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Don't trade with this dictator 
Farid Tukhbatullin, International Herald Tribune 
6 April 2006 

VIENNA The European Union is contemplating sanctions against Belarus because the 
government of Alexander Lukashenko rigged last month's presidential elections.

Europe's concern about human rights violations in Belarus inspires optimism. That's why I 
was shocked to learn that this same European Union is eager to sign a trade agreement 
with Turkmenistan, one of the world's most notorious dictatorships. The European 
Parliament may authorize an agreement within weeks.

Belarus is a dictatorship, but the democratic opposition had the opportunity, however 
limited, to express its views, form political movements, and participate in the election. In 
Belarus the government is throwing people in jail for 12 to 15 days; in Turkmenistan, it's 12 
to 15 years.

I'm from Turkmenistan, although I'm forced to live in exile because I do not share the views 
of the Turkmen authorities. While there are many more dissidents in my country, few are 
able to leave. That's because people who dare to dissent end up either in psychiatric 
hospitals or in prison, for many years.

I was one of the lucky few - I was released after three and a half months, thanks to 
international intervention.

It's the law of the land in Turkmenistan that attempting to "sow doubt about the foreign and 
domestic policies of the one and eternal President of Turkmenistan, the Great Saparmurat 
Niazov, Father of the Turkmen People," is treason, and is punishable by up to life 
imprisonment.

I was in prison with people doing time for this "crime." I know that many of them were 
tortured, and that the conditions they endure now are even worse than when I met them 
back in 2003.

These people are not permitted to correspond with their loved ones, who have been fired 
from their jobs or kicked out of school. Many people have no idea where their relatives are. 
The Turkmen government has refused to allow prison visits by the International Committee 
of the Red Cross. Clearly, it has a lot to hide.

I grew up in Soviet Turkmenistan, and what's different about today's one- party system is 
the pervasiveness of Niazov's cult of personality.

There's a joke that there are three types of people in my country - those who were in 
prison, those now in prison, and those about to get thrown into prison.

It doesn't seem to be far from the truth. There is no freedom of expression. Many people 
have been thrown in prison because of their religious beliefs. I worry about my friends' and 
relatives' children, whose education will end at ninth grade because the government cut 
public education, and I worry about my parents, because Niazov has threatened to 
eliminate pensions.

For people in Turkmenistan the only hope is in international organizations such as the 
United Nations, the European Union and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
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Europe. They believe that international pressure on the Turkmen dictatorship will somehow 
lighten their burden.

They hope, as I do, that these organizations will stand up to this dictatorship, and defend 
people's fundamental freedoms.

The EU may hope it can encourage my country's government to open up and make human 
rights improvements by giving it this trade agreement. It points to a few small steps my 
government took in the past year - for example adopting a law on child labor and allowing 
the OSCE High Commissioner on Nationalities to visit the country.

But I would ask the European Union to really look at my country, at whether my government 
has the will to change enough to justify this trade agreement.

Which brings me back to the EU's planned sanctions against Belarus. Not only has the EU 
adopted no sanctions against Turkmenistan, where the situation is significantly worse, it 
now wants to give the Turkmen government an enormous gift.

It's a pity that European officials decided on a soft response to the Turkmen "routine." 
Perhaps they would respond with greater toughness to a rigged Turkmen election, as they 
did to the elections in Belarus. But the Turkmen president was elected for life. And what 
kind of election can one expect in a country that equates criticism with treason?

I owe my freedom to the international community. I urge the EU to be consistent in standing 
up for human rights, to demand real reform of the Niazov regime before it gives his 
government a trade agreement. Please don't rob people in Turkmenistan of their hope for 
real change. 
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