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Aliyev in Berlin – Guide to a crime scene 
 

 

Ilham Aliyev and Olaf Scholz in Berlin, 26 April 2024 

 

Dear friends of ESI,  

 

As Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev visits German Chancellor Olaf Scholz in Berlin today, 

it is crucial to address the stark realities of his oppressive regime and the ongoing human rights 

abuses in Azerbaijan. One forum to do so is the oldest club of European democracies, the 

Council of Europe, of which the country has been a member since 2001.  

 

Aliyev, who has held power since 2003, has consistently employed tactics of repression against 

political dissent, freedom of expression, and civil liberties, drawing severe criticism from 

international human rights organizations. At the same time, he deplores discrimination and 

prejudice against Azerbaijan as causes of criticism, alleging bias and unjust treatment: 

 
“Is it once again … some sort of game being played with us?! The Chancellor of Germany 

[Olaf Scholz] demonstrates impartiality … while a member of his party [Frank Schwabe] 

tries to get rid of Azerbaijan from the Council of Europe, get rid of one of the two non-

Christian countries, and does it deliberately, openly.”  

 

This is only meant to distract from the core issues of his rule, including the arrest and detention 

of journalists, activists, and opposition figures under abysmal conditions. 

 

https://president.az/en/articles/view/64765
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ESI background – 3 April 2024 

Guide to a Crime Scene – Azerbaijan and the Council of Europe:  

State repression and those who fight it 

 

Key figures like Gubad Ibadoghlu, who has bravely exposed corruption and authoritarianism 

within Azerbaijan, face relentless persecution. Gubad’s detailed accounts of elite corruption 

and his subsequent imprisonment illustrate the regime’s intolerance towards transparency and 

democratic advocacy. 

 

 

Gubad  

 

In July 2023, Gubad was arrested and charged with “manufacturing and selling counterfeit 

money.” The Ministry of Interior also accuses him of being involved in a terrorist organization. 

If convicted, he faces many years in prison. In detention, he was denied essential medication, 

despite suffering from heart disease, diabetes, and high blood pressure.  

 

On 20 November 2023, journalist Ulvi is detained by masked police on his way to the airport. 

He is brought to the Baku General Police Department and beaten. Ulvi is the founder and 

director of the media outlet Abzas (“paragraph” in Azeri), known for investigative journalism 

exposing the corruption of authorities, including the Aliyev family, as well as corruption in the 

reconstruction of Nagorno-Karabakh. The media website has been targeted many times since 

2016.  

 

Mahammad, Ulvi’s deputy, is also arrested. Officers in civilian clothes pick him up from his 

house. His mother is not informed about his whereabouts for two days. Sevinj, the chief-editor 

of Abzas, is informed about Ulvi’s arrest while at Istanbul airport. She records a video there 

before boarding her plane back to Azerbaijan: “I couldn’t bear to live abroad, while Ulvi is in 

jail … I would rather die in Azerbaijan, instead of having a heart attack in Paris.” She is 

immediately arrested upon arrival in Baku.  

 

 

 

 

https://www.esiweb.org/publications/guide-crime-scene-azerbaijan-and-council-europe-state-repression-and-those-who-fight
https://www.esiweb.org/publications/guide-crime-scene-azerbaijan-and-council-europe-state-repression-and-those-who-fight
https://www.rferl.org/a/azerbaijan-journalist-detained-abzas/32709678.html
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The Council of Europe secretariat, under the leadership of Secretary General Marija Pejcinovic 

Buric, has hardly reacted to Azerbaijan’s crackdown on civil liberties. Despite the 

establishment of Human Rights Action Plans, the reality on the ground speaks to a continued 

disregard for fundamental freedoms, with the regime manipulating judicial systems to suppress 

dissent and maintain power. 

 

The Secretary General largely ignores the fate of political prisoners. She ignores the darkness 

that has descended upon the few remaining independent journalists. She ignores the abysmal 

record of Azerbaijan when it comes to implementing ECtHR judgements. And she ignores the 

most basic question: is Azerbaijan still a democracy?   

 

 

Marija after her meeting with President Aliyev 

 

At the same time, members of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe have been 

clear, detailed, and outspoken about horrendous violations of basic human rights:  

 
“At least 18 journalists and media actors are currently in detention ... Independence of the 

judiciary is still an issue of serious concern, as illustrated by numerous allegations 

concerning the existence of “political prisoners” ... No tangible progress has been achieved 

on this issue ... allegations of torture and ill-treatment by the police and other law 

enforcement agencies remain of major concern … Azerbaijan is one of the countries having 

the highest number of non-implemented Court judgments … From the above, it is clear 

that a number of outstanding serious concerns with regard to the rule of law, pluralist 

democracy and human rights remain unaddressed in Azerbaijan, as illustrated by numerous 

judgments of the European Court of Human Rights, opinions of the Venice Commission, 

Assembly’s resolutions and various credible reports … All this puts into question the 

country’s will to respect the basic principles enshrined in Article 3 of, and the 

Preamble to, the Statute of the Council of Europe as well as to honour obligations and 

commitments related to its membership in the Organisation … cast[ing] doubts as to the 

existence of a ‘genuine democracy’ and respect for the rule of law in Azerbaijan ...”  

(23 January 2024, PACE Monitoring Committee, Mogens Jensen) 
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        Hannah (UK)        Sunna (Iceland)          Lise (Norway) 

     

     Kostis (Cyprus)                       Mogens (Denmark)        Frank (Germany) 

 
Hannah (Bardell)   Rapporteur for safety of journalists in Azer.  

Sunna (Aevarsdottir)   Rapporteur for political prisoners 

Lise (Christoffersen)   Rapporteur for monitoring Azerbaijan  

 

Kostis (Constantinos Efstathiou)  Rapporteur for torture / ECHR judgements 

Mogens (Jensen)   Rapporteur for media freedom  

Frank (Schwabe)   Group Leader, Socialists, Democrats and Greens 

 

 

Today’s meeting in Berlin must not just serve as a diplomatic formality but as a platform to 

confront the serious human rights violations occurring in Azerbaijan. It is imperative for the 

international community, including Germany, to take a strong stand against Aliyev’s repressive 

tactics and push for substantive democratic reforms in Azerbaijan. The plight of Azerbaijani 

citizens under Aliyev’s rule cannot be overshadowed by geopolitical and economic interests. 

 

Heeding the lessons of past failings regarding Putin’s Russia in the Council of Europe, the 

Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers must break its silence with a simple strong 

message, both to Azerbaijan and to all member states: There can be no political prisoners in 

any Council of Europe member state. Germany should push for the Committee of Ministers in 

Strasbourg in the next weeks to embrace this position:  

 

Both PACE and the Committee of Ministers want Azerbaijan to remain a member 

of the Council of Europe. However, to remain a member Azerbaijan must release 

its political prisoners now. If it does so, PACE will restore the credentials of the 

Azerbaijani delegation.  If it does not do so, the Committee of Ministers will follow 

the lead of PACE and suspend Azerbaijan’s membership, based on Article 8 of the 

statutes, before August 2024.  
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Yours sincerely,  

 

Gerald Knaus  

 

 

MORE: Political prisoners and the Council of Europe 

 

NEW: Guide to a Crime Scene – Azerbaijan and the 

Council of Europe: State repression and those who fight 

it  (3 April 2024) 
 

ESI background: The next war in the Caucasus: Taking Ilham Aliyev seriously (28 March 

2024) 

 

ESI newsletter: Azerbaijan thriller – Political prisoners and how to recover the soul of the 

Council of Europe (28 March 2024) 

 

News: ESI at the Bundestag for film screening of “On the edge” about Azerbaijan’s 

caviar diplomacy (20 February 2024) 

 

 

  

         Ulvi (in jail)                                          Sevinj (in jail) 

 

In February 2024, journalist Ulvi Hasanli published this open letter to his daughter.  

 
“An open letter to my dearest daughter, 

 

My beautiful daughter Suad! I miss you. I have been deprived of seeing, hugging, and 

hearing your laugh for 90 days. My friends and I — Sevinc Vagifgizi, Nargiz Absalamova, 

Elnara Gasimova, Mahammad Kekalov, and Hafiz Babali — have been arrested because 

of our journalism. 

 

My dear daughter, right now, you are just one year and six months old. When we were 

arrested, you were not even walking yet. But a month ago, during one of the hearings, my 

https://www.esiweb.org/publications/guide-crime-scene-azerbaijan-and-council-europe-state-repression-and-those-who-fight
https://www.esiweb.org/publications/guide-crime-scene-azerbaijan-and-council-europe-state-repression-and-those-who-fight
https://www.esiweb.org/publications/guide-crime-scene-azerbaijan-and-council-europe-state-repression-and-those-who-fight
https://www.esiweb.org/publications/next-war-caucasus-taking-ilham-aliyev-seriously
https://www.esiweb.org/newsletter/azerbaijan-thriller-political-prisoners-and-how-recover-soul-council-europe
https://www.esiweb.org/newsletter/azerbaijan-thriller-political-prisoners-and-how-recover-soul-council-europe
https://www.esiweb.org/news/esi-bundestag-film-screening-edge-about-azerbaijans-caviar-diplomacy
https://www.esiweb.org/news/esi-bundestag-film-screening-edge-about-azerbaijans-caviar-diplomacy
https://globalvoices.org/2024/03/01/little-suad-received-a-letter-from-her-father-detained-in-azerbaijan/
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lawyer, Zibeyde, told me you are now walking. Perhaps these are your most beautiful and 

adorable times. Since I last saw you, you have developed new mimics and new behaviour. 

I wished to see these moments and live them. I say “I wished” because not a day went by 

that we did not expect our imminent arrest for investigating and exposing the corruption 

that has stolen today and the future of Azerbaijan. And that is exactly what happened. We 

got arrested. Because Azerbaijan has turned into the world’s most repressive country. And 

the journalists must work under these dangerous and intimidating times. 

 

My dearest daughter, you are not old enough to read what I write today. But I write 

this letter because I ask for your forgiveness for not being by your side and for you 

not to blame me in the future once you understand what happened. 

 

Beautiful Suad, all Abzas Media journalists have been isolated in the harshest terms since 

their arrest three months ago. We were banned from seeing our loved ones, to hear their 

voices over the phone. They violently prevented me from hugging even you, an 18-month-

old baby for just five to ten seconds. I still cannot see or embrace you. The totalitarian 

Soviet regime has been re-established in Azerbaijan, while the Soviet mentality governs 

the country. Today, children are being punished because of their fathers, mothers, and 

parents because of their children. Our mothers are prevented from retrieving their sole 

income – their pensions – because their cards are blocked, while our friends’ bank accounts 

have been frozen, and they are banned from leaving the country. 

 

For the first time in Azerbaijan’s history of independence, a media organization is 

faced with total repression as a result of its critical work and investigations. As if it 

was not enough to arrest us, they are taking revenge on us by intimidating our family 

members and friends indiscriminately. Even those accused of the gravest of crimes have 

not faced such restrictions. We often hear from the media that such and such defendants 

met with their relatives or spoke on the phone with their family members. Meanwhile, we 

are treated as if exiled or sent to concentration camps, and our family members are being 

punished because of us, and intimidated. My dear daughter, I could have written this letter 

personally to you. But I thought it was important to publish it publicly because it is 

important today and for historical records. In the future, when you read this letter, you will 

understand better what dark times Azerbaijan went through. This is all for now, my 

daughter.  

 

With Love,  

 

Ulvi  

 

 

The European Stability Initiative is being supported by Stiftung Mercator 

 


