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  Unveiling Repression: The Disturbing Case of Bakhtiyar 
Hajiyev and the Erosion of Human Rights in Azerbaijan 

The Institute for Reporters` Freedom and Safety would like to draw the attention of the 

Council to an outrageous case of a long-term detention of a well-known Azerbaijani human 

rights defender and social activist, head of the Public Policy Institute, Bakhtiyar Hajiyev. The 

Institute for Reporters` Freedom and Safety, in line with the topic 3 of the Agenda for the 

54th Session of the Human Rights Council wishes to reveal one of the most flagrant case of 

an outgoing crackdown on freedom of opinion and expression in Azerbaijan. 

Mr. Hajiyev has been imprisoned since 9 December 2022 with his detention being constantly 

prolonged by the judge. The law enforcement authorities in Azerbaijan, following directives 

from the country's leadership, have construed the receipt of grants from the European 

Endowment for Democracy for executing public projects as illicit entrepreneurial activity, 

money laundering, and contraband [1]. As a result, politically motivated charges have been 

levied. If found guilty, the human rights advocate may potentially face a prison term 

exceeding 10 years. 

Bakhtiyar Hajiyev, an alumnus of the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard 

University, has consistently faced systematic oppressive measures from the Azerbaijani 

authorities due to his human rights and public advocacy work [2]. 

In 2011, he was handed a two-year prison sentence, a move widely condemned by the 

international community, which recognized him as a prisoner of conscience. In recent times, 

Bakhtiyar Hajiyev has endured repeated physical abuse and torture at the hands of law 

enforcement agencies. 

During his most recent abduction in May 2022, he was subjected to harrowing torture and 

degrading treatment. This included severe beatings, humiliation by his captors, who even 

filmed these acts, and threats of further sexual assault and murder, all aimed at coercing him 

to halt his criticism of the authorities [2]. 

In August 2023, Mr. Hajiyev`s lawyer revealed that the mental state of his client is at stake, 

as he is under a lot of pressure as the oppressive impact of an unfounded criminal case, 

supplemented by new charges, as well as the involvement of other persons in the 

investigation [3]. The health of Bakhtiyar Hajiyev considerably deteriorated since he has 

conducted a hunger strike for 51 days as an outcry against his arbitrary detention with a 

demand of his immediate release. 

To use a public condemnation as a pressure tool, private Facebook messages and photos of 

Bakhtiyar Hajiyev were published in a Telegram channel, exposing an intimate 

correspondence with a few other activists and journalists. The source of the channel remains 

undisclosed, but there has been a concerning surge in Azerbaijan in recent times where 

private and personal content, frequently targeting opposition activists such as Hajiyev, has 

been leaked. 

Moreover, according to the OCCRP article dated 4 April 2023, the revelation of private 

photographs of female journalists and activists is allegedly used by the country’s 

authoritarian government as revenge against speaking out [4]. From the very beginning of 

2023, illegal surveillance and unlawful breaches of private communication have increased 

sharply, with women being the key targets of these crimes. Even though the Azerbaijani 

authorities denied any relation to the leakage of private files, the sophistication of the 

committed cyber-attack points to the entity with enough resources that only the government 

may have. 

One of the ways the regime targeted its opponents was through the egregious violation of the 

right to privacy by using the infamous Pegasus spyware. Azerbaijani government used this 

spyware technological tool purchased from Israel's NSO GROUP company ostensibly to 

combat terrorism, organized crime, intelligence, and counter-intelligence most actively and 

illegally to spy on its critics. The government continuously interfered with the telephone and 

computer devices of numerous citizens and monitored their e-mail, WhatsApp, Telegram, 

Signal, and other messaging exchange systems, and social network activities.  
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According to our data, about 1,000 people - journalists, bloggers, human rights activists, and 

members of their families, both inside and outside Azerbaijan, with women being the most 

vulnerable ones in a culturally conservative nation on the Caspian Sea - were subjected to 

this illegal surveillance. Some of those who were under surveillance died under 

circumstances that caused serious suspicion that it was the Azerbaijani government behind 

these deaths. 

Regretfully, the case of Bakhtiyar Hajiyev is not of its kind. Repressive legislation targeting 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) has created an environment of pressure and 

intimidation, forcing many organizations to halt their operations. Bank account freezes and 

office raids have become common tools used by the state to silence dissenting voices. 

This coercive environment has left human rights-focused organizations and networks in a 

precarious legal grey area, where their activities are severely restricted. Furthermore, the 

government's refusal to allow authoritative international organizations, especially the 

European Union, to provide financial support to local civil society groups in the form of 

grants has further hindered their ability to advocate for change. This dire situation has trapped 

civic activists in a distressing cycle of harassment, intimidation, detention, and abuse at the 

hands of the police. 

Considering a constant shrinking democracy and civic space, we implore the international 

community to take immediate and concrete steps to address this dire situation. We call upon 

the Human Rights Council to strongly urge the Azerbaijani government to cease all forms of 

harassment, intimidation, and repression against human rights-focused organizations and 

activists. We emphasize the importance of respecting freedom of expression, assembly, and 

association, - as these are the key pillars of functioning democracy. Institute for Reporters` 

Freedom and Safety appeals to the Member States to ensure immediate release of Bakhtiyar 

Hajiyev and withdraw all of the bogus charges. 

    

 

1. https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2023/6/free/Social/en/5748.htm 

2. https://www.irfs.org/news-feed/irfs-calls-for-immediate-release-of-bakhtiyar-hajiyev-and-

withdrawal-of-all-politically-motivated-charges-against-him/ 

3. https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2023/8/free/Social/en/7476.htm 

4. https://www.occrp.org/en/37-ccblog/ccblog/17486-how-revenge-porn-is-used-to-silence-dissidents-

in-azerbaijan 
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