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Distinguished Rapporteurs – Ms. Ana Racu and Mr. Todd Buchwald,

Dear members of the Committee,

I have the honour today to lead the delegation of the Republic of Azerbaijan under the review of the 5th national report, which had been prepared by the Standing Working Group established by the Decree of the President of Azerbaijan and based on the recommendations provided following the UPR review in 2018.

The Working Group is responsible for the preparation of all periodic reports submitted by the Government to the UN human rights treaty bodies and UN Human Rights Council UPR mechanism, as well as monitors the implementation of recommendations adopted by the aforementioned respective UN bodies. The Prosecutor General’s Office and the Ombudsperson also contribute to the work of the Working Group. 

The Government of Azerbaijan presented its 5th periodic report to the esteemed Committee in a timely manner in 2019. Unfortunately, the global outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic became the major reason for the postponement of the review of the current report. During the last 5 years, the Government of Azerbaijan has undertaken new reforms, enacted new programs and made amendments to the national legislation for further promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

As the 5th report has already provided the information covered the reporting period, especially 2015-2019, today in my presentation I would focus on the up to date achievements since 2020.

Once again, I would like to confirm the Government’s commitment to further honoring obligations to the promotion and protection of human rights at national level, as well as its readiness and interests in dialogue with UN treaty bodies and UN mechanisms. The submission of the periodic reports to the Committee in due time and up-to-date information following the recommendations as presented clearly demonstrate long-standing open, consistent and constructive approach of the Government to keep the human rights dialogue with the different UN mechanisms at the highest level. 

Let me draw the attention of the distinguished Committee members to the fact that during the past period the Azerbaijani side while submitting its national reports to the UN treaty bodies and Human Rights Council UPR mechanism has always noted about the impossibility of fulfilling its obligations and guarantying the protection of human rights in the territories previously occupied. Due to the Second Garabakh War of 2020 and anti-terror measures of 2023, which made it possible to restore my countries territorial integrity and full sovereignty, it is a great honor for my delegation today to announce that the Government is in position to implement the provisions of the Convention over the whole territory of the state.   

The right to be free from torture or any other inhumane and degrading treatment or punishment is an important, non-derogable human right that requires put in place an important protection mechanism. We consider the Committee against Torture as a reliable and value-added platform for cooperation and review of human rights records.

		As part of the overall legislative reforms carried out in the judicial and legal system for the humanization of criminal justice, the Law “On Judicial-Legal Council” was amended in 2023. In order to ensure the independence of the judiciary more effectively, the number of judges in the Council has been increased and representatives of executive authorities have been excluded. These changes to the national legislation allowed the Chair of the Judicial-Legal Council to be elected from among the judges-members of the Council by a simple majority of votes of the Council members.

		In 2023, amendments were also made to Constitutional Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan on Human Rights Commissioner (Ombudsperson) to strengthen the independence of this institution. These amendments empowered Ombudsperson and its National Preventive Group to use technical means for making photo, audio, and video recordings during the monitoring visits and established Monitoring Groups in the Ombudsperson administration for the realization of functions of international monitoring mechanisms. They also set up new requirements to speed-up the complaints review process and criminalized any restriction or interference to the activities of Ombudsperson, National Preventive Group or independent monitoring groups.

Dear members of the Committee,
	
			Digitalization and modern IT solutions offers a value added platform in the fight against corruption and contributes to the transparency, efficiency and accessibility in the public sector. The Government of Azerbaijan added IT solutions to the recent judicial reforms undertaken in 2019 to modernize its justice system. 

			An electronic court system launched in 2020 provides both the security of the convicts and consideration of court cases in an operative manner. These efforts are based on the Presidential Decree “On Deepening Reforms in the Judicial-Legal System” of 2019. “National Action Plan for the Promotion of Open Government for 2020-2022” and “National Action Plan to strengthen the fight against corruption for 2022-2026” were adopted to consolidate the anti-corruption efforts of the Government.
			
			The newest innovative product in the judicial reform sector is the digital platform called “ƏN TEZ”. This is the “the most urgent or speedy electronic calls to the Ministry of Justice”, which has already been launched in the penitentiary institutions of the country. This system benefits not only the convicts, the visitors of the convicts, but also the employees of the penitentiary institutions in terms of using services from distance.

			Furthermore, the citizens also benefit from these video calls to the Ministry of Justice, when applying for notary services, state registration of the citizenship acts, the implementation of court decisions, and other legal acts. This platform allows to identify person through the face control and to print the requested documents in a prompt manner. 

Azerbaijan continues also to take consistent measures for creating favorable conditions for the active engagement of the civil society through simplification, electronification and improvement of the state registration of NGOs. The personal electronic window information system was upgraded to allow electronic submission of documents for the registration of NGOs within the Government efforts undertaken to implement the National Action Plan for the Promotion of Open Government for 2020-2022.  

			As far as the reforms in the penitentiary system are concerned, allow me to inform the members of the Committee that the penitentiary legislation of the country is being constantly improved and developed in order to bring it in line with the international standards and best practices. A criminal justice policy is applied with a more humane approach and the practice of pardons, amnesties, releases on paroles and probations are extensively used in country. In this regard, I would like to share some statistical information:

In 2021 – 17.000 prisoners were amnestied;
In 2020-2023 - 2700 prisoners were pardoned;
In 2020-2023 - 11.131 prisoners were released on parole;
In 2020- 2023 - 5200 prisoners were released on probation;
In 2020-2023 - 5400 convicts were released based on court decisions. 
                             
			I would like to refer to the State Program for the development of Azerbaijani Justice for 2019-2023. This Program was put in place as a part of measures for the modernization of the justice system, which further improved the “Prisoners serving sentence and Arrested Persons Information System”.  The aforementioned System effectively centralizes information about prisoners and allows the real-time mutual information exchange between bodies responsible for the execution of punishment and penitentiary facilities. All penitentiary establishments are interconnected through the information system that allows enhancing coordination and efficiency in prisoner’s data management. 

			Along with the legislative measures, the reforms in the penitentiary system includes also renovation of old, Soviet time built penal institutions, as well as construction of new medical facilities aiming to improve mental health care, emergency management, and tuberculosis treatment in correctional facilities. 

			In 2022, the new modern penitentiary facilities was built in Zabrat settlement of Baku city for women with capacity of 550 and juveniles with capacity of 150 persons. The construction of new penitentiary institutions for women and juvenile prisoners is a part of the drastic reforms carried out in the country.  In contrast to the penitentiary facilities built in the past that no longer met the requirements of the time, a proper environment has been created in the new facilities, which will serve to protect the prisoner’s rights and pave the way for their effective rehabilitation and social adaptation.  

		The new premises set up recreation opportunities, psychological counselling, library, reading, computer and prayer rooms as well as other amenities including craftwork areas for the prisoners. Necessary infrastructure was put in place for the prisoners to spend their leisure time, to do sports, engage in education. The two-story medical unit of the faculty features doctor’s rooms, examination and diagnostic areas and dental offices filled with modern equipment, laboratory, pharmacy, pediatric room and other ancillary rooms. The building for visitors has  also been built in the new penitentiary facility that have the rooms with necessary conditions, a kitchen, walking areas for short-term and three-day stay of prisoners with their families. The new facilities allow prisoners, especially minors to receive education and acquire vocational skills.   

		In 2023, new penitentiary establishment was created in Umbaki settlement and in 2024 in Lankaran with capacity of 1300 persons in each. Wide public presentation and a media tour was organized to inform the public about the conditions created in the mentioned penitentiary complexes. 

		Within the reporting period, renovation works in the regime blocks of some pre-trial detention facilities were made and the convicted persons were provided with seven vacation days. Additional measures are taken to ensure high-level medical services in correctional facilities, to involve specialists from the Ministry of Health when needed and to ensure that these medical services meet the national health-care standards.


Dear members of the Committee,

The Government of Azerbaijan ensures the direct and unrestricted access of all NGOs observers, the representatives of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the Ombudsperson and members of the National Prevention Group, including the members from European Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment for monitoring temporary police detention facilities. For the period from 2020 to 2023, the places of detention was subject to monitoring more than 350 times by various observers. 

The Public Council as one of the valuable public monitoring mechanisms continues its activities under the Ministry of Justice for 18 years. In 2021, the “Rules on public participation in rehabilitation of prisoners and public control over the activities of institutions, which are responsible for the execution of punishment” was amended to expand the powers of the Public Council. The members of Public Council conducted approximately 850 visits to penitentiary establishments, which allowed more than 4,300 prisoners to receive the legal aid.

The Ombudsperson and members of the National Prevention Group also conducted numerous monitoring visits to the detention facilities during 2020-2023. I would like to provide some statistical data. The National Prevention Group carried out 176 such monitoring visits in 2020, 130 of them was scheduled and 46 was held on ad-hoc basis,  in 2021 there were 184 visits (123 – scheduled and 61 - ad-hoc) and in 2022 – 201 visits  (139 – scheduled and 62 - ad-hoc).

Provision of quality legal aid is one of the key pillars for realization of criminal justice.  For the last six years, the access to quality legal aid for those who are detained or imprisoned has been improved. The Azerbaijan Bar Association (ABA) regularly organizes mobile legal aid trips to the regions and remote areas, as well as open days for low-income people across the country. Over the past 6 years, Bar Association has provided free legal aid services to more than 36.500 low-income people in both the urban and rural areas. On the other hand, at the pandemic period of 2020 due to the restrictions put in force, the mobile application "Legal Aid" was launched.

Although the existing disproportion between the number of advocates and the number of the population is still one of challenges in the country. It should be noted that the number of lawyers has increased more than 2.5 times in last six years and currently Bar Association has 2.431 members.
  

In 2022, a brand new Center for Legal Examination and Legislative Initiatives was established with the view of enhancing quality of lawmaking, improving the skills and competencies of public servants responsible for the application of legal norms. For the same purpose, the Center also promotes legal literacy, studies the relevant international best practices and conducts effective coordination of activities.

			The Institute of Law and Human Rights formerly being the part of the structure of the Azerbaijan National Academy of Sciences was also reorganized and currently functions as a public legal entity under the abovementioned Center. This Institute conducts legal analysis of the normative juridical acts in force in order to eliminate the gaps, collisions and abuse factors in the normative legal acts to improve the legislation.

			My Government pay a particular attention to the human rights trainings and raising awareness activity and consider it as an important pillar for the prevention of torture. The human rights trainings, especially the torture prevention awareness programs have been organizing and conducting on the regular basis for different branches of law enforcement agencies in the country. Educational and informative events, seminars, lectures and trainings had been organized by different state bodies to raise awareness and educate the public on topics related to domestic violence.

			Upon the Ombudsperson’s initiative, topics related to the prevention of torture are included in the annual curriculum of the Police Academy of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the Academy of Justice and are taught by the members of the National Preventive Group. 

			The curriculum’s topics include international standards for treatment and detention, prevention of torture and Manual on the Effective Investigation and Documentation of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman and Degrading Treatment or Punishment, known as the Istanbul Protocol, as well as recommendations of the CAT, SPT and CPT on country’s national reports.

			During 2020-2023, about 52 thousand employees of Ministry of Internal Affairs were involved in seminars, trainings, courses and online events held in foreign countries and in our own state, on the various topics related to promotion and protection of human rights.

			Our best practices and success stories in the fight against tuberculosis at the penitentiary institutions have been widely recognized. The training center with international status has been established in Baku and the representatives of more than 20 counties have visited the center for training and introduction purposes based on the recommendations of WHO and ICRC.


Dear members of the Committee,

			I would like also to touch upon the issue of torture complaints. In 2022-2023, Baku Court on Grave Crimes, Baku Military Court and Baku District Courts issued acquittals on 38 criminal cases of persons accused for torture or inhumane treatment. For the same period, the aforementioned Courts delivered special decisions requiring legal assessment over the 15 criminal cases and provided information on 263 criminal cases to the Prosecutor's Office. 

		For the same period, in 34 criminal cases, the Courts revoked decisions of the preliminary investigation bodies that requested to refuse opening a criminal case on torture or inhumane treatment. The courts returned those cases for re-examination to the said bodies. Following the convict testimonies about torture or inhumane treatment given in 371 cases during the court proceedings, the Courts ordered to provide the relevant information to the Prosecutor's Office for legal assessment over the facts. In 2023, one employee of the Penitentiary Establishment No. 5 was sentenced by the court’s judgment; two employees of the same establishment were brought to the disciplinary responsibility.

		In 2020-2023, 571 facts of violation of human rights and freedoms were recorded. After the overall investigation, 705 police officers were subjected to the disciplinary responsibility for bringing citizens to the police offices without substantial reasons and their illegal detention, as well as for the rude and any other degrading treatment. 111 of them were dismissed from service, the positions of 77 were downgraded, 13 persons had their special rank lowered and 504 were subjected to other disciplinary sanctions.	

The Government pays a particular attention to the protection and promotion of the rights of women, as well as to the national measures taken to fight domestic violence. During the reporting period, the Government adopted “National Action Plan on combating domestic violence for 2020-2023” and “The National Action Plan on gender equality for 2023-2025”. As the coordinating authority for the implementation of the aforementioned Action Plans, the State Committee for Family, Women and Children Affairs prepares annual reports to the President on the basis of the information collected from the relevant state agencies in charge of the execution of the Plans.

In July 2022, the “Women's Helpline” service was established with the support of the State Committee, the “Hopeful Future” Youth Organization and the private sector. Since its launch, this helpline has provided the psychological support for people facing domestic violence and has received 3.748 applications, 2.998 out of which were from women and 750 - from men.

The Department for the Social rehabilitation of victims of domestic violence under the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of Population provides the victims of domestic violence with socio-psychological, socio-legal and other assistance services including social rehabilitation, ensures their safety and protection, undertakes the preventive measures and elaborates long-term solutions. 

Since its establishment in 2021, the Department has provided social services to 164 victims of violence. The national legislation guarantees the confidentiality of the personal data of shelter residents. As part of its general activity, the social services have been provided to 1052 people from vulnerable groups.

The Call Center “Qayğı” (Care) of the Social Services Agency that was established in 2022, provides uninterrupted 24/7 service only to victims of domestic violence. Incoming calls are promptly forwarded to the Social Services Agency’s regional offices, all cases are carefully evaluated and the persons identified as victims of domestic violence are immediately provided with the necessary assistance in the appropriate institution.  

The special aid services for the persons subjected to the domestic violence are also provided by the eight existing non-state assistance centers, which passed the accreditation under the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of Population. 

Dear members of the Committee,

With the aim of creating equal opportunities for children in need of state care, protecting their rights and interests and providing them with social support services at the required level and in line with the international standards, the Government adopted the Strategy on Children in Azerbaijan for 2020-2030 and the Action Plan for its implementation for the period 2020-2025. The latter launched the process of drafting the law on the Rights of the Child, which envisages the norms on the corporal punishment of children. For that purpose, a new legal norm will be introduced in the Administrative Offences Code with a view to bringing parents or employees of alternative day care institutions to responsibility for applying corporal punishment to children. 

I would like to inform that Azerbaijan ratified the Convention of the Council of Europe on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse in 2019 and acceded to the Hague Convention on the International Recovery of Child Support and Other Forms of Family Maintenance in 2024.

It should be noted as well that in connection with the implementation of Convention of the Council of Europe on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse, amendments to 4 codes and 6 laws were enacted in February 2023. 

The issue of human trafficking is another matter that merits a particular attention. In 2020, the Government adopted “The National Action Plan on combating human trafficking in the Republic of Azerbaijan for 2020-2024”. This Plan stipulates provisions for the protection of victims of human trafficking, especially women, children and other groups in high-risks, as well as ensuring their social rehabilitation.  

In 2020-2023, 287 victims of human trafficking crimes were placed in the “Safe Shelter”. They were provided with special protection, medical and psychological assistance and necessary clothing items. 

Health institutions aid those persons with psychological, psychiatric and other medical services, as well as undertake HIV testing/treatment and awareness raising activities. 

Dear members of the Committee,

Unfortunately, time constraint does not allow me to provide in detail on each and every aspect of reforms held, legislative amendments adopted and measures taken by the Government to implement its obligation under the Convention.  

Having said that, our delegation look forward to constructive dialogue with the esteemed members of the Committee and stands ready to address their questions.  

I thank you.
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