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Turkmenistan: human rights situation
Since 2007, under the Government of President Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov, no significant
improvements regarding human rights and civil liberties in Turkmenistan have been observed by
international human rights organisations. The EU is concerned by the situation and closely monitors
human rights issues through a permanent dialogue on human rights with Turkmenistan authorities.

Current political situation
Although the constitution declares Turkmenistan to be a secular democracy and a presidential republic, the
country has an authoritarian government controlled by President Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov and his
ruling party, the Democratic Party of Turkmenistan (DPT). In February 2012, according to the Central Election
Commission, President Berdimuhamedov was re-elected for a second five-year term, winning 97.14% of the
vote against a field of candidates all associated with the ruling party. The Organisation for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) said that conditions were not suitable for a vote-monitoring mission, and
Turkmenistan did not invite observers. First multi-party parliamentary elections were held on 15 December
2013, but opposition parties such as the Party of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (PIE) praised the
incumbent president and his party. Informal reports describe an atmosphere of repression, with no viable
opposition and no independent media. In a report issued in March 2014, the OSCE said that fundamental
freedoms continue to be restricted and the choice between competing political alternatives is limited.

Human rights
Freedom of expression and assembly
Turkmenistan's first media law entered into force in January 2013. It safeguards freedom of the press,
prohibits censorship and sets out the objective of ensuring media pluralism. However, in practice the media
environment in the country remains fundamentally repressive. Two journalists were detained for seven
years in appalling conditions, another died in detention shortly after their arrest. Anyone criticising the
authorities is jailed or confined in a psychiatric hospital. A Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty journalist,
Rovshen Yazmuhamedov, was detained for a short time in May 2013 on charges that have not been made
clear. The NGO Freedom House (FH) gives Turkmenistan a press freedom score of 95 (with 100 being the
worst). In its 2014 World Press Freedom Index, Reporters without Borders ranked Turkmenistan 178 of 180
countries. Human Rights Watch (HRW) reports that, despite parliament adopting a law banning censorship
and affirming citizens’ rights to freedom of expression and information, internet access is under-developed
and strictly controlled, with only about 5% of the population having access. Although laws guarantee the
right to freedom of assembly, FH reports that citizens are rarely allowed to exercise that right freely, and
public protest is extremely rare. The government-controlled Association of Trade Unions of Turkmenistan is
the only trade union permitted. Workers are barred by law from collective bargaining and striking.
Human rights defenders
Independent human rights defenders (HRDs) are unable to operate in Turkmenistan and the registration
process for NGOs is complex, bureaucratic and subject to arbitrary state assessment. Human Rights Watch
points out in its 2014 World Report that human rights defenders and other activists face constant threats of
government reprisals. The government continues to use imprisonment as a tool for political retaliation.
Enforced disappearances seem also to be a recurrent problem in the country.
Access to justice and corruption
Corruption and a general lack of transparency remain a significant problem in Turkmenistan. Transparency
International ranked Turkmenistan 168 of 177 states surveyed in its 2014 Corruption Perceptions Index.
Moreover, it remains difficult for individuals to challenge court decisions.
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Torture and ill treatment
Serious concerns have been expressed by HRW about reports that security officials have used excessive
force, including beating, to extract confessions from detainees. Prison conditions on the whole are
unsanitary, overcrowded and unsafe, but it remains difficult to make a fully accurate assessment of the
treatment of prisoners and other detainees. International bodies such as the International Committee of the
Red Cross (ICRC) are denied unfettered access to detention facilities in Turkmenistan.
Freedom of religion or belief
Although the Constitution provides for religious freedom, it is largely government-controlled, and some
groups are subject to harassment. OSCE indicates in a document that individuals and religious communities
still experience administrative restrictions or various other forms of harassment.
Women’s rights
A cultural bias against reporting or acknowledging rape and domestic violence makes determining the extent
of these problems difficult. In the report of the Working Group on the UN Universal Periodic Review (UPR)
on Turkmenistan, a number of states urged that the rights of women be strengthened in both law and
practice. The OSCE has also taken some steps to tackle the issue.
Minority rights and LGBT rights
As a result of legal and other measures designed to reinforce Turkmenistan’s national identity, some
minority groups within the country, mainly ethnic Uzbeks and Russians, find it difficult to preserve their
national and linguistic identity. (Male) homosexuality is illegal, and Turkmenistan refused in the context of its
latest UPR to decriminalise sexual relations between consenting adults of the same sex.

UN human rights instruments
As a UN member since 1992, Turkmenistan has ratified most UN human rights convention, except the
Optional Protocol of the Convention against Torture, the Convention for the Protection of all Persons from
Enforced Disappearance and the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant
Workers and Members of their Families. The death penalty was fully abolished in 1999. The UN Human
Rights Council adopted the outcome of the Universal Periodic Review of Turkmenistan on 18 September
2013 during its 24th session. Turkmenistan received a total of 183 recommendations, including on reforms
to the judiciary, women’s rights, torture and the establishment of a national human rights institution.

Turkmenistan and the EU
Relations between Turkmenistan and the European Union are governed by an Interim Trade Agreement
(signed in 1999 but which only came into force in 2011), pending ratification of a Partnership and
Cooperation Agreement (PCA), agreed in 1997, by the EU Member States and the EU itself, following EP
consent. The Human Rights Clause insists on respect for democracy and fundamental and human rights
which constitute an essential element of the Agreement. If either party considers that the other party has
failed to fulfil an obligation under the Agreement, it may take appropriate measures.
In its latest human rights dialogue with Turkmenistan which took place in Brussels on 15 September 2014,
the EU raised serious concerns about continued reports of grave human rights violations in the country,
including the torture and mistreatment of detainees, enforced disappearances, censorship of the press and
blocking of websites, excessive restrictions on civil society and violations of the right to freedom of religion
or belief. Individual human rights cases were raised during the meeting. The next round of the EU-
Turkmenistan Human Rights Dialogue is expected to take place in Ashgabat in 2015.

The European Parliament adopted a resolution on the Interim Trade Agreement in April 2009, prior to the
Council's approval of the Agreement (Parliament's assent was not required). Whilst acknowledging some
improvements in the situation of human rights in Turkmenistan, it underlined the need for further efforts. It
emphasised that the Agreement 'stipulates respect for democracy and human rights as a condition for
cooperation', and that the Council and Commission should be prepared to suspend the agreement if this
condition were not to be met in future. Underlining the potential of improved EU-Turkmenistan relations as a
catalyst for the development of Turkmen society, Parliament urged the inclusion of a fully suspensive human
rights clause in the PCA.
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