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Azerbaijan criminalizes free speech online ahead of elections

 

The Azerbaijani authorities must not use the upcoming presidential election as a pretext to silence critical 
voices and meaningful debate, Amnesty International said following a move to extend criminal 
defamation laws to the internet.

On 14 May, the Azerbaijani Parliament approved an amendment to the country’s defamation law to 
impose hefty fines and prison sentences for anyone convicted of online slander or insults.  The new 
legislation constitutes a further attack of freedom of expression in Azerbaijan.

According to the state news agency APA, those found guilty of slander face a fine of up to 500 Azeri 
manat (US$637), corrective labour of up to one year or jail time of up to six months. The punishment for 
an online “insult” is even harsher – fines of up to 1,000 Azeri manat, one year of corrective labour or 
imprisonment of up to six months.

This is just the latest in ever-more restrictive measures – including actions to muzzle mainstream media 
outlets and the introduction of harsher punishment for peaceful protesters – ahead of October’s election.

“The Azerbaijani authorities’ fear of critical voices has already led them to attempt to keep peaceful 
protesters off the streets and to muzzle the mainstream media. This new law aims to shut down one of the 
few last resorts of legitimate protest – the internet,” said David Diaz-Jogeix, Deputy Director of Amnesty 
International’s Europe and Central Asia Programme.

“It’s clear from the timing of these ever-more restrictive measures that the authorities want to prevent any 
critical voices or meaningful political debate from taking place ahead of October’s election.”

“The high fines proposed under this law will have a chilling effect on freedom of expression, leading to 
self-censorship among independent voices and activists.”

The government of Ilham Aliyev – who has been in power for the past decade, following a decade of his 
father being in power – has been keeping a tight grasp on the public opinion by restricting severely 
freedom of expression in Azerbaijan ahead of October’s presidential election.

In addition to the legislative measures introduced in recent months, opposition candidates have been 
violently attacked, activists have frequently been detained during anti-government protests, and 
independent journalists have been attacked or prevented from carrying out their work.

Even before the recent defamation laws, criticism of the President’s family has often provoked a swift and 
harsh response from the authorities. In March 2012 two musicians were arrested and tortured after they 
insulted the President’s late mother during a public performance.
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