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Russia: International human rights group Agora listed as “undesirable organisation”

On 19 June 2023, the Prosecutor General's Office of the Russian Federation declared the
international human rights group Agora and its Bulgaria-based legal entity the Law Sofia
Foundation as “undesirable organisations.” Under Russia’s existing law on “undesirable
organisations,” the Prosecutor’s office can ban any foreign organisation that it considers as
undermining Russia’s security or constitutional order.

The international human rights group Agora is an organisation consisting of over fifty human rights
lawyers working on landmark human rights cases across Russia. Agora’s work includes cases of
torture, deaths of imprisoned individuals, LGBTIQ+ rights, as well as attacks against human rights
defenders, journalists and bloggers. Agora’s lawyers have won more than thirty cases in the
European Court of Human Rights against the Russian Federation. The Ministry of Justice of the
Russian Federation listed Agora as a “foreign agent” in 2014. In 2016, Agora was liquidated by the
Supreme Court of Tatarstan, after a review by the Ministry of Justice which claimed to identify
numerous grave violations in Agora’s operations, including of the “foreign agents” law. In March
2023, the Ministry of Justice also listed the head of Agora, the human rights defender and lawyer
Pavel Chikov, as a foreign agent.

On 19 June 2023, the Prosecutor General's Office of the Russian Federation labelled the Law
Sofia Foundation, Agora’s Bulgaria-based legal entity, and the international human rights group
Agora itself, as “undesirable organisations.” According to a statement posted on the website of the
Prosecutor General's Office, the organisation’s activities “threaten the foundations of the
constitutional order and security of the Russian Federation.” The authorities added that the
organisation “focuses on highlighting and replicating facts of so-called violations of the rights and
freedoms of Russian citizens.” The statement indicates that the targeting of Agora is a result of its
human rights work.

According to Article 284.1 of the Criminal Code of the Russian Federation, carrying out the
activities of an “undesirable organisation” shall be punished with a prison sentence up to 6 years.
Furthermore, repeated participation in the activities of an “undesirable organisation,” including
receiving legal help from such an organisation, also constitutes a criminal offence. The list of
“‘undesirable organisations” now contains eighty-eight entries, including mostly international civil
society organisations, Russian political dissent groups and some national human rights groups that
have had to register outside of Russia.

Front Line Defenders condemns the listing of Agora as undesirable as it believes it is in direct
reprisal against the organisation’s legitimate and non-violent human rights work. Front Line
Defenders further condemns the Russian authorities’ use of security laws, including the “foreign
agents” and “undesirable organisations” laws, to radically suppress the work of human rights
organisations in Russia. Front Line Defenders urges the Russian authorities to stop their continued
attack against human rights defenders and organisations, which is aimed at completely dismantling
the human rights work in the country.
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Front Line Defenders calls upon the authorities of the Russian Federation to:

1. Immediately revoke the decision to declare the international human rights group Agora and
its legal entity the Law Sofia Foundation as “undesirable organisations”;

2. Cease using the laws on “foreign agents” and “undesirable organisations” to judicially
harass Agora and other human rights organisations in Russia for their human rights work;

3. Repeal the laws on “foreign agents” and “undesirable organisations”, as the authorities use
them to disproportionately target lawyers and human rights defenders, as well as their
respective human rights organisations;

4. Guarantee in all circumstances that all human rights defenders and their organisations in
Russia are able to carry out their human rights activities without fear of reprisals and free of
all restrictions, in line with the Russian Federation’s international human rights obligations
and commitments.
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