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1. INTRODUCTION

This submission highlights key issues for the EU-Turkmenistan Human Rights Dialogue
scheduled for June 2025. It is based on ongoing cooperation between International Partnership
for Human Rights (IPHR) and the Turkmen Initiative for Human Rights (TIHR) in monitoring and
documenting the human rights situation in Turkmenistan. It covers the following topics:
concerns about the lack of independence and effectiveness of the Ombudsperson’s office; the
country's restrictive free speech environment and widespread internet censorship; ongoing
persecution of activists, journalists, and bloggers; the closed civic space and lack of access for
UN special procedures; persistent issues of torture, poor detention conditions, and enforced
disappearances; and entrenched gender-based stereotypes, discrimination, and violence.
Individual cases of particular concern are detailed in Chapters 4 and 6.

We urge the EU to prioritise the issues and cases highlighted in this paper during the dialogue.
When doing so, the EU should remind the Turkmenistani government of its obligations to
effectively implement recommendations received during international reviews of its
human rights record. These include in particular assessments of the country’s implementation
of relevant international treaties by the UN Committee against Torture (April 2025), the UN
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW, February 2024), the
UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD, August 2023), and the UN
Human Rights Committee (March 2023), as well as the Universal Periodic Review (UPR,
November 2023) held under auspices of the Human Rights Council.

Additionally, we urge the EU to remind the Turkmenistani authorities that the ratification of the
pending EU-Turkmenistan Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) requires genuine
progress on the human rights benchmarks set by the European Parliament as a condition for
PCA approval in its May 2019 resolution. These include: ensuring unhindered access to
alternative sources of information; ensuring respect for the peaceful and legitimate exercise of
the right to freedom of expression, association and assembly; ending the persecution of
independent journalists and civil society activists based in the country and abroad, as well as
their family members; ending arbitrary travel bans and allowing free travel abroad of those
prohibited from leaving; acknowledging the existence of political prisoners; and ending practices
of secrete detentions and torture.

2. LACK OF INDEPENDENCE AND EFFECTIVENESS OF THE
OMBUDSPERSON'S OFFICE

Serious concerns remain about the lack of independence of the Ombudsperson’s office, its
limited authority and the lack of effective action taken by it to address human rights issues.

According to the Law on the Ombudsperson, Parliament elects the officeholder from three
candidates proposed by the president for a five-year term. Parliament can terminate the term by
majority vote, including for unspecified "serious violations." The office is state-funded and the
law fails to provide safeguards for its independence. Given Turkmenistan’s authoritarian system
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and the president’s role in appointments, the Ombudsperson remains de facto dependent on
the executive.

The Ombudsperson has a broad mandate, which includes inspecting public institutions,
reviewing complaints, investigating rights violations, and contributing to strengthening human
rights related legislation. However, the Office’s lack of independence and restricted space for
autonomous action limit its effectiveness. The tone used in the Ombudsperson’s annual reports
illustrates its non-independent approach and its adherence to the official narrative, although
limited issues are identified as needing improvement.

Following its session in October 2024, the Sub-Committee on Accreditation (SCA) of the Global
Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI) recommended that Turkmenistan's
Ombudsperson’s Office be accredited with “B” status, indicating partial compliance with the Paris
Principles. However, in its assessment of the Ombudsperson’s Office, SCA raised serious
concerns particularly about the institution’s failure to take adequate action in response to
credible allegations of serious human rights violations committed by national authorities,
including torture, enforced disappearances, and secret detentions. SCA also raised concerns
about the Office's failure to ensure its complaints mechanism is accessible and responsive to
victims and civil society, as well as its limited capacity to engage with those unable to access
these procedures.

Following its review of Turkmenistan’s compliance with the UN Convention against Torture in
April 2025, CAT echoed these concerns, and noted in particular the Office’s failure to ensure
that a secure and confidential complaint mechanism is accessible and responsive to all persons
deprived of liberty (par. 35 of CAT's concluding observations).

Recommendations to the EU

e Call on the Turkmenistani authorities to ensure the independence of the
Ombudsperson’s Office and take effective measures to address the issues highlighted by
the GANHRI's SCA.

e In accordance with CAT's recommendation, encourage the Turkmenistani authorities to
seek the support and advice of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in
the efforts to strengthen the Ombudsperson’s role and implement the SCA
recommendations.

3. RESTRICTIVE FREE SPEECH CLIMATE AND INTERNET CENSORSHIP

Media freedom rating

The media climate in Turkmenistan remains highly restrictive. This is illustrated by the fact that
Turkmenistan was again featured at the bottom in the World Press Freedom Index 2025,
published by Reporters without Borders in May 2025. Turkmenistan was ranked 174th among
180 countries, with a total score of 19.14 (down from 22.01 in 2024) on a scale from 0-100 where
0 represents the lowest possible level of press freedom, and 100 the highest. On the sub
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indicator covering the political context, Turkmenistan was ranked last globally. Reporters
without Borders noted that the media is strictly controlled, required to promote a positive image
of the government, while criticism of officials is banned and dissenting journalists face
prosecution, imprisonment, torture, or even death.

Restrictions on internet access

Despite the government’s stated commitment to improving internet access, internet speed
remains low, with the average broadband download speed fixed at just 3.72 Mbps in February
2025, compared to the global average of over 100 Mbps. The internet penetration rate also
remains limited, estimated at 34.9 percent at the beginning of 2025. At the same time,
internet access remains heavily censored, with many social media networks, messenger
apps, news sites and other resources having been arbitrarily blocked in the country. An
unprecedented large-scale study, which was carried out by a team of computer scientists from
several US-based universities in 2021-2022, confirmed the systematic nature of internet
censorship in Turkmenistan: it found that over 122,000 domains were blocked in the country.

Blocked online resources are only accessible with the help of internet circumvention tools, so-
called virtual private networks (VPNs). However, Turkmenistan is one of the few countries in the
world to have banned VPNs, making it very difficult for citizens to bypass censorship and access
unrestricted information online. A recent study of the availability of VPN apps in different
countries, conducted by comparing the offer on Apple’s App and Google's Play stores, found that
Turkmenistan and Russia have the lowest instances of VPN availability worldwide, after China
and Iran. Authorities also actively campaign against VPNSs, including by blocking access to
them and intimidating those who install and use them. This is one example of such intimidation:

e In July 2024, Radio Azatlyk—the Turkmen service of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty
(RFE/RL) —reported that security services in Balkan Region detained, interrogated, and
penalised several dozen residents for engaging with social media content from foreign-
based independent news sites and opposition groups. Residents were detained for up to
four hours, fined, and warned of more severe consequences if they continued to interact
with posts that criticise the Turkmenistani government or condemn Russia’'s war against
Ukraine. Their phones were also confiscated. According to Radio Azatlyk's sources,
individuals who posted critical comments themselves faced particularly harsh treatment,
including alleged physical abuse by security services.

When reviewing Turkmenistan’s compliance with the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR) in March 2023, the UN Human Rights Committee stated that it was “deeply
concerned about the absence of uncensored and unhindered access to various sources of
information, including disproportionate limitations on online content and social networks” and
called on the authorities to comply with its obligations under article 19 of the Covenant in this
regard. During the UPR of Turkmenistan in November 2023, Turkmenistan received numerous
recommendations on improving access to information, including by ensuring unhindered and
uncensored internet access for all. However, there has been no meaningful progress on these
recommendations.
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State control over public expression

While internet access remains severely restricted, all national media outlets are effectively state-
controlled and expected to provide exclusively positive coverage of domestic developments
and the country’s leadership. The regime's tight control over public expression also extends to
the promotion of its leadership cult through literature:

In January 2025, public sector employees in Turkmenbashi and Balkanabat were
reportedly forced to attend the presentation of President Serdar Berdimuhamedov's
latest book—a photo album showcasing official events—and purchase it at their own
expense. This reflects a long-standing practice of mandatory book buying in
Turkmenistan, used as a tool to reinforce state propaganda. It began with the Ruhnama,
authored by the country's first president Saparmurat Niyazov, and continued with dozens
of publications by his successor, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov—the father of the current
president. Now, Serdar Berdimuhamedov is following in their footsteps, having already
published three books within the three years of his presidency. Such practices are part of
the broader state strategy to dominate public discourse and suppress independent
thought.

This case highlights the use of punitive measures against citizens who refuse to
contribute to public expressions of the personality cult surrounding the president:

According to information from TIHR, in April 2025, four employees of public cultural
institutions in the Lebap region were dismissed after refusing to pay a mandatory
“voluntary” contribution of 230 manat (approximately 55 EUR). The funds were
designated for the purchase of a large screen for the Kerki Culture Center, intended to
display images of President Serdar Berdimuhamedov during official events. After their
dismissals, local police officers visited the employees and coerced them into signing
resignation letters citing “health reasons.” This case illustrates how state pressure to
demonstrate loyalty to the president extends deep into cultural and professional life.

Turkmenistani authorities also suppress public expressions of criticism by ordinary citizens,
particularly those highlighting the impact of the protracted economic crisis — a narrative that
contradicts official claims of prosperity and well-being. This is one example of the targeting of
individuals in this context:

In October 2024, Radio Azatlyk reported that law enforcement and security service
officers in the Mary Region summoned individuals who posted social media appeals for
assistance in covering the costs of food, medicine, and other basic necessities they could
not afford. Officials subjected them to interrogation and intimidation, and demanded
that they delete their requests for help, claiming that such posts dishonour the country
and its leaders.

In the following case, authorities imposed new barriers preventing local residents from
submitting petitions to the country's leadership - also part of efforts to suppress the
expression of criticism:

According to the Turkmen RFE/RL service, in February 2025, security services in the
Balkan region pressured private law firms, printing houses, and photo studios to stop
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assisting citizens in composing, printing, or copying letters addressed to the country’s
president or his father—the former president, who remains an influential figure.
Business owners were warned that they risk losing their licenses if they did not comply
and were forced to sign statements confirming their awareness of the ban. According to a
local source cited by RFE/RL, residents had turned to such businesses for help after
previous cases in which individuals who wrote letters by hand were tracked down and
intimidated by the security services. Meanwhile, official online channels for contacting the
president are reportedly inaccessible.

Recommendations to the EU:

Request an update on steps taken by the authorities to improve access to information, in
particular through the internet, in accordance with the recommendations received from
UN human rights bodies.

Request information on measures taken to improve internet connections, speed and
affordability, in particular in rural areas.

Call for an end to the practices of arbitrarily restricting access to internet sites and
intimidation and harassment of those who seek to circumvent internet censorship by
using VPNs.

Raise concerns about state control over public expression and insist that the authorities
refrain from retaliatory measures against citizens who are exercising their right to
freedom of expression to voice grievances - on- or offline.

4. PERSECUTION OF ACTIVISTS, JOURNALISTS AND BLOGGERS

Politically motivated imprisonment

The Turkmenistani authorities continue to persecute activists, journalists and bloggers
because of their peaceful and legitimate exercise of civic freedoms. The use of politically
motivated imprisonment as a tool of retaliation against those who publicly criticise the
authorities, stand up for their rights and engage with like-minded people is of particular
concern. Trials in politically motivated cases are typically held behind closed doors, without
access to a lawyer of their own choice for the defendants and in violation of other basic fair trial
guarantees. Moreover, such individuals are at heightened risk of torture and ill-treatment.

This is a particularly troubling case:

Human rights activist Mansur Mingelov has been imprisoned for over a decade. He was
sentenced to 22 years in 2012 on multiple charges after exposing ill-treatment of ethnic
Baloch community members. He has suffered serious health problems in prison, believed
to be related to beatings he was allegedly subjected to upon his initial detention.
Alongside human rights groups, UN experts - most recently CAT (par. 27-28 of its
concluding observations) - have condemned his detention and called for his release.
While the Turkmenistani government pledged to the UN Human Rights Committee in
March 2023 to consider releasing Mingelov, it has failed to act on these promises. During
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the April 2025 CAT review, Turkmenistan's delegation denied reports of torture against
Mingelov, stating that no evidence of abuse was found during investigations. Moreover,
while confirming that Mingelov has been diagnosed with the serious condition of
tuberculous arthritis, it stated that his release on medical grounds would require a court
decision based on an official medical report. According to Turkmen News, Mingelov has
not received official documentation of his diagnosis, preventing his release.

In the following case, the activist's sentence is expected to expire this year:

e Civil society activist Murat Dushemov was sentenced to four years in prison on extortion
and other charges in August 2021. He was prosecuted after criticising the authorities
online and attempting to challenge Covid-19 preventive measures imposed in
Turkmenistan despite the government's denial of the national outbreak. The Human
Rights Committee has called for Dushemov's release (see paragraph 43 of the concluding
observations issued by the Committee following its March 2023 review). During its
interactive dialogue with the Committee, the Turkmenistani state delegation said it would
“consider” the issue of releasing him. However, the government did not follow through on
this pledge.

Individuals released after serving politically motivated sentences remain at risk of harassment,
as illustrated by the following case:

e Khudaiberdy Allashov, a former correspondent the Turkmen service of RFE/RL passed
away in August 2024 after years of persecution took a heavy toll on his health. In 2016,
Allashov and his mother were charged with possessing chewing tobacco - a banned
substance in Turkmenistan, subjected to torture and ill-treatment, and held in detention
for two months before finally being released with suspended prison sentences. After his
release, Allashov remained under constant pressure, with both he and his family
repeatedly detained, abused, and harassed by law enforcement authorities.

Another recently released journalist, Nurgeldy Khalykov has faced restrictions on his freedom
of movement (see more below).

Transnational repression

The Turkmenistani authorities have also targeted outspoken activists-bloggers based
abroad, above all in Turkey, including by seeking their detention and forcible return to
Turkmenistan. An increasing number of activists have been forcibly sent back to Turkmenistan,
exposing them to a serious risk of torture and politically-motivated imprisonment. While these
individuals have typically been accused of violating migration rules in Turkey, it is clear that the
Turkmenistani authorities have had a vested interest in their return.

During its recent review of Turkmenistan, CAT voiced concerns about the pattern of forcible

return of activists, highlighting in particular the following cases (paragraph 17 of its
concluding observations).
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Blogger Farhat Meimankulyiev - known for his vocal criticism of Turkmenistani
authorities - was deported from Turkey to Turkmenistan in May 2023, allegedly because
of a migration violation. Information obtained by human rights defenders indicates that
he was arrested, convicted and handed a lengthy prison sentence upon return. The
blogger had also previously reported harassment, in particular in August 2021, when he
was arbitrarily detained at the premises of Turkmenistan’s consulate in Istanbul, ill-
treated, and pressured to apologise for posting videos critical of the regime.

According to information received by TIHR, civil society activists Rovsen Klucev and
Dovran Imamov were forcibly sent back from Turkey to Turkmenistan in July and August
2023, respectively, after being detained for migration violations. This put them at a
serious risk of persecution because of their criticism of Turkmenistani authorities on
social media and their participation in anti-government protests. TIHR learned that
Imamov was immediately detained by security service officials when arriving to
Turkmenistan and placed in a detention facility in the city of Turkmenabat, where he was
denied meetings with relatives. According to unconfirmed reports, both Imamov and
Klucev faced trumped-up charges of fraud. There is no further information on their fate.

According to TIHR's sources, in October 2023, activist Serdar Durdylyev was deported
from Turkey to Turkmenistan together with several dozen other Turkmenistani citizens.
Durdylyev had previously been involved in the establishment of an association of
Turkmenistani students in Turkey, whose leader Omruzak Omarkuliev was barred from
leaving Turkmenistan after travelling to the country in 2018, and subsequently was
reported to have been arrested, imprisoned and to have disappeared within the prison
system. Omarkuliev's fate reinforced concerns about Durdylyev. At the time of his
detention in Turkey, Durdylyev had a valid residence permit but police told him that it
had been annulled based on a decision “from relevant agencies”.

According to the Turkmenistan Helsinki Foundation, blogger Merdan Mukhamedov was
deported from Turkey to Turkmenistan in June 2024 after his application for an extension
of his Turkish residence permit was denied. Prior to this, he had lived for more than 10
years in Turkey. In Turkmenistan, he was reportedly charged with attempting to seize
power and engaging in extremist activities - offenses punishable with imprisonment of
up to 15 years. These serious charges are believed to be retaliation for his engagement in
a YouTube channel, where he had openly criticised the Turkmenistani government.

CAT also highlighted the following case involving an activist believed to have been forcibly
returned from Russia:

Malikberdi Allamyradov, a Turkmenistani activist critical of Turkmenistani authorities
on social media platforms, was reportedly abducted and forcibly returned from Russia to
Turkmenistan in December 2023. According to information from his friends and co-
activists, he went missing from the village in the Moscow region, where he had been
living and working, with signs of a fight and blood stains found in the place where he had
been staying. Prior to this, Allamyradov had expressed concerns for his safety and
changed his place of residence following warnings. In Turkmenistan, he was reportedly

detained on trumped-up charges.
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CAT called for prompt, thorough and impartial investigations into the reported violations in
these cases and for accountability for those responsible (paragraph 28 of its concluding
observations).

However, following the CAT review, there have been new alarming cases involving activists
facing forcible return from Turkey:

Turkmenistani bloggers Alisher Sakhatov and Abdulla Orusov were detained in the city
of Sipon on 28 April 2025 and ordered deported on the grounds that they allegedly pose
a threat to public order and security in Turkey. Under article 54/1-d of the Turkish Law on
Foreigners and International Protection, a removal decision can be issued in relation to
foreigners deemed to pose such a threat. They were placed in detention pending
deportation and transferred first to a deportation centre in Ankara, later to separate
detention centres in the cities of Edirne and Kirklareli. Currently they remain in detention,
with appeal procedures under way in their case thanks to the engagement of their
lawyer.

According to available information, Sakhatov and Orusov had valid residence permits in
Turkey when they were detained and had previously applied for international protection
in the country, with their applications still pending at the time of their detention.
However, following their detention, their applications for international protection were
rejected.

Both bloggers have publicly criticised the Turkmenistani authorities and highlighted
human rights violations in the country on social media, including on their YouTube and
TikTok channels. Given this, they would face a high risk of torture, arrest, and politically
motivated imprisonment if returned to Turkmenistan.

Another Turkmenistani activist, Umida Bekchanova, was reportedly detained in Istanbul
on 30 May 2025 and transferred to a deportation centre. This information was shared by
a Sweden-based Turkmenistani activist on his YouTube channel on 31 May, citing
Bekchanova's lawyers as the source. During the night of 1-2 June, Bekchanova was
reportedly taken to the airport for deportation, but the process was eventually halted,
and she was returned to deportation centre detention. Similarly to Sakhatov and Orusov,
she is accused of allegedly threatening public order and security in Turkey. According to
available information, Bekchanova learned in January 2025 that her Turkish visa had been
unexpectedly cancelled, despite her having lived and worked legally in the country for
several years. In addition, her Turkmenistani passport recently expired, leaving her
undocumented. At the time of writing, appeal procedures are under way in Bekchanova’s
case.

Bekchanova has openly criticised the Turkmenistani authorities on social media and has
previously faced intimidation, including through threats to her family members in Turkey.
On of her sons was reportedly imprisoned in Turkmenistan on charges believed to be
retaliatory in nature. Against this background, Bekchanova would be at serious risk of
torture, politically motivated prosecution and imprisonment if returned to Turkmenistan.
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Arbitrary restrictions on freedom of movement

In another practice of serious concern, authorities have arbitrarily prevented activists, journalists
and their family members from travelling abroad.

This case is of particular concern to us:

In November 2024, authorities took shocking measures to prevent Soltan Achilova - an
independent journalists and human rights defender who cooperates with TIHR - from
travelling to Geneva for a human rights award ceremony and related meetings. Early in
the morning on the day when Achilova was due to travel to Geneva, four individuals in
white coats and masks arrived at her Ashgabat home, alleging she had a suspected
infectious disease and required immediate hospitalization. Despite her protests, she was
forcibly put into an ambulance. Shortly after, when Achilova’s daughter and husband
arrived at the journalist's home to pick her up to go to the airport, they were also
hospitalised because they had been in contact with the journalist. They were all taken to
a hospital treating people with infectious diseases, and were held there for six days
before eventually being released thanks to international pressure. During their time in
the hospital, they were not informed of the results of repeated tests or given a diagnosis.
They were nevertheless prescribed medical treatment, which they refused to take.

This was not the first time Achilova was prevented from travelling to Geneva. A year
earlier, in November 2023, she and her daughter were barred from leaving Turkmenistan
at the airport, despite having all required documentation. Border officials subjected her
to degrading treatment, including two strip searches, and deliberately damaged her and
her daughter’s passports, rendering them invalid for travel.

Achilova has also reported suspected poisoning attempts shortly before her forced
hospitalisation in November 2024, leading the UN Special Rapporteur on human rights
defenders to express concern for her right to life. Together with other UN special
procedures, the Special Rapporteur on human rights defenders has repeatedly
communicated concerns regarding harassment targeting Achilova and her family to the
Turkmenistani government - most recently in a joint communication from March 2025. In
this communication, the UN experts called on the government to end the reprisals and
intimidation, guarantee the safety of Achilova and her family, and allow her to travel
freely and safely. They also called for an immediate, thorough, and impartial investigation
into the allegations of human rights violations in her case and accountability for those
responsible.

In the following case, a former political prisoner was prevented from leaving the country:

In June 2024, journalist Nurgeldy Khalykov was released after serving a four-year prison
sentence on spurious fraud charges. These charges were initiated after he shared a
photo of a WHO mission visiting Turkmenistan with an exile-based outlet, and authorities
discovered his cooperation with the group. Since his release, he has faced restrictions on
his freedom of movement: according to the Netherlands-based Turkmen News, in
January 2025 he was prevented from boarding a flight to Dubai — where he was due to
start a new job — and was informed that he had been temporarily banned from leaving
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the country. He has received no explanation for the ban, has not been told how long it
will remain in effect, and his appeals to the authorities have been unsuccessful.

These recent cases have taken place in a context in which an increasing number of people - also
ordinary citizens who are not engaged in civic or journalistic activities - have faced arbitrary
restrictions on travel abroad. According to unofficial information from sources at Ashgabat
airport, cited by the Turkmen service of RFE/RL, as many as 40% of all passengers bound to
travel abroad were prevented from boarding their planes in the first two months of 2025. The
authorities frequently challenge travel documents on dubious grounds—for example, claiming a
passport stamp is “illegible” even when it is clearly visible.

In addition to imposing arbitrary travel restrictions on people in Turkmenistan, authorities have
also sought to prevent the free movement of Turkmenistani activists based abroad.
According to TIHR's information, in July 2024, the Turkmenistani government requested Turkey,
Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan and several other countries to deny entry to some 50 civil society
activists, journalists and opposition supporters based abroad, claiming they pose national
security threats.

The same month, the following incident took place:

e On 25 July 2024, Turkish authorities denied entry to Ruslan Myatiev, editor of the
independent Netherlands-based Turkmen News and a Dutch citizen, when he arrived in
Antalya for a family vacation. Turkish police informed him that he had been banned from
entering Turkey since autumn 2023. Based on police conversations, he learned that he
had been declared a threat to national security in Turkey at the request of Turkmenistani
security services. After several hours of questioning about his work and activities, Myatiev
was put on a plane back to the Netherlands.

This followed a similar incident in November 2023, when Tajigul Begmedova, head of
the Bulgaria-based Turkmen Helsinki Foundation, was denied entry at Istanbul airport
and deported to Bulgaria. Turkish authorities informed her that she had been banned
entry to Turkey for five years for allegedly threating national security. This step was also
believed to have been taken at the request of Turkmenistani authorities in retaliation for
her work promoting human rights in Turkmenistan and among Turkmenistani migrants
in Turkey.

Obstacles to renewing passports

Turkmenistani authorities have also restricted citizens' right to freedom of movement in other
ways. In the last few years, many citizens have been unable to renew their passports at
Turkmenistani consulates abroad, including in Turkey, which hosts a large community of
Turkmenistani migrants. Those seeking to renew their expiring or expired documents have
instead been encouraged to travel back to Turkmenistan to obtain new passports.

During the Human Rights Committee’s review of Turkmenistan's compliance with the ICCPR in

March 2023, the state delegation claimed that there were no obstacles for citizens to travel back
to Turkmenistan to renew their passports following the end of the global COVID-19 pandemic.
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However, aside from being costly and time-consuming, returning to Turkmenistan for this
purpose is risky, especially for citizens engaged in civic activities. Due to their engagement and
criticism of government policies, they could face politically-motivated arrest and other serious
repercussions if they travel back. The restrictions on renewing passports at consulates abroad
have also created difficulties for citizens in obtaining and renewing residence permits and other
migration related documents in their country of residence.

A joint report, published by the Turkmen Helsinki Foundation and Human Rights Watch in
November 2024, further detailed these troubling practices. The report documents how the
refusal of Turkmenistani authorities to renew passports of citizens abroad impacts
Turkmenistani migrants in Turkey, exposing them to hardships by leaving them
undocumented. Those who have criticised the government are particularly vulnerable to
deportation to Turkmenistan, where they risk arbitrary detention, imprisonment, and torture.

Recommendations to the EU:

e (Call on the Turkmenistani authorities to stop persecuting citizens living in- and outside
the country because of their criticism of the current situation in Turkmenistan and their
engagement on issues of concern to them.

¢ Request an update on steps taken to implement UN treaty bodies’ calls for the release of
Mansur Mingelov and Murat Dushemov, and urge that Mingelov be issued an official
medical certificate confirming his serious condition, enabling his release on medical
grounds.

e Express regrate about the premature passing of Khudaiberdy Allashov and call for
thorough and impartial investigations into the reported human rights violations against
him and his family members and accountability for those responsible.

¢ Raise concerns about activists-bloggers forcibly returned to the country, including Farhat
Meimankulyiev, Rovshen  Klychev, Dovran Imamov, Serdar Durdylyev, Merdan
Mukhamedov and Malikberdi Allamyradov, noting CAT's attention to these cases during
its recent review of Turkmenistan. Request information on their current whereabouts
and situation, stressing that they must not be persecuted in retaliation for their peaceful
exercise of the right to freedom of expression and other fundamental rights while living
abroad.

e Call on the authorities to refrain from reprisals against other activist-bloggers living
abroad for their criticism of Turkmenistani government policies. In particular, urge them
to stop seeking the forcible return of such individuals to Turkmenistan on these grounds
— including in the urgent cases of Alisher Sakhatov, Abdulla Orusov, and Umida
Bekchanova — and to ensure the safety of these three individuals.

e Call on the authorities to stop imposing arbitrary restrictions on the freedom of
movement, including as a tool of pressure against activists and journalists. In particular,
urge them to allow Soltan Achilova and Nurgeldy Khalykov to freely travel abroad. Also
heed to the calls from UN human rights experts to stop intimidating Achilova and her
family, guarantee their safety, and thoroughly and impartially investigate the allegations
of human rights violations in her case - including the reported poisoning attempts - and
ensure accountability for those responsible.
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e Express concern about the restrictions imposed on Turkmenistani activists based in EU
countries seeking to enter Turkey, reportedly at the initiative of the Turkmenistani
authorities.

e Call on the authorities to ensure that citizens can renew their passports at Turkmenistani
consulates abroad, including in Turkey, in order to safeguard their enjoyment of freedom
of movement and other fundamental rights.

5. CLOSED CIVIC SPACE AND LACK OF ACCESS FOR UN SPECIAL
PROCEDURES

Civic freedoms ratings

Civic space remains extremely restricted in Turkmenistan. The country’s civic space has
persistently been assessed as “closed” on the global CIVICUS Monitor. In the 2025 Freedom in
the World survey, published by Freedom House, Turkmenistan is similarly ranked among the
worst of the worst, with its civil liberties score being 1 on a scale from 0 (lowest) to 100 (highest)
- down from 2 in 2024.

No space for independent human rights organisations

According to official information from 2023, only some 130 public associations are registered
in Turkmenistan. As previously, no truly independent human rights organisations are able to
operate inside the country, and those who are in contact with groups based abroad are at
serious risk of persecution. In its concluding observations on Turkmenistan from 2023, the UN
Human Rights Committee expressed concerns about the lack of registered civil society
organisations (CSOs) working on human rights issues and called on the government to bring its
legislation governing CSOs in line with the ICCPR and to ensure that such legislation is not used
to control or infringe the operations of CSOs.

Suppression of spontaneous protests, forced mobilisation for state events

As a rule, no organised protests take place in Turkmenistan because of the repressive climate
and the risk of persecution facing anyone who criticises those in power. At the same time,
citizens face intimidation for spontaneous attempts to raise legitimate grievances. This one
example reported by TIHR's sources:

e In September 2024, tenant cotton farmers in Sakar were intimidated after refusing to
hand over their harvest to the city's state-run cotton processing factory. The farmers
objected to what they saw as unjustified payment deductions imposed by the factory
director, who cited the cotton’s allegedly inferior quality. These deductions led to a
substantial decrease in the farmers’ earnings from the harvest, which was part of a state-
managed programme. In response, the director called in the police and security services.
Upon arrival, these authorities accused the farmers of “sabotaging” state policy and
threatened them with criminal prosecution. Despite these threats, several dozen farmers
ultimately returned home with their cotton. However, a few days later, after additional
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confrontations with local police and the agricultural association managing the rented
land, they brought the cotton back to the factory and handed it over.

This is another example of arbitrary and repressive measures used to suppress public
expressions of concern:

As reported by Turkmen News, on 18 March 2025, a 65-year-old man was reportedly
beaten to death by police after being detained over a domestic dispute in Ahal region. His
body was returned to his family within hours, but investigative authorities denied any
wrongdoing, stating only that "his hour of death had come." Relatives were pressured
into withdrawing their complaints. When news of the incident spread, dozens of local
residents gathered outside the police station in protest. In response, law enforcement
officers acted repressively, taking individuals into the building one by one and coercing
them into deleting their photos and videos, effectively silencing any public outcry.

While authorities suppress citizen-initiated protests, they continue to forcibly mobilise public
sector employees—most of whom are women—as well as students and other residents to
participate in state-organised events under threat of reprisals such as dismissal or loss of
benefits. These events and their rehearsals often result in significant disruptions to work and
studies, while also exposing participants to health risks due to the intense nature of the
programme and harsh weather conditions.

These are two examples from the past year:

On 19 March, 2025, students from secondary schools and universities in Turkmenabat
were gathered to participate in official Novruz celebrations. The event took place from 9
am to 5 pm in temperatures exceeding 35°C, with participants reportedly not allowed to
leave the venue, eat, or drink water. Despite the extreme heat, the event continued even
after two female students lost consciousness—likely due to heat stroke.

As of late July 2024, thousands of public sector employees and students were mobilised
for rehearsals in preparation for Independence Day celebrations on 27 September. They
were made to participate in daily marching rehearsals at Ashgabat's Dagdan Stadium,
which lasted for several hours despite the extreme heat, with temperatures exceeding
40°C. This resulted in multiple cases of heat stroke among participants. Students were
required to interrupt their summer break for the rehearsals, and to purchase balloons
and national flags at their own expense. In addition, they were instructed to chant
slogans in support of President Berdumuhamedov while appearing “joyful” as they
marched past the podium. In the lead-up to Independence Day, public sector employees,
students, and high school pupils were also reportedly assigned to assist public utility
workers in cleaning and beautifying the capital.

In its 2023 concluding observations on Turkmenistan’'s compliance with the ICCPR, the Human
Rights Committee reiterated its concern about the practice of mass mobilisation of citizens for
state-organised gatherings.
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UN special procedures not allowed to visit

UN human rights experts continue to be denied access to Turkmenistan. The government issued
a standing invitation to the special procedures of the UN Human Rights Council to visit the
country in 2018. Several mandate holders have made new requests to visit since then. However,
although the government claims to have carefully considered all requests and held discussions
with some mandate-holders, it has yet to agree to and facilitate new visits in practice. To
date the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to religion or belief is the only special procedure to
have visited Turkmenistan, and that was in 2008. During the UPR in November 2023,
Turkmenistan received and expressed support for recommendations to facilitate visits of
special procedures who have requested to visit the country. Following its review of
Turkmenistan in April 2025, CAT also called on the authorities to promptly allow for visits by
special procedure mandate holders, who have requested to visit, in conformity with their
terms of reference for country visits (paragraph 34 of the Committee’s concluding observations).

Recommendations to the EU:

e Request an update on the number of new public associations registered and the steps
taken toward bringing national legislation and practice governing public associations into
line with international standards, in accordance with the UN Human Rights Committee’s
recommendations.

¢ Insist that the authorities allow residents to hold peaceful spontaneous protests without
facing repercussions and end the practice of forcible mobilisation for state-organised
mass events, in particular of vulnerable groups of the population (such as children,
elderly, and people with medical conditions) and protect the health and well-being of
participants in such events.

e Request an update on the steps taken to facilitate visits of UN special procedures who
have requested to visit the country, based on the standing invitation previously issued, in
accordance with the UPR recommendations received.

6. TORTURE, DETENTION CONDITIONS AND ENFORCED
DISAPPEARANCES

The recent CAT review of Turkmenistan's compliance with the Convention against Torture
highlighted severe persisting problems regarding torture, detention conditions, and enforced
disappearances. Key concerns, as well as the Committee’s major conclusions and
recommendations on these topics are summarised below.

Protection from torture

Following its review, CAT expressed deep concern over “numerous allegations of widespread
practice of torture and ill-treatment, including severe beatings of persons deprived of liberty”.
It noted that abuses affect both those in pretrial detention - when frequently used to extract
confessions - and in penitentiary facilities. The Committee also stated it was gravely concerned
about the government's failure to effectively prosecute perpetrators and ensure
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accountability for acts of torture. It regretted information provided by the government that no
cases of torture have been recorded or examined by court under the Criminal Code provision
banning such treatment (article 201 - formerly 182-1). (See paragraph 9 of the CAT's concluding
observations).

The Committee expressed serious concern that detainees in Turkmenistan are not guaranteed
fundamental legal safeguards from the moment of arrest, including independent medical
examinations (paragraph 16 of the concluding observations). The lack of access to such
safeguards, as well as the lack of independent monitoring of detention facilities increase the
vulnerability of detainees to prohibited treatment.

Moreover, the serious risk of reprisals for criticising authorities severely discourages detainees
from reporting abuse.

According to available information, authorities have also failed to adequately investigate
allegations of torture in rare instances when victims or their families have dared to report such
abuse. This is one example:

e According to the Netherlands-based media and human rights organisation Turkmen
News, Allamurat Khudairamov died in a detention centre in Mary province in
November 2023. His relatives were asked to collect his body on 30 November, three days
after law enforcement authorities had summoned him for questioning on drug-related
charges. When the family received his body, it bore multiple signs of torture, including
wounds and bruises on his arms, legs, feet, and back, as documented on video. Law
enforcement officials reportedly attempted to bribe the family into silence. However, they
refused to stay silent and filed a complaint with the General Prosecutor's Office,
demanding that those responsible be held accountable.

In a response received in January 2024, the General Prosecutor’'s Office stated that a
forensic investigation had concluded Khudairamov died from brain swelling caused by an
opiate painkiller—the same drug he was accused of unlawfully distributing. The
investigation also found that the possibility of his injuries being self-inflicted “could not be
excluded.” As a result, no criminal case was opened.

During the April 2025 CAT review, the Turkmenistani delegation denied allegations that
Khuidairamov died due to torture, claiming he was already injured at the time of his
arrest due to his alleged prolonged hiding in harsh conditions and excessive drug use.
Following its examination, CAT expressed serious concerns about the reports of the
beating to death of Khudairamov, mentioning his affiliation with the Baloch ethnic
minority (article 27 of its concluding observations).

CAT urged the authorities to take immediate and effective action to prevent torture and ill-
treatment, eliminate impunity, and adopt a zero-tolerance approach, including a clear public
commitment from the highest levels of government. It called for prompt access for all
individuals deprived of liberty to legal counsel and confidential communication with lawyers, the
ability to notify relatives, independent medical examinations, and timely judicial review. It also
called for ensuring that all individuals deprived of liberty can safely file complaints with
independent bodies and are fully protected, in law and practice, from any form of retaliation,
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intimidation, or ill-treatment. Additionally, it called for independent investigations into all
allegations involving public officials, the suspension of suspects during investigations, the
prosecution and appropriate punishment of perpetrators, and timely redress and
compensation for victims. (Paragraphs 10, 16, 38 of its concluding observations).

Concerns about detention conditions and lack of independent monitoring

Turkmenistan has not ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture
(OPCAT) or established an independent national preventive mechanism under it, despite
numerous recommendations to this end. The International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) does not currently have access to monitor the country’s detention facilities. The
government has reported seeking a re-initiation of negotiations with the ICRC on a mutual
agreement to provide the basis for such monitoring. However, it is not clear what progress there
has been on this issue.

The national bodies currently mandated to monitor detention conditions, including government
supervisory commissions and the Ombudsperson’s Office are not independent and, judging
from official information, only occasionally carry out visits to detention facilities.

In its 2022 annual report, the Ombudsperson’s Office reported conducting merely two visits to
places of detention, with a few more listed in its 2023 report (the newest one available). The
Office made general recommendations on improving detention conditions, e.g., in terms of
sanitation, and concluded that there is a need to “intensify and improve” the activities of
supervisory commissions tasked with monitoring detention conditions. However, both the 2022
and 2023 annual reports state that detainees with whom individual meetings were held had no
complaints regarding their treatment, while expressing “remorse”. This assessment
contradicts independent reports which indicate that there are serious ongoing problems with
detention conditions and that abusive treatment of detainees is widespread.

There are particular concerns about the Ovadan Depe facility, believed to accommodate many
prisoners convicted on politically motivated grounds, including those who have disappeared
within the prison system. Conditions in this secretive facility have been described as terrifying by
previous prisoners.

Following its review, CAT expressed serious concern about poor conditions in places of
detention, including severe overcrowding, unsanitary facilities, insufficient food, limited access
to medical care, lack of outdoor exercise, and unjustified restrictions on family visits. It also
raised alarm over numerous consistent reports of the routine and prolonged use of solitary
confinement under harsh conditions. The Committee called on the authorities to take effective
measures to address these issues and to ensure that solitary confinement is applied only in
exceptional cases, as a last resort, and for the shortest possible duration. (Paragraph 29 and 30
of its concluding observations).
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Enforced disappearances

As highlighted by human rights NGOs, enforced disappearances is an ongoing practice in
Turkmenistan.

The Prove They Are Alive NGO campaign has documented more than 160 cases of enforced
disappearances since the systematic use of this practice began following the alleged
assassination attempt on then President Saparmurat Niyazov in November 2002. Out of these
cases, more than one third involve individuals accused of involvement in the assassination,
while others have been imprisoned later, including former state officials prosecuted after falling
out of favour with the government, people charged with so-called Islamic extremism, and civil
society activists targeted because of their civic engagement.

While some of the documented victims of enforced disappearances are known to subsequently
have died, been released or granted contacts with their family, other cases of disappearances
are ongoing. These include individuals whose prison sentences are known to have expired but
whose status is unknown. It is believed that the real number of victims of enforced
disappearances might be higher than that documented by the Prove They Are Alive campaign.

Against this background, it is deeply troubling that the government denied any record of
secret detentions or enforced disappearances in response to CAT's request for information
on this issue (see paragraph 76 of the government's response to List of Issues for the review).

Following its review of Turkmenistan, CAT expressed grave concerns about the continued use of
incommunicado detention, as well as “numerous and persistent reports of enforced
disappearances” in the country. It also regretted the lack of systematic investigations and
tangible results in such cases. The Committee called on the authorities to end the practice of
incommunicado detention, ensure access to legal counsel and family visits for all detainees, and
release those whose sentences have expired. It urged the authorities to clarify the fate and
whereabouts of all individuals reported as disappeared, and to promptly and impartially investigate
all outstanding cases of enforced disappearance. The Committee also emphasised the need to
bring those responsible to justice, keep victims’ families informed, and provide full redress. (See
paragraphs 13-14 of the CAT's concluding observations).

Recommendations to the EU:

e Call on the authorities to take prompt and effective measures to implement the
recommendations issued by CAT pertaining to the use of torture and lack of protection of
victims, inadequate detention conditions, and the practices of incommunicado detention
and enforced disappearances, as described above.

e Raise concerns about the case of Allamurat Khudairamov and insist on the need for a
new, impartial and thorough investigation into the circumstances of his death and
accountability for those responsible for violations.

e Request an update on the issue of OPCAT ratification as well as negotiations with the ICRC on
prison monitoring.
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e Request an update on conditions in the Ovadan Depe prison, the prisoners held there and
steps taken to ensure that their treatment corresponds to international standards, insisting
on the importance of granting independent international monitors access to this facility.

e Insist that the authorities provide transparent and comprehensive information about the
fate and whereabouts of the victims of enforced disappearances in cases documented by
NGOs, ensure access to lawyers and family members for those currently held
incommunicado, and release victims of disappearances, in particular those whose sentences
have expired.

7. GENDER-BASED STEREOTYPES, RESTRICTIONS AND VIOLENCE

Despite their proclaimed commitment to women'’s rights, authorities in Turkmenistan have not only
failed to combat discriminatory gender stereotypes and practices but have also actively reinforced
them. After President Serdar Berdymukhamedov assumed office in March 2022, a new campaign
was launched to restrict and control women's appearance and behaviour, purportedly in the name
of preserving national traditions and values. While the campaign peaked in spring 2022, there have
been ongoing reports of restrictive measures implemented for this purpose. Authorities have
also arbitrarily restricted women'’s right to drive and travel by car, preventing especially young
women from obtaining and renewing their driver’s licenses and by stopping and checking women
drivers due to their appearance.

During its review of the situation in Turkmenistan in February 2024, CEDAW expressed serious
concerns about reports of pressure faced by women and girls to conform to gender stereotypes
relating to dress and appearance. The Committee called for comprehensive measures aimed at
eliminating patriarchal attitudes and stereotypes on the roles and responsibilities of women,
including through public education and awareness-raising campaigns and the elaboration of a
media code of conduct in this area. It also called for repealing restrictions on women'’s freedom
to travel and drive a car. (See paragraphs 25-26 of the Committee’s concluding observations).

Another key concern regarding women's rights is the prevalence of gender-based violence. The first-
ever national survey on domestic violence against women, which Turkmenistan's government
carried out with support of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) in 2020, offered valuable
insights into the issue. However, it crucial that the government follows up on the survey by
developing and implementing a comprehensive strategy to counter domestic and other forms of
gender-based violence. In accordance with the recommendations issued by CEDAW (see paragraph
28 of its recent concluding observations), this strategy should prioritise enacting separate
legislation criminalising domestic and other forms of gender-based violence, conducting
systematic investigations and prosecutions of reported cases of violence, and enhancing
support services for victims, including through cooperation with public associations providing
such services.

While the government has reported adopting a road map for the implementation of

recommendations resulting from the UNFPA-supported survey in 2022-2025, progress on its
implementation remains unclear.
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Following its April 2025 review of Turkmenistan, CAT also expressed serious concerns about the
prevalence of violence against women and girls, including domestic and sexual violence. It called
for effective measures to address this problem, including by finalising and adopting draft legislation
on the prevention of family and domestic violence and ensuring it contains clear definitions of
gender-based and domestic violence. (Paragraphs 23-24 of the CAT's concluding observations).

There are also ongoing concerns about other abusive practices against women and girls.

As highlighted by medical workers, whom the Turkmen RFE/RL service interviewed on condition of
anonymity, increasing restrictions on women'’s access to abortion within the health care system
has triggered a spike in illegal abortions, bribery and unsafe methods by women desperate to end
their unwanted pregnancies. These methods are endangering women's health and lives.

Under current legislation, pregnancy termination without medical justification is permitted only
within the first five weeks—significantly shorter than the previous 12-week limit. Beyond this period,
abortions are allowed up to 22 weeks for "social" or "medical" reasons with approval from a special
medical commission, and after 22 weeks for "medical" reasons with approval from a council of
doctors. However, the law does not clearly define the cases in which exceptions apply. According to
health workers, authorities often disregard these exceptions in practice, threatening doctors with
license revocation for performing abortions—even when conducted within the legal framework.
Moreover, doctors who perform abortions in violation of legal requirements risk criminal penalties.

The problems related to access to abortion are compounded by limited availability of
reproductive health and family planning services, with only 50 percent of all women reportedly
having access to contraception.

Minors require parental consent to access abortion services within the state health care system,
leaving girls under 18 particularly vulnerable to unsafe pregnancy termination methods, such
as procedures performed by inadequately trained midwives.

Amid the Turkmenistani government’s intensified enforcement of so-called traditional moral values,
local authorities have reportedly conducted educational sessions with high school girls and their
parents, warning girls against engaging in sexual relations and urging parents to ensure the "moral"
education of their children. Meanwhile, sex education remains absent from school curricula.

It is of further concern that reports continue to emerge of forced gynaecological so-called virginity
examinations of high school girls without the consent of their parents or themselves—an
egregious violation of human dignity. Disturbingly, information about girls found to have had sexual
relations is reportedly passed from gynaecologists to local police and security services.

Following its review, CAT expressed concern about the restrictive legal framework on abortion, the
limited availability of reproductive health services, and reports of forced virginity testing of young
girls, noting the harmful impact of these practices on the physical and mental health of women and
girls. It issued important recommendations for how to address these issues and protect women
and girls. (See paragraphs 23-26 of its concluding observations).
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Recommendations to the EU:

Reiterate concerns regarding the prevalence of gender stereotypes, gender-based
restrictions and gender-based violence, and request an update on measures taken to
implement the recommendations resulting from the 2022 UNFPA supported survey, as well
as the recommendations issued by CEDAW and CAT.

Reiterate calls for the adoption of comprehensive legislation criminalising all forms of
gender-based violence, including domestic violence, consistent with international standards.
Call for effective measures, in accordance with CAT's recommendations, to revise the legal
framework on access to abortion and protect women against unsafe abortion methods, to
expand access to reproductive healthcare and family planning services, and to end the
practice of forced gynaecological examinations of high school girls.




