
FACTS

Personal data:

  1. Igbal Abilov (DOB: 12 December 1989) is a scientific researcher, Talysh
scholar, and lecturer at the Belarusian State University. He serves as the editor-
in-chief of the Herald of the Talysh National Academyand as a research fellow at
the Talysh National Academy. He was arrested in connection with his research on
ethnic minorities, particularly the Talysh people.

  2. M. On 22 June 2024, officers of the State Security Service (SSS) questioned
Abilov for six hours before releasing him. Five days later, on 27 June 2024, he
attempted to return to Belarus but was prevented from boarding his flight and
had his passport confiscated. On 22 July 2024, he was detained and taken to a
detention facility in Baku without any notification being given to his family. Two
days later, on 24 July 2024, the Yasamal District Court of Baku ordered his pre-
trial detention for four months. He was charged under Articles 274, 281.3, and
283.1 of the Criminal Code. [1]

  3. The allegations against I. Abilov 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 .[2]

Date of detention:

   4. Before his detention on 22 July 2024, Igbal Abilov had been questioned by
officers of the State Security Service (SSS) for six hours on 22 June 2024. He was
subsequently prohibited from travelling to Belarus, and his passport was
confiscated. On 22 July 2024, he was taken into custody by the SSS pursuant to
an arrest warrant issued by the Yasamal District Court of Baku and was held at
the SSS detention facility.

Legal accusation:

  5. On 24 July 2024, the State Security Service (SSS) officially charged I. Abilov
with the following fabricated accusations:

a. treason –  an act intentionally committed by a citizen of the Republic of
Azerbaijan to the detriment of the sovereignty, territorial integrity, state
security, or defence capability of the Republic of Azerbaijan, including:
going over to the enemy; espionage; disclosure of state secrets to a foreign
state, or assisting a foreign state, organisation, or their representatives in
carrying out hostile activities against the Republic of Azerbaijan under
Article 274 of the Criminal Code;
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      b. making public calls for the violent seizure or retention of power, the
violent alteration of the constitutional order of the Republic of Azerbaijan, or the
dismemberment of its territorial integrity, as well as disseminating materials
containing such content when committed on the instructions of foreign
organisations or their representatives under Article 281.3 of the Criminal Code;
         c. acts aimed at inciting national, racial, social, or religious hatred or
enmity, degrading national dignity, or restricting the rights of citizens, or
granting them privileges, on the basis of their national, racial, or religious
affiliation, when committed openly, including through the use of the media
under Article 283.1 of the Criminal Code.

   6. His case has been framed within the broader context of the Azerbaijani
authorities’ efforts to silence independent scholars, with the charges directly
linked to his academic work. His research — particularly on ethnic minorities
and the Talysh people — combined with his own Talysh origin, raises serious
concerns that he was specifically targeted because of his identity as a Talysh
scholar. The Azerbaijani authorities have a documented record of persecuting
Talysh academics and activists, some of whom have died in custody as a result of
torture and ill-treatment.   [3]

Legal status of prisoner:

    7. I. Abilov is a political prisoner. On 20 May 2025, the Lankaran Assize Court
found him guilty and sentenced him to eighteen years’ imprisonment for the
above-mentioned criminal offences. He appealed the verdict, and his case is
currently under consideration before the Shirvan Court of Appeal.

Legal proceedings:

    8. On 22 June 2024, officers of the State Security Service (SSS) questioned
Igbal Abilov for six hours before releasing him. Five days later, on 27 June 2024,
he attempted to return to Belarus but was prevented from boarding his flight and
had his passport confiscated. On 22 July 2024, he was detained and taken to a
detention facility in Baku without any notification being given to his family. Two
days later, on 24 July 2024, the Yasamal District Court of Baku ordered his pre-
trial detention for four months, citing the gravity of the alleged offences and the
risk of his absconding or obstructing the investigation. Subsequently, Abilov’s
pre-trial detention was extended several times during the preliminary
investigation until the trial.
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     9. In February 2025, the trial commenced before the Lankaran Assize Court.

    10. On 20 May 2025, the Lankaran Assize Court convicted I. Abilov on the above-
mentioned charges and sentenced him to eighteen years’ imprisonment. The
reasoning of the Lankaran Assize Court was based on lawfully doubtful evidence
drawn primarily from security-service assertions and unverified digital materials,
with the proceedings conducted behind closed doors. Although the judgment
recites allegations under Articles 274, 281.3, and 283.1 of the Criminal Code, it
identifies no independently authenticated communications or neutral
corroboration showing that Igbal Abilov acted under foreign instructions or incited
hatred. The Court made no attempt to verify or independently investigate the
doubtful evidence presented by the state authorities.

LEGAL ANALYSIS
Reasons why Igbal Abilov should be regarded as a political prisoner:

Assessment of whether I. Abilov 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 3) . The legal proceedings against and the conviction of I.
Abilov satisfy two criteria established by the paragraph. 3 of the Resolution for
defining political prisoners ((a) and (e)):

[4]

(a)      Igbal’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. 
(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 under Article 18 of the
European Convention on Human Rights (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 comprehensive
assessment within the general contextual evaluation of the 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.
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Igbal Abilov’s public profile: 

The set of circumstances clearly demonstrates that Igbal Abilov is an Azerbaijani
academic, civic activist, and public commentator of Talysh origin whose work has
consistently focused on issues of ethnic minorities, cultural rights, and social justice.
He is a lecturer in international relations at the Belarusian State University, an
active participant in scientific conferences, and the editor-in-chief of the
international journal Herald of the Talysh National Academy — a platform he co-
founded to promote the Talysh language, culture, and history. Abilov has led
scientific and ethnographic expeditions, including to Southern (Iranian) Talysh
regions, and has authored numerous publications on Talysh folklore, ethnography,
and regional history. As a recognised specialist in minority studies across the South
Caucasus, Turkey, and Iran, he has gained international attention for his research
and advocacy. Beyond his scholarly work on the Talysh people, Abilov has actively
contributed to public debates, publishing articles and giving interviews, and has
participated in community initiatives aimed at protecting minority rights. He has
engaged with both local and international forums to raise awareness of the
challenges faced by minority communities in Azerbaijan.

In June 2024, following years of visible public engagement, he was questioned by
the security services, barred from leaving the country, and had his passport
confiscated. On 22 July 2024, he was detained by the State Security Service and
subsequently charged with high treason, making public appeals against the state
under foreign instruction, and incitement of ethnic hatred. These charges were
based almost entirely on security-service allegations and unverified digital
materials, without any independent corroboration. His arrest and prosecution
appear to constitute reprisals for his public advocacy and academic work, reflecting
a broader pattern of politically motivated repression against Talysh scholars and
activists — some of whom have previously died in custody as a result of torture and
ill-treatment.

The sequence of events: 

On 22 June 2024, Igbal Abilov was summoned and questioned by officers of the
State Security Service (SSS) for six hours before being released. On 27 June, he
attempted to travel to Belarus, where he lectured and conducted research, but was
prevented from boarding his flight, had his passport confiscated, and was informed
of a travel ban. On 22 July 2024, he was detained by the SSS in Baku and transferred
to a detention facility; his family was not informed of his whereabouts. Two days
later, on 24 July 2024, the Yasamal District Court of Baku ordered his pre-trial
detention for four months. 
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The charges against him were based on allegations that his academic and public
activities served the interests of foreign actors and incited division on ethnic
grounds.

Igbal Abilov’s prosecution forms part of a broader pattern of politically motivated
targeting of independent scholars, minority-rights defenders, and civic voices in
Azerbaijan. His case unfolded amid the escalating restrictions on civil society that
followed the enactment of the restrictive 2021 Law on Media and the 2022 Law on
Political Parties. The Venice Commission of the Council of Europe criticised both
laws for their restrictive nature;   nevertheless, both Acts remain valid and
enforceable. By 2024, the authorities increasingly relied on national-security and
incitement charges to suppress dissent, particularly against members of ethnic
minority communities such as the Talysh. 

 [5],[6]

The verdict in Abilov’s case discloses no independently verifiable evidence linking
him to espionage or incitement: the prosecution relied almost entirely on SSS
assertions, uncorroborated witness statements, and state-controlled digital
materials, without any independent forensic or expert verification. His arrest and
conviction exemplify the systemic use of unsubstantiated criminal accusations to
silence minority-rights advocates, dismantle independent civic networks, and deter
academic research that challenges state narratives on ethnic identity — with the
ultimate aim of eliminating any form of autonomous civic or political organisation
in Azerbaijan.

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

The investigation in Igbal Abilov’s case was marked by serious procedural
shortcomings and a reliance on evidence of limited probative value. The
prosecution’s allegations—that Abilov committed high treason, made public appeals
against the state under the instruction of foreign agents, and incited ethnic hatred—
were based primarily on the statements of officers of the State Security Service
(SSS) and the interpretation of digital materials allegedly seized from his devices.
The prosecution presented no verifiable evidence establishing that Abilov acted
under the direction of a foreign organisation, nor that his academic or public
activities were intended to undermine state security or incite ethnic hostility. 

No independent forensic or linguistic examination was commissioned to assess the
context or meaning of the materials cited as incriminating, and the court’s
judgment relied heavily on prosecution-controlled interpretations without
addressing the possibility of mischaracterisation.
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Throughout the trial, the court admitted and relied almost exclusively on evidence
produced by the SSS, disregarding the defence’s objections to its credibility,
authenticity, and chain of custody. Abilov’s explanations regarding the academic
and civic nature of his work were summarily dismissed as self-serving, without any
substantive engagement with their content or context. No meaningful effort was
made to explore alternative explanations, to verify the provenance of the alleged
digital evidence, or to seek independent expert analysis. The verdict fails to address
the absence of direct, material proof that Abilov engaged in espionage or
incitement, nor does it resolve inconsistencies within the prosecution’s narrative. By
declining to apply rigorous scrutiny to the state’s case, the court undermined the
presumption of innocence and raised grave concerns about the fairness and
impartiality of the proceedings.

The authorities’ conduct:

From the outset, the authorities failed to uphold Abilov’s fundamental procedural
safeguards. On 22 June 2024, he was questioned for six hours by the State Security
Service (SSS) without any indication that he had access to legal counsel. He was
subsequently subjected to a travel ban and had his passport confiscated—measures
that were not promptly communicated to him in writing. On 22 July 2024, he was
detained by the SSS and transferred to a detention facility without his family being
informed of his whereabouts. 

The prosecution’s case rested almost entirely on SSS testimony and state-controlled
interpretations of digital materials, without any independent verification. Abilov
consistently denied the charges and maintained that his academic and public work
had been misrepresented, yet the court dismissed these claims without proper
examination. By disregarding the need to assess the credibility of the state’s
witnesses, to test the reliability of the alleged evidence, or to consider the absence of
independent corroboration, the court effectively shifted the burden of proof onto
the defendant. Taken together, these circumstances strongly suggest that Abilov’s
prosecution was intended not to administer justice impartially, but to silence a
minority-rights scholar and public critic.

Additional considerations:

Finally, international human rights observers, including Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch have denounced the charges against I. Abilov as
politically motivated.
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CONCLUSION

The personal factors - namely, Igbal Abilov’s public profile, the absence of
convincing evidence, and the consistent violation of his procedural rights - together
with the broader contextual factors of the ongoing wave of political repression,
cumulatively provide reasonable grounds to conclude that Igbal Abilov should be
regarded as a political prisoner within the meaning 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, Igbal Abilov should be compensated restitutio in integrum. 


