URGENT ACTION

JEHOVAH’S WITNESS APPEALS LONG SENTENCE
Gennadiy Shpakovsky, a 61-year-old Jehovah’s Witness from Pskov, western Russia, was sentenced to six and a half years’ imprisonment on 9 June for his faith. He is appealing his sentence, the harshest so far against a Jehovah’s Witness in Russia. Gennadiy Shpakovskiy is a prisoner of conscience prosecuted solely for exercising his right to freedom of religion. All charges against him must be dropped and he must be released immediately and unconditionally.

TAKE ACTION: 
1. Write a letter in your own words or using the sample below as a guide to one or both government officials listed. You can also email, fax, call or Tweet them.
2. Click here to let us know the actions you took on Urgent Action 107.20. It’s important to report because we share the total number with the officials we are trying to persuade and the people we are trying to help. 
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Viktor Mikhailovich Teplyakov
First Deputy Prosecutor of Pskov Oblast
Prosecutor’s Office of Pskov Oblast
Ulitsa Plekhanovskiy Posad, 6
Pskov, Pskov Oblast
Russia, 180000
Fax: +7 (8112) 698 311/698 314
Email: info@prokuratura.pskov.ru 

Ambassador Anatoly Antonov
Embassy of the Russian Federation
2650 Wisconsin Ave. NW, Washington DC 20007
Phone: 202 298 5700 I Fax: 202 298 5735
Email: rusembusa@mid.ru 
Twitter: @RusEmbUSA
Facebook: @RusEmbUSA
Instagram: @RusEmbUSA
Salutation: Dear Ambassador

Dear Prosecutor,

I am writing to urge you to review the case and support the release of Gennady Shpakovsky, a 61-year-old Jehovah’s Witness from Pskov sentenced on 9 June to six and a half years in prison on “extremism” charges (Article 282.2 (1), 282.3 (1) of the Russian Criminal Code). This is the harshest sentence issued so far against a Jehovah’s Witness in modern Russia. 

Gennady Shpakovsky has committed no internationally recognizable criminal offense and has been convicted for peacefully exercising his right to freedom of religion and practicing his faith as a Jehovah’s Witness. The right to freedom of religion is enshrined in international human rights law, including treaties to which Russia is a party, and in Russia’s own Constitution. 

The prohibition and closure of Jehovah’s Witnesses organizations in Russia has been arbitrary. Moreover, Russian officials at the highest level have repeatedly stated that the prohibition and closure of Jehovah’s Witnesses organizations in Russia did not mean the prohibition of practicing Jehovah’s Witnesses’ faith. 

Gennady Shpakovsky is a prisoner of conscience and must be released immediately and unconditionally.

[bookmark: _GoBack]I urge you to use the opportunity of Gennady Shpakovsky’s upcoming appeal and take all necessary steps within your authority to facilitate his prompt release. 

Yours sincerely,


Additional information

Jehovah’s Witnesses have faced persecution and harassment in modern Russia since 2009, when a court in Rostov Region in southern Russia banned the local Jehovah’s Witnesses’ organization and declared 34 of their publications “extremist”. In subsequent years, several Jehovah’s Witnesses’ groups across Russia were pronounced “extremist” by local courts. Their prosecution was based on the vague definition of “extremism” in Russian law, in line with the growing practice of its vague application which increasingly targeted political, but also religious and other forms of dissent. In April 2017, the Russian Supreme Court ruled that the central Jehovah’s Witnesses organization in Russia should be closed, its activities stopped, and its property confiscated. This effectively banned all local groups. Since then, any activity on behalf of a local Jehovah’s Witnesses group has been regarded as criminal. 
The first Jehovah’s Witness sentenced in Russia to imprisonment is Danish citizen Dennis Christensen who was arrested just a month after the Supreme Court’s decision in 2017. On 6 February 2019, the Zheleznodorznyi District Court in Orel found him guilty of “organizing activities of an extremist organization” (Article 282.2 (1) of the Russian Criminal Code) and sentenced him to six years’ imprisonment. On 23 June, Lgov District Court in Kursk region where Dennis Christensen has been serving his sentence, approved his early release. The court ordered him to pay RUB 400,000 (USD 5,809) for the unserved part of his sentence. Unless the prosecution appeals this decision, Dennis Christensen should be promptly released.
[bookmark: _Hlk43885893]Gennady Shpakovsky became the eleventh Jehovah’s Witness sentenced to jail by Russian courts (including two individuals in occupied Crimea). A criminal case against him was initiated on 31 May 2018. Prior to this, according to information from the international Jehovah’s Witnesses organization, he had been under surveillance by the security services. Gennady Shpakovsky was detained on 3 June 2018 when he was discussing the Bible with his friends. Armed security services and riot police officers (OMON) broke the door into the flat and conducted a six-hour search of the premises. Gennady Shpakovsky and his friends were then subjected to questioning about their activities for several hours. They reported being threatened and harassed during the questioning. Gennady Shpakovsky was charged with and then convicted for “organization of the activities of an extremist organization” (Article 282.2 (1) of the Russian Criminal Code) and “financing of extremist activity” (Article 282.3 (1) of the Russian Criminal Code). 
According to the data provided by the international Jehovah’s Witnesses organization, as of 9 June, criminal proceedings have been opened against at least 346 Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia under “extremism” charges, and at least 170 individuals have spent time in pre-trial detention. Ten people have been convicted. At least 20 people were remanded in custody as of 9 June, and 22 individuals were under house arrest. At least 927 homes of Jehovah’s Witnesses have been raided since the 2017 Supreme Court ruling, including 126 homes raided in 2020, at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Amnesty International considers the Russian authorities’ decision to criminalise Jehovah’s Witnesses’ teachings and practices an arbitrary and discriminatory measure, and a violation of the right to freedom of religion. The organization has called on the authorities to quash these decisions. It has also consistently stressed that anti-extremism legislation in Russia is often applied arbitrarily and has called on the authorities to review the relevant legislation and practice and bring them in line with international standards. Amnesty International considers any Jehovah’s Witness deprived of their liberty solely in connection with the peaceful exercise of their right to freedom of religion to be prisoners of conscience. They must be immediately and unconditionally released, all convictions quashed and all pending charges against them dropped.
PREFERRED LANGUAGE TO ADDRESS TARGET: Russian.
You can also write in your own language.

PLEASE TAKE ACTION AS SOON AS POSSIBLE UNTIL: 5 August 2020 
Please check with the Amnesty office in your country if you wish to send appeals after the deadline.

NAME AND PRONOUN: Gennady Shpakovsky (he/him)
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