
Turkmenistan remained a repressive
and closed society ruled by President-for-
life Saparmurat Niyazov, who controlled all
branches of the state. No open political
opposition was allowed, there were only
state-controlled media and the only civil
society organizations that were permitted
to operate were groups engaged in un-
controversial issues such as nature conser-
vation or sports. 

Anyone who sought to voice any form
of dissent was highly vulnerable to perse-
cution, and so were those few foreign jour-
nalists who remained in the country as
well as relatives of exiled opposition and
civil society activists. 

The regime continued to emphasize
ideology as a key element in its system of
control, and the efforts to promote the per-
sonality cult surrounding the president in-
creasingly assumed religious proportions.
The president’s spiritual guide, entitled
Rukhnama, constituted a major instrument
in these efforts. The policies of fostering a
homogenous Turkmen nation also contin-
ued and members of ethnic and national
minorities were systematically discriminat-
ed against in education and employment. 

As in previous years, religious activity
was severely restricted. The president
sought to rid the practice of Islam of all el-
ements considered foreign and introduced
a list of “accepted” rituals to which the
country’s Muslims were expected to ad-
here. Religious minorities, including com-
munities that had obtained state registra-
tion following a loosening of the registra-
tion rules in 2004, were subject to intimi-
dation, raids of their homes, fines and oth-
er forms of harassment. In what appeared

to be a concession to the international
community, four conscientious objectors
who had been imprisoned for their refusal
to complete compulsory military service
were released. However, alternatives to
military service had yet to be introduced. 

The country’s prisons remained closed
institutions, where conditions were charac-
terized by excessive overcrowding, lack of
hygiene and widespread diseases. Ill-treat-
ment of prisoners was also common and it
was believed that some of those impris-
oned for their role in the alleged assassi-
nation attempt on President Niyazov in
late 2002, all of whom were held incom-
municado and denied contacts to the out-
side world, had died because of the treat-
ment they had received. 

During the year, there were new trials
against people charged with involvement
in the alleged assassination attempt on the
president, as well as former high-ranking
officials who had fallen out of favor with
him. These “trials” were typically secret
hearings in which the sentences had been
decided in advance. 

The public health care and education
systems deteriorated further because of
new cuts in funding and irrational reforms.
Children continued to be exploited as la-
borers in the cotton harvest, although less
than in previous years. Travel abroad was
monitored by the secret service and per-
sons deemed ”unreliable” were not al-
lowed to leave the country. 

Good Governance

Corruption was prevalent across differ-
ent sectors and levels of society. The au-
thorities acknowledged the problem, but
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did not take any effective measures to
combat it. There were, however, a number
of highly publicized cases in which former
high-ranking officials were arrested and
convicted of corruption-related crimes.
Among those punished for involvement in
corruption during the year were a former
head of the presidential administration, a
former vice-prime minister and a former
head of a government department. The
hearings in cases such as these were typi-
cally closed to the public and only had the
function of imposing sentences that the
president had already decided.1

Over the last few years, the president
has established a reputation of constant
reshuffles within government structures as
well as for targeted prosecutions against
officials who have lost the president’s trust.
According to a 2002 law, the president
himself appoints all senior officials at both
the federal and the regional level.2 The
same law also spells out certain principles
that should be taken into account in the
recruitment of public sector employees,
such as “patriotism and devoted service to
Turkmenistan, its people and the president
of Turkmenistan” and the display of “high
ideological and moral qualities over sever-
al generations.”

Corrupt practices existed, inter alia,
within the prison and education systems.
Admission to higher educational institu-
tions could reportedly be secured by pay-
ing sums equivalent to thousands of dol-
lars in bribes. The bribes required were the
highest for the most prestigious fields of
study, such as law, as well as for ethnic mi-
nority members.3

National Human Rights Protection 

National Institutions
The National Institute of Democracy

and Human Rights established by the pre-
sident formally had a mandate to promote
protection of the rights of the citizens of
the country. However, the activities of the

institute were limited to holding meetings
with foreign diplomats visiting the country,
and to demonstrate to these that the au-
thorities were giving due attention to hu-
man rights concerns. During the year,
meetings were held inter alia with a Euro-
pean Union delegation and the High Com-
missioner on National Minorities of the Or-
ganization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE), Rolf Ekeus.4

In February, media reported that the
parliamentary Committee on Legislation
had been transformed into a Committee
on the Protection of the Rights and Free-
dom of Persons.5 No further information
about the mandate and function of this
committee was, however, available. 

Human Rights Defenders6

There were no independent organiza-
tions working in the human rights field that
had obtained registration with the authori-
ties. Activities carried out by non-registered
organizations were considered illegal al-
though a criminal code provision establish-
ing criminal penalties for unregistered NGO
activities was abolished in November 2004. 

Those few human rights defenders
who continued to work in the country did
so at high personal risk and in constant fear
of repercussions. As a result of the repres-
sive climate in the country, many civil soci-
ety activists have been forced into exile in
recent years. In a highly worrisome trend,
relatives of dissidents have been targeted
and harassed in an attempt to stop exiles
from criticizing government policies and
speaking out about human rights violations. 

u In March, the brother of Farid Tukhba-
tullin, the leader of the exile NGO Turkmen
Initiative for Human Rights (TIHR), was for-
ced to resign from his position in the mili-
tary and to move out of the apartment
where he lived with his family. He had pre-
viously been warned that he would be dis-
missed unless his brother “kept a low pro-
file.” In 2003 Farid Tukhbatullin was found
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guilty of illegally crossing the border and
concealing information about an alleged
planned coup after attending an interna-
tional human rights conference organized
by the IHF and the NGO Memorial in
Moscow. He was sentenced to three years
imprisonment in a trial that fell seriously
short of international due process stan-
dards, but was released following interna-
tional criticism. He has since lived in exile.7

Elections 

A second round of national parliamen-
tary elections took place in seven electoral
districts in January since no candidate had
received more than 50% of the votes in
these districts during the first round in
December 2004. Also this time, the elec-
tions were neither free nor fair. Only rep-
resentatives of the presidential Galkanish
(“Revival”) movement were allowed to run
and voters were, thus, not offered any gen-
uine choice. No international observers
were present to monitor the elections.
Prior to the December 2004 elections the
members of an OSCE election monitoring
team were denied visas. 

There was no true division of power in
the country,8 and the parliament did not
act independently but merely served to
rubber stamp legislation put forward by
President Niyazov.

Freedom of Expression, Free Media
and Information

Turkmenistan had one of the worst re-
cords in the world in terms of media free-
dom and was ranked on place 165 out of
167 in the annual “World Press Freedom
Index” published by Reporters without Bor-
ders. This organization concluded that
Turkmenistan as well as North Korea and
Eritrea, which were ranked 166th and 167th

respectively, were the world’s “black holes”
for news where “privately-owned media is
not allowed and freedom of expression
does not exist.”9

All Turkmen media were state-owned
and published only information approved
by the government. The work of journalists
was closely monitored by the secret serv-
ice. The few representatives of foreign me-
dia who remained in the country were
subject to intense pressure. 

u In February, Viktor Panov, a long-time
correspondent for the Russian news
agency RIA Novosti in Ashgabat, was ar-
rested on spurious espionage charges and
deported to Russia following more than
two weeks of detention.10

u The same month, Nikolai Gerasimov, a
freelance journalist reporting for Radio
Free Europe/Radio Liberty, was forced to
leave the country after receiving threats.11

Internet access remained seriously re-
stricted.

Right to a Fair Trial and Effective
Remedies, Torture and Ill-treatment

Following the alleged assassination at-
tempt on President Niyazov in late 2002,
more than 50 people were convicted in tri-
als conducted in gross violation of interna-
tional due process standards. Many of
those convicted were believed to have
been tortured and ill-treated in pre-trial de-
tention.12 The fate of these people re-
mained unknown as they were held in-
communicado and were denied the right
to contacts with their families or lawyers.
There were, however, reports indicating
that some of them had died and that oth-
ers were seriously ill because of harsh
prison conditions.13

u In June, a new trial related to the alleg-
ed assassination attempt on the president
took place, and following a closed hearing,
a number of men were given heavy senten-
ces for their involvement in the 2002
events.14 Among those convicted were Be-
gench Beknazarov, a relative of Boris Shik-
muradov, former foreign minister and al-
leged mastermind behind the assassination
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attempt.15 Beknazarov was reportedly sen-
tenced to life imprisonment, while the oth-
er men received lengthy prison sentences.16

Conditions in Prisons and Detention
Facilities17

No official statistics about the number
of prisoners were made public, and state-
ments made by the president on this topic
were ambiguous. During a visit to Balkana-
bat city in August, the president indicated
that there were about 14,000 prisoners in
the country,18 but on a later occasion in Oc-
tober, he declared that slightly more than
12,000 people were serving sentences in
the country’s penitentiary institutions.19 

Prison facilities were closed institutions
and it was very difficult to obtain informa-
tion about prison conditions. However, ac-
cording to available information, overcrowd-
ing was a serious problem and due to a lack
of beds prisoners sometimes had to sleep
on the floor or outdoors. There were also re-
ports of prisoners bribing prison guards in
exchange for a place to sleep, sometimes
even in prison mortuaries. 

Moreover, available information sug-
gested that sanitation was often inade-
quate in prison facilities and that prisoners
were often subject to cruel treatment. Lack
of medicine and proper health services re-
portedly contributed to the spread of tu-
berculosis and other infectious diseases as
well as to numerous deaths of prisoners.
Conditions in institutions providing com-
pulsory treatment for drug addicts and al-
coholics were equally poor.

Despite an announcement by the
president in 2004 that representatives of
the International Red Cross/Crescent
would be allowed to visit the country’s
penitentiary institutions, no such visit had
taken place as of the end of 2005. During
a visit to Geneva in August, Minister of
Foreign Affairs Rashid Meredov claimed
that requirements for admission to prison
facilities were still being negotiated.

Because of overcrowding and lack of
meeting facilities, the opportunities of rela-
tives to visit prisoners were restricted.
According to prison regulations, one one-
hour meeting was permitted once per
month, and a meeting of one day once
every two months. However, in practice
these regulations were often violated, and
the meeting time was reduced to a mini-
mum. Also, only a few families were typi-
cally allowed to visit their relatives on any
given day, and families often had to wait
for permission to access the prison build-
ing for several hours or even a whole day.
Relatives of those imprisoned for their al-
leged involvement in the assassination at-
tempt on President Niyazov were not al-
lowed to visit their loved ones at all (see
the section on Right to a Fair Trial and Ef-
fective Remedies and Torture and Ill-treat-
ment, above).

Every year since 1999, a mass amnes-
ty has been implemented in October-No-
vember. According to an official announce-
ment, 8,145 prisoners were released dur-
ing the 2005 amnesty.20 No adequate pro-
gram for the rehabilitation of amnestied
prisoners was in place. The prisoners who
were released usually experienced great
difficulties in finding employment, and cri-
me and begging were common among
former prisoners. 

Freedom of Religion and Religious
Tolerance

The authorities seriously restricted all
forms of religious practice, while the per-
sonality cult around President Niyazov in-
creasingly assumed religious proportions.
The president was depicted as a prophet
in state propaganda, and his book the
Rukhnama was commonly referred to as
being “holy.” Citizens were encouraged to
study, discuss and use the Rukhnama as a
moral code of conduct in their daily lives,
and religious leaders were expected to glo-
rify the president at the beginning of
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prayer recitals and to disseminate the
“lofty ideas” included in the president’s
writing as part of worship.21

Islamic Communities
There were reports indicating that the

authorities stepped up their efforts to en-
sure that Islamic religious activity was in
conformity with “Turkmen custom.”22 Argu-
ing that Turkmen Muslims have “their own
way” of practicing their religion, President
Niyazov ordered the publication of a list of
“approved” rituals that the country’s Mus-
lims would be expected to observe.23

In recent years, numerous mosques
have been demolished in an attempt to
prevent unsanctioned Muslim worship
from taking place,24 and educated imams
have been dismissed and replaced with
imams lacking formal training. During
2005, the status of the country’s only re-
maining Muslim theological faculty at the
State University of Ashgabat was down-
graded as it was merged with the history
faculty, and all foreign staff members of
the faculty were dismissed. The number of
students admitted to the faculty was also
reduced further.25

Former Chief Mufti Nasrullah ibn Iba-
dullah, who was sentenced to 22 years of
imprisonment in a secret trial in 2004, re-
mained in prison. It was believed that he
may have been imprisoned because of his
refusal to use the Rukhnama along with
the Quran in his sermons or because of
his Uzbek ethnicity.26

Minority Religious Communities
In 2004 the previous requirement that

religious communities must have 500
members in order to gain state registration
was abolished, and unregistered religious
activity was de-criminalized.27 The practical
impact of these changes was, however,
limited.

As of October 2005, nine minority reli-
gious communities had obtained registra-

tion under the new rules, while other com-
munities continued to be denied registra-
tion or declined to apply for registration be-
cause they did not believe that registration
would facilitate their religious practice.
Although criminal sanctions for unregistered
religious activity had been abolished, such
activity remained subject to administrative
penalties and continued to be regarded as
illegal by local authorities. In addition, reli-
gious practice was obstructed by bans on
religious meetings in private homes and in-
dependent religious education.28

Minority religious communities also
continued to face harassment, including
intimidation, raids, detention, fines, and
confiscation of literature. Among those tar-
geted were members of newly registered
religious communities.29

u On 14 August, police raided an out-
door religious service of a Baptist commu-
nity in the north-eastern town of Dasho-
guz. The police officers involved argued
that the national state registration obtained
by the Baptist church was “not valid for
northern Turkmenistan” and claimed that
individuals can “only believe alone on their
own.” The officers noted everyone present
and confiscated Bibles and hymnbooks.
The following day, the community leaders
were summoned for interrogation and
were pressured to write statements ex-
plaining why they had become Christians
and to sign a declaration that the commu-
nity would not meet again until it had ob-
tained state registration.30

Conscientious Objection to Military
Service

In a positive development, four Je-
hovah’s Witnesses who were serving pri-
son sentences for refusing to serve in the
army were released under a special am-
nesty in April.31 However, while no new
conscientious objectors were imprisoned
during the year, those who rejected com-
pulsory military service on conscientious
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grounds remained at risk of being impris-
oned since no alternative to military serv-
ice existed.32

Freedom of Movement and Human
Contacts33

Although the requirement to obtain an
exit visa for travel abroad was revoked in
2004, it remained difficult to travel to oth-
er countries. The secret service carefully
monitored travel from the country and did
not allow people deemed “unreliable” to
leave. Among those “blacklisted” for travel
abroad were NGO activists.

u On 9 July, as a group of NGO activists
had arrived to Ashgabat airport for the pur-
pose of traveling to St. Petersburg under a
program sponsored by the US Agency for
International Development (USAID), the
activist Larissa Aranbaeva was detained.
Her passport was confiscated and she was
prohibited from leaving the country. No ex-
planations were given. The TIHR con-
demned this incident as a violation of the
right to freedom of movement and the
right of Aranbaeva to interact with col-
leagues from other countries. 

Rights of the Child

The exploitation of child labor in the
cotton harvest has been a long-standing
problem in Turkmenistan. Thus, in past
years, many children have been forced to
gather cotton, which is one of the major
sources of state income, for meager com-
pensation or for free and at serious risk to
their health and safety. In particular in the
countryside, children have often missed
several months of study because of work-
ing in the cotton harvest. 

However, for the first time, following
the adoption of a new law in February,
which explicitly prohibited child labor, mass
child labor was not used during the harvest
season in September-November 2005. In
remote rural areas, however, children still

worked in the cotton fields. School teachers
also continued to be mobilized at a large
scale for the cotton harvest, which inter-
fered with school education.34

Monitoring conducted by TIHR asso-
ciates confirmed that many children had to
work to contribute to their families’ suste-
nance, which limited their opportunities to
education and undermined their health.35

There were also cases of young girls forced
into prostitution because of the economic
needs of their families.36

National and Ethnic Minorities

The authorities continued their efforts
to promote a homogenous Turkmen iden-
tity, which resulted in repressive polices to-
ward national and ethnic minorities.

Minority members faced widespread
discrimination in employment, in particular
public sector employment as well as in ed-
ucation. As all Uzbek- and Kazakh-lan-
guage schools had been closed down,
children of the Uzbek and Kazakh minori-
ties did not have any opportunities to
study in their native languages. The only
language that was used as a language of
instruction besides Turkmen was Russian,
but also instruction in Russian has been
significantly reduced in recent years.37

In August, for the first time, the UN
Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination (CERD) reviewed a state re-
port submitted by Turkmenistan under the
UN Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination. The report
was nine years overdue. 

The CERD expressed deep concern
about the rhetoric and policy of “Turkmeni-
zation” conducted by the Turkmen govern-
ment in the areas of employment, educa-
tion and political life, recalling that policies
of forced assimilation amounts to racial
discrimination and thus violate the UN
convention. The committee was dismayed
at reports of discrimination against persons
belonging to ethnic and national minori-
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ties, such as the removal of minority mem-
bers from state employment and require-
ments that those who wish to access high-
er education or public sector employment
had to prove that they are third-generation
Turkmen.38

The CERD was also concerned that
members of national and ethnic minorities
were impeded from exercising their right
to enjoy their own culture e.g. because of
closures of schools teaching in minority
languages and of minority cultural institu-
tions. Moreover, the committee voiced
concern about reports indicating that many
minority members who were the victims of
discrimination did not complain to courts
because they feared reprisals or lacked
confidence in law enforcement and judi-
cial authorities, which often showed lack of
impartiality in dealing with cases of alleged
racial discrimination.39

Another issue of concern raised by the
CERD was forced internal displacements,
targeting in particular ethnic Uzbeks, to in-
hospitable parts of the country.40

u In April, about 40 ethnic Uzbek fami-
lies were forcibly displaced from the Niya-
zov region of the Dashoguz province,
which is located near the border to Uzbe-
kistan, to desert areas of Turkmenistan.41 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

In recent years, the authorities have in-
creasingly cut funding for public services,
while spending vast sums on grand con-
struction projects.42

The country’s health care system has
steadily deteriorated as local hospitals
have been shut down, thousands of health
care workers have been dismissed and re-
placed with army conscripts and fees have
been introduced for a growing number of
medical treatments, thereby rendering
them inaccessible to most people.43

In an announcement that met with
widespread international dismay and con-
demnation, the president stated at the be-

ginning of the year that all hospitals locat-
ed outside the capital would be closed, ar-
guing that regional hospitals were not
“needed” and that those who were ill
could come to Ashgabat. If implemented,
this order would have effectively deprived
thousands of seriously ill people and peo-
ple with emergency conditions from ac-
cess to life-saving treatment. Many regions
of the country are located far away from
the capital, and many impoverished resi-
dents can hardly afford to travel even short
distances.44 The order was reportedly not
implemented, but many regional hospitals
did not operate adequately due to lack of
doctors and equipment.

The president also announced that re-
gional public libraries would be closed
down, claiming that ”village Turkmen do
not read,”45 and in at least some regions
steps were subsequently taken toward im-
plementing this order.46 In previous years,
the president has ordered the closure of
major cultural establishments, such as the
state opera and ballet, the state philhar-
monic orchestra and the state library.47

The standard of education in the
country has also worsened considerably as
a result of a number of recent reforms. The
period of compulsory education has been
shortened, mass dismissals of teachers
have been carried out and many schools
have been closed down. University educa-
tion has been cut from five to two years,
and as of mid-2004 higher level diplomas
from foreign educational institutions were
declared invalid. Moreover, education has
increasingly been given an ideological con-
tent and the curriculum has been oriented
around the literary works of President
Niyazov, in particular his spiritual guide
Rukhnama. Knowledge of Rukhnama has
been made a central university admission
requirement.48
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