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Political parties in Turkmenistan
Turkmenistan is a 'presidential republic' in which the president is vested with extensive authority.
After independence in 1991, the country was ruled by Saparmurat Niyazov until his death in 2006.
His successor, Gurbanguly Berdimuhammedov, took timid steps towards democratisation and
liberalisation. Although there are some welcome developments, the regime is still considered
authoritarian. In December 2013, the Turkmens held their first ever multi-party elections.

Background
Saparmurat Niyazov, chief of the Communist Party of the Turkmen SSR since 1985, was elected as the first
president of independent Turkmenistan in 1990. In 1992, after capturing 99.5% of the votes, he was re-elected
president in an uncontested race. Although the tenure of the president was five years (renewable), a
referendum held in 1994 prolonged this period until 2002, without the need for an election. In 1999, the
parliament unanimously declared Niyazov 'president for life'. During his presidency, Niyazov established a
personality cult in which he named himself Turkmenbashi, (Leader of the Turkmen) and later, as his cult
developed, 'Turkmenbashi the Great'. Following President Niyazov's death on 21 December 2006, the speaker
of the parliament, who was supposed to succeed him, was immediately arrested and Deputy Prime Minister,
Gurbanguly Berdimuhammedov was appointed acting president. Later, he was declared winner of the 2007
presidential elections, having got 89.18% of the votes. Turkmenistan has become less isolated thanks to
reforms enacted by President Berdimuhammedov. Indeed, the European Parliament's resolution of 22 April
2009 recognised that the situation in Turkmenistan had improved since the change of president, and since the
regime had indicated its willingness to carry out major reforms.

Political system
Article 1 of the Turkmen Constitution states that 'Turkmenistan is a democratic, legal and secular state in
which the government takes the form of a presidential republic'. Article 116 further states that the
provisions on the form of governance cannot be changed. While the principle of separation of powers is
enshrined in the constitution (Article 4), it also grants overwhelming authority to the president, who is head
of state and head of government, commander-in-chief of the armed forces and 'guarantor of the state's
independence'. The president is elected directly for a period of five years and there is no limit to the number
of times he can be re-elected, except age (70 years). President Berdimuhammedov – who was elected for a
second term in 2012 – can be re-elected three more times, before he reaches the age limit, which the
parliament is currently considering abolishing in the context of newly proposed constitutional amendments.
Turkmenistan's unicameral 125-member parliament, the Mejlis, is the highest representative body.
Legislative initiative in the parliament belongs to the country's president, the members of parliament, the
Cabinet of Ministers and the Supreme Court. The constitution (Article 64) stipulates that the Mejlis can give
law-making powers to the president in certain domains, excluding changes to the constitution, criminal and
administrative law, and legal proceedings. The president signs the laws within two weeks or uses the power
of suspensive veto, sending the law with his objections to the parliament for a second deliberation and vote.
If the parliament confirms its decision by a vote of at least two thirds of its members, the president has to
sign the law. The president has no suspensive veto power with regard to laws amending the constitution.
According to the constitution (Article 57), the Mejlis may decide by at least two thirds of the votes to release
the president from office, in case he cannot fulfil his duties because of illness. Furthermore, in the case of a
violation of the constitution and laws of Turkmenistan by the president, the Mejlis may consider a no-
confidence vote to dismiss him at the request of no less than two thirds of its members; the vote has to be
adopted by at least three quarters of its members. This decision is also subject to a national referendum.
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Mejlis (125 seats)
DPT (47)
OTU (33)
WUT (16)
PIE (14)
MYO (8)
GCT (7)

Electoral system
Turkmenistan's Electoral Code, which governs both presidential and parliamentary elections, was adopted in
July 2013. All citizens having reached the age of 18 have the right to vote. The right to nominate candidates
belongs to political parties, public associations and citizens' groups. Some 10 000 signatures are required for
groups of citizens to nominate a presidential candidate. Eligibility for election to parliament is granted to
citizens who have attained the age of 25 and have lived continuously in the country for the past ten years.
Mejlis members are elected by absolute majority vote in single-member constituencies to serve a five-year
term. Candidates who receive more than half of all votes are considered elected. If no candidate obtains an
absolute majority, a second round is held between the two leading candidates.

Political parties represented in Parliament
As noted by the OSCE, until 2012 the political landscape had been characterised by an absence of political
parties other than the Democratic Party of Turkmenistan (DPT), although the constitution (Article 30)
enables citizens to form political parties. In May 2010, Berdimuhammedov asked the parliament to draw up
a new law on political parties. Eventually, the 'Law on Political Parties' regulating the establishment of
political parties, their rights, obligations and guarantees of their activity, as well as their relations with state
institutions and other organisations, was adopted in January 2012. In March 2012, the government
announced the creation of two new political parties.

Along with two political parties – the DPT (47 seats) and the PIE
(14 seats) – four public associations: the Organisation of Trade
Unions (OTU, 33 seats), the Women's Union of Turkmenistan
(WUT, 16 seats), the Magtumguly Youth Organisation (MYO,
8 seats), and the Groups of Citizens of Turkmenistan (GCT,
7 seats), have been represented in parliament since the
December 2013 elections. They are registered as public
associations, but lack real independence from the state.

The Democratic Party of Turkmenistan was founded as a successor to the Communist Party of Turkmenistan
in December 1991, with Niyazov as its first chairman. Later, President Berdimuhammedov assumed its
chairmanship. Berdimuhammedov suspended his membership and leadership of the DPT in August 2013 for
the duration of his presidential term, as a part of efforts to create a multi-party system. The current
government is led by the DPT, which has dominated Turkmen politics since independence.
After the adoption of the 2012 law on political parties, two 'opposition' parties appeared. The Party of
Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (PIE) was founded in August 2012, becoming the second political party in
independent Turkmenistan's history. The PIE aims to support the implementation of the government’s
programme and strengthening of the country’s private sector. When the leader of PIE, Orazmammet
Mammedov, won a by-election held in June 2013, he became the first member of the Mejlis to come from a
party independent of the ruling DPT.
The third political party, the Agrarian Party of Turkmenistan (APT), was founded in September 2014. The APT
focuses on modernising the agricultural sector and increasing the volume and range of products. Led by
Redzhep Bazarov, the APT is not represented in the current Mejlis.
The two new parties were set up at the government's instigation, suggesting that they will be under its control.
Indeed, human rights activists and the opposition argue that there is still no genuine alternative to the ruling
DPT. Although the new law paved the way for multi-party elections, these are regarded as a tool for the DPT to
prevent international criticism from being levelled at Turkmenistan as a single-party state. Due to severe
repression of dissent, many opposition groups such as the National Democratic Movement of Turkmenistan,
(Agzybirlik, 'unity'), the Republican Party of Turkmenistan, (Watan, 'fatherland'), and the Turkmen
Movement for Democratic Reform operate underground or in exile.
Although a Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) was signed in 1998, the European Parliament and some
EU Member States have not ratified it. However, on 8 May 2015, the EP's Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)
released a draft report on the conclusion of the PCA. In the absence of a PCA, bilateral relations between
Turkmenistan and the EU have been governed by an Interim Trade Agreement (ITA) since 2009. The EP resolutions
of 15 March 2001 and of 23 October 2003 expressed deep concern over the human rights situation in the country.
On 17 June 2015, the seventh round of the EU-Turkmenistan Human Rights Dialogue was held in Ashgabat.
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