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Plenary chamber of the Council of Europe's Palace of Europe.

Russia was suspended from the parliamentary assembly of European human rights watchdog
the Council of Europe in protest at Moscow's behavior towards Ukraine and the annexation
of Crimea.

The 18 Russian parliamentarians who were suspended will not be able to vote in the 318-head
assembly, have representation in its main committees or take part in its election observation
missions.

But the body, whose members come from 47 European states, stopped short of withdrawing
their rights for good, arguing Thursday that would not help efforts to resolve the biggest
crisis between the West and Russia since the fall of the Berlin Wall.

"The most powerful weapon of parliamentarians is dialogue," said Stefan Schennach,
an Austrian Socialist who argued in favor of a limited suspension.



"Demands to deprive Russia of its mandate are political extremism and a path to the 'Cold
War' and the end of Europe-wide parliamentary dialogue," the head of the Russian
delegation, Alexei Pushkov, said on Twitter.

Russian media reported Pushkov had said Russia could pull out of the assembly altogether.

"We are now leaving this session in a sign of protest and reserve the right to consider
the issue of our further participation in the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council
of Europe," Pushkov said, Interfax reported.

The Council of Europe is known for drawing up the European Convention on Human Rights,
which entered into force in 1953 and established the European Court of Human Rights. It
presses Europe's governments to uphold human rights and democracy.

Armed pro-Moscow protesters are still occupying Ukrainian government buildings in two
cities in the largely Russian-speaking east after police earlier this week ended a third
occupation. Ukraine's new pro-European government says the occupations are being
encouraged by Moscow.

The EU and U.S. have responded to Russia's annexation of Crimea by imposing targeted visa
bans and asset freezes against Russian and Ukrainian individuals.

But some commentators and analysts doubt Europe's readiness to follow through on threats
to pursue punitive economic measures given the dependence of some EU countries,
particularly those in eastern Europe, on Russian gas and trade.
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