JOINT LETTER TO THE PRESIDENT OF THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION

TO STOP CLAMPDOWN ON FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION

Dear President,

We, the undersigned non-governmental organizations, are writing to urge you to stop the
clampdown on the right to freedom of association and end reprisals against independent non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) in Russia.

We are deeply concerned that under the legislation on “foreign agents”, hundreds of NGOs have
been subjected to unannounced inspections by government officials which have interrupted and
obstructed their legitimate work with dozens currently embroiled in lengthy court hearings. Several
NGOs and their leaders have had to pay prohibitive fines, and some were forced to close down
because they refused to brand themselves as “foreign agents” — an expression akin to spying. Recent
legislative changes now give the Ministry of Justice powers to register organizations as “foreign
agents” without their consent and without a prior court decision. More than a dozen of leading
Russian rights groups have already been branded by the Ministry. These NGOs are not foreign spies
or “agents”, and have worked in the interest of the people of Russia. Many more face the same fate.

Under the previous legislation, NGOs in Russia were already accountable to the government and the
public, having to report on their activities and finances. It is difficult to avoid concluding that the only
purpose of the legislation on “foreign agents” is to publicly discredit and stigmatise them.

We believe that NGOs are essential to the healthy functioning of society. They play an important role
in providing much needed services to the public. They help keep officials accountable and improve
policies in the interests of the people.

We are calling on you as the President of the Russian Federation and the guarantor of its Constitution
and of the fundamental rights and freedoms enshrined therein, to take all necessary steps to ensure
that the “foreign agents” law is repealed and NGOs in Russia are able to do their work without
hindrance, harassment, stigmatisation or reprisals.
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