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Pattern of Arrest, Detention, and Imprisonment

Heavily-armed police and special forces raid 
homes of the Witnesses, forcibly entering as if 
they were dealing with hardened criminals. The 
authorities often point guns at the heads of the 
residents – including children, the elderly, and 
the disabled – and treat them roughly, causing 
emotional and physical harm. Police confiscate 
belongings, including Bibles, electronic devices, 
money, and personal items that have nothing to 
do with religion.

The police take some Witnesses into custody. 
Investigators initiate criminal charges against 
selected Witnesses for alleged “extremist” 
activity and request courts to order their pretrial 
detention. Once the Witnesses are jailed, 
prosecutors often request courts to extend the 
pretrial detentions, and courts generally grant 
their request. Trials are often delayed and can 
continue for months or years.

Officials attempt to justify their actions by citing 
the April 2017 ban on the Witnesses’ legal entities 
and misapplying Article 282.2 of the Russian 
Federation Criminal Code (RFCC) concerning 
extremist activity. The ban itself has been widely 
condemned as an egregious violation of religious 
freedom. Although the Russian government 
guaranteed in open court that the ban on the legal 
entities of Jehovah’s Witnesses would not affect 
the rights of individual Witnesses to practice their 
faith, this guarantee has been repeatedly violated.

Since the Russian Supreme Court banned the 
activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses in April 2017, 
Russian authorities have been amplifying their 
attack on the Witnesses in a campaign of terror 
rivaling the Soviet era. Even in the midst of a 
worldwide pandemic, authorities continue to 
persecute and terrorize the Witnesses for merely 
practicing their peaceful worship. It has taken a 
heavy toll on the physical, mental, and emotional 
health of the Russian Witnesses.

As of November 2020, Russian police forces 
have raided more than 1,100 private homes of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses since April 2017. On July 
13, 2020, alone, Russian authorities with assault 
rifles raided at least 100 Witness homes in the 
Voronezh Region. 

Authorities employ brutal abuse against the 
Witnesses. On February 15, 2019, Russian police 
viciously tortured seven Witnesses in Surgut. 
On February 6, 2020, prison guards beat and 
tortured five Witnesses in Orenburg. As a result 
of the abuse, one Witness suffered a broken rib, 
a punctured lung and damage to his kidneys. On 
February 10, 2020, law enforcement officials in 
Chita tortured a Witness in a secluded forest with 
repeated beatings, choking, and electric shocks to 
his stomach and legs. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia, as of  
November 2020:

• In pretrial detention or sentenced to 
prison: 48

• Under house arrest: 26

• Restricted from traveling: 153

• Under investigation: 402, male and female  
(19 to 99 years old)
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Jehovah’s Witnesses Unjustly Convicted  
and Sentenced

Dennis Christensen has been unjustly detained 
since his arrest in May 2017.

Mr. Christensen, a 47-year-old Danish citizen, was 
arrested in Oryol on May 25, 2017, when heavily 
armed police officers and agents of the Federal 
Security Services (FSB) disrupted a peaceful 
weekly religious service of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
that he was attending. After nearly a year-long 
criminal trial with over 50 court appearances, 
Mr. Christensen was sentenced to six years’ 
imprisonment merely for practicing his faith as 
one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

On February 6, 2019, Judge Aleksey Rudnev of the 
Zheleznodorozhniy District Court of Oryol read the 
verdict convicting Mr. Christensen on the false 
charge of ‘organizing the activity of an extremist 
organization,’ under Article 282.2 (1) of the RFCC. 
On May 23, 2019, a three-judge panel of the Oryol 
Regional Court denied Mr. Christensen’s appeal 
and upheld the six-year prison sentence.

On June 23, 2020, the Lgovskiy District Court in 
the Kursk Region mitigated the remainder of Mr. 
Christensen’s sentence to a fine of 400,000 rubles 
($5,759, U.S.). However, Mr. Aleksei Shatunov 
of the Kursk Regional Public Prosecutor’s 
Office filed an appeal, demanding that the court 
ruling be canceled. The appeal was based on 
false reports that Mr. Christensen did not have 
a favorable prison record. On June 26, Mr. 
Christensen was placed in a special punishment 

block.  He remained there for 15 days before 
being transferred back to a general prison colony 
on July 11, 2020. On October 26, 2020, the Lgov 
District Court again denied his early release. Mr. 
Christensen’s sentence is scheduled to finish 
in May 2022. His end date includes a credit for 
time spent in pretrial detention. However, last 
month the prison commission labeled him as 
a “malicious violator” of the facility’s protocol. 
Thus, his pretrial credit is now at risk and he could 
remain in prison beyond May 2022.

Sergey Klimov was arrested on June 3, 2018, 
after law enforcement officers and special 
police forces invaded two homes of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. Some 30 Witnesses, including an 
83-year-old woman, were taken for questioning. 
All except Mr. Klimov were released. 

Local authorities placed Mr. Klimov in pretrial 
detention for two months. This detention was 
extended seven times, separating him from his 
wife and family for a year and five months before 
he was finally tried and sentenced. On November 
5, 2019, the Oktyabrsky District Court of Tomsk 
sentenced Mr. Klimov to six years in prison for 
allegedly ‘organizing extremist activity.’ Mr. Klimov 
will be released in July 2023.

Dennis Christensen has been unjustly  

detained since his arrest in May 2017.

Sergey Klimov was arrested on June 3, 2018, 

after law enforcement officers and special police 

forces invaded two homes of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 



German, Roman Gridasov, Feliks Makhammadiyev, 
and Aleksey Miretskiy. Mr. Makhammadiyev was 
so badly beaten that he was hospitalized with a 
broken rib, a punctured lung, and damage to his 
kidneys. Mr. Bazhenov was sent to Penal Colony 
No. 3 in the Ulyanovsk Region, so he was not 
included in the torture at Penal Colony No. 1.

Adding insult to injury, authorities have 
now revoked Russian citizenship for Mr. 
Makhammadiyev and Mr. Bazhenov. Mr. 
Makhammadiyev came to Russia from Uzbekistan 
as a minor and became a Russian citizen when 
he was living in Saratov. Mr. Bazhenov was born 
in Veliky Novgorod, moved to Ukraine with his 
parents as a child, and married Irina from the 
Donetsk region in 2001. In 2009, the couple 
moved to Russia and received citizenship there. 
The men were notified of their revoked citizenship 
in May 2020.

Gennady Shpakovskiy, a 61-year-old Witness, was 
convicted of extremism simply for holding small 
Christian meetings in his home. On June 9, 2020, 
he received the longest prison sentence to date 
since the 2017 Russian Supreme Court ruling 
that effectively criminalized Jehovah’s Witnesses 
activity and worship.

On May 31, 2018, the FSB Directorate for the Pskov 
Region instituted criminal proceedings against 

Konstantin Bazhenov, Aleksey Budenchuk, Feliks 
Makhammadiyev, Roman Gridasov, Gennadiy 
German, and Aleksey Miretskiy were criminally 
charged after Russian authorities raided seven 
homes of Witnesses in Saratov on June 12, 
2018. On that day, police broke down apartment 
doors, seized personal belongings and, in some 
cases, planted banned religious publications of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. They took more than ten 
Witnesses for interrogation and held them until 
nearly midnight. Three of the men were taken 
into custody and spent nearly a year in pretrial 
detention.

On September 19, 2019, Judge Dmitry Larin of 
the Leninskiy District Court of Saratov sentenced 
the six men to lengthy prison terms under Article 
282.2 (1) of the RFCC for allegedly ‘organizing 
extremist activity.’ Two of the men received a 
three-and-a-half-year sentence, one received a 
three-year sentence, and three received a two-
year sentence. Additionally, the ruling states that 
after serving their time in prison, all six men will 
be banned from holding leadership positions in 
public organizations for a period of five years. 

Five of the six men suffered abuse in prison.  
On February 6, 2020, prison guards at Russia’s 
Penal Colony No. 1 in Orenburg used clubs to 
violently assault Aleksey Budenchuk, Gennadiy 

Left to right: Konstantin Bazhenov, Aleksey Budenchuk, Aleksey Miretskiy,  

Feliks Makhammadiyev, Gennadiy German, Roman Gridasov

• Brother Gennady 
Shpakovskiy with his wife, 
Tatiana

• 



Mr. Shpakovskiy under Article 282.2 (1) of the 
RFCC. On June 3, at 12:45 p.m., FSB agents and 
armed National Guard officers forced open the 
front door of the Shpakovskiy’s apartment, where 
people were gathered for a peaceful meeting. 
The FSB agents searched the home for six hours, 
confiscated tablets and cell phones, and took the 
Witnesses away for interrogation. The interrogators 
insulted the Witnesses and threatened them with 
dismissal from work and criminal prosecution. Mr. 
Shpakovskiy’s interrogation lasted until 10 p.m.

On March 19, 2019, Mr. Shpakovskiy was charged 
with ‘organizing extremist activity.’ Five months 
later, the accusation of ‘financing extremist 
activities’ was added to the criminal charge. On 
June 9, 2020, the Pskov City Court convicted and 
sentenced Mr. Shpakovskiy to six and a half years 
in prison. He was taken immediately to prison from 
the courtroom. 

On August, 3, 2020, the appeal court commuted 
replaced 6.5 years of imprisonment with a 
suspended sentence for 6.5 years.

Witness Tortured Before Arrest

On February 10, 2020, law enforcement officers in 
Chita tortured Vadim Kutsenko, one of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. The officers repeatedly beat and 
choked Mr. Kutsenko and applied electric shocks 
to his stomach and leg. While doing so, they 
demanded that he give them information about 
fellow believers. He refused to do so.

Earlier that morning, FSB officers searched nearly 
40 homes of Witnesses in Chita, including Mr. 
Kutsenko’s residence. At 11:00 p.m., Russian 
special police forces arrested him at the home 
of his mother-in-law. The officers handcuffed Mr. 
Kutsenko, covered his head, and brought him to a 
nearby forest where they tortured him.

When he refused to divulge information about 
fellow Witnesses, the officers took him to the 
investigator’s office for further questioning.  He 
was later placed in temporary detention with three 
other Witnesses who were arrested following the 

raids in Chita—Sergey Kirilyuk, Pavel Mamalimov, 
and Vladimir Yermolayev.

Two days later, the Ingodinskiy District Court 
released Mr.  Yermolayev from detention and 
placed him under house arrest, but ruled to keep 
Mr.  Kutsenko, Mr. Kirilyuk, and Mr. Mamalimov in 
temporary detention for 72 hours. 

On February 15, Mr. Kutsenko and the two other 
Witnesses were released as the investigator did 
not have evidence to charge them. The investigator 
released them without a court hearing and without 
imposing any restrictions on them.

Seven Witnesses Tortured in Surgut

On February 15, 2019, after conducting a mass 
search operation, Russian authorities arrested and 
then tortured seven male Witnesses. The police 
put a bag over the victims’ heads, sealed it with 
tape, tied their hands behind their backs, and beat 
them. Then, after stripping the Witnesses naked 
and dousing them with water, the agents shocked 
them with stun guns while gradually increasing 
the strength of the shock. The police interrogated 
the Witnesses while they beat them, demanding 
to know where the Witnesses met, who comes to 
their meetings, and who their “leaders” are. The 
ordeal lasted for about two hours.

Three of the torture victims were held in pre-trial 
detention immediately after the incident. In order 
to get them released from their captors and out 
of danger, the victim’s attorneys filed a request 
for interim measures with the European Court of 
Human Rights (ECHR) on February 25.

Just one day after the request was filed, the 
ECHR issued a favorable ruling in behalf of the 
victims. The Court ordered Russia to “immediately” 
have one of the victims examined by a team of 
independent doctors to determine the extent of the 
“physical and psychological” harm he suffered and 
whether his health allowed for continued detention.

On April 9, 2019, all of the torture victims were 
finally released from pre-trial detention, but they 
still face prosecution.

• Brother Gennady 
Shpakovskiy with his wife, 
Tatiana

• 



Elderly Witnesses Suffer Because of Their Faith

The following are examples of mistreatment 
endured by older Witnesses:

• Seventy-eight-year-old Kaleriya Mamykina 
faced criminal prosecution in Arkhangelsk, 
merely for being one of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. On May 7, 2019, officials 
initiated an investigation of her “extremist” 
activity – activity that consisted of 
her conversations about her faith with 
friends. Although she was never placed 
in detention, the situation was extremely 
distressful for her. After months of 
investigation, the Investigative Committee 
finally dismissed her case on November 
27, 2019, finding Ms. Mamykina had only 
“exercised her right to freedom of religion.”

• Arkadya Akopyan, a 70-year old retired 
tailor, had been sentenced to perform 
120 hours of community service after 
being on trial for over a year, wrongfully 
accused and convicted of distributing 
“extremist” literature and ‘inciting religious 
hatred.’ Although he was not placed in 
pretrial detention, he was placed under 
restrictions and suffered great stress 
during the trial.

Seventy-eight-year-old Sister Kaleriya Mamykina faces 

criminal prosecution in Russia for her faith.

The Prohladniy District Court convicted 

Mr. Akopyan of these false charges on December 27, 2018.

However, in an unusual turn of events, the Supreme Court 

of the Republic of Kabardino-Balkaria overturned the 

lower court’s conviction on March 1, 2019.



Religious Freedom Objectives

Jehovah’s Witnesses respectfully  
request the Russian Federation:

1. End the persecution of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Russia and stop all raids, 
arrests, interrogations, and criminal 
investigations for peaceful religious 
activity.

2. Annul the April 2017 Supreme Court 
decision that banned and liquidated 
all properties owned or used by the 
Witnesses.

3. Release all Jehovah’s Witnesses detained 
for peaceful religious activity.

4. Remove the Witnesses’ religious  
literature from the Federal List of  
Extremist Materials.

5. Abide by Russia’s Constitution and respect 
international law, including the judgements 
of the ECHR.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, please 
contact the Office of Public Information for 
Jehovah’s Witnesses at OPIGov@jw.org. 
Visit the Newsroom at jw.org to learn 
about legal developments and human 
rights affecting Jehovah’s Witnesses.


