
FACTS

Personal data:

1.     Sevinj Vagifqizi (DOB: 05.07.1989) is a prominent Azerbaijani journalist and
editor-in-chief of the independent outlet AbzasMedia. She was arrested in 2023.
[1] She has been the editor-in-chief of AbzasMedia since 2022. She faced
restrictions of rights regularly; for example, during 2015–2019, she was under
travel restrictions. Her arrest is part of a broader crackdown on civil society and
independent media that escalated in the autumn of that year. [2]  Since her
current detention, S. Vagifqizi has been regarded as a political prisoner by local
and international human rights organisations.

Date of detention:

2.     S. Vagifqizi was detained by the Baku Metropolitan General Police
Department (BMGPD) on 21 November 2023, after returning to the country
upon learning of the detention of her colleague, Ulvi Hasanli, director of
AbzasMedia.[3]

Legal accusation:
3.     On 22 November 2023, the Baku Metropolitan General Police Department
(BMGPD) officially charged S. Vagifqizi with conspiracy to commit bulk cash
smuggling under Section 206.3.2 of the Criminal Code and served her with an
arraignment. Her case is being prosecuted under what has become known as the
“AbzasMedia case.” In the summer of 2024, the charges against her were
significantly escalated.

4.    On 29 November 2024, the BMGPD issued the indictment, and according to
the indictment, the following conspiracy charges were submitted against S.
Vagifqizi:

·      Conspiracy to commit illegal entrepreneurship in the form of an organised
criminal group and an aggravated and significant amount (Article 192.3.2 of the
Azerbaijani Criminal Code),
·      Conspiracy to commit money laundering in the form of an organised
criminal group and a substantial amount (Articles 193-1.3.1 and 193-1.3.2 of the
Azerbaijani Criminal Code),
·      Conspiracy to commit bulk cash smuggling in the form of an organised
criminal group and (Article 206.4 of the Azerbaijani Criminal Code),
·      Conspiracy to commit tax evasion in the form of an organised criminal
group (Article 213.2.1 of the Azerbaijani Criminal Code),
·      Forgery and the use of forged documents (Articles 320.1 and 320.2 of the
Azerbaijani Criminal Code).

[1] Committee to Protect Journalists, ‘Sevinj Vagifgizi’ (CPJ, undated) https://cpj.org/data/people/sevinj-vagifgizi/ accessed 7 June 2025.
[2] European Parliament, ‘Resolution on the crackdown on independent media in Azerbaijan, notably the case of Abzas Media’ (2024)
P9_TA(2024)0074 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-10-2024-0074_EN.html accessed 29 May 2025.
[3] ibid (n 1)
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Legal status of prisoner:

5.     S. Vagifqizi is a prisoner. On 20 June 2025, the Baku Assize Court found her
guilty and sentenced her to nine years’ imprisonment for the above-mentioned
criminal offences. She appealed the judgment, and the appeal is still pending.

Legal proceedings:

6.     On 21 November 2023, S. Vagifqizi was detained by police officers at the
airport. Meanwhile, police officers conducted an operational search measure of
inspection in her apartment and the office of AbzasMedia. According to police
reports, EUR 40,000 in bulk cash currency was discovered at the AbzasMedia
office. According to the defence, the discovered money was planted by police
officers.

7.     On 22 November 2023, the Khatai District Court remanded S. Vagifqizi in
custody, citing the gravity of the offences and the risk of the applicant
absconding or obstructing the investigation. Subsequently, the pre-trial detention
of S. Vagifqizi was extended several times during the preliminary investigation
until trial. 

8.     On 17 December 2024, the trial started before the Baku Assize Court.
On 20 June 2025, the Baku Assize Court convicted S. Vagifqizi based on the
above-mentioned conspiracy charges and sentenced her to nine years’
imprisonment. The reasoning of the Assize Court is based on lawfully doubtful
evidence that was discovered in the office of AbzasMedia concerning the
smuggling charge, and vague legal analysis of illegal entrepreneurship and
related charges, which were previously criticised by the European Court of
Human Rights in 2013–2014 political repression cases.

LEGAL ANALYSIS
Reasons why Sevinj Vagifgizi should be regarded as a political prisoner

Assessment of whether S. Vagifqizi should be regarded as a political prisoner is
based on Resolution 1900 (2012), ‘The Definition of Political Prisoner’, of the
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe and the criteria established in
the Resolution (paragraph 3). The legal proceedings against and conviction of S.
Vagifqizi satisfy two criteria established by paragraph 3 of the Resolution for
defining political prisoners ((a) and (e)):

(a) Her detention and imprisonment violate her fundamental rights under the
European Convention on Human Rights, particularly freedom of expression and
the right to freedom of association.
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(e) The political motives (ulterior motives) were sole and predominant in pursuing
and conducting unfair criminal proceedings against her, which caused preliminary
detention and imprisonment.

The European Court of Human Rights’ jurisprudence on Article 18 of the ECHR,
which prohibits restrictions on rights for improper purposes, reinforces this
analysis. The following considerations, based on the quadripartite test, should be
emphasised in this totality assessment in the general contextual evaluation of a
distinct state of affairs (mutatis mutandis, Ibrahimov and Mammadov v. Azerbaijan,
2020, §§ 113–131):

1. The prisoner’s public profile;
2. The sequence of the events;
3. The manner in which the investigations and trial were carried out;
4. The authorities’ conduct.

Sevinj Vagifgizi’s public profile: 

The set of circumstances manifestly reveals that S. Vagifqizi is a well-known
journalist and influential public figure. It is indisputable that the government has
long targeted her through legal means and defamatory statements. S. Vagifqizi was
targeted in this crackdown because of her role as editor-in-chief of AbzasMedia. As
can be seen from the outset and the circumstances of the criminal case, as well as
the pro-governmental media’s defamatory targeting campaign, the authorities label
AbzasMedia as “a tool of Western influence” in Azerbaijan and want to shut down
AbzasMedia, as well as other independent NGOs and critical media entities. In other
words, the Government aims to purge and completely silence any kind of critical
voices inside the country. 

AbzasMedia, as an anti-corruption and critical online media entity, plays a vital role
in this context, and targeting them is expected in these circumstances. Logically, as
editor-in-chief and the main person responsible for AbzasMedia’s content, S.
Vagifqizi would be a natural target. Consequently, S. Vagifqizi’s public profile
asserts reasonable grounds to believe that she was detained and convicted due to
her prominent role in AbzasMedia.

The sequence of events: 

S. Vagifgizi’s arrest is part of a larger, coordinated campaign against Abzas Media, in
which multiple journalists and contributors have been detained on nearly identical
charges. This uniformity and the simultaneous escalation of charges across cases
suggest a state-orchestrated effort to criminalise journalism, not a legitimate legal
process targeting individual wrongdoing. Therefore, the relevant sequence of events
should be synthetically assessed. 



The proto-repression began in the last quarter of 2022. However, the primary
follow-up campaign started in November 2023. First, the pro-government media
shared smear articles targeting almost all NGOs and media outlets. Later, at the end
of November 2023, AbzasMedia arrests began. 

These arrests continued in early March 2024 with a police raid ToplumTV and
related organisations. These arrests show a new wave of repression has already
begun. The goal of this wave of repression is to paralyse the activities of post-2014
informally networked NGOs and critical media. This process started with passing
the Law on Media in 2021 and the Law on Political Parties in 2022. 

The Venice Commission of the Council of Europe criticised both laws for being
restrictive. Nevertheless, both Acts are valid and enforceable. It should be noted that
a similar process took place in the repression of 2013-14. Earlier restrictive laws
were passed. Later, there were arrests. 

In this regard, the persons arrested in this process, including the detainee, are
victims of the political repression of 2023-2024. The main goal of this campaign of
political arrests is to destroy the informal, networked NGOs and critical media,
which have revived and taken a new format in the post-2014 era, and political
arrests have an instrumental purpose here.

The manner in which the investigations and trial were carried out:

The investigative authorities acted in bad faith regarding Sevinj Vagifqizi’s case and
circumvented procedural safeguards. The case against S. Vagifqizi has been marred
by serious procedural failings: lack of access to materials for independent
examination, fabricated links between her and unverified documents, and highly
questionable witness testimony—likely obtained under pressure or coercion.
Moreover, the prosecution has failed to present even minimally verifiable evidence
that would support any of the key charges. The denial of a fair trial is not incidental;
it is a feature of the repression.

The smuggling charge is rooted in the discovery of EUR 40,000 in Abzas Media’s
office. Yet, there is no evidence that S. Vagifqizi transported, concealed, or even
knew of this money. No surveillance data, customs records, or forensic evidence
links her to the alleged smuggling. The prosecution’s case relies entirely on
speculation and guilt by association—a clear violation of the principle of individual
criminal responsibility. 

There is no evidentiary link between S. Vagifqizi and the discovered cash. The mere
presence of money in a shared media office does not constitute proof of S.
Vagifqizi’s control, ownership, or knowledge of the funds. 



No documentary or testimonial evidence connects her directly to the EUR 40,000.
There is no proof that S. Vagifqizi transported this money across the border, nor
any indication that she failed to declare, misdeclared, or concealed it. 

There is no customs data, surveillance footage, or border declaration that ties her to
any illicit border activity regarding these funds. There is no forensic evidence—
such as fingerprints, DNA, or other biometric data.

No fraudulent documents have been presented, nor has any evidence emerged that
S. Vagifqizi created, possessed, or used such documents in furtherance of
smuggling. Additional charges of illegal entrepreneurship and tax evasion also
suffer from major evidentiary gaps. 

The core accusation rests on the claim that S. Vagifqizi received foreign funding
and failed to pay taxes on it. However, in Azerbaijan, receiving grants or foreign
support has been rendered virtually impossible. Legal amendments introduced in
2014—widely condemned by international organisations, including the Venice
Commission[4] —severely restricted NGO operations. 

These changes created an environment where civil society actors could neither
register organisations freely nor legally access funding.

The authorities’ conduct:

The relevant authorities initially denied Nargiz Absalamova access to procedural
safeguards. The domestic courts failed to properly assess and apply the relevant
provisions of criminal procedural legislation. Moreover, pro-government media
consistently published defamatory coverage about the detainee. Investigative
authorities selectively leaked personal files obtained through investigative measures
to pro-government media outlets. This led to the unlawful misuse of personal data
obtained from the detainees and its exploitation in the construction of defamatory
content.

Additional considerations:

Finally, international human rights observers, including Amnesty International and
Reporters Without Borders, have denounced the charges against Sevinj Vagifgizi
and others from Abzas Media as politically motivated (see cited footnotes above).

[4]  European Commission for Democracy through Law (Venice Commission), ‘Opinion on the Draft Law on Making Amendments to the Law
on Non-Governmental Organisations (Public Associations and Funds) of Azerbaijan’ (CDL-AD(2014)043, 15 December 2014) European
Commission for Democracy through Law (Venice Commission), ‘Opinion on the Draft Law on Making Amendments to the Law on Non-
Governmental Organisations (Public Associations and Funds) of Azerbaijan’ (CDL-AD(2014)043, 15 December 2014)
https://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?pdffile=CDL-AD(2014)043-e accessed 7 June 2025. accessed 7 June 2025.
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CONCLUSION

The personal factors (Sevinj Vagifgizi’s public profile, absence of convincing
evidence, and constant violation of procedural rights) and contextual factors
(defamatory media campaign and new wave of political repression) cumulatively
indicate reasonable grounds to believe that Sevinj Vagifgizi should be considered a
political prisoner in light of Resolution 1900 (2012) of the Parliamentary Assembly
of the Council of Europe (PACE).

RECOMMENDATION

Based on this conclusion, she should be released unconditionally and immediately.
Furthermore, Sevinj Vagifgizi should be compensated restitutio in integrum.


