To the President of the Republic of Ingushetia/ To the Prosecutor of Republic Ingushetia: 

We are profoundly disturbed and angered by the violent attacks and illegal actions against several representatives of human rights organizations in Nazran on October 16, 2006, which have been reported widely in major international news media. A group of citizens, including representatives of the Russian human rights organization Memorial and local NGOs, had planned to hold a picket to commemorate murdered journalist Anna Politkovskaya, taking advantage of the freedom of assembly guaranteed by the constitution of the Russian Federation. They had notified the authorities in advance, as required by law. Upon arrival at the site they were approached by police officers, who ordered the participants to leave and destroyed flowers and photographs the participants had brought.  According to eyewitnesses, a group of men in plain clothes, apparently acting in coordination with the authorities, verbally and physically harassed and attacked the participants. One of the participants of the picket, Ekaterina Sokirianskaia, was hit in the face by an unidentified young man. She suffered an open nose fracture as well as a concussion and had to be taken to the hospital. Militia officers detained seven participants in the picket, including Fatima Yandieva, Zoya Muradova, Zarema Mukusheva, Magomed Mutsolgov and Albert Khantygov. While they have since been released, we are alarmed at this unwarranted detention and violations of the detainees' procedural rights, such as denial of access to a lawyer. 

We are outraged by these events and consider them despicable and unacceptable. Ekaterina Sokirianskaia is a well-known human rights defender and promising young scholar, respected in academic, human rights and government circles not just in Russia but also in Europe and the US. Despite opportunities to work at prestigious universities abroad, Ms. Sokirianskaia instead teaches young people in Ingushetia and Chechnya, who are lucky to have such an informed, compassionate teacher.  Many of us have met her at conferences, hosted her in our homes or traveled with her and consider her a friend. We find it hard to believe that a grown man would not be ashamed to hit this slight, calm and unfailingly polite young woman right in the face. Like Ms. Sokirianskaia, her colleagues are well-known to many of us, either in person or because of their work. Last year Ms. Mukusheva came to the US to receive the Reebok Human Rights award, one of the most prestigious international prizes for young human rights defenders, for her tireless work and courage. Her friends and colleagues in Europe and the US continue to take an interest in her work and are concerned about her safety and well-being.

We call on you to ensure that the circumstances surrounding these shameful events will be investigated and that the person responsible for injuring Ms. Sokirianskaia will be identified and prosecuted to the full extent of the law. We also expect that the fines levied against the detained activists will be revoked, since their actions did not breach any laws.  Let me conclude by reiterating our dismay at this disgraceful incident and assuring you that we will closely follow your response to it.


Sincerely,
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