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Judges at the European Court of Human Rights.

Eleven prominent rights groups have sent a complaint against Russia’s so-called foreign
agent law, which targets NGOs engaged in political activities, to the European Court of Human
Rights.

The organizations argued on Thursday that the legislation violates the Constitution and
fundamental human rights — such as the freedoms of expression and assembly — by
threatening the groups with closure.

“The law is a real threat and might be applied against us any minute,” Oleg Orlov of the
Memorial human rights center, told reporters in Moscow.

Apart from Memorial, the complaint’s other 10 submitters include the Moscow Helsinki
Group, the For Human Rights movement and the Golos vote watchdog.

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/nikolaus-von-twickel


The law, which came into force in November, stipulates that non-governmental
organizations must label themselves “foreign agents” if they receive foreign funding and
engage in political activity.

Its opponents argue that the law’s declared aim — to increase transparency in NGO funding
— does not correspond to its real aim of stifling the activities of pro-democracy and human
rights groups. Critics also complain that the law’s definition of political activity — shaping
public opinion and influencing political decision-makers — is so vague that it can be applied
to any aspect of their work.

According to the law, such organizations must register themselves as foreign agents with the
Justice Ministry, but none has done so. Most human rights organizations have vowed to defy
the law, which threatens non-complying organizations with closure and their heads with
criminal charges.

The activists said Thursday that they want the Strasbourg-based court to give the complaint
priority status.

They also argued that their case justifies a complaint before having exhausted national courts
because of the imminent serious threat against NGOs and their staff.

Neither the government nor law enforcement agencies have given an indication whether or
when they would crack down on the non-compliance with the foreign agent law.
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