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Introduction

This mission was the first one of the newly elected Delegation for relations with Central Asia
in the 2019-2024 mandate and took place only few weeks after its constitution. In its new
composition, the Delegation paid a visit to Dushanbe from Thursday 31 to Friday 1 November
2019 in order to hold the 8th meeting of the EU/Tajikistan Parliamentary Cooperation
Committee (PCC) and to meet high-level interlocutors such as the President of Tajikistan and
representatives of the civil society and EU diplomats.

Context

Much is taking place in the region and in Tajikistan itself. The relations with the neighbouring
countries are at their best compared to recent past, however the unclear perspective of Afghanistan
is an increasing reason of worry; Tajikistan is undergoing genuine efforts for economic reforms, yet
the financial and social situation remains critical; stability and a form of consensus reign in the
society, but the record of human rights and the democratisation process remain disappointing; the
country is safe, but returnees of ISIS militants pose a real threat and military clashes are occasionally
taking place in the country.

Next year Tajikistan will hold parliamentary elections and none of the seven registered parties is
currently playing the role of substantial opposition. However, the attention focusses more on the
presidential elections also due in 2020. Central Asia is currently undergoing   generation change of
Heads of States coming from the independence time and President Rahmon is likely to wish avoiding
an Uzbek scenario, where the former President’s family has mostly been excluded, and rather look
to the Kazakh way.

Tajikistan is very active in the multilateral arena and skilled in connecting with several actors - such
as China, USA, Russia, Turkey, India. However, some of those traditional partners appear as more
problematic and less delivering, while the EU, including the European Parliament, is building up a
consistent credibility, and is perceived as a crucial player, more committed and with more political
continuity than others are. We can build up an even deeper partnership on this basis.

Meetings

In only two working days, the Delegation managed to have an intense and high-level dialogue
with the Majlis - PCC and separate meetings with Speakers of both Houses of the Parliament -
plus an extensive session with the President of Tajikistan. As a standard practice for EP
Delegations, meetings were set up also with representatives of the civil society, as well as with
the EU and the EU Member States’ (EUMS) Ambassadors. The Delegation had also the
opportunity to visit some industrial, tourism and development projects.
The full programme is attached at the end of this report (see Annex I)
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Inter-parliamentary meetings

“Tajiks are not just Asians, we are euro-Asians. We are your close relatives” (a Tajik Speaker)
As in previous visits, the EP Delegation was received in a warm way, aiming quickly to
establish mutually friendly and beneficial relationship. Well prepared to engage in discussion
with the European counterparts, the Tajik parliamentarians - both in the PCC itself and in the
separate meetings with the Speakers of the Upper and Low Chambers - offered a comprehensive
vision of the challenges faced by the country and of the role of the legislative power. Proceeding
through a structured agenda, the two sides could discuss topics such as the developments taking
place in both Tajikistan and the EU, the economic reforms undertaken by the host country, the
situation of human rights, the regional approach and other issues. It was noted that at no point
the Members of the Tajik Parliament expressed, opposed or even gave different opinions, but
rather emphasised a common position on every single topic. The two Speakers echoed also this
consensual role of the legislator and overall, the Majlis was keen in affirming that its role is to
operate more as a single body representing the citizens and working closely with the
government and presidency, rather than an institution articulated in majority versus opposition
and pluralistic opinions. This process is such that according to the mainstream Tajik point of
view, what by western parameters could be defined as a “real opposition” is, almost by
definition, an entity financed by external forces to destabilise the country.

Although usual practice in most of the Central Asian parliaments, this consensual and
unanimous approach seemed to be reinforced compared to previous PCC in Tajikistan and
could turn out to be detrimental for the consolidation of democracy in the country. Not only
Tajikistan society may have different views and interest that should be reflected in the
composition and the agenda of the national parliament, but also an issue as the gender balance
should be a matter of concern in an institution still with very little number of women present in
its ranks.

The Majlis priority is to address with a constructive approach a number of key challenges.
Those were clearly the situation in Afghanistan and its impact on Tajikistan, the implementation
of the National Development Strategy, the improvement of the investment climate and the
advocacy for a Tajik way on respecting human rights (an issue that is conceived as directly
linked to the security of the country).

The Majlis representatives were impressive for their capacity to present clear and well thought
analysis of those challenges and on refraining from any “complaining aptitude”. The request
for benefitting from a possible GSP + scheme from the EU was combined with a clear gratitude
to the EU for its long-standing commitment in supporting Tajikistan. The impact of the major
infrastructural project in the country, the Rogun Dam (which will produce a huge capacity of
hydro-electric energy, empowering Tajikistan to be one of the main energy exports in Asia)
was underlined without mentioning the past conflicts with neighbouring countries on this
project.
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The government of troubled Afghanistan was constantly mentioned as a friendly partner.
Tajikistan at the cross-roads of so many political routes, wisely picture itself as a country of
opportunities rather than a land of potential tensions.

Not surprisingly, the Tajik side was interested in understanding better the implications of Brexit
for the political cohesion of the EU, for its prestige on the global scene, and for its budgetary
capacity in development and aid policies. On the issue, the EP Delegation was not in position
to give full clarification given the overall status of the Brexit process. This did not harm the
very clear, assertive declaration of strategic friendship with the EU that at each point of the
meetings, the Tajik parliamentarians expressed, and in the strongest terms - to the extent that
Europe was not only perceived as a key partner, but a land to which Tajikistan somehow
belongs.

Security and stability

“Can we have common standards about what we both consider as terrorism?”(a Tajik MP)
The streets of Dushanbe are among the safest in Asia, the presence of military and security
forces is almost invisible, the social environment looks relaxed. This first impression is well
grounded on the cohesion of the Tajik society but can misled about the potential dangers
looming on the country. Tajikistan feels somehow misunderstood in its perception of security
threats it has to face. Threats well present both by non-State actors such as ISIS combatants
returning or coming to Central Asia once they lost their positions in Syria and Iraq, or by States
operating hostile moves (such as Iran), or by next door semi-State players such as the Taliban.
In this geographical context, Tajikistan impresses for being an oasis of relative peace.

In the meetings hold with the EP Delegation, the Tajik interlocutors insisted on 4 points.
1) Afghanistan is a permanent source of worries, to the extent that an EU diplomat stressed

that in Tajikistan there is an “obsession about Afghanistan” a country geographically,
ethnically, linguistically, but not politically and economically close. As much as the
bilateral relations with the government in Kabul are probably at their best, Afghanistan
is conceived as the country Tajikistan doesn’t want to be alike: unstable, divided
between urban and countryside models, with limited women empowerment, with strong
role of Muslim clergy, dominated by drug-dealers and in a state of permanent civil war.
Pointing out to a large map of the region, President Rahmon illustrated the dangers
coming from the long border with Afghanistan: a lot of drug traffic (one of main causes
of corruption), infiltration of Islamic militants, and high cost of patrolling by Tajik
guards (heavily assisted in this by the Russians). Sharing the EU position, the President
insisted that a peace settlement in Afghanistan needs to fully involve the Kabul
government, contrary to the American position, which seemed to privilege direct
negotiation with the Taliban. At the same time, during the PCC, Tajik MPs pointed out
that regional cooperation with Afghanistan, and partial involvement of Afghanistan in
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the EU Central Asia strategy, are part of a collective effort to not isolate this country
and include it in a broader contest.

2) Like other Central Asian countries, Tajikistan is facing the return of ISIS fighters and
their family members. Specific programmes are established notably for the gradual
reintegration of women and children, but more regional cooperation on this would be
beneficial. Return of ISIS fighters is an additional reason for not opening the political
arena, but rather to enforce stricter control on the society. The week after the delegation
visited Dushanbe, masked Islamic State militants attacked a border post on the Tajik-
Uzbek border overnight, triggering a gun battle that killed 15 of the militants, a guard
and a police officer. Five of the gunmen were captured after the attack on the Tajik side
of the border, 50 km (30 miles) southwest of the capital Dushanbe. Apparently, the
gunmen had entered Tajikistan via its border with Afghanistan and belonged to the
Islamic State that claimed responsibility for an attack on Western cyclists in Tajikistan
in 2018 and for a prison riot in May 2019.

3) President Rahmon was surprisingly harsh on Iran, which according to him has
consistently been trying to introduce sharia in the country and is still playing a disturbing
activity in the Tajik society. The legacy of the civil war - which left 150.000 casualties,
50.000 orphans and one million on displaced persons - is somehow considered as a
responsibility of Teheran. In spite of linguistic and cultural (but not religious) affinity
with old Persia, Tajikistan relations with Iran seem to remain at their lowest level in
recent history.

4) The internal security situation looks to be under control by the authorities, and is often
used as a pretext for limiting the space for individual and political freedoms. A narrow
concept of national security prevails on individual rights, and each sector of the society,
including the seven registered parties, the media, the NGOs, have to comply with it.
The former main opposition party, the Islamic Revival Party (IPR), has been officially
banned following a very controversial decision, criticized by the EU. The status of the
IPR was not raised during the meetings, being a “no go” issue in Tajikistan. According
to European diplomats, it is difficult to assess whether the IPR still enjoys any actual
support in the Tajikistan society. During the PCC, one of the few controversial issue
raised by the Tajik MPs was the lack of a commonly agreed definition of “terrorism”
with the EU. This clearly referred to the legal status enjoyed by IRP in EU countries,
where it has reorganised its activity in the diaspora.
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Human rights

“There is no independence whatsoever of the judiciary in this country, and the space for
independent NGOs is decreasing” (a Tajik citizen)
During the PCC, the Tajik MPs described an optimistic picture about the progress achieved on
human rights. On the other side, the representatives of the NGOs presented a vision of
deteriorating space for human rights defenders. The duality of such a different narratives is a
typical issue in many Asian countries: the MPs mentioned the high number of convicted persons
for charges of terrorism (about 500) and underlined the ideal climate of co-existence of different
national ethnic groups in Tajikistan. The recent amnesty was presented as a tangible example
of tolerant and pragmatic approach by the institutions.

The NGOs highlighted the wide use of torture notably in the first hours of arrest, of the
submission of the judiciary to the political power, on some malfunction of biometric voting
cards and on the lack of normative clarity on funding for NGOs. One delicate point is the poor
legislative and judiciary response to the widespread phenomena of violence against women,
often domestic one. No compensation is generally granted, nor victim women can be active part
in a judiciary procedure, and medical examinations should be facilitated. As pointed out by the
EU HoD, the gender issue should be raised as one crucial benchmark for the GSP+ accession.

The GSP+ platform could be an appropriate framework to improve the legislative and cultural
environment on human rights in the country and the NGOs are aware that international
monitoring mechanism can play an important role to exert pressure on the government. They
called on OSCE, for instance to supervise the growing “cult of personality” around the
President, and believe that granting GSP+ could be beneficial for limiting the excessive use of
labelling opponents as “terrorist” or “Islamist militant”.

As far as the EU, one issue that was raised during the EP visit was the accreditation of
independent journalists, a complex procedure that eventually can considerably limit the space
free media. During the PCC, the EP Delegation congratulated the Tajik side for the recent
accreditation of seven journalist but called for more to be quickly approved, and a joint
statement of the EU, USA and Swiss Ambassadors was under preparation.

Tajikistan conservative habits are also challenged by increased use of internet and social
networks, like everywhere. Government attempts for compulsory registrations of users and for
some limitations in acceding to web-platforms failed following public protests - this being an
issue on which wide sectors of the citizens are not ready to see any further control by the State
- as clearly expressed during the meeting with the NGOs.

The assertiveness of local NGOs is combined with a constructive approach and is an important
resource in the Tajik public arena: the civil society should be considered as a vital factor of the
society. The government and the legislative should consider the civil society organisations as a
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vital factor of the society and engage with them by further exploiting the already existing
platforms for dialogue and notably involving them at early stage in the shaping of national
programs.

The economic agenda for stability

“After the achievement of Rogun Dam, Tajikistan will become number three producer in the
world for green energy” (President Rahmon)
The stability of Tajikistan depends by not only its Human rights agenda, but even more by its
overall economic and social situation.

The external context matters. International sanctions to Russia affect Tajikistan through the
heavy drop in remittances and the return of many migrants, who add more pressure on the
problematic unemployment emergency of the country and create social tensions. China is
planning many investments in the country notably infrastructures able to create jobs. Tajikistan
has to consider, and is carefully considering, the political implications of excessively tying its
economy to the Beijing and wishes to avoid another form of external dependency.  Turkey is
very active, but still cannot make the difference. The EU is also a major player, as described by
the EU Ambassadors in their briefing: an Italian group, Salini-Impregilo, is building the most
crucial project for Tajikistan, the biggest dam in the world, and other European companies are
active in several sectors and all together are likely to represent the most desirable kind of
economic partners for Tajikistan, with technological quality, transparent contracts and fair
relations also in political terms.

Nevertheless, Tajikistan needs to make its investment climate more attractive, working hard on
reforms in the judiciary, public administration, infrastructures, liberalisation of some sectors
and economic diversification. As pointed out by both EU diplomats and civil society
representatives, transparency and effective measure against both corruption and nepotism are
of primary importance for attractive both external and internal trust overall economic system.
The 2030 National Development Strategy aims to free Tajikistan from its traditional
dependence from migrants’ remittances, to address the energy shortage and improve economic
and social development through a number of integrated reforms. While its implementation is
still at an early stage, Tajikistan is strengthening its capacity for undertaking legislative and
regulatory reforms: once more, a privileged partnership with the EU is indispensable, as
stressed by Tajik MPs. One positive point was clear to the EP Delegation: the leadership of the
country and the parliament are well aware of the needs when shaping a different economic and
administrative model and are working on this, although issues such as a parallel democratisation
or more independence of the judiciary are not yet part of the effort.

The President in particular stressed the importance of the Rogun Dam, partially already
operational: the project is sort of a national symbol, the capacity of Tajikistan to implement
strategic project to benefit from technologic infrastructure, to play a significant role in the
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region. President Rahmon underlined that the country is number 122 for carbon emission and
can play a prominent role in providing clean energy to Central Asia, including Afghanistan, but
also to Pakistan and India - and stabilisation of Afghanistan is important in this respect.
Showing a map of the region, the President illustrated the implications of the construction of
pipelines and railways in Afghanistan, insisting on the fact that Tajikistan “has already relevant
projects” on this. Tajikistan’s wealth may heavily depend on external factors, but starts
primarily with domestic politics.

Regional cooperation

“After twenty years of border closure, now we have open communications with Uzbekistan. We
plan to move from three million transit in 2018 to four million for this year” (President
Rahmon).

All interlocutors made implicitly clear that as much as the regional environment in Central Asia
is beneficial for Tajikistan, a similar positive dynamic is needed also for its southern flank
(Afghanistan and beyond) and for the growing presence of China.

If Russia is not in position to exert boosting role in terms of investment and coordination among
different regional actors, China was hardly mentioned during the bilateral meetings of the EP
Delegation. Although increasing investment and with important projects for the future -
including a highway connecting Dushanbe to the autonomous province of Xinyang - according
to some EP diplomats, Beijing will face problems in delivering all its commitments. In any
case, the needs of Tajikistan are so vast that “there is room for many actors and China will never
be able to be the only one, and probably not even the main one”.

The EU, on the other side, is very well perceived, as a long time committed friend not only of
Tajikistan per se, but also as the only credible actor constantly emphasising the need to foster
regional integration. While also the President asked for more “EU regional projects” with other
former USSR countries, the EU is notably expected to play its political role also on Afghanistan
and to contribute to bring this troubled southern neighbour in the regional picture.

Tajikistan insists on the role that the Rogun Dam is already having and will increasingly have
in terms of regional cooperation catalyser. As much as correct this vision can be, with Tajikistan
becoming one of the world’s greatest energy producer, it was opinion of the Delegation that
diversification is needed not only on the domestic economy, but also for regional cooperation.
Tourism, for instance is still a marginal sector, below its great potential, while increasing
numbers of visitors go to neighbour Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. Tajikistan should consider to
enhance cooperation for joint tourist projects and visiting offers, so that a trip to a single country
in Central Asia (which is what most of visitors do) becomes a trip to the entire region. This
would also require more work on common custom and logistic standards, visa facilitations,
administrative simplification, etc. Another example is the much-needed cooperation on
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environmental issues: Tajikistan hosts one of the world’s largest glacier (to which President
Tusk also paid a visit last May) and the Pamir requires a common approach to preserve a
delicate climate condition, with huge economic impact.
While the political dialogue is finally established among the Central Asian countries, with open
and regular contacts at the highest level among neighbours, there is still a considerable amount
of work in terms of operational aspects - and the EU, but definition, has a unique expertise in
this field.

EU role

“Please make easier the access to your universities, we wish our young people to study in
Europe, but they have better facility to go elsewhere. Japan offers more than 2.200 fellowships
but we are closer to the EU” (Speaker of the Upper House).
The EU has a high profile in Tajikistan, and the attention reserved to the EP Delegation by
President Rahmon, accompanied by the Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, was a proof of that.
The PCC itself focussed on how the EU is likely to be the partner with the best expertise for
better legislation and advanced regulation - in industrial standard, environmental targets, waste
and water management, public administration reform, education, public health and - being the
sector receiving more EU funds - rural development. The Speaker of the Upper House
emphasised the role played by the EU in supporting SMEs, a sector of primary importance for
the diversification of economy.

The discussion on GSP+ was limited, and the impression was that the Tajik side is still assessing
the overall implication of those benefits and of its related obligations. However, in Dushanbe
all interlocutors pointed out that the trade volume with the EU (currently 6% of Tajik trade in
2018, but increasing) is well below its potential. Having neighbouring countries limited import
capacity of Tajik products - because of market or political reasons - Europe could become one
of the main trade partners, including with quality agricultural products.

However, the relations with the EU are far from being only or mostly economically driven. EU
Diplomats raised the issue on establishing an EU project to train Tajiks on EU best practices on
civil protection and natural disaster management. Cultural cooperation and university
fellowships are an area where Tajikistan is expecting more EU involvement.

Investing in the new generation is a strategic goal in a young country such as Tajikistan. This
is also relevant for the EU, being the only main player insisting on rule of law, human rights
and good governance - crucial challenges for Tajikistan youth. As in previous visits, from the
Tajik side there is appreciation also for this role - no complain of “interference” was ever moved
to the delegation when raising these sensitive topics. As reported in the human rights chapter
of the present report, factors such as fear for the future of the leadership of the country and risk
of destabilisation of Tajikistan due to radicalism and terrorism are reducing the space for
individual freedoms, independence of media and political pluralism.
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The EU, also through the bilateral Human Rights Dialogue, is expected to play fully its role in
the relations with Tajikistan on this agenda.

The role and a follow-up of the European Parliament

“We welcomed you in the past, we welcome you today and we shall welcome you tomorrow”
(a Tajik MP)
The DCAS mission to Tajikistan took place at a conjuncture of at least three different elements
deserving appropriate follow-up by the European Parliament:

1) The process of granting GSP+ to Tajikistan requires parliamentary scrutiny, notably on
cost/benefits analysis and on the capacity and actual willingness of the Tajik authorities
to actually implementing the relevant international conventions. The GSP+ status can
provide a tremendous opportunity for increasing the mutual trade and for enhancing the
country in a better network of international progressive obligations that will play a
positive role for the entire Tajik society.

2) Tajikistan is the most “central” of the Central Asian countries, and with its growing
importance in terms of energy supplier plays a crucial role for a successful
implementation of the EU revised Strategy in the region. For obvious reasons, Tajikistan
is also very dependent on event on Afghanistan, and a close monitoring on the more
general evolution of the situation in all neighbouring countries will be very useful to
adjust and update the current EU regional policies and mechanisms.

3) The transition from one generation in power to the following can open unpredictable
scenarios in this country. Although most observers predict a smooth handling over and
the Tajik society has a clear vocation and aspiration for peace and stability, the
memories of the bloody civil war of the nineties are still vivid. Inclusiveness and
pluralism, combined with strong central institutions, seem to be the best approach to
secure a prosperous future for this country, and the EP should accompany such a path.
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ANNEX I

European Parliament
2019-2024

Delegation to the EU-Kazakhstan, EU-Kyrgyzstan, EU-Uzbekistan and EU-Tajikistan
Parliamentary Cooperation Committees and for relations with Turkmenistan and Mongolia

8th EU - Republic of Tajikistan Parliamentary Cooperation Committee

(PCC) in Dushanbe, Tajikistan

31 October - 1 November 2019

List of participants

Members

Mr Fulvio MARTUSCIELLO (Chair ) EPP Italy
Mr Thierry MARIANI                                              ID                               France
Mr Roman HAIDER                                                 ID                               Austria

Members were accompanied by 2 Staff from the EP and 6 interpreters

Abbreviations of the Political Groups:

EPP Group of the European People's Party (Christian Democrats)
ID Identity and Democracy
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ANNEX II

European Parliament
2019-2024

Delegation to the EU-Kazakhstan, EU-Kyrgyzstan, EU-Uzbekistan and EU-Tajikistan
Parliamentary Cooperation Committees and for relations with Turkmenistan and Mongolia

European Union - Republic of Tajikistan Parliamentary Cooperation

Committee

8th meeting

31 October – 1 November 2019

Dushanbe, Tajikistan

FINAL PROGRAMME

Wednesday 30/10/2019

13.00 Staff preparatory meeting with the EU Delegation officials and Members of
the Tajik Parliament

Thursday 31/10/2019

Individual arrivals of Members and transfer to hotel

10.00-10.50 EP staff preparatory meeting with the H.E. Ms Marilyn Josefson, Head of
EU Delegation

11.00-12.30 Working brunch with briefing by EU HoD and EU Ambassadors
accredited to Tajikistan
(H.E. Ms. Marilyn Josefson, Head of EU Delegation; H.E. Andreas
Protmann, Ambassador of Germany; H.E. Ms. Yasmine Gouedard,
Ambassador of France)

12.45 Departure from hotel to the EU Delegation
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13.00-14.00 Meeting with representatives of Tajik NGOs working in the field of
human rights and democracy
Venue: EU Delegation

14.15 Departure to the National Library

14.30 - 17.00 8th EU-Tajikistan Parliamentary Cooperation Committee
Venue: National Library

17.20 Departure back to the hotel

17.50 Departure to the dinner venue

18.15 - 20.15 Dinner hosted by the EP Delegation for the Parliament of Tajikistan

Friday 1/11/2019

09.20 Departure to the Palace of Nation from hotel

10.00-11.15 Meeting with H.E. Emomali RAHMON, President of Tajikistan with
participation of Mr Muzaffar Huseynzoda, Deputy Minister of Foreign
Affairs of the Republic of Tajikistan
Venue: Palace of Nation

11.15-11.25 EP Delegation’s briefing to the Press

11.30 Departure to the Tajik Parliament

11.35-12.15 Meeting with Mr Mahmadsaid Ubaydulloev, Chairman of the Majlisi
Mili Majlisi Oli (Upper House of the Parliament)
Venue: The Parliament of Tajikistan

12.20–13.00 Meeting with Mr Shukurjon Zuhurov, Chairman of the Majlisi
Namoyandagon Majlisi Oli (Lower House of the Parliament)
Venue: The Parliament of Tajikistan

13.10 Departure to Siyoma factory

13.30–14.00          Visit of the Siyoma water factory

14.10–14.40 Departure to Kohi Malika resort and a short visit

14.45 Departure to tourist development project in Takob village
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15.00–16.45 Working lunch with participation of Mr Sharif Rahimzoda, Chairman
of the Committee on economy and finance and Mr Olim Salimzoda,
Chairperson of Committee on International Relations, Public
Organizations and Information of the Tajik Parliament

17.00 Departure back to Dushanbe

17.50 – 18.30 Meeting with participants of the EU supported Women's Empowerment
project and visit to related activities

19.30 – 22.00 Official dinner hosted by Mr Shukurjon Zuhurov, Chairman of the
Majlisi Namoyandagon Majlisi Oli (Lower House of the Parliament)
for the EP Delegation
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ANNEX III

Meeting with Tajik Human Rights Defenders

31.10.2019

1. NGO "Human Rights Center, Head of Anti Torture Coalition

2. NGO "Independent Centre for Human Rights"

3. NGO "Right and Prosperity"

4. NGO "Right and Prosperity"

5. Public Foundation "Your Choice"


