the unknown individual was handed to Telmanovo District Court in Donetsk Region in early July. The initial
hearing due on 11 July was postponed and the case was finally heard on 22 July, according to court records. The Judge handed the individual a fine. Officials at Telmanovo District Court did not answer the phone each time Forum 18 called on 5 August. Following repeated raids on his unregistered Council of Churches Baptist congregation, on 27 April,
the Russian-controlled Krasnodon Town Court in occupied Luhansk Region fined Pastor Vladimir Rytikov 5,000 Russian Roubles on charges of "illegal missionary activity" (Russian Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 4) for leading his unregistered Baptist congregation. "This is half my [monthly] pension," he noted. On 11 June, Luhansk Supreme
Court upheld the fine. The head of the Russian Krasnodon police, Colonel Sergei Krupa - who had signed the order to hand the case to court - refused to explain to Forum 18 in April why police had brought the prosecution against Pastor Rytikov for a meeting of his church in a home. In September 2023, officials of a Russian Federal Security Service
(FSB) department responsible for limiting the exercise of freedom of religion or belief in occupied Donetsk Region seized Fr Khristofor Khrimli, and Fr Andri Chui. On 22 September, Telmanovo District Court fined both priests (who are Ukrainian citizens) under Russian Administrative Code Article 5.26, Part 5 ("Foreigners conducting missionary
activity"). The court also ordered them to be deported "beyond the bounds of the Russian Federation". Russian occupation officials in October 2023 illegally transferred Fr Khristofor and Fr Andri to Russia's Rostov Region, where they were held in a Deportation Centre. In early 2024, Russia deported Fr Khristofor and Fr Andri to Georgia. The Russian
occupation authorities also use Russian Administrative Code Article 5.26 to punish the exercise of freedom of religion or belief in Crimea, which Russia illegally occupied in 2014. Many of those targeted are Muslims who lead prayers in mosques. Russian soldiers steal icon, transfer it to Russia St Elijah Church, Cherkizovo, June 2021 By the time
Russian forces had seized the town of Avdiyivka in Ukraine's Donetsk Region in February, Mary Magdalene Church of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church linked to the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC) had suffered some damage but still stood. The icon screen was still standing. Russian military blogger Yevgeny Lisitsyn posted online on 21 February film of
his visit to the church, accompanied by soldiers of the 1st Guards Slavic Brigade. He expressed surprise that icons and books in the church kiosk remained intact. "Astonishing. Usually the Ukrainian army steals everything," he claimed. The 1st Guards Slavic Brigade handed an icon of the Mother of God and Child - apparently from this church - to St
Elijah's Russian Orthodox Church in Cherkizovo on the north-eastern edge of Moscow. "This sacred object was saved in the Russian town [sic] of Avdiyivka by the efforts of the 1st Guards Slavic Brigade named after Prince Vladimir, Equal to the Apostles, one of the divisions named in honour of Orthodox saints," a notice by the icon in the Moscow
church declares. The parish posted an image of the icon on its Telegram channel on 27 July, the day before planned prayers in the church for Russian forces on St Vladimir's day. The parish did not say who gave the Russian troops permission to take the icon. The woman who answered the phone at St Elijah's Church on 5 August was unable to explain
to Forum 18 how or why the soldiers had taken the icon. Military blogger Lisitsyn confirmed to Forum 18 the same day that he had been at Avdiyivka 's Mary Magdalene Orthodox Church in February but did not say if soldiers had taken the icon from there. (END) More reports on freedom of thought, conscience and belief in Occupied Ukraine Follow
us on X/Twitter @Forum_ 18 Follow us on Facebook @Forum18NewsService Follow us on Telegram @Forum18NewsService All Forum 18 material may be referred to, quoted from, or republished in full, if Forum 18 is credited as the source. All photographs that are not Forum 18's copyright are attributed to the copyright owner. If you reuse any
photographs from Forum 18's website, you must seek permission for any reuse from the copyright owner or abide by the copyright terms the copyright owner has chosen. © Forum 18 News Service. All rights reserved. ISSN 1504-2855. 1 July 2024 OCCUPIED UKRAINE: One arrest, one reported jail term, two releases Russian occupation officials
refuse to give any information about 44-year-old Ukrainian Orthodox Church priest Feognost Pushkov, arrested on 20 June. Officials have been investigating his social media posts and searched his home in Prosyanoe in occupied Luhansk Region. Fr Feognost was sole carer for his elderly mother. Unconfirmed reports say the Russian-controlled
Zaporizhzhia Regional Court sentenced a Protestant in her fifties to a 7-year jail term. She was prosecuted for comments at a home prayer meeting. Russia freed Greek Catholic priests Bohdan Heleta and Ivan Levytsky on 28 June after 19 months. 19 June 2024 OCCUPIED UKRAINE: Orthodox priest's "espionage" verdict due 2 August Ukrainian
Orthodox Church (UOC) priest Kostiantyn Maksimov faces up to 12 years in prison if convicted on Russian "espionage" charges. His trial began on 6 June, with the final presentation of arguments due on 31 July and the verdict on 2 August. Seized by occupation forces in May 2023, Fr Kostiantyn is in Investigation Prison No. 2 in the Crimean capital
Simferopol. On 7 June, Russian FSB officers raided Fr Feognost Pushkov's home in occupied Luhansk Region with a court-ordered search. Officials questioned him on 11 June. He was summoned to be added to the military register. 4 June 2024 OCCUPIED UKRAINE: After year in detention, Orthodox priest's "espionage" trial imminent After a year in
Russian detention, the "espionage" criminal trial of Ukrainian Orthodox priest Kostiantyn Maksimov is due to begin on 6 June. If convicted, the 41-year-old faces prison of 10 to 12 years. He is being held in Investigation Prison No. 2 in Simferopol. A Protestant in her fifties also faces criminal trial in occupied Zaporizhzhia Region. Eighteen months
after Russian occupiers disappeared two Greek Catholic priests - Ivan Levytsky and Bohdan Heleta - they appear to be in a labour camp in Horlivka. On 22 September, a Goranboy court jailed 22-year-old Jehovah's Witness Seymur Mammadov for nine months for refusing compulsory military service on conscientious grounds. On 25 July - two days
after his 18th birthday - officers seized conscientious objector Royal Karimov and forcibly took him to a military unit in Ganca, where he is still held. Baku's Sabail District Court extended to March 2023 the pre-trial detention of Shia Muslim Imam Sardar Babayev, held on treason charges since October 2021, Babayev's lawyer Javad Javadov told
Forum 18. Almost exactly a year after the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) in Strasbourg ordered Azerbaijan in October 2021 to pay compensation to two young men convicted earlier for refusing compulsory military service on grounds of conscience, a court has convicted another conscientious objector on the same charges. On 22
September 2022, a court in north-western Azerbaijan jailed 22-year-old Jehovah's Witness Seymur Mammadov for nine months. He had repeatedly expressed readiness to perform a civilian alternative service. "It was a very unexpected decision, especially given the recent [ECtHR] decisions against Azerbaijan," Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 from
the capital Baku. They added that Mammadov intends to appeal as soon as he gets the verdict in writing (see below). "We're not to blame," an officer at Goranboy District State Service for Mobilisation and Conscription insisted to Forum 18. "There is no alternative service." He declined to discuss Mammadov's case further (see below). Another
Jehovah's Witness, Royal Karimov, was seized and handed over to the army on 25 July - two days after his 18th birthday - despite telling conscription officials in Gadabay, the police and personnel in the military unit that he cannot perform military service on grounds of conscience but is ready to perform a civilian alternative service. He remains
confined in a military unit in the north-western city of Ganca (see below). Gadabay District State Service for Mobilisation and Conscription refused to discuss with Forum 18 why Karimov was forcibly taken to a military unit (see below). Jehovah's Witnesses are conscientious objectors to military service and do not undertake any kind of activity
supporting any country's military. But they are willing to undertake an alternative, totally civilian form of service, as is the right of all conscientious objectors to military service under international human rights law. Despite a pledge in January 2001 to the Council of Europe to introduce a civilian alternative service for those unable to perform military
service on grounds of conscience, and repeated calls by the United Nations and other international bodies, Azerbaijan has failed to do so (see below). Forum 18 asked the Human Rights Ombudsperson's Office in Baku in writing on the morning of 29 September what action it will take (if any) to defend Mammadov's rights and what action it will take (if
any) to ensure that Azerbaijan introduces a civilian alternative service for those unable to serve in the army on grounds of conscience. Forum 18 received no response by the end of the working day in Baku (see below). (In 2018 the Sub-Committee on Accreditation of the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions downgraded the
Azerbaijani Ombudsperson's Office to B status because it "has not adequately spoken out in a manner that effectively promotes protection for all human rights, including in response to credible allegations of human rights violations having been committed by government authorities".) Meanwhile, the pre=trial detention of Shia Muslim Imam Sardar
Babayev has been extended until 19 March 2023. The State Security Service (SSS) secret police arrested him in October 2021 on treason charges. His court-ordered pre-trial detention expired on 19 September 2022. Baku's Sabail District Court told Forum 18 on 29 September that it had not renewed the pre-trial detention order, but Babayev's
lawyer Javad Javadov told Forum 18 the court had renewed the detention on 16 September (see below). Shia Muslim prisoner of conscience Elshan Mustafayev was freed early from Prison No. 1 in Baku on 23 June after serving seven and a half years of his ten year sentence on treason charges. A Baku court approved his request for early conditional
release after he had served three-quarters of his sentence. However, he remains under restrictions for the rest of his original term and cannot leave Baku without permission (see below). Regime ignores repeated calls for alternative to military service Military service of 18 months (12 months for those with higher education) is compulsory for all
young men. Article 76, Part 2 of Azerbaijan's Constitution declares: "If the beliefs of citizens come into conflict with service in the army then in some cases envisaged by law alternative service instead of regular army service is permitted." However, no mechanism exists to enact this provision. Ahead of its accession to the Council of Europe in January
2001, Azerbaijan promised "to adopt, within two years of accession, a law on alternative service in compliance with European standards and, in the meantime, to pardon all conscientious objectors presently serving prison terms or serving in disciplinary battalions, allowing them instead to choose (when the law on alternative service has come into
force) to perform non-armed military service or alternative civilian service". European Court of Human Rights courtroom, 8 October 2014 Adrian Grycuk/Wikimedia Commons [CC BY-SA 3.0 PL] Azerbaijan has never done this, and conscientious objectors to military service have been repeatedly prosecuted and even jailed under Criminal Code Article
321.1. This states: "Evasion without lawful grounds of call-up to military service or of mobilisation, with the purpose of evading serving in the military, is punishable by imprisonment for up to two years [in peacetime]". United Nations (UN) human rights bodies, the OSCE, and the Council of Europe's Venice Commission, and its European Commission
against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), have strongly criticised Azerbaijan's failure to introduce a civilian alternative to compulsory military service. On 7 October 2021, in the latest of several such decisions, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) in Strasbourg accepted Azerbaijan's admission that it had violated the human rights of two
Jehovah's Witness young men who had been convicted in 2018 for refusing compulsory military service on grounds of conscience. Both Emil Mehdiyev and Vahid Abilov had declared a willingness to conduct an alternative civilian service. Both lost their appeals against their suspended jail terms in Azerbaijan's Supreme Court before taking their cases
to Strasbourg. The ECtHR ordered that the victims be paid compensation and costs. Despite the October 2021 ECtHR decision that the regime had violated the human rights of two more conscientious objectors, Saadat Novruzova of the Presidential Administration's Human Rights Protection Unit told Forum 18 the following month that changing the
law to introduce a civilian alternative to compulsory military service "is not under discussion". The 7 October 2021 ECtHR decision reminded Azerbaijan of a similar earlier decision that "calls in principle for legislative action" to satisfy "the obligations incumbent on it of assuring .. the right to benefit from the right to conscientious objection". Forum
18 asked the Human Rights Ombudsperson's Office in Baku in writing on the morning of 29 September 2022 what action it will take (if any) to ensure that Azerbaijan introduces a civilian alternative service for those unable to serve in the army on grounds of conscience. Forum 18 received no response by the end of the working day in Baku of 29
September. Refused alternative service, jailed Seymur Afgan oglu Mammadov (born 16 August 2000) is a Jehovah's Witness from the north-western district of Goranboy. Goranboy District State Service for Mobilisation and Conscription summoned him on 4 May and conducted a medical examination. Mammadov informed officers about his religious
position as a conscientious objector to military service who is ready to perform civilian alternative service, as provided for by the Constitution and the decisions of the European Court of Human Rights (see above). Mammadov was subsequently informed that he had been restricted from leaving the country. "We're not to blame," an officer at Goranboy
District State Service for Mobilisation and Conscription insisted to Forum 18 on 29 September. "There is no alternative service." The officer declined to discuss Mammadov's case further and put the phone down. On 21 June, Goranboy District Prosecutor's Office summoned Mammadov, where he again explained his religious position. Prosecutors
charged him under Criminal Code Article 321.1 ("Evasion without lawful grounds of call-up to military service or of mobilisation"). On 6 August he was informed that his case was being referred to court. Babek Aliyev of Goranboy District Prosecutor's Office refused to explain why a colleague opened the criminal case against Mammadov. "We are not
allowed by law to give information on criminal cases," he told Forum 18 from Goranboy on 29 September. On 22 September, Judge Taleh Mustafayev of Goranboy District Court sentenced Mammadov under Criminal Code Article 321.1 to nine months' imprisonment, the Judge's assistant told Forum 18 from the court on 29 September. He insisted that
the court has already sent the written verdict to Mammadov "to the place where he is" and that he can appeal if he does not agree with the decision. Mammadov was arrested in the courtroom at the end of the trial and was taken to Temporary Detention Prison No. 2 in Ganca. "It was a very unexpected decision, especially given the recent [ECtHR]
decisions against Azerbaijan," Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 from Baku on 29 September. They added that Mammadov intends to appeal against his conviction to Ganca Appeal Court. They say he has not yet received the written verdict. Forum 18 asked the Human Rights Ombudsperson's Office in Baku in writing on the morning of 29 September
what action it will take (if any) to defend Mammadov's rights. Forum 18 received no response by the end of the working day in Baku of 29 September. Forcibly seized by army Royal Karimov, a Jehovah's Witness from the western district of Gadabay, turned 18 on 23 July. Two days after his birthday, Gadabay District State Service for Mobilisation and
Conscription summoned him. Once there, he explained his position that he could not serve in the army on grounds of conscience but was ready to perform an alternative civilian service. Officers assured him that he could return home after submitting documentation establishing his conscientious objection. Instead, officers immediately took Karimov to
Gadabay District Police. There Karimov again explained that he could not serve in the army on grounds of conscience but was ready to perform an alternative civilian service. Officers held him overnight at the police station. The following day he was taken to a military unit in Ganca against his will. After being taken to military unit No. 777 in Ganca,
Karimov again explained his position to officers but was not allowed to leave. He continues to be "illegally detained against his will" at the unit, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 on 29 September. Forum 18 was unable to find out why officers seized Karimov and forcibly took him to a military unit. The man who answered the telephone at Gadabay
District State Service for Mobilisation and Conscription on 29 September refused to discuss anything with Forum 18. The man who answered the telephone of the head of Gadabay District Police on 29 September listened while Forum 18 outlined Karimov's case, then put the phone down before Forum 18 could ask any questions. Subsequent calls
went unanswered. Imam's detention extended until March 2023 Web screenshot/Voice of America The State Security Service (SSS) secret police arrested Shia Muslim Imam Sardar Akif oglu Babayev (born 12 March 1974) in October 2021 on treason charges. On 14 April 2022, Baku's Sabail District Court extended his pre-trial detention for a further
five months, until 19 September. Human rights defender Elshan Hasanov described the treason case against Imam Babayev as "clearly fabricated". "No one believes Sardar Babayev is an Iranian spy," exiled human rights defender Arif Yunus told Forum 18 in February. From 2017 until his release in February 2020, Imam Babayev served a three-year
jail term for leading mosque prayers after gaining Islamic education outside Azerbaijan. Sabail District Court told Forum 18 on 29 September 2022 that it had not renewed Babayev's pre-trial detention since April 2022. However, Babayev's lawyer Javad Javadov told Forum 18 from Baku on 29 September that on 16 September the court had extended
his client's detention for a further six months, until 19 March 2023. Baku Appeal Court rejected Babayev's appeal against the further extension of his detention. Babayev is still being held in the SSS secret police Investigation Prison in Baku, human rights defender Hasanov told Forum 18 from Baku on 29 September. "The whole case is kept secret,"
he added. "Getting information on it is impossible." The telephone of the SSS secret police Press Office in Baku went unanswered each time Forum 18 called on 29 September. Freed after seven and a half years Elshan Mustafayev before his 2014 arrest Shia Muslim prisoner of conscience Elshan Mustafaoglu Mustafayev (born 8 November 1974) was
freed early from Prison No. 1 in Baku on 23 June after serving seven and a half years of his ten year sentence, his family told the local media the same day. Baku's Nizami District Court approved his request for early conditional release after he had served three-quarters of his sentence. Mustafayev will remain under restrictions until the end of his
original sentence in December 2024 (two and a half years from 23 June 2022). "During that time, I can't leave Azerbaijan," he told Forum 18 from Baku. "And to be able to leave Baku I need to inform the authorities." Mustafayev used to work for the state-controlled Caucasian Muslim Board and presented programmes about religion on television. The
then-National Security Ministry secret police arrested him in December 2014. It accused him of being a spy for Iran, being recruited in 1992 when he was 17. A closed trial eventually began at Baku Serious Crimes Court with a preliminary hearing in July 2016. The Court convicted Mustafayev of treason under Criminal Code Article 274 on 30
December 2016, handing him a ten-year jail term, to count from his December 2014 arrest. He denied the charges. Mustafayev's lawyer Afgan Mammadov described the case against his client in July 2016 as "a completely empty case, devoid of any legal basis". (END) More reports on freedom of thought, conscience and belief in Azerbaijan For
background information, see Forum 18's Azerbaijan religious freedom survey Forum 18's compilation of Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) freedom of religion or belief commitments Follow us on Twitter @Forum 18 Follow us on Facebook @Forum18NewsService Follow us on Telegram @Forum18NewsService All Forum
18 material may be referred to, quoted from, or republished in full, if Forum 18 is credited as the source. All photographs that are not Forum 18's copyright are attributed to the copyright owner. If you reuse any photographs from Forum 18's website, you must seek permission for any reuse from the copyright owner or abide by the copyright terms
the copyright owner has chosen. © Forum 18 News Service. All rights reserved. ISSN 1504-2855. 17 June 2022 AZERBAIJAN: "Torture is nothing new, but insulting Allah is crossing a red line" After the jailing of a Muslim Unity Movement member for six years, police seized and tortured two of his supporters outside the Baku courtroom. "They put
their hands through the sack and pulled out my beard. I was insulted with the crudest of obscene words. They also insulted Allah," one of the two, Suleyman Alakbarov, recounted. In protest, the Movement's leader, prisoner of conscience Taleh Bagirov, began a hunger strike. "Torture is nothing new, but insulting Allah is crossing a red line," said
Bagirov's wife Leyla Ismayilzade. 15 June 2022 AZERBAIJAN: Treason case against Imam Sardar Babayev "clearly fabricated" The State Security Service secret police arrested Shia Muslim Imam Sardar Babayev in October 2021 on treason charges. On 14 April, a Baku court extended pre-trial detention for a further five months. Human rights
defender Elshan Hasanov described the treason case against Imam Babayev as "clearly fabricated". "No one believes Sardar Babayev is an Iranian spy," said exiled human rights defender Arif Yunus. Imam Babayev has already served a three-year jail term for leading mosque prayers after gaining Islamic education outside Azerbaijan. 10 June 2022
AZERBAIJAN: Direct regime employing and firing imams is "role of a religious organisation" In the first known use of new powers for appointing, re-appointing every five years, and firing all Islamic clergy, in early May, the State Committee for Work with Religious Organisations fired Imam Mirseymur Aliyev in Neftchala. He had held end of Ramadan
prayers on 3 May, not the regime-enforced date of 2 May. Lawyer Asabali Mustafayev noted that the regime taking direct control of Islamic clergy means that "the state is now playing the role of a religious organisation."
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