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In spring 2009 Russia declared that the nearly decade-long “counter terrorism 
operation” against the separatists in Chechnya was over and the situation in the 
North Caucasus republic stable. The international community had reasons to 
trust the message from Moscow. During the last couple of years the number of 
suicide attacks and terror actions had decreased and the world could, at least 
temporarily, ignore North Caucasus. 

But, low intensity violence and human rights violations continued and by sum-
mer 2009 violence came back for real to the North Caucasus region. 

20 years of war 
North Caucasus has been the scene for several wars and numerous terror at-
tacks since the collapse of the Soviet Union. In 1994, Russia sent its troops into 
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North Caucasus 
- a region of conflicts

A girl and a woman in a Chechen refugee camp in Ingushetia, 2003.



Chechnya to crush the separatist 
movement, sparking the first Chechen 
war. Tens of thousands were killed and 
hundreds of thousands forced to flee 
their homes. The capital Grozny was 
almost totally levelled by the ground. 
Yet, the war ended in a humiliating 
defeat for the Russian federal forces 
in 1996. 

After several years of internal figh-
ting between Chechen leaders and lo-
cal fractions, Russia poured its troops 
back into Chechnya in 1999, starting 
the second war in the republic. This 
war was also accompanied by massive 
human rights abuses by the Russian 
forces, especially in connection to so 
called “mop-up operations”. 

Violence over borders
Soon attacks from the rebels spread 
outside of Chechnya. The mass ho-
stage taking at a Moscow theatre in 
2002 and the deadly siege at a school 
in Beslan, North Ossetia, in 2004 are 
only two examples.

 The violence spread until it engul-
fed a big part of North Caucasus. The 
police and military in the neighbouring 
republics  started to use the same 
violent methods against the popula-
tion as in Chechnya. Humiliated by 
increased police abuses young men 
joined extremist groups. The rebels 
conducted several large scale opera-
tions outside of Chechen borders.  

In 2004 hundreds of men, under the 
command of the Chechen rebel leader 
Shamil Basayev, stormed Nazran in 
Ingushetia and committed targeted 
killings of dozens of state officials 
and managed to seize two truckloads 
of weapons and ammunition. Basayev 

also claimed responsibility for the at-
tack on Nalchik in Kabardino-Balkaria 
the year after. Local administration 
buildings were attacked and hostages 
taken. 

Having learned their lesson from the 

first Chechen war, Moscow’s stra-
tegy was to govern from a distance, 
through local leaders loyal to the 
Kremlin. Thereby they could claim 
that the conflicts were internal power 
struggles inside the republics, and not 
connected to Moscow. 
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One of Chechnya’s many victims of torture. This man’s 
ear has been cut off. The picture was taken 2005.
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Hidden terror
During the recent years the situation 
in Chechnya has become much calmer. 
The Kremlin backed president Ramzan 
Kadyrov has cracked down hard on 
separatists, and at the same time 
pushed through a massive rebuilding 
program of Grozny. 

This turned out to be useful in pro-
paganda targeting the outside world, 
pushing the message that the situation 
is stable and things are returning to 
normal. 

Green light for abuse
While strengthening the Moscow 
backed regimes in the region, Krem-
lin has de facto given green light to 
systematic human rights violations 
by government forces. The authorities 
have committed serious abuses inclu-

ding murder, house burning, torture 
and illegal punishment. 

This well documented pattern has 
been visible particularly in Chech-
nya, but along with the crackdown on 
separatists there, the violence has 
escalated in parallel in the neighbou-
ring republics.

 The spread of violence over the 
North Caucasus has triggered human 
rights defenders to work more actively 
in other republics of North Caucasus, 
which is for example reflected in the 
increase of cases from outside of 
Chechnya in the European Court of 
Human Rights.
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A picture from the streets of Grozny, 2005. 
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ARMED CONFLICTS IN NORTH CAUCASUS 1992-2009

Shortly after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, North Ossetia fought a 
bloody war with neighbouring Ingus-
hetia over the Prigorodnoye district. 

Ingushetia had made geographical 
claims in North Ossetia but the Ing-
ush forces were repelled in 1992 with 
assistance from Moscow. Hundreds 
were killed and many ethnic Ingush 
fled from North Ossetia to Ingushe-
tia. 

In 1994 Moscow sent armed forces to 
retake control over Chechnya, which 
had declared its independence. 
With massive artillery and air power 
the Russians hoped to end the war 
quickly but instead they faced a 
devastating defeat and withdrew in 
1996. 

Both sides, but especially Rus-
sian forces, have been accused of 
massive human rights violations. 
The estimations of the number of 
civilian casualties vary from 50,000 
to 200,000.

Shortly after Vladimir Putin had 
entered office as Russia’s prime 
minister in 1999, Russia again sent 
armed forces into Chechnya, starting 
the second Chechen war. The official 
reason was a series of terror attacks 
that Putin blamed on Chechen se-
paratists. The Russian forces gained 
control over the capital Grozny rather 
fast, but the Chechen separatists 
continued with guerrilla attacks, 
causing heavy losses for Moscow. 
During the years, most of the Che-

chen rebels have been religiously 
radicalised. In 2007 the Russian 
backed president Ramzan Kadyrov 
took office and started a massive 
crack down on rebel movements. 

In April 2009 Moscow declared the 
“counter terrorism operation” in 
Chechnya over. Although Moscow’s 
interest is to communicate a mes-
sage of normalisation of Chechnya, 
the conflict continues and has also 
spilled over to other parts of North 
Caucasus such as Dagestan, Ingus-
hetia, North Ossetia and Kabardino-
Balkaria, with rebel groups fighting 
local and Russian federal forces. 

 
North Caucasus is strongly asso-
ciated with terror attacks. Especi-
ally since the start of the second 
Chechen war, the number of attacks 
increased.  

Most blame is put on radical Isla-
mic groups that operate all over the 
region. At the same time Russian for-
ces and Moscow backed groups have 
committed and continue to commit 
severe and systematic human rights 
violations. 
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Around 6.30 a.m. on March 2, 2000 
Shakhid Baysayev left his home in Po-
bedinskoye in the outskirts of Grozny, 
to go to work in the neighbouring vil-
lage of Podgornoye. On his way he had 
to pass a Russian military checkpoint. 
His wife Asmart Baysayeva has been 
looking for her husband ever since. 

The disappearance of Shakhid 
Baysayev is not an isolated event, but 
follows a pattern that has become well 
known in the troubled region of North 
Caucasus. 

Refused to give up
But the case of Shakhid Baysayev 
differs slightly from many others since 
Asmart refused to give up the search 
for her husband. With the help of Rus-
sian Justice Initiative, a human rights 
NGO specialised in litigation, the case 
was brought to local prosecutors’ of-
fices and eventually to the European 
Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. 
Seven years after the disappearance, 
in April 2007, the European Court ruled 
that the Russian authorities had failed 
gravely in investigating Shakhid´s 
disappearance.  

The same morning as Shakhid 
disappeared, shooting and explosions 
were heard from the road and the 
checkpoint. A convoy from the Russian 
special police forces had come under 
attack.  The fighting lasted for several 
hours and more than twenty persons 
were killed. It was later reported that 

the troops were mistakenly ambushed 
by other Russian forces. 

Asmart tried to reach the check-
point in order to find out about her 
husband.  She learned that the Rus-
sian forces had detained a large num-
ber of persons in the aftermath of the 
fighting in “mop-up operations”, and 
that her husband possibly was among 
the arrested. 

Restless search
Asmart applied on numerous occa-
sions to prosecutors at various levels 
– the Ministry of Interior, the adminis-
trative authorities in Chechnya, the 
Special representative of the Russian 
President in Chechnya, and other 
authorities and public figures. Pursu-
ing to find out what had happened, 
Asmart repeatedly submitted dozens 
of copies of letters stating the facts in 
the case. 

P
H

O
TO

: R
U

S
S

IA
N

 J
U

S
TI

C
E

 IN
IT

IA
TI

VE

Husband disappeared 
without a trace

Asmart Baysayeva refused to give up the search for 
her disappeared husband.



In June 2000 she learned that a 
videotape existed, showing Russian 
soldiers detaining Shakhid at the 
checkpoint on March 2. The Grozny 
Town Prosecutor opened a criminal 
case, but despite the videotape, the 
investigation halted. 

As time passed, Asmart started 
looking for her husband’s body at 
different locations that had been 
mentioned to her.  

One afternoon in early August she 
was walking home and a car pulled 
up near her. A masked man in military 
uniform told her that if she wanted 
to know who was behind the disap-
pearance she should give him  5 000 
roubles the next day. 

She managed to collect the money 
and the following day, on the same 
place, the same car was there. This 
time another man showed her extracts 
from the videotape on a small TV set 
inside the car. 

In the footage Shakhid Baysayev 
was shown lying on the ground, being 
kicked by a soldier and later escorted 

by military service men. The soldiers 
were talking in an aggressive tone with 
threats and obscene language. The 
man inside the car offered the tape in 
exchange of 1 000 USD. Asmart mana-
ged to collect the money and the tape 
became fundamental evidence of her 
husband’s disappearance. 

 A satisfying judgement 
Seven years after the disappearance, 
in April 2007, the European Court 
ruled that there had been several 
serious violations of several articles 
of the European Convention on Human 
Rights and that the Russian authori-
ties had failed gravely in investigating 
Shakhid´s disappearance.  

The court also decided that Russia 
should pay over 60 000 EUR in financial 
compensation to Asmart. 

- I´m very satisfied with the judg-
ment. I hope that the Russian autho-
rities will now find my husband and 
bring to justice those who detained 
him, said Asmart Baysayeva at the 
time of the judgment. 
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MOP-UP OPERATIONS

So called “mop-up operations” have 
been an integrated part of both wars 
in Chechnya and have gradually 
spread to other republics. 

During the first Chechen war 
Russian military divisions usually 
surrounded a whole village, made 
searches, killed and arrested people 
more or less arbitrarily. The soldiers 
wore ordinary uniforms so they could 
be identified and held responsible. 
Later they were replaced by so 

called “targeted mop-up operations”. 
Masked armed men in camouflage 
clothes and cars with black number 
plates started to break into houses, 
often in the middle of the night, kid-
napping selected persons.  

The families of the victims of these 
death squads often have to pay 
enormous ransoms to get their fam-
ily members back, more often dead 
than alive.
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Human rights defenders in different 
capacities work to improve the human 
rights situation in the North Cauca-
sus. The most important and most 
vulnerable are the ones that work on 
the ground. Without their efforts to 
document human rights abuses, none 
of the advocacy work of human rights 
defenders in other parts of the world 
would be possible. 

Human rights defenders in North 
Caucasus collect evidence about 
human rights abuses, spread the 
information and in other ways work to 
promote and protect human rights. 
According to the UN Declaration on 
Human Rights Defenders (UN Declara-
tion on the Right and Responsibility 
of Individuals, Groups and Organs of 
Society to Promote and Protect Uni-
versally Recognized Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms, 1998), human 
rights defenders are those individu-
als, groups and organs of society that 
promote and protect the universally 
recognized human rights and funda-
mental freedoms. 

Peaceful means
The definition does not include indivi-
duals or groups who use or advocate 
violence. 

Therefore none of the armed groups 
in North Caucasus can be considered 
human rights defenders, no matter 
what cause they are fighting for.

Many of the human rights defenders 
in North Caucasus work as journa-
lists, lawyers or researchers at human 
rights organisations. Some seek 
support for and protection of the civil 
and political rights; others are more 
focused on protection and implemen-
tation of economic, social and cultural 
rights. 

No matter which rights they work for 
and what tools they use, their work re-
quires enormous courage and commit-
ment and they take great risks. Several 
prominent human rights defenders 
combating impunity in North Caucasus 
have been brutally killed. 

One of them is Natalia Estemirova, 
who worked as researcher at the 
Grozny office of the human rights 
organisation Memorial. She documen-
ted human rights abuses committed 
against civilians in Chechnya and 
sought redress for the victims. 
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They risk their lives for 
human rights

Natalia Estemirova is one of the prominent human 
rights defenders who have been brutally murdered in 
North Caucasus during the last years.



Outspoken despite threats
The evidence she found was used to 
hold Russia responsible for grave hu-
man rights abuses in numerous cases 
in the European Court of Human Rights 
in Strasbourg. Natalia also wrote 
articles and was a crucial source of 
information for many foreign journa-
lists that visited Chechnya. Despite 
repeated threats Natalia Estemirova 
stayed in Grozny with her daughter and 
continued investigating human rights 
abuses. 

In July 2009 she was dragged into 
a car outside her home by unknown 

men– in the same way that many of 
those whose fate she investigated had 
been abducted. Later the same day 
she was found dead in the outskirt of 
Nazran, in the neighbouring republic 
Ingushetia. She was survived by a 15 
year old daughter. 
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PROMINENT HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS WORKING WITH NORTH 
   CAUCASUS MURDERED 2006-2009

October, 2006
Anna Politkovskaya was a Russian 
journalist at the Novaya Gazeta 
newspaper that became famous for 
her moving reports about Chechen 
civilians that were subjected to grave 
human rights abuses. 
She was shot dead outside her 
home in Moscow in October 2006. 
Nobody has yet been convicted for 
the murder.

January, 2009
Stanislav Markelov and Anastasia 
Barburova were shot dead in central 
Moscow. The murder happened 
shortly after Yuri Budanov, a Russian 
colonel convicted of the murder of a 
young Chechen woman, was prema-
turely released. The lawyer Marke-
lov had promised to challenge the 
release. Anastasia Baburova was a 
young journalist working for Novaya 
Gazeta.

July, 2009
Natalia Estemirova worked as 
researcher at the Grozny office of the 
human rights organisation Memorial. 
She was kidnapped outside her 
home in Grozny and found dead later 
the same day in the neighbouring 
republic of Ingushetia.

These are murders of the most 
prominent human rights defenders 
in recent years, but many less known 
persons have sacrificed their lives. 
Many more live in constant fear and 
are being threatened and harassed 
because of their work for improved 
respect for human rights in North 
Caucasus.
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Fighting impunity in 
North Caucasus
Human rights defenders in Russia and abroad work to improve the human rights 
situation in North Caucasus through various means; for example by informing 
the public through media and by advocating increased attention towards human 
rights issues in international relations.

Through monitoring of the situation and producing and distributing various 
publications, information is spread about the problems in North Caucasus. The 
information provides basis for the international community to pressure Rus-
sian authorities to deal with the human rights problems in an adequate manner. 
Another effective strategy has been to use international legal mechanisms such 
as the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. 

Over hundred judgments
The work of human rights defenders has led to more than one hundred judgments 
against Russia before the European Court,  for human rights violations commit-
ted in Chechnya. The judgments hold significant value for the victims and their 
relatives as they confirm the lack of access to justice and ill-treatment on behalf 
of the Russian authorities towards the applicants, providing redress for the 
victims. 

The financial compensation might seem as little comfort for the victims. 
However it is of great value for the families who in many cases have lost their 
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only breadwinner. The judgments in 
Strasbourg put additional pressure on 
Russia to start conducting effective 
investigations in cases of human rights 
violations, which the authorities don’t 
do today. 

 
Gives results
Civil Rights Defenders has been 
involved in a wide range of activities 
for years, aiming to improve the human 
rights situation in North Caucasus and 
to put an end to the impunity of human 
rights perpetrators. 

The majority of judgments before 
the European Court of Human Rights 
are a direct result of Civil Rights De-
fenders’ work together with  Russian 
Justice Initiative. 
The co-operation between Russian and 
international human rights organisa-

tions aims to improve the access to 
justice for the inhabitants in the region 
by way of offering free legal aid and 
enabling an increased field presence 
in the region. The joint work is crucial 
as human rights violations continue to 
occur on a regular basis and a climate 
of impunity exists in North Caucasus. 

The cooperation and support to 
organizations and human rights defen-
ders in North Caucasus is crucial for 
those individuals who risk their lives 
on a daily basis in the fight for justice. 
Civil Rights Defenders is determined to 
continue working in the region together 
with the Russian organizations until 
all citizens enjoy full access to justice 
and the perpetrators of human rights 
abuses are held accountable. 

EUROPEAN COURT OF HUMAN RIGHTS  - A LEGAL ALTERNATIVE

As Russian authorities continue to 
fail to hold perpetrators responsible 
for human rights violations in North 
Caucasus, the European Court of Hu-
man Rights in Strasbourg provides 
an alternative legal remedy for the 
violations committed. 

Many rulings in clients’ favour
By the end of September 2009, more 
than a hundred cases from North 
Caucasus have been decided in 
favour of the clients by the European 
Court of Human Rights concer-
ning grave violations of for instance 
articles 2 (right to life), 3 (prohibition 
of inhuman or degrading treatment) 
and 5 (right to liberty and security).

Another hundred cases from North 
Caucasus have been either commu-
nicated on or declared admissible by 
the court by the end of September 
2009. 

Almost two million Euros
In 2008 alone, the European Court of 
Human Rights awarded the common 
clients of Russian Justice Initiative 
and Civil Right Defenders almost 1,8 
million Euros in compensation. 

Adding pressure on Russia
Human rights defenders hope that 
the decisions of the European Court 
of Human Rights will add pressure on 
Russia to solve problems of impunity 
on the domestic level.  
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