AYKHAN
ISRAFILOV

FACTS

Personal data: ﬁﬁ ﬁ

l.Aykhan Israfilov (DOB: 21.02.1990) is a gig economy worker who has
organised and participated in trade union activities. He is a board member of
the Labour Desk Trade Unions Confederation, the only independent and
alternative trade union in Azerbaijan, organised around gig economy workers.

2. A. Israfilov was detained on 11 August 2023 and charged with the illegal
acquisition, possession, preparation, processing, or transportation of a significant
quantity of narcotic drugs or psychotropic substances without the intent to sell.!"

3. The allegations against A. Israfilov lack credibility and are widely regarded as
politically motivated and part of a broader crackdown on civil society and
independent media launched in the autumn of 2023 by the Azerbaijani
authorities.”

Date of detention:

4. On 12 August 2023, the Baku Narimanov District Police Department (BNDPD)
officially charged A. Israfilov with the following bogus accusations.

Legal accusation:

5. On the 12th of August 2028, the Baku Narimanov District Police Department
(BNDPD) officially charged A. Israfilov with the following bogus accusation:

a.illegal acquisition, possession, preparation, processing, or transportation of
a significant quantity of narcotic drugs or psychotropic substances, without
the intent to sell, when committed involving a large quantity of narcotic
drugs or psychotropic substances under Article 234.1-1 of the Criminal
Code;

6. His case is being prosecuted under what has become known as the “Isci
Masas1 (Workers’ Tables) case.” Along with him, other members of Is¢ci Masasi
(Workers’ Table), such as Afiyaddin Mammadov, Elvin Mustafayev, and

Mohiaddin Orujov, have also been subsequently arrested and tried.

W Meydan TV, ‘““is¢i Masasi”’nin Daha Bir Uzvii Narkotik ittihami ils Hsbs Olundu’ (Meydan TV, 16 August 2023)
https://www.meydan.tv/az/article/isci-masasinin-daha-bir-uzvu-narkotik-ittihami-ile-hebs-olundu/ accessed 7 August 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.
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Legal status of prisoner:

7. A. Israfilov is a political prisoner. On 2 April 2024, the Baku Assize Court
found him guilty and sentenced him to three years’ imprisonment for the above-
mentioned criminal offences. He appealed the verdict, and on 12 June 2024, the
Baku Court of Appeal - and later, on 11 March 2025, the Supreme Court of the
Republic of Azerbaijan - upheld the decisions of the lower courts.

Legal proceedings:

8. On 11 August 20238, A. Israfilov was detained by police officers. On 12 August
20238, the Narimanov District Court issued an arrest warrant, citing the gravity of
the offences and the risk of his absconding or obstructing the investigation.
Subsequently, the pre-trial detention of A. Israfilov was extended several times
during the preliminary investigation until the trial.

9. In December 2023, the trial began before the Baku Assize Court.

10. On 2 April 2024, the Baku Assize Court convicted A. Israfilov on the above-
mentioned charges and sentenced him to three years’ imprisonment. The
reasoning of the Assize Court relies on legally doubtful evidence, consisting
solely of the testimonies of the police officers who detained A. Israfilov and the
forensic examination of the narcotic drugs, which established only the nature of
the substance (heroin), as determined by state forensic examiners. The Court
made no attempt to independently verify or investigate the questionable
evidence presented by the state party.

LEGAL ANALYSIS
Reasons why Aykhan Israfilov should be regarded as a political prisoner:

Assessment of whether A. Israfilov should be regarded as a political prisoner is
based on the 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 38)!. The legal proceedings against and the conviction
of A. Israfilov satisfy two criteria established by the paragraph. 3 of the
Resolution for defining political prisoners ((a) and (e)):

(a) Aykhan’s detention and imprisonment violate his fundamental rights
under the European Convention on Human Rights, particularly freedom of
expression and the right to freedom of association; as well as the right to a fair
trial and to liberty and security.

Bl parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE), ‘Resolution 1900 (2012): The definition of political prisoner’ (3 October 2012)
https://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML2HTML-en.asp?fileid=19150 accessed 29 May 2025.
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(e) The political motives (ulterior motives) were sole and predominant in pursuing
and conducting unfair criminal proceedings against him, 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 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.

Aykhan Israfilov’s public profile:

The set of circumstances clearly reveals that Aykhan Israfilov is a committed labour
rights activist who has emerged from outside traditional civil society networks to
advocate for workers’ rights, particularly those of delivery couriers and platform-
based gig workers. While less well known than other figures such as Afiyaddin
Mammadov, Israfilov’s activism is no less significant — he represents a new,
grassroots layer of civic engagement in Azerbaijan, originating from ordinary
working-class backgrounds rather than formal NGO structures. This makes his case
even more politically sensitive: the government’s targeting of an activist like
Israfilov illustrates its growing fear of civic mobilisation that extends beyond
established NGO circles.

In August 2023, Israfilov was detained and charged under Article 234.1-1 of the
Criminal Code for alleged large-scale drug possession — an accusation widely
considered baseless. No credible evidence has been presented to support the charge,
and the timing of his arrest — shortly after increased activity by the Labour Desk
Trade Unions Confederation — raises further suspicion.

Israfilov was targeted because of his active role in organising gig economy workers
and his leadership within the Labour Desk, an independent and alternative labour
platform in Azerbaijan. From the outset and in light of the circumstances of the
criminal case — as well as the lack of transparency, the use of fabricated drug
charges, and the absence of fair trial guarantees — it is evident that the authorities
seek to criminalise and dismantle even the most modest forms of civic resistance. In
other words, the government aims to suppress not only organised NGOs and media,
but also spontaneous, worker-led activism emerging from below.
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The Labour Desk, as the only meaningful initiative representing the rights of
delivery workers and other precarious labourers, posed precisely such a threat.
Logically, Aykhan Israfilov, as a representative of this movement and a voice from
within the working class, became a target. Consequently, his public profile provides
reasonable grounds to conclude that he was arrested and charged solely because of
his involvement in independent worker organising — despite not being a high-
profile activist or public figure. His case exemplifies the expanding scope of
Azerbaijan’s crackdown on all forms of grassroots civic initiative.

The sequence of events:

A. Israfilov’s arrest forms part of a broader, state-engineered campaign to suppress
emerging independent civic actors — this time targeting grassroots activists
alongside established civil society and media. The goal of this wave of repression is
to paralyse the activities of post-2014 informally networked NGOs, grassroots
initiatives, and critical media. This process began with the adoption of 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 remain valid and enforceable.

Following the enactment of these restrictive NGO and media laws, repression
intensified from late 2022 into 2023, enveloping a new generation of grassroots
networks once deemed relatively safe. Aykhan Israfilov’s arrest is part of this new
wave of systemic repression, particularly against grassroots activists. His arrest in
August 2023 marked the onset of a more systematic campaign.

His apprehension occurred amid the government’s coordinated escalation against
informal civic movements, through repeated administrative and criminal charges
against members of the Labour Desk, aimed at criminalising socio-economic
organising.

This was not an instance of isolated wrongdoing but part of a synchronised strategy
to dismantle post-2014 civic activism across diverse sectors. The litany of arbitrary,
overlapping charges — ranging from hooliganism to drug trafficking against the
leadership and members of the Labour Desk — mirrors the tactics employed in the
media and NGO crackdowns of the same period.

The principal goal of this campaign of political arrests is to destroy the informal,
networked NGOs, grassroots movements, and critical media that have revived and
evolved into new forms in the post-2014 era. Political arrests thus serve an
instrumental purpose in this broader strategy.

“l Venice Commission and OSCE/ODIHR. Joint Opinion On The Law On Political Parties, 2023 available at
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/1/4/543922.pdf.
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The manner in which the investigations and trial were carried out:

The investigative authorities acted in bad faith in relation to A. Israfilov’s case and
circumvented procedural safeguards. The case against A. Israfilov has been marred
by serious procedural failings, including highly questionable witness testimony
from the police officers who detained him, the lack of access to materials for
independent examination, and fabricated links between him and the allegedly
discovered narcotic drugs.

Moreover, the prosecution failed to present even minimally verifiable evidence to
support any of the key charges. The denial of a fair trial is not incidental; it is a
defining feature of the repression.

The investigation into Aykhan Israfilov’s case was fundamentally flawed and
displayed signs of coercion, fabrication, and disregard for due process. Israfilov
testified in detail that he was detained by plainclothes officers, beaten, and
threatened with being “loaded” with a kilogram of drugs unless he confessed to
possessing a smaller quantity.

He alleges that police officers forced him to place a heroin package in his pocket for
a staged, video-recorded search, and that the first video was discarded and re-
recorded. His claims of ill-treatment and coercion were consistent and specific, yet
the court dismissed them as unsubstantiated, despite the absence of independent
oversight or evidence to contradict his account.

The forensic examination linked him to the drugs only through this coerced
confession, and no external witnesses or surveillance footage verified the alleged
discovery.

Throughout the proceedings, the court relied entirely on police testimony and
procedural formalities to justify the conviction, while ignoring serious concerns
raised by the defence — including the origin of the operative information, the
timing of the search, and the absence of medical signs of abuse, which were assessed
by state-affiliated institutions.

The prosecution’s failure to investigate Israfilov’s torture allegations or consider
alternative explanations reflects a systemic disregard for fair trial guarantees.

This case, like others involving politically active labour organisers, demonstrates
the instrumental use of drug charges as a punitive tool.

The trial served not the cause of justice, but the political objective of silencing an
independent labour activist through manufactured criminal liability.
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The authorities’ conduct:

The authorities denied Aykhan Israfilov fundamental procedural safeguards from
the outset of his detention. He was arrested by plainclothes officers without being
informed of the reasons, physically abused, and threatened with the planting of a
larger quantity of drugs unless he admitted guilt for a smaller amount. He was
denied prompt access to a lawyer, and his initial medical examination was
conducted inside Pre-trial Detention Facility No. 3 of the Penitentiary Service
under the Ministry of Justice — a state-controlled body that lacks institutional
independence from law enforcement. Unsurprisingly, this examination reported no
injuries, despite Israfilov’s detailed and consistent allegations of physical abuse.

His claims of coercion, staged evidence, and manipulation of the search video were
ignored by the court, which relied almost entirely on police testimony and the
forensic confirmation that the substance was heroin — without any independent
proof linking it to him beyond the contested search. By dismissing his testimony as
self-serving without addressing the substance of his claims, the court effectively
reversed the burden of proof and violated the presumption of innocence.

The conduct of the authorities in this case demonstrates a politically motivated
prosecution aimed at neutralising a grassroots labour activist rather than upholding
a fair and impartial system of justice.

Additional considerations:

Finally, international human rights observers, including Amnesty International®®
and Human Rights Watch'®have denounced the charges against A. Israfilov as
politically motivated.

CONCLUSION

The personal factors — Aykhan Israfilov’s public profile, the absence of convincing
evidence, and the constant violation of procedural rights — together with the
contextual factors — namely, the new wave of political repression — cumulatively
provide reasonable grounds to conclude that Aykhan Israfilov should be regarded as
a political prisoner in light of Resolution 1900 (2012) of the Parliamentary Assembly
of the Council of Europe (PACE).

RECOMMENDATION

Based on this conclusion, he should be released unconditionally and immediately.
Furthermore, Aykhan Israfilov should be compensated restitutio in integrum.

) Amnesty International, ‘Azerbaijan 2023’ (Amnesty International, 2024) https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-

asia/eastern-europe-and-central-asia/azerbaijan/report-azerbaijan/ accessed 7 August 2025.

) Human Rights Watch, “We Try to Stay Invisible”: Azerbaijan’s Escalating Crackdown on Critics and Civil Society’ (8 October 2024)
https://www.hrw.org/report/2024/10/08/we-try-stay-invisible/azerbaijans-escalating-crackdown-critics-and-civil-society accessed 7 August

2025.
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