
The sudden death of Turkmen Presi-
dent-for-Life Saparmurat Niyazov in De-
cember 2006 gave rise to hopes for dem-
ocratic change and human rights progress.
The IHF, the Turkmen Initiative for Human
Rights (TIHR) and the Human Rights
Centre Memorial called on the internation-
al community to seize the opportunity to
press Turkmenistan about “its grave short-
comings as a democratic and law-gov-
erned state” and to “end the retrograde
practices of Niyazov’s regime.”1 However,
the steps taken toward appointing a suc-
cessor of Niyazov in late 2006 – which in-
cluded the nomination of a hand-picked
field of candidates and a frontrunner bac-
ked even by the Election Commission –
did not reflect a democratic process and it
was clear that conditions were not in place
for democratic elections on the date sche-
duled for February 2007. 

Throughout the year, the human rights
situation remained of serious concern.

President Niyazov controlled the executive,
judicial as well as legislative branch and
fully dominated public life through an ex-
cessive personality cult gradually built up
over many years. No independent media
or civil society groups existed in the coun-
try, and dissidence was systematically re-
pressed. Internet was not available to most
citizens and the official Turkmen internet
provider systematically blocked access to
any sites containing information critical of
the regime. The import of foreign publica-
tions was prohibited and foreign TV- and
radio-channels could only be received by
those who had satellite antennas. 

The United Nations Committee on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) examined the
first state report submitted by Turkmenistan
under the Convention on the Rights of the
Child with a delay of almost ten years. In its
concluding comments, the committee high-
lighted a number of major human rights
problems in the country, such as the strict
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government control of media and other
sources of information; the widespread use
of torture and ill-treatment; the persistent
pattern of discrimination against ethnic and
religious minorities; the prevalence of
poverty among broad segments of the po-
pulation; and the deterioration of the edu-
cation system, which has largely resulted
from the heavy emphasis given to teaching
of the spiritual guide Rukhnama authored
by President Niyazov. With particular respect
to children’s rights, the committee, inter
alia, expressed concern that “children be-
longing to families of persons condemned
on political grounds are often victims of dis-
criminatory and punitive practices, notably
in access to education and other services.”2

Elections 

Following the death of President Niya-
zov in December, the Turkmen constitution
would have required that the chairperson
of the Mejlis (parliament) be appointed
acting president. However, Deputy Prime
Minister and Health Minister Gurbanguly
Berdymukhamedov, who pledged to pro-
tect the country’s “stability and peace” and
“keep alive the legacy of Saparmurat
Turkmenbashi,”3 was given this task in-
stead. Moreover, only a few days after the
announcement of Niyazov’s death, new
presidential elections were scheduled for
February 2007, and, after amending a con-
stitutional provision barring the acting pre-
sident from running, Berdymukhamedov
was nominated along with five other can-
didates from within the old regime. No ex-
ile opposition candidates were allowed to
register as candidates. The head of the
Election Commission said that he would
“do everything” to make sure Berdymuk-
hamedov wins “because he is a worthy
candidate.”4 In the elections held on 11
February 2007, Berdymukhamedov won
with 89% of the vote.5

In July elections to local Gengeshes
(decision-making bodies in rural areas)

and December elections to district and
municipal Khalk Maslahaties (People’s
Councils), virtually all candidates were
nominated by the authorities, with loyalty
to the president being the main criterion
for nomination. A resolution adopted by
the national Khalk Maslakhty on 25 Octo-
ber clearly spelled out that the elections
were aimed at the selection of individuals
“who, from the bottom of their hearts, are
loyal and ready to honestly serve the Mot-
herland and our Great Serdar” (an expres-
sion commonly used to refer to President
Niyazov). 

Given the absence of any legal politi-
cal opposition in the country, all elections
that have taken place in Turkmenistan in
recent years have been undemocratic.

Prison conditions 

As prisons remained largely closed for
the outside world, it was difficult to obtain
information about prison conditions. How-
ever, overcrowding was reportedly a seri-
ous problem, and abusive treatment of
prisoners was believed to be a widespread
problem. 

In mid-2005 President Niyazov pub-
licly criticized corrupt practices and vio-
lence against inmates in the DZ-K/8 prison
colony in Dashoguz, the only female pri-
son in the country. Mass dismissals of pri-
son staff members were subsequently car-
ried out and male prison guards were re-
placed with female officials.6 However, oth-
er problems reportedly persisted in the
prison, including serious overcrowding,
scarce food rations and inadequate sanita-
tion. Since the end of the 1990s the num-
ber of prisoners held in the colony had
gradually increased from about 600 to
over 2,000, and the situation remained
critical although more than 1,000 women
were released under the annual amnesty
in November.7

Two protest actions were organized in
the prison in October and November, re-
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sulting in the dismissal of the new prison
head appointed in 2005.8

Conditions in so-called narcotics dis-
pensaries, where drug addicts were
forcibly detained, were also reported to be
critical. Sometimes such facilities accom-
modated as many as ten times the num-
ber of people they were designed to ac-
commodate,9 and those held there did not
receive adequate treatment for their drug
abuse. The detainees were also typically
forced to carry out physical labor without
payment, were poorly fed and were regu-
larly subjected to torture and humiliating
treatment by guards.10

The authorities continued to refuse in-
dependent observers, including those of
the International Red Cross, access to the
country’s prisons and detention facilities.

Freedom of expression and human
rights defenders

Freedom of expression was extremely
curtailed. No independent media or civil
society groups could legally work in the
country and journalists, civil society ac-
tivists and others who engaged in any form
of criticism of official policies were highly
vulnerable to persecution. During the year,
there were numerous cases in which hu-
man rights activists and other critics of the
regime were arrested, imprisoned or
forcibly placed in psychiatric institutions.
One journalist/human rights defender
died in prison. 

◆ On 4 January, 70-year old Kakabai
Tedjenov was arrested in his hometown
Turkmenabat and forcibly placed in a psy-
chiatric hospital.11 Tedjenov had repeatedly
sent letters to the authorities protesting so-
cial and other government policies and pri-
or to his detention he had sought to dis-
tribute a written statement to foreign em-
bassies and international organizations, in
which he called on the international com-
munity to impose sanctions on Turkmenis-

tan for its human rights violations. The cir-
cumstances of the case clearly suggested
that Tedjenov was targeted for peacefully
exercising his right to freedom of expres-
sion. Previously, in May 2004, Tedjenov
had been detained together with about 50
other people who protested official poli-
cies during a visit by President Niyazov to
Turkmenabat.12 Following numerous inter-
national appeals and actions in support of
Tedjenov,13 he was eventually released af-
ter more than eight months in detention.14

◆ In April, 66-year-old Gurbandurdy
Durdykuliye was released after more than
two years in psychiatric detention. Durdy-
kuliye was arrested in the village of Suvchy
in western Turkmenistan in February 2004
and forcibly placed in a psychiatric hospital
after attempting to organize a peaceful
demonstration to protest government poli-
cies.15 His release followed a series of in-
ternational interventions for his release, in-
cluding an appeal made by 54 US sena-
tors and congressmen.16

◆ In June, three persons associated with
the Bulgaria-based Turkmen Helsinki Foun-
dation (THF), Ogulsapar Muradova, Anna-
kurban Amanklychev and Sapardurdy Kha-
djiyev, were arrested in Ashgabat. Murado-
va had also worked as a journalist for Ra-
dio Liberty.17 In a closed trial held in Au-
gust, to which international organizations
and embassies were denied access, they
were all sentenced to prison on illegal
weapons possession and other charges;
Muradova and Amanklychev received six-
year sentences, and Khadjiyev a seven-
year sentence.18 Statements made by au-
thorities and state media sought to impli-
cate the three in subversive activities, e.g.
because they had attended human rights
training abroad, and there were credible al-
legations that Muradova and Amanklychev
were forcibly administered psychotropic
drugs in an attempt to force them to “con-
fess” to such activities.19 In September,
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Muradova died in custody under unclear
circumstances. While security officials in-
sisted that the death was natural, relatives
who saw the body reported that it bore
signs of possible torture, including a large
wound on the head and strangulation
marks on the neck.20 International organi-
zations called for a prompt, independent
and transparent investigation into the
death of Muradova,21 but no investigation
results had been made public by the
Turkmen authorities at the end of the year. 

◆ Andrey Zatoka, a well-known Turkmen
ecologist and environmental activist was
arrested in the city of Dashauz on 17 De-
cember 2006. The reasons for his deten-
tion were unclear, but its circumstances
suggested that it was aimed at punishing
him for his civil society engagement. Zato-
ka had been involved in efforts to improve
environmental conditions in Turkmenistan
for many years and served as the co-chair
of the Dashauz Ecological Club, which was
closed down by a court in 2003. He was
detained the same day as he was sup-
posed to leave for Ashgabat, from where
he was due to travel to Moscow to attend
a meeting of the International Socio-Ecolo-
gical Union and subsequently celebrate
the New Year with family members resid-
ing in Russia.22 At the beginning of 2007,
Zatoka remained in detention and had re-
portedly been charged with unlawful ac-
quisition, possession or distribution of
weapons.23

There were also reports of intimidation
and harassment of relatives of exiled Turk-
men human rights activists and opposition
members, such as threatening visits by se-
curity officials, arrests and bans on travel-
ing abroad. These incidents clearly repre-
sented attempts to put pressure on the rel-
atives of exiled critics of the Niyazov
regime to force them to give up their ef-
forts to shed light on the human rights sit-
uation in Turkmenistan and promote dem-
ocratic changes in the country.24

Freedom of movement

Freedom of movement was violated
through restrictive rules concerning resi-
dence and occupation inside the country
as well as “black lists” for travel abroad.
Such lists reportedly included the names
of as many as 16,000 persons. 

Women’s rights

Reports received by TIHR indicated
that government departments were in-
volved in the sexual exploitation of young
women, who were forced to provide sexu-
al services to high-ranking guests and busi-
nessmen from foreign countries. A total of
30 to 40 women were believed to be vic-
tims of this form of organized sexual prac-
tice every year, and some of those affect-
ed were reportedly “sold” to other coun-
tries.25 In two cases, victims were known to
have been able to flee the country and
seek asylum in European countries.

Economic and social rights

A new law on pensions signed by the
president in January retroactively deprived
about 100,000 people of pensions and
other benefits they had already received
and significantly reduced benefits for other
pensioners and disabled people. The law
changed the rules for calculating the num-
ber of years of professional experience, on
the basis of which pensions are paid.
Hence, under the law, for example, work
periods completed in other republics of
the former Soviet Union, maternity and
sick leaves as well as vacations could no
longer be counted as periods of profes-
sional experience and were deducted from
the experience registered for those already
receiving pensions. As a result, the profes-
sional experience of many elderly people
shrunk to less than the required minimum
of 25 years for males and 20 years for fe-
males to receive a pension.26
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