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Russia court hits Memorial with second ban 
Blinken calls Russian closure of Memorial ‘affront’ to human rights 
MOSCOW: A Moscow court yesterday hit 
Russia’s most prominent rights group, Memorial, 
with a second ban in as many days despite an 
international outcry. Judge Mikhail Kazakov 
ordered the dissolution of Memorial’s Human 
Rights Centre, which campaigns against contempo-
rary rights abuses in Russia, at the request of pros-
ecutors. 

On Tuesday, the country’s Supreme Court 
ordered the dissolution of Memorial International, 
the group’s central structure which chronicles 
Stalin-era purges and 
maintains the group’s 
extensive archives in 
Moscow. That ruling was 
slammed by US Secretary 
of State Antony Blinken 
and EU foreign policy 
chief Josep Borell, at a 
time when tensions are 
already high between 
Russia and NATO over 
the Ukraine conflict. 

The trials cap a year that began with the jailing 
of President Vladimir Putin’s top critic Alexei 
Navalny and signal the end of an era in Russia’s 
post-Soviet democratisation process, which began 
30 years ago this month. Prosecutors accused 
Memorial’s rights centre of failing to use on its 
publications the “foreign agent” label, which 
denotes organisations that receive funds from 
overseas, and allegedly justifying terrorism and 
extremism. 

During yesterday’s hearing at the Moscow City 
Court, a prosecutor charged that it was actually 
Memorial that violated the rights and freedoms of 
Russians and cited an alleged lack of accounting 
transparency. After the ruling, several dozen sup-
porters applauded Memorial’s lawyers outside of 
the courthouse in freezing temperatures. 

“We had no illusions,” said lawyer Ilya Novikov. 
“But it is very important that this ship is sinking 
with a raised flag.” Alexander Cherkasov, head of 
Memorial’s rights centre, branded the court deci-

sion “political” and said 
the group will continue 
working “somehow”. 
Supporter Yelena 
Ponomaryova described 
the ruling as the “collapse 
of the entire judicial sys-
tem”. “It’s a shameful 
decision,” she said. 

 
‘Heartless closure’  
Memorial, Russia’s 

most prominent rights organisation, was founded in 
1989 by Soviet dissidents including Nobel Peace 
Prize laureate Andrei Sakharov. Memorial’s rights 
centre has campaigned for the rights of political 
prisoners, migrants and other disadvantaged 
groups, and highlighted abuses, especially in the 
turbulent North Caucasus region that includes 
Chechnya. 

“Memorial is the need of the citizens of Russia 
to know the truth about its tragic past, about the 

fate of many millions of people.” On Tuesday, pros-
ecutors charged that Memorial International “cre-
ates a false image of the USSR as a terrorist state 
and denigrates the memory of World War II”.  

Meanwhile, Washington on Tuesday condemned 
the closure by Russia’s Supreme Court of the 
prominent rights group Memorial International, 
calling it an “affront” to human rights. “The perse-
cution of International Memorial and Memorial 
Human Rights Center is an affront to their noble 
missions and to the cause of human rights every-
where,” US Secretary of State Antony Blinken said 
in a statement, referring to the group’s sister 
organization that also risks closure. 

The decision, he added, “follows a year of rapid-
ly shrinking space for independent civil society, 
media, and pro-democracy activists in Russia.”  

Marie Struthers, Eastern Europe and Central 
Asia director at Amnesty International, said the 
accusations against Memorial were “bogus”. “The 
Russian authorities’ heartless closure of the 
Memorial Human Rights Centre, an organisation 
that has provided assistance to thousands of peo-
ple both at home and abroad for 30 years, is anoth-
er blow to civil society in Russia,” she said.  

This week’s rulings against Memorial have come 
as no surprise to the group after Putin himself 
accused it of advocating for “terrorist and extrem-
ist organisations”. Political observers say that the 
charges of extremism and terrorism have been used 
by Russian authorities to punish Putin critics. 

The court ruling against Memorial International 
had sparked an international backlash. “The people 

of Russia-and the memory of the millions who suf-
fered from Soviet-era repression-deserve better,” 
said Blinken. 

Borrell tweeted: “Critical looks on their past are 
essential for the healthy development and progress 
of societies.” “Even by the standards of 2021, the 
closure of Memorial is an extraordinary event. A 
monstrous one,” Meduza, an independent news 
website, said in an editorial. —AFP 
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‘Memorial’ Ilya Novikov speaks to the media after 
Moscow City Court ordered the closure of a 
branch of the Memorial group. — AFP

US sees possible  
progress in Iran  
nuclear talks 

 
VIENNA: The United States said Tuesday it had 
seen possible progress in talks with Iran but joined 
European negotiators in pressing for urgency in 
rolling back Tehran’s nuclear programme. 
Negotiations resumed Monday in Vienna in a fresh 
push to make headway on reviving a landmark 2015 
agreement that curtailed Iran’s nuclear activities in 
return for sanctions relief. 

“There may have been some modest progress,” 
State Department spokesman Ned Price told 
reporters in Washington. “But it is in some ways too 
soon to say how substantive that progress may 
have been. At a minimum any progress, we believe, 
is falling short of Iran’s accelerating nuclear steps 
and is far too slow.” 

Former president Donald Trump in 2018 with-
drew from the nuclear accord and imposed a slew 
of punishing sanctions, including a unilateral US 
ban on Iran selling its key export of oil. President 
Joe Biden supports a return to the agreement but 
Iran has kept taking steps away from compliance as 
it presses for sanctions relief. 

The Vienna talks began after Biden’s election but 
stopped in June as Iran elected a new ultraconser-
vative government. They resumed in late November 
with Iran agreeing to keep talking after a brief 
break. “This negotiation is urgent,” negotiators 
from Britain, France and Germany said in a state-
ment. “We are clear that we are nearing the point 
where Iran’s escalation of its nuclear programme 
will have completely hollowed out the JCPoA,” the 
so-called E3 powers said, referring to the deal’s 
official name by its acronym. 

“That means we have weeks, not months, to con-
clude a deal before the JCPoA’s core non-prolifera-
tion benefits are lost.” Zionist entity, Iran’s arch-
enemy, has warned of military options if the Islamic 
republic’s programme advances and is suspected in 
a shadowy campaign that has included the assassi-
nation of Tehran’s top nuclear scientist. The Biden 
administration has also warned of a return to pres-
sure if talks fail and Iran pursues its nuclear work. 

 
‘Unprecedented’ enrichment  

Iran was in compliance with the 2015 deal before 
Trump’s withdrawal but has since taken key steps 
including stepping up its enrichment of uranium, 
although it denies that it wants to acquire a nuclear 
arsenal. On Saturday, Atomic Energy Organization 
of Iran director Mohammad Eslami said Tehran had 
no plans to enrich uranium beyond 60 percent, even 
if the Vienna talks fail. 

Eslami said the enrichment levels were related to 
the needs of the country, in remarks published by 
the Russian news agency RIA Novosti. In response, 
E3 negotiators said Tuesday that 60 percent 
enrichment was still “unprecedented for a state 
without nuclear weapons”. Military-grade levels are 
around 90 percent. 

“Its increasing 60 percent stockpile is bringing 
Iran significantly closer to having fissile material, 
which could be used for nuclear weapons,” they 
said. The United States did not specify areas of 
progress but Russia-which is participating along 
with China and the Europeans-said a working 
group had a “useful meeting” on nuclear issues and 
informal discussions on lifting sanctions. 

“We observe indisputable progress,” Moscow’s 
ambassador to the UN in Vienna, Mikhail Ulyanov, 
wrote on Twitter. US negotiator Rob Malley is par-
ticipating indirectly, with European diplomats shut-
tling between hotels, as Iran refuses direct contact 
with the United States. —AFP 


