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DISCRIMINATORY MOTIVE IN KILLINGS OF LGBTI INDIVIDUALS IN THE NORTH CAUCASUS REGION

ABOUT SUBMITTING ORGANISATION
The Stichting Justice Initiative (SJI), established in 2001, provides legal assistance to victims of human rights violations across the former Soviet Union. It aims to ensure that victims have access to effective remedies at both national and international levels. The organization focuses on conducting research on grave human rights violations in Russia, disseminating its findings, and leading initiatives to combat these abuses. In addition to representing victims of enforced disappearances in both domestic and international procedures and conducting research and spreading information about the issue of enforced disappearances in the Russian North Caucasus region, SJI also works on the human rights of vulnerable groups. This includes advocating for the rights of individuals who are at increased risk due to political, social, or economic factors, such as women, children and other vulnerable groups, ensuring that their needs and rights are recognized and protected in the broader fight against human rights violations[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  www.srji.org/en/ ] 

SJI submits this report in response to a call for input from the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions for their report on killing of LGBTIQ+ persons.

(A) Homophobia, transphobia, and gender-based violence in North Caucuses 
1. The killings of LGBTIQ+ individuals in the North Caucasus region are driven by discriminatory motives rooted in hatred towards sexual orientation and gender identity. This disturbing trend underscores the pervasive homophobic and transphobic attitudes deeply ingrained within the society and culture of the region. Despite international human rights standards, LGBTIQ+ individuals in the North Caucasus continue to endure systematic discrimination and violence[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  Report on the Situation of LGBT+ People in Russia in 2022 by Sfera and Vikhod (Coming Out): https://comingoutspb.org/en/publications/report-on-the-situation-of-lgbt-people-in-russia-in-2022/ ] 

2. Both LGBTIQ+ women and gay men are victims of such violence. While gay men are frequently abducted openly by law enforcements, either as representatives of the LGBTIQ+ community or under the pretext of counterterrorism measures, lesbians and transgender women often fall victim to what are euphemistically termed "honour killings," meaning they are killed by members of their own families[footnoteRef:3]. Both men and women can find themselves in situations where authorities incite their relatives to commit murder due to their homosexuality, ensuring absolute impunity for their family members[footnoteRef:4]. [3:  Caucasian Knot "Killed for Orientation - Fate of Queer Women in Chechnya", 31 December 2018:  https://www.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/329867/ ]  [4:  According to a 2017 report by the LGBT Network, male relatives of victims were summoned to personally witness the public humiliation of their "dishonourable sons, brothers, and nephews" who were accused of homosexuality. Some high-ranking government officials also attended this procedure. They instructed the relatives on how to rid their families of "unhealthy" members to cleanse the family's honour. The report states that "high-ranking individuals assured relatives during discussions that they would not be held accountable if they chose to cleanse the family's honour with blood." Mentioning of the report: https://www.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/306936/ ] 

3. According to the Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights of the Parliamentary Assembly, following Russia's membership in the Council of Europe:
The situation of women and girls, LGBTI persons and other vulnerable groups has become even worse. The people in the North Caucasus continue to live in a closed, patriarchal society. Both the local and the federal authorities tolerate severe repression under the pretext that it is justified by “traditional values”. This often amounts to brutal, sometimes murderous discriminatory practices against women and girls trying to escape from violent husbands, fathers, brothers, and, especially against LGBTI persons, whose very existence the Head of the Chechen Republic publicly denied[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights. The continuing need to restore human rights and the rule of law in the North Caucasus region. Rapporteur: Mr Frank SCHWABE, Germany, Socialists, Democrats and Greens Group,  AS/Jur (2022) 12: https://assembly.coe.int/LifeRay/JUR/Pdf/TextesProvisoires/2022/20220524-NorthCaucasusHR-EN.pdf ] 


4. Since the start of the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, human rights defenders and activists have been documenting an increase in state discrimination against the LGBTIQ+ community in Russia [footnoteRef:6].  [6: Report on the Situation of LGBT+ People in Russia in 2022 by Sfera and Vikhod (Coming Out): https://comingoutspb.org/ru/publications/monitoring-diskriminaczii/doklad-o-polozhenii-lgbt-lyudej-v-rossii-v-2023-godu/ ,  KavkazRealii “"Terrible fear and stress". The North Caucasus leads in terms of discrimination against LGBT people”, 29 May 2024: https://www.kavkazr.com/a/zhutkiy-strah-i-stress-severnyy-kavkaz-lidiruet-po-urovnyu-diskriminatsii-lgbt-soobschestva/32959347.html ] 

(B)  Targeting the LGBTQ+ Community: Patterns of State-Sponsored Violence and Impunity in Chechnya
5. The persistent impunity for enforced disappearances, committed by both federal and local Chechen forces, has fostered the emergence of a recurring pattern. Initially introduced by federal authorities and later adopted by local administrations, this pattern revolves around purported counterterrorism operations. These operations involve disappearances, often accompanied by torture and ultimately extrajudicial executions, all with the aim of instilling widespread fear among the populace. 
6. One of the most notorious instances of such violence occurred in early 2017, exemplifying a disturbing pattern of violence targeting members of Chechen society with homosexual orientation. In January 2017, mass extrajudicial killings in Chechnya followed an incident on 17 December 2016, where a group of young individuals killed a policeman and stole his car. Subsequently, the Chechen authorities conducted a widespread operation, abducting several local residents, unlawfully detaining them at police stations under suspicion of homosexuality, and later executing them extrajudicially.
7. During the night between 25 and 26 January 2017, a mass execution took place at the Akhmat Kadyrov patrol police regiment in Grozny. At least 27 and possibly up to 56 detained individuals were executed, suspected of involvement in terrorism-related activities or accused of being homosexuals[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  Novaya Gazeta "It was an execution. On the night of 26 January dozens of people were shot in Grozny
Secretly, without charges. We publish the names of 27 dead. The list is not complete", 9 July 2017:  https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2017/07/09/73065-eto-byla-kazn-v-noch-na-26-yanvarya-v-groznom-rasstrelyany-desyatki-lyudey ;   Please note confirming the veracity of the accusations regarding the victims' sexuality is profoundly challenging due to the domestic taboo surrounding homosexuality in Chechnya, which restricts open discussions and investigations into individuals' sexual orientation, making it arduous to determine whether the disappeared men were indeed targeted based on their alleged homosexuality.] 

8. Both local and federal authorities responded predictably to numerous reports of mass crimes, following a well-established pattern. SJI legally represented the missing men's relatives before national authorities and the European Court of Human Rights in the case of A.A. and others v. Russia (no. 37008/19)[footnoteRef:8]. The abducted men were detained at the Staropromyslovskiy district police department (ROVD) in Grozny and Shali ROVD in Shali, and have remained missing since. Their names were among those listed as executed on January 25-26, 2017, by Novaya Gazeta. Relatives were threatened and coerced into signing documents claiming the abducted men had left for Syria during gatherings in January and February 2017. Despite inquiries, investigators refused to launch a criminal case due to insufficient evidence, attributing the disappearances to alleged involvement in illegal armed groups in Syria[footnoteRef:9]. [8:  https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/?i=001-214031 ]  [9:  Ibid.] 

(C) Honour killings as a persisting mechanism for targeting  women in North Caucuses 
9. The situation for lesbian and bisexual women in the North Caucasus region is dire, marked by the overall vulnerability of women, significant limitations on their rights and freedoms, and their subjugation within family structures.
10. One of the appalling forms of punishment for women engaging in romantic or sexual relationships with other women in the North Caucasus is "honour killings." The first independent report to shed light on the issue of these so-called honour killings in the North Caucasus was the "Killed by Gossip" report by the Legal Initiative/SJI. According to this report, investigative authorities show reluctance to properly investigate such cases, with victims' relatives rarely seeking help from law enforcement. Some honour killings are falsely attributed to accidents or suicides, and efforts are made to avoid criminal charges. Regarding judicial proceedings, out of 33 cases identified and analyzed by the Legal Initiative, only 14 cases (42.4%) went to court: 13 resulted in convictions, and one in acquitta[footnoteRef:10]l. [10:  Stichting Justice Initiative “Killed by gossip: “Honor killings” of women in the North Caucasus. Report on the results of a qualitative study in the republics of Dagestan, Ingushetia and Chechnya (Russian Federation)”, 18 December 2018: https://srji.org/en/news/2018/12/honor-killings-of-women-in-the-north-caucasus-report/ ] 

11. According to a recent study conducted in 2022-2023, "honour killings" dominate as the primary motive for the murders of women in Chechnya. Out of 31 verdicts for the killings of women, 22 were committed under the guise of "honour killings."[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Domestic Violence in the North Caucasus: Report on the results of monitoring of the situation in the region and analysis of judicial practice , 29 December 2023: https://www.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/395756 ] 

12. It is evident that the prevalence of "honour killings" persists as a harrowing reality for women, including those who identify as LGBTIQ+, in the North Caucasus.
(D) Suggestions to the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions
1. Address the discriminatory motives behind the killings of LGBTIQ+ individuals in the North Caucasus region of Russia, particularly focusing on the pervasive homophobic and transphobic attitudes ingrained within society.
2. Advocate for the protection and recognition of the rights of LGBTIQ+ individuals, including lesbians and transgender women, who are victims of violence, ensuring that authorities actively investigate cases of "honour killings" and hold perpetrators accountable.
3. Collaborate with local and international organizations to combat systemic discrimination and violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals, including engaging with government authorities to uphold international human rights standards and ensure the safety and well-being of all individuals in the region. 
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