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Summary




A defining feature of President Vladimir Putin’s regime is its blatant disregard for
human rights, both inside and outside Russia’s internationally-recognised borders.
In responding to Russia’s human rights abuses, UK policy should be based on a
determined effort to hold Russia to account, and a relentless defence of our interests
and those of our allies.
The UK should be willing to pragmatically engage with Russia where interests overlap,
but such engagement should be on our terms, not the Kremlin’s.

Evidence
1. Since 2014, a new Russia policy has been taking shape in the UK. The policy seeks to
strengthen our allies, deter Russia’s aggression, and communicate the truth about the
Kremlin’s actions to the international community. Its aim is to protect the UK and our
Western partners, and it reflects a realistic understanding of the challenge Russia poses. 1
2. A defining feature of President Vladimir Putin’s regime is its blatant disregard for
human rights, both inside and outside Russia’s internationally-recognised borders.
Foxall, Andrew. ‘For years Britain was soft on Russia and its money – finally we are standing up to Moscow’,
The Telegraph, 16 November 2017, available at: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/11/16/years-britainsoft-russia-money-finally-standing-moscow/
1

1

Inside its borders, a number of organisations – including Amnesty International, Human
Rights Watch, and Memorial – have documented serious and sustained attacks by the
authorities on citizens’ rights to various freedoms, including those of association,
expression, and religion. Outside of its borders, these same freedoms have been curtailed,
according to the United Nations and others, in Crimea since Russia illegally annexed the
peninsula from Ukraine, in March 2014, and in eastern Ukraine, where Russia supports the
so-called Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) and Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR).
3. Within Russia, the human rights situation is particularly acute in Chechnya, a republic in
the North Caucasus region. The location of two bloody wars since 1991, Chechnya is run
by Ramzan Kadyrov. The use of extreme and arbitrary violence – abductions, detention
without trial, disappearances, collective punishment, extrajudicial executions, and the
systematic use of torture – by authorities is commonplace.2 The so-called “Kadyrovtsy”,
Kadyrov’s private militia, have conducted some of these atrocities of their own volition,
but the Chechen strongman has overseen many if not most of them himself. Last year, the
Russian newspaper Novaya Gazeta revealed that a “gay purge” had been undertaken in
which dozens of men were abducted and tortured, and at least three had died in extrajudicial
killings.3
4. Since Crimea was annexed by Russia, authorities have targeted individuals and institutions

that are not explicitly pro-Russian, including the Ukrainian Orthodox Church which has
been forced to close a number of its parishes. Pro-Russian paramilitary groups, which act
with the authorities’ permission, have been implicated in the disappearance of a number of
pro-Ukrainian activists and, according to the United Nations, at least one extra-judicial
execution.4 The people who have borne the worst of Russia’s annexation, however, are
Crimea’s Tatars. Several activists have been abducted, some of them killed. One of the
community’s most prominent leaders, Mustafa Dzhemilev, has been barred from entering
the peninsula. 5
5. In eastern Ukraine, the United Nations estimates that more than 2,523 civilians have been
killed and over 7,000 civilians have been injured since 14 April 2014. 6 Local authorities
operate without checks and balances, and law and order have broken down to the point
where neither is (fully) present. This has led to a situation in which, according to Human
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Rights Watch7 and Amnesty International8, enforced disappearances, arbitrary and
incommunicado detentions, and torture and ill-treatment of detainees are commonplace.
During the initial stages of the conflict, from April through to September 2014, Amnesty
International reported a small number of “deliberate, execution-style killings of civilians –
primarily pro-Ukrainian activists – by insurgent groups in the areas of eastern Ukraine
under their control”.9
6. In addition, Russia has enabled President Bashar al-Assad’s forces to commit war crimes,
violate international humanitarian law, and abuse human rights with impunity in Syria.
According to Amnesty International, Syrian and Russian forces have carried out
indiscriminate aerial and artillery bombing campaigns (including with chemical and other
internationally-banned weapons) on civilian areas, killing hundreds of civilians and
injuring many more.10
7. Russia’s abuse of human rights should not be seen in isolation, but instead is part of a wider
pattern of behaviour. At home, Russia is a grotesque kleptocracy in which the rule of law
is subordinated to politics, chauvinistic nationalism is on the rise, and dissidents and
political opponents are killed by, and on behalf of, the state. Abroad, it pursues an
aggressive foreign policy in which it: invades, and annexes territory from, its neighbours;
supports separatist movements and militias in de facto and unrecognised states; foments
the spread of terrorism: and, engages in repeated acts of military sabre-rattling and
economic coercion.
8. In responding to Russia’s human rights abuses, UK policy should be based on a
determined effort to hold Russia to account, and a relentless defence of our interests
and those of our allies. This should include:
a. Supporting international investigations into human rights abuses beyond Russia’s
borders. The UK, like the West as a whole, has little influence over developments
inside Russia. Because of this, it is important that the UK exerts influence on Russia
outside of its borders. This means supporting and participating in international
investigations into Russia’s human rights abuses whenever and wherever they
occur. A recent example of this is the Dutch Safety Board’s investigation into the
destruction of Malaysian Airlines Flight MH17 over eastern Ukraine in June 2014,
in which the UK was involved together with representatives from Ukraine,
Malaysia, the United States, Australia, and Russia.11
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b. Adopting ‘Magnitsky’ legislation. The UK may not be able to stop human rights

abuses taking place in Russia, but it is able to ban those who commit human rights
abuse from travelling to the UK and seize any assets such individuals hold here.
Sergei Magnitsky was a Russian whistleblower who, in 2008, uncovered an alleged
US$230 million fraud perpetrated by Russian officials against the Russian state.
After making his claims public, he was imprisoned, tortured, and later died, in 2009.
Adopting legislation in Magnitsky’s name – as the United States, Canada, and other
Western allies have done – would clearly signal that the UK holds to account
perpetrators of gross human rights abuses or violations.
c. Applying much tougher money-laundering laws to keep corrupt Russian individuals

out of the UK. Human rights abuses are often connected to corruption, and in order
to counter one it is often necessary to counter the other. For far too long, the UK,
through the City of London and Britain’s tax havens, has been a centre of Russian
corruption. In 2006, the City allowed Rosneft, an oil company, to list its shares.
Rosneft is a loosely-disguised arm of the Russian state whose riches are based on
the Kremlin’s illegal dismemberment of the Yukos energy company – a process
which involved the imprisonment of its owner, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, for nearly
a decade and led to him being recognised by Amnesty International as a “prisoner
of conscience” in 2011.12
9. At the same time, the UK should be willing to pragmatically engage with Russia where
interests overlap, but such engagement should be on our terms, not the Kremlin’s.
Pressing global issues – from terrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
to climate change – require coordinated global action, and that includes Russia.
10. If the UK is to be a global leader on human rights once it exists the European Union, it will
be necessary to hold Russia – and other countries – to account for its human rights abuses.
As with many aspects of UK foreign policy, such action will be most effective when it is
formulated and implemented with our allies.
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