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Executive summary

“When we criticize authorities about human rights violations we do this to improve our 
country, to support people who are in a vulnerable situation and to meet Tajikistan’s 
international human rights commitments.”

 A human rights defender from Tajikistan.

“Everyone shall have the right to freedom of association with others.” 

Article 22 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

The space within which human rights and other civil society groups can safely operate has  shrunk 
significantly over the past two decades, to a point that today the survival of Tajikistan’s once vibrant 
human rights community is at stake. 

This report identifies and traces key factors and developments that have contributed and led to 
the current situation. These include the introduction of restrictions on the work of human rights 
groups focusing on issues such as electoral rights, religious freedom and national minorities starting 
in 2007; the imprisonment of human rights lawyers who were caught up in the clampdown on 
political opposition in the mid-2010s; the intensifying suppression of freedom of speech, primarily 
targeting independent journalists and outspoken bloggers; and the imprisonment of human 
rights defenders who investigated allegations of serious human rights violations committed by 
government representatives during the suppression of mass protests in the Gorno Badakhshan 
Autonomous Region (GBAO1) in 2021 and 2022. 

In addition, the operating environment for human rights groups has been progressively constrained 
through increasingly restrictive legislation governing civil society organisations (CSOs), with further 
limitations reportedly under consideration; government pressure in the form of targeted checks, 
inspections and other forms of administrative scrutiny; intimidation and threats by officers 
of the State Committee for National Security (SCNS); and efforts by government officials and 
state-controlled media to portray human rights defenders as “traitors” and “agents of foreign 
governments”. 

According to human rights activists, many human rights concerns that were confidently and 
publicly discussed in earlier years are off-limits today and anyone who speaks out about them risks 
imprisonment, harassment, intimidation and reprisals against themselves and members of their 
families. Human rights defenders in today’s Tajikistan have seen many cases of fellow activists, 
journalists and lawyers being imprisoned for peacefully carrying out their work and exercising 
their rights to freedom of expression, association and assembly. Lawyer Buzurgmehr Yorov, 
human rights defender Manuchehr Kholiqnazarov, journalists Rukhshona Khakimova, Daler 
Imomali and others are currently serving lengthy prison terms on politically motivated charges. 
Many have received threats from officials to themselves or their families. 

1	   Abbreviation based on the Russian-based acronym for the Gorno Badakhshan Autonomous Region.
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The system of persecution and control of all those who raise issues which the authorities perceive 
as politically sensitive has forced human rights activists, human rights lawyers, independent 
journalists and other dissidents to leave the country or abandon their work, while placing those 
who choose to persevere in an exceptionally vulnerable position.

Geopolitical changes following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the USA’s retreat from 
principles of human rights and rule of law, its severe funding cuts for civil society projects, China’s 
growing presence in Tajikistan, and the weakening of the law-based international order have 
further undermined the stability and sustainability of human rights work and the safety of civil 
society activists in the country. Fewer international stakeholders are now prepared to speak out 
about human rights violations in Tajikistan as forcefully as before, and thus the authorities find it 
easier to ignore calls to live up to the they made under international human rights law.   

This report is based on ongoing research and over two dozen interviews conducted with human 
rights activists from urban and rural areas across Tajikistan in 2025.  

Why international actors should support Tajikistan’s civil 
society at this time 

•	 When human rights defenders cannot work safely, serious human rights violations 
go unrecorded and largely unchallenged, leaving victims unprotected from 
persecution and abuse at the hands of government officials.

•	 Provided that human rights defenders are still able to monitor the human rights 
situation in Tajikistan and produce reliable monitoring information and analysis,  
international stakeholders can hold the government accountable to its human 
rights commitments.

•	 Human rights defenders and other civil society activists help victims and vulnerable 
populations to help themselves. For example, civil society groups have facilitated 
access to education or vocational training for victims of domestic violence, persons 
with disabilities or members of disadvantaged ethnic groups, enabling them to 
earn a living and achieve greater independence and self-sufficiency. Human rights 
defenders were also instrumental in successfully pushing for the adoption of the Law 
on Non-Discrimination in 2022, which provides essential legal safeguards against 
numerous kinds of discrimination. 

•	 Civil society groups are important key partners of the government in providing 
essential services to vulnerable populations such as victims of domestic violence, 
persons with disabilities, and victims of torture and their relatives as well as others 
in a vulnerable situation.  

•	 When authoritarian governments destroy civil society networks and clamp down on 
activism, when human rights defenders are imprisoned, forced into exile or pushed  
into other professions, valuable institutional knowledge and competencies are 
lost and it takes future generations of activists decades to build effective 
activism and expertise again from scratch. 
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•	 Although some activists have left the country or the human rights profession in 
recent years, Tajikistan’s human rights community still includes many professionals, 
whose important expertise should be preserved at all costs. Many of the country’s 
leading human rights organisations were established in the late 1990s and early 
2000s and have since developed substantial expertise in areas such as legal 
aid, human rights monitoring, documentation of violations, engagement with 
international human rights mechanisms and public advocacy. For example, 
the Civil Society Coalition Against Torture and Impunity in Tajikistan, a network of 
11 human rights groups established in 2011 in response to increasing reports of 
torture and ill-treatment, works collectively to prevent torture and protect victims. 
Tajikistan’s civil society has also developed strong thematic networks, including 
the Coalition of CSOs “From De Jure Equality to De Facto Equality,” established in 
2008, which brings together 98 organisations across the country to promote gender 
equality and women’s rights. Other specialised organisations and networks focus on 
the rights of persons with disabilities, including associations of parents of children 
with disabilities and initiatives supporting women with disabilities, including the 
Public Organisation “Association of Parents of Children with Disabilities,” established 
in 2006, which works to support families of children with disabilities and promote 
their rights and social inclusion. Many of these organisations have long experience 
in training and mentoring younger activists, supporting new initiatives and 
strengthening professional human rights expertise in the country.

•	 Apart from institutional memory, skills and expertise, Tajikistan’s human rights 
defenders and civil society activists play an important role in preserving 
belief in the importance of human rights principles and the rule of law. A 
lawyer whose organisation provides legal support to women in rural Tajikistan told 
IPHR researchers: “A woman whose husband beat her came to me. She wanted a 
divorce and needed him to pay for the upkeep of their children. But he had powerful 
connections and nobody wanted to help her. I don’t care who comes to me because 
I believe in the law. I helped her fight the case and the court made a fair judgment.”  

Tajikistan’s human rights community has an informed understanding of which human rights 
improvements are achievable within the current legal and institutional framework, as well as 
longer-term ideas for strengthening human rights protections in their respective fields of 
expertise should future opportunities for reform arise. This expertise, analytical capacity, and 
forward-looking vision constitute valuable resources for the country’s continued development 
and should be preserved for Tajikistan’s future.

After the  civil war in Tajikistan, the international community played a vital role in enabling 
the emergence of the country’s human rights movement, supporting the development 
of its expertise, and contributing to its momentum and influence. At the present moment, the 
international community should once again play a crucial role by returning to what proved 
essential in the past: fostering close cooperation of international human rights groups and 
experts with Tajikistani human rights organisations, alongside educational programmes to 
inspire the next generation of human rights defenders in Tajikistan. While the post-war period 
saw the emergence and flourishing of a vibrant human rights community in Tajikistan, it is now 
essential that international actors renew these partnerships in ways that are responsive to the 
increasingly severe risks faced by human rights defenders on the ground.
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This report concludes with a set of concrete recommendations to foreign governments, 
intergovernmental organisations and donors of how to support human rights defenders and civil 
society in Tajikistan. 

Shrinking space for human rights 
defence – tracing developments and 
contributing factors
This chapter provides a brief overview of the evolution of CSOs in Tajikistan since independence 
in 1991, focusing on human rights groups. It then traces the gradual shrinking of civic space for 
human rights work and explores the challenges which human rights organisations and other CSOs 
now face, highlighting key developments and contributing factors.

Human rights and other civil society groups in independent 
Tajikistan
FROM 1991 UNTIL THE END OF THE CIVIL WAR

In the early years of Tajikistan’s independence, legislation was adopted that created the legal basis 
for the establishment of CSOs and political parties. Amid the growing politicization of society, 
which eventually culminated in civil war, many CSOs also became involved in the political struggle 
and aligned themselves either with pro-government actors or with opposition forces. By the end of 
1992, most CSOs were forcibly closed down or banned because their activities did not correspond 
with their statutes anymore, or they ceased to exist for other reasons. 

During the Civil War (1992–1997), numerous humanitarian CSOs were established, often with 
support from the international community. These organisations distributed humanitarian aid, 
worked to prevent the spread of infectious diseases, and assisted internally displaced persons as 
well as returning refugees who had fled Tajikistan during the conflict. Some CSOs evolved from 
informal groups formed to search for relatives who had disappeared during the Civil War, and 
advocated for veterans’ rights.

The Peace Agreement, which ended the Civil War in 1997, emphasized the commitment to establish 
a democratic society, and the Commission of National Reconciliation, which consisted of equal 
numbers of representatives of the Government and the United Tajik Opposition (UTO) was set up 
to implement it. The Commission developed draft legislation on CSOs, political parties and mass 
media. According to civil society sources, by the end of 1997, 383 CSOs were registered in Tajikistan 
that mostly worked on social issues.2 

FLOURISHING HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVISM AFTER THE CIVIL WAR

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the first human rights groups were set up in independent 
Tajikistan, initially focusing on legal aid, educational programmes and advocating for judicial 
reforms and standards. Some had strong links with government institutions. Among independent 

2	 See also: https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/29494/csb-taj-ru.pdf 
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human rights groups that continue to operate today are the Human Rights Center3 (registered in 
Dushanbe in 1997), the League of Women Lawyers4 (registered in 1999), the Bureau for Human 
Rights and the Rule of Law5 (registered in 2000), Right and Prosperity6 (registered in 2000), and the 
Women’s Centre Gulrukhsor.7 

Between approximately 2000 and 2007, independent human rights defenders and groups publicly 
raised human rights concerns and defended victims of human rights violations without fear of 
reprisals. Their work covered a wide range of issues and included human rights violations affecting 
individuals charged with crimes that directly challenged the government and its representatives, 
such as assassination attempts against the President or coup attempts. In such cases, Tajikistani 
activists typically advocated for fair trial rights, against torture and for the commutation of death 
sentences. 

Human rights advocacy on the national and international level, often in close cooperation with 
international human rights groups such as Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch as well as 
Memorial, led to several tangible achievements, most notably the introduction of a moratorium on 
the death penalty.

Many human rights defenders who later conducted human rights training inside Tajikistan developed 
their expertise by participating in human rights education programmes run by the Polish Helsinki 
Foundation for Human Rights, as well as in specialized programmes on international human rights 
law and UN bodies and mechanisms designed for university faculty, jurists, and lawyers. 

THE GRADUAL SHRINKING OF SPACE FOR CSOS

The situation began to deteriorate in 2007, initially through seemingly insubstantial restrictions. 
More pronounced limitations began to emerge from approximately 2012 onward, as the authorities 
increasingly consolidated their power.

In May 2007, Tajikistan adopted a new Law “On Public Associations”, which required civil society 
organisations to reregister. The first groups that reported problems were those working on 
electoral rights. For example, after several unsuccessful attempts to reregister, the Tajikistani 
branch of the US-based National Democratic Institute stopped its operations in 2008. Subsequently, 
organisations working on religious freedom, national minorities and environmental issues faced 
problems reregistering. Reports of restrictions, often imposed informally, increasingly became 
commonplace, and mainly concerned the political opposition, civil society organisations working 
with vulnerable groups such as people living with HIV, as well as independent media outlets and 
lawyers. Typical restrictions were bans on events organized by these groups and professions. 

In June 2014, Alexander Sodiqov, a PhD student from the University of Toronto in Canada, was 
detained in Khorog, the capital of GBAO, on accusations of “spying for other governments”. 
Tajikistani and international human rights groups publicly campaigned for his release. Amnesty 
International considered Sodiqov a prisoner of conscience, targeted solely in connection with his 
legitimate academic research. 

3	 https://notorturetj.org/en/page/public-organization-human-rights-center 

4	 https://www.facebook.com/lwl.tajikistan 

5	 https://www.bhr.tj/en 

6	 https://rightprosperity.tj/en/ 

7	 https://gulrukhsor.org/ 
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The reaction of Saimumin Yatimov, then head of the SCNS, at a human rights event convened in 
Dushanbe by the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe later that year, appears 
to be a turning point in the relationship of Tajikistan’s independent human rights groups and the 
government. Yatimov accused them and international human rights groups of destabilizing the 
state and criticized Western Embassies for what he saw as political interference. 

Although Tajikistani human rights defenders have not pursued political objectives and have 
primarily sought to promote the implementation of the international human rights obligations that 
Tajikistan has voluntarily undertaken, their reliance on foreign donor funding – owing to the lack 
of domestic funding opportunities – has increasingly been used by the authorities to portray them 
as political actors. In this narrative, criticism of human rights violations is framed as an attempt 
to undermine the authorities’ hold on power and as a potential catalyst for public demands for 
political change.

More generally, government representatives started framing criticism of the government as 
a potential threat to the stability of the country, citing national security concerns and invoking 
memories of the violence and instability of the 1992–1997 Civil War to justify the increasingly 
authoritarian form of governance and the growing restrictions on fundamental freedoms. 

Tajikistani and international experts and political observers have argued that the authorities 
increasingly feared that events such as the colour revolutions in the former Soviet region in the 
2000s and the Arab Spring (2010-2012) could inspire similar mass protests in Tajikistan and pose a 
threat to those in power.

Human rights lawyers caught up in the crackdown on the 
political opposition

The environment for human rights work further deteriorated amid the government’s crackdown 
on the political opposition in the mid-2010s, which also drew in lawyers and journalists. 

In 2015, the Tajikistani authorities linked two armed attacks that took place in the capital Dushanbe 
and a nearby city in early September 2015 to the opposition Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan 
(IRPT). 

The IRPT was a key signatory to the 1997 peace agreement between the government and the UTO 
that ended the Civil War. As part of the power-sharing deal, the IRPT – along with other opposition 
groups – was legalised and granted a 30 per cent quota of senior government positions. By 1999, it 
had become the second-largest political party in the country.

While the IRPT denied involvement in the 2015 events, the self-exiled IRPT chair was accused of 
masterminding the attacks, over 20 members were arrested on charges of involvement, and the 
IRPT was banned and labeled an “extremist” organisation. This decision, in effect, marked an end 
to the era of political pluralism under the 1997 peace agreement. At the end of 2015, Tajikistan’s 
President Emomali Rahmon was declared “Leader of the Nation”. In this capacity, he will enjoy life-
long political influence and immunity from prosecution.

After a closed trial held in 2016 that was accompanied by serious fair trial concerns, fourteen senior 
IRPT members were sentenced to long prison terms or life imprisonment. 
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The persecution of human rights lawyers who defended opposition figures and of journalists who 
reported about rights violations affecting members of the political opposition and their relatives 
demonstrated to the wider human rights community the possible consequences of speaking out in 
public and defending human rights in cases considered to be politically sensitive by the authorities. 
More generally, the space for freely expressing dissent with government representatives, policies 
and action became more and more limited in Tajikistan.

BUZURGMEHR YOROV CONTINUES TO SERVE A LONG TERM OF IMPRISONMENT

Buzurgmehr Yorov was one of several lawyers who represented IRPT members and who got caught 
up in the clampdown on the political opposition. 

Buzurgmehr Yorov8, who had earned a reputation as a fearless human rights lawyer 
and who represented several highly placed IRPT members, continues to serve a prison 
term that was imposed on him following an unfair trial in October 2016. The charges of 
inciting national, racial, local or religious hostility; extremism; fraud and forgery appear 
to have been prompted by an interview Yorov gave shortly before his arrest in which he 
stated that one of his clients had been tortured in pre-trial detention and called for a 
coalition of lawyers to join him in representing the detained IRPT members. 

The UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, along with other international bodies, 
has repeatedly called for Yorov’s immediate and unconditional release, concluding that 
the charges against him were initiated in retaliation for his legitimate work as a lawyer.9

Yorov’s situation had a significant chilling effect on civil society. The fact that he continues to be 
imprisoned despite numerous human rights campaigns and interventions by intergovernmental 
organisations and foreign governments has demonstrated to lawyers and human rights defenders 
in Tajikistan the potential consequences of defending the rule of law and advocating for the rights 
of individuals whom the authorities regard as challenging their grip on power.

Clampdown on journalists and bloggers demonstrates risks 
of speaking out

Over the past decade, Tajikistani authorities have increasingly cracked down on independent 
journalists and bloggers for peacefully exercising their right to freedom of expression. This 
increasing restriction of free speech has also sent a clear message to human rights defenders 
– whose reporting and advocacy fundamentally depend on a safe environment for freedom of 
expression — that they, too, risk repercussions if they exceed the limits set by the authorities. 
Many journalists also specifically faced reprisals for reporting on human rights violations, e.g. in 
connection with the clampdown on members of the IRPT. 

Journalists’ cases have demonstrated that risky issues for reporting include criticizing government 
policies; nepotism; the concentration of wealth and control over key businesses among members 
of the presidential family and its entourage; problems and shortcomings of the increasingly 

8	 See also https://iphronline.org/articles/tajikistan-lawyer-wrongfully-held-for-a-decade /

9	 https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/WGAD/2019/17 



12

authoritarian regime; as well as reports about the COVID-19 pandemic, when, in March and April 
2020, the authorities continued to deny that the virus had spread to Tajikistan despite credible 
evidence indicating that the pandemic was already progressing rapidly across the country.10

Methods of repression against journalists and bloggers have included threats against them and 
their family members; arbitrary detention; fabrication of criminal charges; imprisonment following 
unfair trials on vaguely worded charges related to extremism or threats to national security; 
incitement to hatred or spreading false information; as well as criminal conviction for insult or 
defamation. In addition, dozens of Tajikistan’s most experienced journalists and editors left the 
country as a result of government pressure. And many prominent journalists who continue to work 
in Tajikistan today have been forced to engage in self-censorship to protect themselves and their 
families from reprisals or give up journalism.  

In its Concluding Observations adopted in April 2026, the Committee against Torture) raised 
concern “about the reported misuse of criminal law – especially the application of national security-
related charges and broadly worded terrorism-related provisions under articles 179 and 180 of the 
Criminal Code – to suppress dissenting or critical expression.”11

IMPRISONED FOR “INSULT” AND “DEFAMATION”

Despite repeated recommendations by UN treaty bodies and the UN Universal Periodic Review, 
Tajikistan has not fully decriminalised defamation and insult. The Criminal Code still grants state 
officials special protection from criticism, although international human rights standards are clear 
that public officials should be prepared to tolerate more, rather than less, criticism, given the 
importance of allowing effective public scrutiny of government actions.

Articles 137 and 330 of the Criminal Code of Tajikistan punish ”public insult or defamation of the 
President of Tajikistan” and ”insult of a public official”, by fines or imprisonment of up to five or 
two years, respectively. In October 2016, amendments to the Criminal Code created a new offence 
seeking to shield the President from criticism. Article 137, part 1 criminalises ”insulting the Leader 
of the Nation through the media through print, online or other media”, punishable by up to five 
years’ imprisonment. The title of ”Leader of the Nation” was conferred on President Rahmon in 
December 2015 and is a life-long title.

In recent years, Abdulloh Ghurbati (see below for further details) and Mamadsulton Mavlonazarov 
(also known as Muhammadi Sulton) were sentenced to imprisonment on charges including 
defamation. 

On 13 September 2022, Ibn Sino District Court in Dushanbe sentenced 72-year-old 
blogger and retired journalist and ex-security officer Mamadsulton Mavlonazarov 
to seven years in prison.12 He was convicted of “insulting a representative of the 
authorities in the media or on the internet” (Article 330, part 2 of the Criminal Code), 

10	 For further information, refer to the joint IPHR/Article 19 report The price of silence vs. the cost of speaking out. Media 
freedom in Tajikistan, July 2020: https://www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/ENG-Media-Report-TJ.pdf 

11	 Refer to para. 38 of the Concluding Observations adopted by the CAT in April 2026: https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/
treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CAT%2FC%2FTJK%2FCO%2F4&Lang=en 

12	 https://www.rferl.org/a/tajikistan-ex-kgb-badakhshan-jailed/32033403.html 
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and of “publicly calling for the violent overthrow of the constitutional order through the 
media or the internet” (Article 307, part 2). Mavlonazarov denies all charges, insisting 
that his Facebook posts were truthful and not offensive. Mavlonazarov had repeatedly 
spoken out against the authorities’ response to mass protests in GBAO, and many 
human rights defenders consider his prosecution to be a form of retaliation for his 
critical views.

In July 2026, Mamadsulton Mavlonazarov was released under the June 2026 presidential 
Amnesty law.13

IMPRISONED UNDER EXTREMISM CHARGES FOLLOWING CLOSED TRIALS

Since 2022, over a dozen journalists and bloggers have been sentenced to long terms of 
imprisonment under Article 307-3 of the Criminal Code of Tajikistan, which punishes “organisation 
of activities of an extremist organisation”. The men whose cases are featured in this chapter 
were convicted of membership or cooperation with the IRPT or with Group 24, a banned political 
opposition movement that was set up by exiles. 

The verdicts in these cases were passed following trials that did not meet international fair trial 
standards. The trials were mostly conducted behind closed doors; some were held on the premises 
of detention facilities; and there were allegations that confessions were extracted under threats or 
physical abuse in some cases. In many cases the defendants and their lawyers were forced to sign 
non-disclosure agreements. As a result, no comprehensive information is publicly available about 
the exact accusations, the conduct and results of investigations, and the cases for the defence. 

Among those convicted on extremism charges are Abdulloh Ghurbati, Daler Imomali, Zavkibek 
Saidamini, Abdusattor Pirmuhammadzoda, Khushed Fozilov and Ahmad Ibrohim. All have 
consistently rejected accusations of membership in organisations that are banned in Tajikistan. 
Repeated calls for their release by human rights groups and intergovernmental organisations have 
been ignored.

In a recent, positive development, Zavqibek Saidamini and Abdusattor Pirmuhammadzoda were 
released from prison on 18 July 2026, Abdullo Ghurbati and Daler Imomali’s sentences were reduced 
under a presidential amnesty law adopted in June 2026. According to relatives, Ghurbati is expected 
to be released in autumn 2026, Imomali in 2027.

While IPHR welcomes these developments, a presidential amnesty is no substitute for justice 
and accountability for years of arbitrary detention on politically motivated grounds. Indeed, the 
presidential amnesty stipulates that  the politically-motivated convictions stand, fails to fully 
exonerate the individuals targeted for exercising their fundamental rights and carrying out peaceful 
journalistic or human rights work, and allows the authorities to portray these measures as acts of 
leniency without addressing the problematic laws and practices that enabled the repression in 
the first place. True justice requires not only the release of those unjustly detained, but also the 
quashing of politically motivated convictions, meaningful remedies for victims, and an end to the 
repressive legal framework used to silence dissent.

13	 More on the presidential Amnesty Law from June 2026, and a human rights assessment on amnesty releases of political 
prisoners see next chapter “Imprisoned under extremism charges following closed trials.”

https://asiaplus.news/tg/2026/07/18/zavqibek-saidaminy-habarnigori-zindonii-tojik-ba-ozody-baromad/
https://asiaplus.news/tg/2026/07/18/zavqibek-saidaminy-habarnigori-zindonii-tojik-ba-ozody-baromad/
https://eusee.hivos.org/alert/release-of-journalists-zavqibek-saidamini-and-abdusattor-pirmuhammadzoda/
https://www.facebook.com/emomalirahmontjk/posts/signing-of-the-law-of-the-republic-of-tajikistan-on-amnesty16062026-on-june-16-t/1480464324124292/
https://www.facebook.com/emomalirahmontjk/posts/signing-of-the-law-of-the-republic-of-tajikistan-on-amnesty16062026-on-june-16-t/1480464324124292/
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A human rights defender told IPHR after the July releases: “Of course, we are happy about the recent 
releases, and we welcome the fact that these journalists are finally free. But this does not change the 
situation at all. Something more fundamental needs to change. We cannot keep waiting for an amnesty 
law to release people who should never have been in prison in the first place. What is needed is real, 
lasting change that ensures people are not imprisoned for doing their jobs in the first place.” Another 
human rights activist stated: “A release under amnesty does nothing to restore justice. These 
journalists are free, but they cannot properly return to work. They now have criminal records and 
are stigmatised, and employers may be afraid to hire them because they could get into trouble for 
employing them.”

On 4 July 2023, eight UN experts including the special rapporteurs on the situation of human 
rights defenders, on the promotion and protection of human rights while countering terrorism 
and on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression reminded 
the Government of Tajikistan “that criminalising the legitimate peaceful work of human rights 
defenders is incompatible with Tajikistan’s international human rights obligations. Conflating 
human rights defenders with extremists and terrorists is a very dangerous practice.”14 They 
specifically mentioned the cases of Daler Imomali, Abdulloh Ghurbati, Zavkibek Saidamini and 
Abdusattor Pirmuhammadzoda, as well as cases of civil society activists, human rights lawyers and 
journalists from GBAO, Ulfathonim Mamadshoeva, Manuchekhr Kholiknazarov, Faromuz Irgashev, 
and Khushom Gulyam (for further information on the GBAO cases, refer to the chapter “Civil society 
activists and government critics targeted amidst clampdown on mass protests in GBAO”). 

Independent journalist Abdulloh Ghurbati (or: Avazmad Gurbatov) and radio journalist 
and blogger Daler Imomali (or: Daler Bobiev) were detained on 15 June 2022 and 
sentenced  to long prison terms. It is believed that the two men were not affiliated 
with extremist organisations, but that they were targeted for expressing their critical 
opinions on issues that the authorities deemed as sensitive.15 

14	 https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/07/tajikistan-un-experts-deplore-criminal-proceedings-against-human-
rights. These calls were echoed by the European Parliament on 18 January 2024: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/
cmsdata/280028/Tajikistan-state%20repression%20against%20the%20independent%20media_18.01.2024.pdf  

15	 https://rsf.org/en/tajikistan-10-years-prison-independent-journalists-rakhmons-regime-gags-criticism 

Imprisoned radio journalist and blogger Daler 

Imomali. Photo from Radio Azattyk
Imprisoned journalist Abdulloh Ghurbati. 

Photo from Asia+

https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/31883453.html
https://asiaplus.news/2023/08/01/ya-ne-vinoven-zhurnalist-abdulloh-gurbati-otmechaet-27-letie-v-tyurme/
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Ghurbati used to work for several media outlets including the independent news agency 
Asia Plus. In the months leading up to their arrest, Ghurbati and Imomali collaborated on 
content for Imomali’s YouTube channel, where they raised social concerns and explored 
the relationship between authorities and citizens, including barriers to accessing public 
officials. For example, they reported on the controversial demolition of houses in 
the Shohmansur district of Dushanbe, which attracted a large number of views and 
sparked lively public discussion. Later, they produced a report showing how they were 
not allowed to see  the district chairman on a day designated for receiving the public, 
when they attempted to ask questions about the demolition of houses.16

In addition, Imomali is known for publicly calling for the deployment of a media group 
to GBAO to ensure transparent coverage of the events in November 2021. This public 
statement on an issue considered to be highly sensitive by the authorities may have 
contributed to his arrest (for further information on the events in GBAO, see below).17   

On 4 October, Ghurbati was sentenced to seven and a half years in prison on charges of 
participation in a prohibited extremist organisation, i.e. the IRPT (Article 307-3, part 2 of 
the Criminal Code), publicly insulting an official (Article 328, part 1), and minor assault of 
an authority (Article 330, part 1).18 

On 17 October, Imomali was sentenced to 10 years in prison and ordered to pay a fine 
after he was found guilty of participation in a prohibited extremist organisation, i.e. in 
Group 24 (under Article 307-3, part 2), failing to register his business as a YouTuber and 
paying taxes on his earnings (under Article 259, part 2, “illegal entrepreneurship”), and 
knowingly false report of a crime (Article 346, part 2). 

Both trials were held behind closed doors at Shokhmansur District Court in Dushanbe 
and failed to meet international fair trial standards. 

Under the June 2026 presidential amnesty law Ghurbati and Imomali’s sentences were 
both reduced. According to relatives, Ghurbati is expected to be released in autumn 
2026, while Imomali  should be released in 2027. 

On 4 November 2022, Ismoili Somoni District Court in Dushanbe sentenced 
independent journalist Zavqibek Saidamini to seven years in prison after finding him 
guilty of collaborating with the banned IRPT and the opposition Group 24 (under Article 
307-3, part 2 of the Criminal Code).19 The trial took place behind closed doors in the 
investigation-isolation facility where Saidamini was held in Dushanbe. The journalist has 

16	 https://asiaplus.news/2023/08/01/ya-ne-vinoven-zhurnalist-abdulloh-gurbati-otmechaet-27-letie-v-tyurme/ 

17	 https://www.instagram.com/tv/CWxZ4JSDGLi/  

18	 https://asiaplus.news/2022/10/04/zhurnalista-abdullo-gurbati-prigovorili-k-7-godam-i-6-mesyaczam-tyurmy/ and https://
asiaplus.news/2022/09/29/gosobvinenie-prosit-dlya-zhurnalista-abdullo-gurbati-8-let-lisheniya-svobody/  

19	 https://rus.ozodi.org/a/32115113.html,.https://asiaplus.news/2022/11/04/sud-prigovoril-zavkibeka-saidamini-k-7-godam-
lisheniya-svobody/ 

https://eusee.hivos.org/alert/release-of-journalists-zavqibek-saidamini-and-abdusattor-pirmuhammadzoda/
https://eusee.hivos.org/alert/release-of-journalists-zavqibek-saidamini-and-abdusattor-pirmuhammadzoda/
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repeatedly stated that he is not affiliated with any organisation, party or group nor is he 
cooperating with them. Both banned organisations have also denied any cooperation 
with the journalist. In June 2022, prior to his detention, Saidamini had openly protested 
against the imprisonment of Abdulloh Ghurbati and Daler Imomali. As a former state 
television presenter who resigned in 2019 in protest over censorship, Saidamini went 
on to cover sensitive issues – such as religion and border tensions with Kyrgyzstan – on 
his YouTube channels, and regularly advocated for greater media freedom in interviews 
and on social media.20

On 18 July 2026, Zavqibek Saidamini and his colleague Abdusattor Pirmuhammadzoda  
(see case description below) were released from prison following the presidential amnesty 
law.

Abdusattor Pirmuhammadzoda, a well-known blogger and former journalist of Radio 
Sadoi Dushanbe (Voice of Dushanbe), one of the country’s most popular state-run 
radio stations, was detained in July 2022 on suspicion of extremism.21 On 26 December 
2022, Ismoili Somoni District Court in Dushanbe sentenced Pirmuhammadzoda to 
seven years in prison after a trial held largely behind closed doors, which his family was 
not allowed to attend. . The blogger’s relatives, who were present when the  verdict 
was announced, stated that they had not received a copy of the verdict but were 
informed that Pirmuhammadzoda was found guilty of collaborating with an “extremist 
organisation” (under Article 307-3, part 2 of the Criminal Code). In a letter from the 
pre-trial detention center from October 202222,  Pirmuhammadzoda stated that he had 
been subjected to “cruel torture” during the first days of detention, claiming that he was 
“beaten and electrocuted to the point where [he] didn’t want to live”. According to his 
relatives, he confessed to trumped-up charges of extremism under torture, although 
in reality he does not consider himself guilty. Pirmuhammadzoda claims to have been 
forced to work as a private driver and rose to prominence in 2020 after publishing a 
video on President’s Day, where he called out the incompetence of traffic police who 
harass drivers for every reason and issue hefty fines for minor infractions. He then 
opened a YouTube channel where he spoke out about topical issues.23

On 18 July 2026, Abdusattor Pirmuhammadzoda and his colleague Zavqibek Saidamini 
(see above) were released from prison following the application of the presidential 
amnesty law.

On 6 March 2023, journalist and blogger Khurshed Fozilov was detained by SCNS 
officers at Penjikent Department of Labour, Migration, and Employment in the city of 

20	 https://cpj.org/2022/11/tajik-journalist-zavqibek-saidamini-sentenced-to-7-years-in-prison/ 

21	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32080580.html, https://rus.ozodi.org/a/32194223.html 

22	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32094477.html 

23	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32194223.html 

https://asiaplus.news/tg/2026/07/18/zavqibek-saidaminy-habarnigori-zindonii-tojik-ba-ozody-baromad/
https://www.facebook.com/emomalirahmontjk/posts/signing-of-the-law-of-the-republic-of-tajikistan-on-amnesty16062026-on-june-16-t/1480464324124292/
https://www.facebook.com/emomalirahmontjk/posts/signing-of-the-law-of-the-republic-of-tajikistan-on-amnesty16062026-on-june-16-t/1480464324124292/
https://asiaplus.news/tg/2026/07/18/zavqibek-saidaminy-habarnigori-zindonii-tojik-ba-ozody-baromad/
https://asiaplus.news/tg/2026/07/18/zavqibek-saidaminy-habarnigori-zindonii-tojik-ba-ozody-baromad/
https://www.facebook.com/emomalirahmontjk/posts/signing-of-the-law-of-the-republic-of-tajikistan-on-amnesty16062026-on-june-16-t/1480464324124292/
https://www.facebook.com/emomalirahmontjk/posts/signing-of-the-law-of-the-republic-of-tajikistan-on-amnesty16062026-on-june-16-t/1480464324124292/
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Penjikent in the northern Sughd region, where he worked.24 Prior to his arrest, Fozilov 
collaborated with independent national and international media outlets, and was active 
on social media, reporting on issues facing the population of  Zerafshan Valley in the 
Sughd region, often criticizing local authorities. 

On 26 May 2023, Fozilov was sentenced to seven years in prison for allegedly cooperating 
with banned organisations (under Article 307-3, part 2 of the Criminal Code) following a 
trial that reportedly took place at a detention facility in the northern city of Khujand.25 
According to Fozilov’s relatives, the journalist was found guilty of cooperating with 
Prague-based Akhbor news-website, a media outlet which covered political, social, and 
economic issues, often highlighting topics sensitive to the Tajikistani government. After 
operating for four years, the media outlet shut down in 2020 after being subjected 
to immense pressure and was banned in Tajikistan the same year as an “extremist 
organisation”.26 Khurshed Fozilov is serving his sentence in a maximum security penal 
colony in the northern city of Khujand. 

On 10 January 2026, Akhmad Ibrohim, editor-in-chief of Paik, the only independent 
news outlet in the Khatlon region (southwestern Tajikistan), was sentenced to 10 years in 
prison by the Kulyab City Court.27 Ibrohim had been in custody since August 2024, when 
he was detained on charges of bribing an SCNS officer (Article 320 of the Criminal Code). 
According to a law enforcement source who spoke anonymously to Radio Ozodi, the 
Tajik Service of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, the journalist was accused of offering 
a government official 2000 Tajik Somoni (around 180 EUR) to renew the registration of 
Paik.28 Later, two charges of extortion and extremism were added to his case. There are 
concerns that Ibrohim was set up by local officials, whom the journalist had repeatedly 
criticised in his work, and for Paik’s critical publications of regional affairs. The news 
outlet and its editorial staff had previously been pressured by the authorities, sued over 
critical articles, and had financial difficulties.  Akhmad Ibrohim’s case was classified, 
the mobile court hearing was held behind closed doors in Kulyab pre-trial detention 
centre and his relatives were reportedly not allowed to see him.29 Ibrohim denies the 
accusations against him and international organisations have expressed concerns over 
his harsh sentence after an “opaque trial with no right to defense”.30 

24	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32437517.html

25	 https://iphronline.org/articles/tajikistan-independent-journalist-handed-seven-year-sentence/ 

26	 https://fpc.org.uk/6-in-a-time-of-universal-deceit-telling-the-truth-is-a-revolutionary-act-the-challenges-facing-free-
media-in-tajikistan/#:~:text=In%202020%2C%20the%20Prague%2Dbased%20news%20site%20akhbor.com%2C,four%20
years%2C%20discontinued%20its%20work%20after%20the, https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32556177.html 

27	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/v-tadzhikistane-glavnogo-redaktora-nezavisimoy-gazety-payk-prigovorili-k-10-godam-
zaklyucheniya/33272305.html

28	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/v-kulyabe-zaderzhan-glavred-edinstvennoy-nezavisimoy-gazety-v-regione-/33081206.html 

29	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/delu-ahmada-ibrohima-glavnogo-redaktora-edinstvennoy-nezavisimoy-gazety-v-hatlone-
prisvoen-grif-sekretnosti/33163220.html 

30	 https://rsf.org/en/sham-trial-tajikistan-paik-editor-ahmad-ibrohim-sentenced-ten-years-prison 
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Extremism related charges have reportedly also been brought against journalists after they left 
Tajikistan. For example, Radio Ozodi reported in February 2024 that journalists and spouses 
Rustami Choni and Anora Sarkorova, who worked for Radio Imruz and the British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC) respectively, had been charged with “public calls to carry out extremist activity 
and public justification of extremism” (Article 307-1 of the Criminal Code), in connection with their 
coverage of the events in GBAO in 2022.31

IMPRISONED FOR ALLEGEDLY “INCITING HATRED”

In recent years, journalists and writers have also faced charges of “incitement to hatred” (Article 
189 of the Criminal Code), which is punishable by up to 12 years’ imprisonment. There were credible 
allegations that the individuals were targeted to punish them for peacefully exercising their right to 
freedom of expression.

On 22 February 2024, the Supreme Court of Tajikistan sentenced Abdukhalil 
Kholikzoda – writer, entrepreneur and former head of a Dushanbe hospital – to nine 
years’ imprisonment and a fine in connection with a book about his life, which contains 
criticism of the authorities and of corruption. He was convicted of “incitement of hatred” 
(Article 189, part 2) and ‘’smuggling’’ (Article 289, part 2). 

In the book, Kholikzoda recounts events in Tajikistan and offers his assessment of the 
civil war of the 1990s, as well as developments in the business and economic spheres. He 
highlights how widespread corruption poses a key obstacle to the healthy development 
of society. He also writes about culture, the arts, and levels of development across 
different regions of Tajikistan. 

The Prosecutor General alleged that Kholikzoda had insulted representatives of 
different regions of the country instead of “being grateful” for the President’s policies.32

On 16 September 2023, Khairiniso Yusufi, deputy chairwoman of the ruling People’s 
Democratic Party of Tajikistan, called Abdukhalil Kholikzoda, an “internal enemy and a 
provocateur”, and accused him of betraying the nation and the state.33

The same day, the court also convicted Abdukodir Rustam, a writer and literature 
critic, mentioned in the book, of “incitement of hatred” and sentenced him to four and 
a half years’ imprisonment.34 Human right activists believe that his arrest was related 
to his editorial work on the book.35

31	 https://rus.ozodi.org/a/32802740.html 

32	 https://old.asiaplustj.info/en/news/tajikistan/laworder/20230815/the-prosecutor-general-of-tajikistan-confirmed-the-
directors-detention-of-the-ibn-sino-clinic-for-inciting-hostility 

33	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32595580.html 

34	 https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/tajikistan/20240307/verhovnii-sud-abduhalil-holikzoda-prigovoren-k-9-godam-lisheniya-
svobodi?utm_gravitec=bell&ysclid=m524cthuf9837969710

35	 https://iphronline.org/articles/tajikistan-suppressing-critical-voices/#:~:text=Abdukhalil%20Kholikzoda%20%E2%80%93%20
a%20well%2Dknown%20public%20f igure, inci tement%20of%20social%2C%20racial%2C%20national%2C%20
regional%2C%20religious 
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IMPRISONED UNDER VAGUE “TREASON” CHARGE

Authorities have also prosecuted journalists and bloggers on the vaguely worded charge of 
“treason”, which is punishable by up to 21 years’ imprisonment under Article 305 of the Criminal 
Code of Tajikistan. 

For example, on 5 February 2025, the Supreme Court sentenced journalist 
Rukhshona Khakimova to eight years in prison for “treason” in a closed trial that took 
place inside a detention facility, with no media presence or public access. Her case was 
tried alongside the so-called “coup attempt” case, in which eight high-ranking political 
figures – including former Foreign Minister Hamrokhon Zarifi – were sentenced to 
lengthy prison terms on similar charges of high treason.36 The charge against Khakimova 
appears to be directly linked to her work as a journalist, in particular her research on 
China’s influence in Tajikistan which involved interviewing former senior officials who 
were convicted of plotting a coup in 2025.37 The charges were widely seen as retaliation 
for her reporting and intended to punish her for peacefully exercising her right to 
freedom of expression. When sentencing her, the Supreme Court did not consider her 
personal circumstances, including the fact that she had two young children, one of 
them a nine-month-old baby. The Supreme Court also reportedly ordered the seizure 
of her property, and in August 2025, a Supreme Court representative confirmed that 
Khakimova’s bank savings had been confiscated by the state. 

For further examples, refer to the cases of blogger, poet and camera operator Muyassari Kukhistoni 
(also: Muyassar Sadonshoev) and journalist and civil society activist Ulfatkhonim Mamadshoeva, 
who were sentenced to long terms of imprisonment in connection with the unrest in GBAO in 2021 
and 2022, in the chapter “Civil society activists and government critics targeted amidst clampdown on 
mass protests in GBAO” below.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS REGARDING MEDIA FREEDOM AND FREEDOM OF 
EXPRESSION

Authorities additionally exert heavy control over independent media outlets, including broadcast 
and online platforms, as part of the broader clampdown on dissent.

The cancellation of the second international conference of women journalists and bloggers 
of Central Asia, convened in early May 2025 for World Press Freedom Day, in the presence of 
European diplomats, illustrates the precarious and volatile situation of human rights activism and 
independent journalism in Tajikistan. The conference was abruptly broken up as hotel staff forced 
participants out of the venue while Ambassadors of the European Union (EU), Germany, France 
and the United Kingdom were delivering their opening remarks.38 According to reliable sources, 

36	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/ot-8-do-27-let-sud-v-tadzhikistane-vynes-prigovory-f igurantam-dela-o-popytke-
gosperevorota-/33303778.html 

37	​ These included former parliament deputy, former leader of the Democratic Party Saidjafar Usmonzoda, sentenced 
to 27 years’ imprisonment, and first deputy of the Democratic party Shokirdzhon Hakimov, sentenced to 18 years. 
https://rus.ozodi.org/a/osuzhdyonnuyu-za-gosizmenu-zhurnalistku-ruhshonu-hakimovu-pereveli-iz-sizo-v-zhenskuyu-
koloniyu/33394583.html 

38	 https://paradigma.uz/ru/news/uzbekistan/golos-ravenstva-ne-prozvuchal-v-dushanbe-otmenili-konferensiyu-jurnalistok-1272 
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the conference was aborted following pressure from security services to the hotel management. 
Members of the Coalition of Women Journalists in Tajikistan reported being followed and targeted 
by attempted hacks following the event, reinforcing a climate of fear amid ongoing persecution of 
media actors.

On a positive note, Tajikistan removed criminal liability for social media “likes” in May 2025.39 On 2 
May 2025, Radio Liberty reported Deputy Prosecutor General Umed Karimzoda as saying that over 
1500 individuals were currently serving prison sentences for “likes” or comments on social media.40 

During a press conference on 7 August 2025, senior judicial officials clarified that while cases 
involving only “likes” and reposts could, in theory, be reconsidered under current legislation, most 
cases involving social media activity also include other charges, meaning that past convictions are 
unlikely to be overturned.41 For example, journalist and editor of the regional newspaper “Paik” 
Ahmad Ibrohim was convicted under Article 307(1) for extremist-related social media activity and 
was additionally charged with bribery under Article 320 of the Criminal Code, which prevents his 
case from being reconsidered.42

On 12 February 2026, the Chair of the Supreme Court, Rustam Mirzozoda, stated at a press 
conference that in 2025 not a single request for the review of such cases had been submitted to 
the courts. The following day, General Prosecutor Habibullo Vokhidzoda was reported by media as 
announcing at a press conference that 405 individuals had been released from  criminal liability in 
2025 for “liking” online content deemed to be extremist or terrorist.43 

It remains unclear whether these 405 individuals were persons whose cases were still under 
consideration at the time, or those who had already been convicted and were serving sentences.44

At the same time, officials have continued to warn that forms of online engagement with 
organisations banned in Tajikistan, other than liking or reposting their content, may still be treated 
as illegal activity and prosecuted under criminal law. 

Authorities maintain extensive lists of banned organisations. In May 2024, the Supreme Court 
published a list of 29 organisations, movements, and groups designated as terrorist or extremist 
and prohibited in Tajikistan. These include Pamir Daily News (Pamir Inside), the IRPT, Group 24 
and New Tajikistan-2.45 A similar list of prohibited organisations is available on the website of the 
National Bank of Tajikistan.46

“Liking” or reposting continues to be subject to punishment under administrative law.

39	 https://asiaplus.news/en/2025/05/14/emomali-rahmon-signs-law-abolishing-criminal-liability-for-social-media-liking-
certain-posts/

40	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/tadzhikistan-zapustil-programmu-reabilitatsii-osuzhdyonnyh-za-ekstremizm-chto-o-ney-
govoryat-/33402686.html 

41	 https://asiaplus.news/2025/08/07/verhovnyj-sud-tadzhikistana-dela-po-uzhe-vynesennym-prigovoram-za-lajki-i-reposty-
mogut-byt-peresmotreny/ 

42	 https://asiaplus.news/2025/02/13/10-let-i-4-mesyacza-stali-izvestny-novye-podrobnosti-prigovora-ahmadu-ibrohimu/ 

43	 https://asiaplus.news/2026/02/17/v-tadzhikistane-405-chelovek-osvobozhdeny-ot-otvetstvennosti-za-lajki/ 

44	 https://asiaplus.news/2026/02/17/v-tadzhikistane-405-chelovek-osvobozhdeny-ot-otvetstvennosti-za-lajki/ 

45	 https://sud.tj/ru/press-tsentr/novosti/1737/

46	 https://nbt.tj/upload/iblock/c08/qrg856vlgd3wxyfshe5wvtz6dzna0yia/shahsoni_huquqi.pdf 
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For example, on 11 September 2025, Murghab District Court fined Farhod Bekov, a 
47-year-old resident of the district, 5250 Tajik Somoni (the equivalent of approx. 470 
EUR) for “liking” a post on the Facebook page “Pamir Inside”.47 The court found him guilty 
of “participation in the activities of public or religious associations and organisations 
not registered in Tajikistan or whose activities are prohibited” under the Administrative 
Code of Tajikistan.

Human rights defenders and others imprisoned after mass 
protests in GBAO

In November 202148 and May 202249, the authorities violently cracked down on predominantly 
peaceful mass protests in GBAO killing at least 40 and injuring a substantially higher number of 
people.50 The authorities arrested and initiated criminal cases against dozens of protesters for 
alleged attacks on state officials, hooliganism and illegal possession of arms. Several defendants 
were reportedly forced to deliver televised confessions under pressure and many were sentenced 
to lengthy prison sentences ranging from 10 to 25 years and to imprisonment for life in three 

47	 https://www.ozodi.org/a/jazoi-sokini-murghob-baroi-yak-layk-dar-sahifai-pamir-inside-/33534823.html, https://www.
currenttime.tv/a/v-tadzhikistane-zhitelya-gornogo-badahshana-oshtrafovali-na-500-za-layk-pod-postom-s-kritikoy-vlasti-v-
feysbuke/33536917.html 

48	 On 25 November 2021, protests broke out in Khorog, the capital city of GBAO after security forces fatally wounded 
Gulbidin Ziyobekov, a young man from the Roshtqala District in the south-western part of GBAO, while detaining him 
in relation to suspicion of kidnapping. On the same day, relatives and protesters carried Ziyobekov’s body to the main 
square in Khorog, demanding an investigation into the incident. The crowd of protesters grew quickly, calling for the 
withdrawal of the military stationed in Khorog, the dismantling of military checkpoints in the city, and the removal of the 
newly-appointed Governor Alisher Mirzonabot. While most protesters were peaceful, some resorted to violence. The 
authorities allegedly used excessive force to put down the protests and security forces reportedly fired indiscriminately 
into the crowd killing at least two protesters, Tutisho Amirshoev and Gulnazar Murobbekov, and injuring 17 others. A 
number of security force officials were reportedly injured by violent protesters.

49	 Tensions in Khorog ran high again after 14 May 2022, when some 1000 people gathered to peacefully demand the 
resignation of the regional leader Alisher Mirzonabot, and an effective investigation into the death of Gulbidin Ziyobekov. 
In response, the authorities delivered an ultimatum: if the demonstrators did not disperse by 4 p.m. on 16 May, they 
would be removed by force. Credible reports indicate that at this hour military and special forces forcefully dispersed 
several hundred people protesting in Khorog city centre. The violent dispersal in Khorog left at least one person dead 
and several wounded. Attacks by security forces on civilians continued on 17 and 18 May, with the reported use of tear 
gas grenades and live ammunition. The violence spread to other areas of GBAO and the crackdown led to casualties 
among both the protesters and the security forces. Posts on social media based on eyewitness accounts indicate that 
security forces arbitrarily searched houses, seized mobile phones, and detained residents, and there are also allegations 
of torture and deliberate extra-judicial executions of people detained during the crackdown. Since 16 May 2022, at least 
40 people are reported to have been killed.

	 Asia Plus, one of the few remaining independent media outlets in Tajikistan, announced on 17 May 2022 that it had been 
forced to cease covering the GBAO events after being threatened by closure by the Prosecutor General’s Office because 
of what this office alleged to be “one-sided” reporting on GBAO.

50	 For further information, refer to: https://monitor.civicus.org/explore/escalating-tensions-crackdown-human-rights-defenders-
journalists/
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cases, following unfair trials.51 There has been little to no accountability for the excessive and 
indiscriminate use of force by the authorities in connection with the protests. 

In its 2026 concluding observations on Tajikistan, the UN Committee against Torture took note of two 
reported cases from GBAO in which domestic courts awarded compensation for damages resulting 
from torture.52 However, no information on these cases is available. The Committee also stated that 
it “remains concerned about the lack of investigations and prosecutions in [connection to the GBAO 
events], a very small number of adjudicated cases and the low amounts of compensation awarded, 
particularly in light of the high number of [reported deaths, injuries and arbitrary detentions].” 

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS OF COMMISSION 44

Shortly after the protests in November 2021, the local authorities and representatives of the 
protesters agreed to establish a group of 44 representatives of civil society – human rights lawyers 
and activists – and government bodies, called Commission 44, to investigate the events of 25-28 
November 2021 in Khorog and the Roshtqala District. Several members of this group also joined 
the Investigation team set up by the Prosecutor General’s Office to conduct a joint investigation 
into Ziyobekov’s death, and the use of firearms against demonstrators.

In subsequent weeks Commission 44 representatives repeatedly and strongly criticized the 
authorities for obstructing a thorough and transparent joint investigation. By January 2022, 
Commission 44 had stopped cooperating with the government and issued demands including that 
the authorities stop pressing charges against ordinary citizens and start investigating police abuses. 

At the beginning of February 2022, the Head of the Prosecutor’s Office in GBAO Parviz Orifzoda 
announced that the criminal case concerning the use of firearms by law enforcement agents against 
protesters in Khorog has been closed for lack of evidence of a crime.

The situation escalated further and in May 2022, at least 13 civil society members of the Commission 
were detained by security services, as government officials attempted to link their human rights work 
to participation in a criminal organisation. On 24 August 2022, Radio Liberty reported a Supreme 
Court judge as saying that the court regards the Commission 44 as a “criminal organisation”.53 

Among those targeted were Commission 44 members, human rights lawyers and activists Shaftolu 
Bekdavlatov, Faromuz Irgashev, Khushruz Djumaev, Manuchehr Kholiqnazarov, Khursand 
Mamadshoev, Muzaffar Muborakshoev, Khujamri Pirnazarov, and Temur Shonazarov. Many 
or all of them were subsequently sentenced to lengthy prison terms in unfair, closed trials, but 
current information about them is sketchy and little is known about the current situation of many 
of them.

51	 At the onset of detention, the detained protesters in GBAO had no access to a lawyer. There has been an extreme 
shortage of practicing lawyers in GBAO with a total of only seven lawyers in the entire region at the time and three in 
Khorog and Rushan district. (see: https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-pamiri-activists-imprisoned-en-masse). Most of these 
lawyers were reportedly reluctant to take on politically sensitive cases. Most detainees were transferred to Dushanbe 
for investigation and trial and were represented by state-appointed lawyers who did not put up a strong defence. 
Reportedly, in violation of procedural requirements, in many cases the verdicts were prepared before court hearings 
took place, and the hearings lasted no longer than two to four hours before the judge announced the verdict. 

52	 https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CAT%2FC%2FTJK%2FCO%2F4&Lang=en 

53	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32001378.html 
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The authorities’ crackdown on human rights defenders in GBAO once again demonstrated to 
activists across Tajikistan that monitoring and documenting human rights violations, as well as 
advocating for compliance with Tajikistan’s international human rights obligations, is not safe – 
particularly when such work is perceived as conflicting with core government interests. The sense 
of vulnerability is enhanced by the fact that none of the human rights defenders targeted in 
connection with the GBAO events has been released despite numerous appeals from international 
human rights bodies and intergovernmental organisations, including the EU. 

“Our Manuchehr is in prison!”  – a human rights defender summed up the pervasive 
shadow of repression under which human rights defenders work

Imprisoned human rights lawyer Manuchehr Kholiqnazarov. 

Photo from personal Facebook page

Manuchehr Kholiqnazarov worked for many years as the Director of the Lawyers 
Association of Pamir (LAP), one of the few civil society organisations in Tajikistan’s GBAO 
engaged in promoting and protecting human rights until the group was shut down by 
court order in December 2022.54 As a member of several important platforms, such as 
the Civil Society Coalition against Torture and Impunity in Tajikistan, the Public Council 
on Police Reform, and the Coalition on Housing Rights, Kholiqnazarov helped countless 
victims of human rights violations and strengthened rule of law and democratic 
structures in GBAO. Furthermore, Kholiqnazarov and his organisation worked for 
many years to create a platform for dialogue between state bodies and civil society 
institutions, where the most pressing problems of the region, including in the field of 
human rights were discussed.

Given his professional experience, he was included in the Joint Investigation Team 
headed by the Prosecutor General’s Office. Despite some public criticism of its 

54	 https://iphronline.org/articles/tajikistan-manuchehr-kholiqnazarov-must-be-immediately-released/ 
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passive approach, the Joint Investigation Team achieved some results, including the 
exhumation and re-examination of Gulbiddin Ziyobekov’s body in December 2021. In 
addition to his role in the Joint Investigation Team, Kholiqnazarov  worked with victims 
of indiscriminate use of firearms by law enforcement during the protests, and in March 
2022 the Civil Society Coalition against Torture and Impunity assigned four lawyers 
to work with the victims and their relatives. Yet, all efforts to fight impunity for the 
November 2021 violence were derailed in May 2022 amid a renewed crackdown on 
protests in Khorog and Rushan District of GBAO.

On 28 May 2022, Kholiqnazarov was arrested along with a dozen members of Commission 
44 for alleged “participation in a criminal association” and “publicly calling for violent 
change of the constitutional order”. The trial against Kholiqnazarov and others began 
on 20 September 2022, and was held behind closed doors at a detention facility of the 
SCNS in Dushanbe.

On 9 December 2022, the Supreme Court of Tajikistan found Manuchehr Kholiqnazarov 
guilty under articles 187, part 2 (participation in a criminal organisation) and 307-3, part 
2 (participating in the activities of a banned organisation due to its extremist activities) 
of the Criminal Code sentencing him to 16 years’ imprisonment in a strict regime penal 
colony.

In June 2024, the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention published an opinion 
recognising Manuchehr Kholiqnazarov as a victim of arbitrary detention and reiterating 
national and international organisations’ call to the government of Tajikistan to 
unconditionally release him and grant him compensation and other reparations.

In November 2024, Manuchehr Kholiqnazarov was awarded the Martin Ennals Award, 
honouring his courage and outstanding human rights work in Tajikistan.

In December 2022, the Supreme Court also sentenced lawyer Faromuz Irgashev, who 
had headed the Commission 44, and civil society activist Khursand Mamadshoev 
to 30 and 18 years’ imprisonment, respectively. Radio Liberty cited two sources as 
saying that the trial against Mamadshoev took place in an investigation isolation facility 
and none of his relatives were allowed  to attend.55 Irgashev was also a member of 
Parliament in GBAO and had, unsuccessfully, attempted to register as a candidate in 
the 2020 Presidential elections. 

On 29 June 2022, Dushanbe City Court sentenced Shavtolu Bekdavlatov and Khujamri 
Pirnazarov to 18 years’ in a prison colony. The trial reportedly took place behind 

55	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32170517.html 
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closed doors.56 Radio Liberty reported that a Supreme Court judge stated at a press 
conference on 14 July 2022 that the two men were sentenced for “participation in a 
criminal organisation”, by which he meant the Commission 44.57

OTHER CIVIL SOCIETY ACTIVISTS AND JOURNALISTS 

Apart from human rights lawyers and activists who participated in Commission 44, authorities 
also detained other civil society activists, journalists and bloggers in connection with the protests 
in GBAO. 

On 17 May 2022, the Ministry of the Interior posted a statement on its website, claiming 
that Ulfatkhonim Mamadshoeva, an independent journalist and civil society activist 
and the sister of Khusand Mamadshoev (see above), was responsible for organising 
unrest in GBAO. 

Shortly afterwards Mamadshoeva denied any wrongdoing in a media interview she 
gave to four journalists from Radio Ozodi and Current Times (both services of Radio Free 
Europe / Radio Liberty in Tajikistan). On 18 May 2022, unidentified men in plainclothes 
forcibly dragged the journalists out of their cars, seized all their work equipment, as 
well as their work and personal mobile phones. 

Security officials subsequently searched the apartment where she was staying in 
Dushanbe, confiscated her laptop and mobile phone and detained her. 

On 24 May, Tajikistani state TV broadcast a recorded video showing Mamadshoeva 
“confessing” to organising the GBAO protests. There is concern that Mamadshoeva was 
tortured in order to force her to testify against herself and incriminate others. 

On 15 July, the Prosecutor General was reported as announcing at a press conference 
that Mamadshoeva was charged with “participation in a criminal group” in GBAO.58 

In December 2022, Ulfatkhonim Mamadshoeva was convicted following a trial held 
behind closed doors. On 26 January 2023, the Press center of the Prosecutor General’s 
Office of Tajikistan stated that Mamadshoeva had been sentenced to 21 years’ 
imprisonment for some 10 crimes including terrorism, treason, killing, organizing a 
criminal group, and attempting to seize power illegally.59 

56	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/31922829.html

57	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32001378.html 

58	 https://www.ozodi.org/a/31945327.html  

59	 https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/32242339.html.https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/tajikistan/laworder/20230511/aktivistku-ulfathonim-
mamadshoevu-prigovorennoyu-k-21-godu-tyurmi-pereveli-v-zhenskuyu-koloniyu-v-nureke
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On 20 May 2022, SCNS officers arrested journalist and blogger Khushruz Djumayev60, 
known as Khushom Gulyam on his popular YouTube channel Pomere.info. Djumayev 
posted content focused on the history, languages, and culture of the Pamiri people. 
After the November 2021 protests, he reportedly moved to GBAO from Dushanbe to 
help members of Commission 44.61  In December 2022, the Supreme Court of Tajikistan 
convicted him of organizing an unauthorized gathering and inciting public calls for the 
overthrow of the government. He was handed down an eight-year prison sentence.62

On 24 June 2022, Khorog City Court in GBAO sentenced Muyassari Kukhistoni 
(also Muyassar Sadonshoev), a blogger, poet and camera operator, to 11 years’ 
imprisonment for “treason” for his cooperation with Commission 44.63 Muyassar was 
sentenced for allegedly filming and posting Commission 44 meetings online. (For 
further information, refer to the chapter “Civil society activists and government critics 
targeted amidst clampdown on mass protests in GBAO”).

In July 2022, Radio Ozodi reported his relatives as saying that they would not lodge an 
appeal against the verdict because they “do not have the strength for further struggle”.64 

Human rights groups under tight control

The shrinking space in which human rights defenders and other civil society activists can operate 
has been accompanied by a gradual tightening of the legal framework governing CSOs, alongside 
indications that further legislative restrictions are being considered.

Tajikistan is a party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which guarantees 
fundamental freedoms. These guarantees are reflected in the Constitution of Tajikistan, which 
formally protects these freedoms, and the National Strategy on Human Rights65 adopted in 2023 
explicitly affirms the protection of basic rights and freedoms, including freedom of association. 
However, at the same time, domestic legislation creates multiple structural barriers to CSO 
operations and opens the doors to excessive state control. 

The 1999 Civil Code of Tajikistan provides for various forms of CSOs, the most important ones 
being public associations (Article 129 of the Civil Code) and public foundations (Article 130 of the 
Civil Code). 

60	 https://www.rferl.org/a/tajikistan-attacks-independent-media-control-public-opinion/31950666.html 

61	 https://www.currenttime.tv/a/v-dushanbe-zaderzhali-blogera-khushruza-dzhumayeva/31860373.html 

62	 https://jfj.fund/attacks-on-media-workers-in-tajikistan-in-2022/#:~:text=On%20December%206%2C%20blogger%20and%20
Pomere.info%20journalist,years%20in%20prison%20by%20the%20Supreme%20Court 

63	 https://iphronline.org/articles/tajikistan-civicus-2021-2022/ 

64	 https://rus.ozodi.org/a/31929887.html 

65	 https://mmih.tj/Search/DocumentView?DocumentId=145864 



27

LAW ON PUBLIC ASSOCIATIONS

The work of public associations is governed by the Law on Public Associations, which was adopted 
in 2007 and obligates groups to register with the Ministry of Justice which oversees their activities. 
Amendments adopted in 2015 require all public associations to report the receipt of grants and 
other funding from foreign sources to the Ministry of Justice. The reporting is implemented 
through a notification procedure, using a government-approved reporting form. Among others, 
the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of opinion and expression criticized this requirement in 
2017, stating that it could impede CSOs from continuing to function if they cannot access their 
funds as needed, but could also have a chilling effect on their freedom of expression.66 In 2024, the 
UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defender added that this requirement, on top of placing 
an additional administrative burden on CSOs, could potentially be used to accuse them of funding 
extremism. 

On 2 January 2019, the President signed into law amendments to the Law on Public Associations 
stipulating that, in accordance with the Law on Combating Money Laundering and Financing of 
Terrorism, the registering body should report to the Financial Intelligence Agency (National Bank), 
in case of doubt or if there are sufficient grounds to suspect that a public organisation is a cover 
for the collection of funds from terrorist or extremist organisations, or acts as a conduit for the 
financing of terrorism or extremism. IPHR is concerned that the wording “in case of doubt” is vague 
and, given the current political climate in Tajikistan, provides ample opportunities for the state to 
unduly interfere with the  activities of organisations. These concerns were also highlighted in the 
UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders’ 2024 country visit report.67 

According to the Ministry of Justice, the amendments were introduced to implement 
recommendations issued by the Financial Action Task Force (FATF),68 an inter-governmental body 
that sets global standards to combat money laundering, terrorist financing and financing of 
weapons of mass destruction. 

However, although FATF requires governments to take appropriate measures to ensure that 
local CSOs are protected from the risk of terrorist finance abuse, in its Interpretive note to 
Recommendation 8 (On Non-Profit Organisations) the FATF states that “it is important for such 
measures to be implemented in a manner which respects countries’ obligations under the Charter 
of the United Nations and international human rights law”.

LAW ON NON-COMMERCIAL ORGANISATIONS

The majority of CSOs in Tajikistan are registered as public associations, but some function as 
public foundations. Public foundations and other non-commercial organisations have to register 
with the Tax Office, in line with the 2009 Law on State Registration of Legal Entities and Individual 
Entrepreneurs. This registration is fast and simple. It does not involve a legal examination of the 
submitted documents and should be completed within five working days.69

66	 https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/35/22/Add.2 

67	 https://srdefenders.org/country-visit-report-tajikistan/ 

68	 http://www.fatf-gafi.org/media/fatf/documents/recommendations/pdfs/FATF%20Recommendations%202012.pdf 

69	 http://base.mmk.tj/view_sanadhoview.php?showdetail=&sanadID=202&language=ru
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However, the authorities have taken steps to enhance control over public foundations. In 2015, the 
Ministry of Justice initiated the process of drafting a Law on Non-Commercial Organisations. This 
initiative does not amend the Law on Public Associations but is intended to regulate other forms of 
non-commercial legal entities, such as public foundations, whose activities until now have not been 
governed by a dedicated law. 

The drafting process was subsequently suspended. Representatives of the Ministry of Justice 
indicated that work on the draft would only resume following the adoption of a new Civil Code, a 
process that itself took several years. After the new Civil Code entered into force on 1 July 2023 – 
providing for the establishment and functioning of various forms of non-commercial organisations, 
including public associations and foundations – discussions re-emerged on resuming the work 
of the drafting group. However, it was only in the second half of 2025 that the Ministry formally 
initiated steps to relaunch work on the draft law.

While civil society representatives are not formally part of the working group, some participated as 
invited experts in discussions held in August and November 2025. An updated draft was shared with 
stakeholders. Civil society actors have raised concerns that the draft is not sufficiently developed, 
that it will introduce restrictive provisions and significantly increase government control over  public 
foundations. They put forward recommendations to ensure compliance with constitutional and 
international standards, simplify registration procedures, and prevent undue restrictions on the 
activities of non-commercial organisations. At the time of writing the draft had not been finalized 
or opened for broader public discussion. 

REGISTRATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS AND OTHER CIVIL SOCIETY GROUPS

For human rights groups the process of registering as a public association, a public foundation or 
other types of non-commercial entities is unpredictable, inconsistent, and vulnerable to political 
influence, creating a chilling effect on civil society initiatives. In recent years, authorities have 
arbitrarily rejected or delayed applications for the registration of new human rights and other civil 
society groups, particularly in GBAO. Some activists told IPHR that government agents insisted on 
receiving bribes in return for registration.

On 1 October 2025, state registration fees for public foundations and other non-commercial 
entities significantly increased. Registration costs for public associations were also doubled. These 
increases created additional financial barriers to entry and sustainability, particularly for smaller or 
regional CSOs, and further undermined the enabling environment for civil society.70

According to the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry received 138 applications for the registration of 
new associations and the accreditation of branches and representative offices during the first 
six months of 2025, compared to 158 applications during the same period in 2024. Of these, 29 
applications were rejected for alleged non-compliance with national legislation, including the 
Law “On Public Associations.” 

70	 As of 1 October 2025, registration fees for political parties doubled from 3750 to 7500 Tajik Somoni (from approximately 
350 to 700 EUR). Fees for registering international organisations or their representative offices increased from 7500 to 
15 000 Tajik Somoni (from approximately 700 EUR to 1400 EUR). https://asiaplus.news/2025/10/13/v-tadzhikistane-vyrosli-
poshliny/
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EXCESSIVE REPORTING REQUIREMENTS, TARGETED GOVERNMENT CHECK-UPS 
AND INSPECTIONS

All CSOs are subject to inspections by the tax authorities71 as well as various regulatory agencies 
such as labour inspection, fire safety, anti-corruption, and sanitary-epidemiological bodies.72 Public 
associations are additionally subject to extensive oversight powers of the Ministry of Justice and 
are required to report foreign grants to the government, a measure that increases administrative 
burdens and exposes them to heightened scrutiny. 

Mary Lawlor, then Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, noted in the 
report about her 2022 visit to Tajikistan that authorities have often used check-ups as a tool 
“with the unstated aim of finding irregularities” and to intimidate and silence groups who worked 
on “sensitive topics”.73 In practice, inspections have often been triggered by requests from the 
Prosecutor General’s Office or the security services, in response to activities of CSOs perceived 
as overly vocal or critical and human rights groups have been disproportionately targeted. Such 
inspections are time-consuming and stressful for the CSOs targeted and create uncertainty since 
they might be heavily sanctioned or forced to close down. In some cases, the inspections have 
resulted in warnings and sanctions because of alleged violations of the law, and some CSOs have 
been forced to close down. 

According to a 2025 CSO study that surveyed over 50 CSOs in Tajikistan,74 CSOs are regularly 
subjected to inspections by multiple state institutions, including the Ministry of Justice, the Tax 
Committee, the Prosecutor’s Office, and the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Approximately 65 per cent 
of respondents reported that their organisation had undergone at least one inspection. Nearly half 
cited inspections by the Ministry of Justice, while 42 per cent reported checks by tax authorities. In 
many cases, inspections were carried out by several agencies simultaneously and were broad in 
scope, placing considerable administrative and financial strain on organisations.

The study also found that 21 CSOs experienced repeated inspections, suggesting a pattern of 
sustained pressure rather than routine oversight. Fifteen per cent of respondents reported being 
fined for “formal violations,” most commonly related to accounting or reporting requirements. 
Notably, eight per cent of organisations stated that they never received official inspection results, 
leaving them in a state of prolonged legal uncertainty and increasing their vulnerability to future 
sanctions. This lack of transparency further undermines any meaningful protection against 
interference.

THE CLOSURE OF HUNDREDS OF CSOS

In February 2024, several UN Special Rapporteurs raised concern about reports that numerous 
CSOs had been liquidated in Tajikistan in previous years. They expressed their “most serious concern 

71	 The 2012 Tax Code grants tax authorities broad powers to inspect both public associations and public foundations, 
including the authority to review compliance with tax legislation over the previous five years. According to the Tax Code, 
there are two types of inspections: documentary inspections and raid inspections (Article 28, part 3). Documentary 
inspections may be either scheduled or unscheduled (Article 29, part 1), with scheduled inspections taking place no 
more than once every two years (Article 29, part 3). Raid inspections, however, may be conducted at any time at the 
discretion of the tax authorities (Article 29, part 6).

72	 https://www.icnl.org/resources/civic-freedom-monitor/tajikistan 

73	 https://srdefenders.org/country-visit-report-tajikistan/  

74	 The study is not publicly available
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that the dramatic reduction in the number of civil society organisations permitted to operate is 
severely limiting the ability and willingness of human rights defenders to carry out their activities 
in the country.”75 As of mid-2025, a total of 1726 public organisations were officially registered in 
Tajikistan.76 

According to official information, in 2025 alone, a further 85 CSOs ceased their operations. Of 
these, only a small number – seven organisations – were liquidated by court order, reportedly on 
grounds such as conducting activities beyond the scope of their statutes or providing educational 
or medical services without the required authorisation.77 

The overwhelming majority of closures are officially presented as being “voluntary” or “self-
liquidations”. Authorities often cite funding shortages as the primary reason.78 However, the state 
crackdown on civil society has also played a key role, in addition to a severe lack of funding sources 
for civil society work which has been exacerbated by the withdrawal of major international donors. 
Many of the organisations which were forced to close in recent years were those that worked on 
sensitive issues such as human rights, the protection of minorities, freedoms of belief, and good 
governance. This trend is continuing and has been particularly dramatic in GBAO. 

Since the events in GBAO in 2021 and 2022, most CSOs have been shut down in that part of 
Tajikistan and only 35 remain. Of these, fewer than 10 are engaged in promoting the rights of 
vulnerable groups, including women, children, and persons with disabilities and all organisations 
that worked on civil and political rights have been closed down. The majority of registered entities 
are local branches of larger organisations – for instance, the Red Crescent Society of Tajikistan 
alone accounts for 17 of them. 

Only about a handful of organisations remain including groups that provide legal aid and other 
support to women and persons with disabilities. Even those CSOs that had a branch office in GBAO 
but also worked in other regions were closed down. This is widely seen as part of the Tajikistani 
government’s efforts to suppress dissent and tighten control over independent civil society actors. 

PRESSURE FROM AGENTS OF THE STATE COMMITTEE FOR NATIONAL SECURITY 

“Nowadays, the authorities generally do not openly fight human rights defenders, but 
through various mechanisms they exert pressure that is very difficult to prove, let alone 
counteract”, 

a human rights defender told IPHR in 2025.

The State Committee for National Security (SCNS) has played a key role in the government’s 
attempts  to instill fear in human rights defenders and silence dissent. SCNS officials invite human 
rights defenders to attend “informal conversations” to impress on them which topics and activities 

75	 https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=28770

76	 https://avesta.tj/2025/08/07/v-tadzhikistane-za-polgoda-zakryty-29-obshhestvennyh-organizatsij/

77	 https://www.instagram.com/p/DUr1-o4DBWz/ 

78	 https://asiaplus.news/2023/08/17/v-tadzhikistane-likvidirovali-pochti-700-npo-pochemu-eto-ploho-i-kuda-idyom/ 
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they should avoid working on, and have instructed them to be less outspoken in international fora 
or in public, or demanded detailed information on the groups’ activities. SCNS agents have often 
used threats to reinforce their demands. In some cases, agents have threatened activists with 
reprisals against their children, elderly parents or other family members. In addition, the SCNS is 
said to engage in different kinds of surveillance. 

Limited CSO-government dialogue and cooperation on 
human rights issues

“We are experts in our fields. We need to be heard.” 

Human rights defender

Human rights defenders interviewed by IPHR expressed their deep commitment to Tajikistan and 
its people. One explained “when we criticize authorities for human rights violations we do this to 
improve our country, to support people who are in a vulnerable situation and to meet Tajikistan’s 
international human rights commitments.” Authorities often misinterpret the commitment to 
human rights as a struggle for political power. 

Many human rights groups whom IPHR researchers interviewed wished for a regular and constructive 
dialogue with authorities in order to share expertise, raise concerns, make recommendations for 
improvements and discuss solutions. 

There have been some opportunities for meaningful government-civil society cooperation in recent 
years. For example, human rights organisations provided input into the drafting of the Law on Non-
Discrimination, which was adopted in 2022, and the National Strategy on Human Rights, adopted 
in August 2023. In 2025, the Working Group drafting the new Law on Commercial Organisations 
heard two CSO representatives as experts, but scepticism remained about whether their input 
would be reflected in  the outcome. 

CSOs representing diverse groups, including women living with HIV, women and persons with 
disabilities, parents of children with disabilities, as well as organisations working with stateless 
persons and Afghan refugees, have been able to participate in government-organised events 
where they expressed their opinions. The annual Disability Forum, jointly organised by the state 
and CSOs, provides an additional platform for dialogue. At the same time, these groups still have 
limited influence on decision-making.

Some activists whom IPHR researchers interviewed in 2025 reported close cooperation with 
authorities on certain issues or with certain government agencies or certain representatives of local 
authorities. A group engaged in human rights education told IPHR: “In the past our local authorities 
saw us as competitors and they thought about us dismissively as ‘grantoedy” (grant eaters). Now 
they see us as experts, they find contact with us helpful.” Some groups working on the rights 
of children or of persons with disabilities reported good cooperation with certain government 
structures.
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Tajikistan’s commitments as a state party to international human rights treaties provide some 
platforms for dialogue between government and human rights defenders. This includes exchange 
in the framework of the UN reporting system that requires states parties to regularly report on the 
implementation of human rights commitments and provides CSOs the opportunity to submit their 
own reports to UN treaty bodies or under the Universal Periodic Review.

However, overall, government engagement with civil society remains inconsistent and is often 
superficial. Government-CSO dialogue is frequently limited to official events, and engagement 
outside the capital is weak. Authorities rarely provide civil society representatives with access 
to draft legislation on human rights issues, preventing CSOs from providing input or holding the 
government accountable.

In September 2024, the authorities halted work on the draft Unified Law on Mass Media, developed 
in 2023 by a joint state-civil society expert group.79 Authorities criticised the draft for neglecting 
state security, territorial integrity and tradition. The Ministry of Culture and Information was 
subsequently charged with revising the draft law. It is currently not clear to what extent civil society 
representatives will be consulted in this process, although some initial consultations have been held 
in summer 2025. The Working Group was set up under the National Action Plan for 2023-2025 for 
implementing the National Strategy on Human Rights. A Working Group on drafting amendments 
to the Criminal Code was also set up several years ago and CSO representatives were only allowed 
to attend Working Group sessions, providing feedback, but the drafts have not been transparently 
and fully shared with CSOs and input has been restricted. 

Diminishing International Criticism and Reduced 
Government Responsiveness

“In many cases, the authorities  don’t seem to care much about their international image 
anymore. That leaves us unprotected. We’re scared,” 

another human rights defender who works on fundamental human rights told IPHR. 

“The government wants to show that it is doing something positive and that it is humanising 
the system. It also wants to improve its standing in various international indexes. But none 
of this changes the reality on the ground. The underlying situation remains the same,” 

a human rights defender after the presidential amnesty law was adopted in June 
2026.

Geopolitical changes following Russia’s attack on Ukraine, severe funding cuts by the government 
of the United States for international civil society projects (for further information, refer to the next 
section), the weakening of the law-based international order and the increasingly transactional 
approach to foreign policy, where strategic utility outweighs principled engagement have 
significantly undermined the situation of human rights and other civil society groups in Tajikistan. 

79	 https://monitor.civicus.org/explore/tajikistans-crackdown-on-dissent-erosion-of-rights-and-civic-space/ 
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Fewer foreign governments and intergovernmental organisations are prepared, or have an interest 
in confronting the Tajikistani authorities over human rights concerns and press for improvements. 
Those that continue to raise such issues often do so less with force or leverage, while the Tajikistani 
authorities increasingly find it easy to ignore these calls or respond with minimal or merely 
perfunctory measures. 

The continued imprisonment of human rights lawyers Manuchehr Kholiqnazarov Buzurgmehr 
Yoro, and other political prisoners, despite repeated calls for their release from international 
stakeholders, has demonstrated the dangers of speaking out about human rights violations and 
peacefully exercising the right to freedom of expression. 

Taken together, these factors and trends further undermine the space in which human rights 
defenders can safely operate. At the same time, initiatives by external actors in support of human 
rights groups in Tajikistan are crucial for enabling groups to continue their important work and 
provide a lifeline for victims of human rights violations in the country. 

Taken together, these factors and trends further undermine the space in which human rights 
defenders can safely operate. At the same time, initiatives by external actors in support of human 
rights groups in Tajikistan are crucial for enabling groups to continue their important work and 
provide a lifeline for victims of human rights violations in the country, and, as can be seen in the 
recent inclusion of independent journalists under the Presidential amnesty law, the authorities in 
Tajikistan are still conscious of their image on the international stage. 

In September 2026, one human rights defender told IPHR: “The timing is striking. The closure of 
the UN Human Rights Council complaint procedure against Tajikistan80 occurred on 3 July 2026, 
shortly after the adoption of the amnesty law [16 June, IPHR]) and coincided with the release of two 
imprisoned journalists. Many see these developments as part of a trade-off. Whether or not that 
was the case, the concern is that a few releases must not be used to obscure the much broader 
human rights situation.”

Challenges with regard to funding 

Financial sustainability remains a serious challenge for civil society. Due to the state’s failure to 
provide adequate, sustainable support to independent civil society organisations, in particular to 
service providers working with vulnerable groups, the structural dependence on international donor 
funds remains a key concern. Public funding for civil society should not be viewed as incompatible 
with independence; on the contrary, when designed in line with international good practices, it can 
strengthen pluralism and enable organisations to carry out their work effectively.

Against this background, the overhaul of United States government assistance programmes and 
the January 2025 decree suspending all United States external aid to Tajikistan in particular, had a 
significant negative impact on CSOs and their beneficiaries.81 Among those affected were groups 
supporting women and girls with HIV, victims of domestic violence, and LGBT+ people. An unpublished 
survey conducted by the Nota Bene Foundation in 2022 and shared with IPHR found that 22 out 
of 38 CSOs surveyed had relied primarily on donors based in the United States for funding over 

80	 See more about the closure of the UN HRC complaint https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2026/07/21/dushanbe-trades-a-limited-
amnesty-for-the-closure-of-its-un-case/?cmplz-force-reload=1789398165479

81	 https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/reevaluating-and-realigning-united-states-foreign-aid/ 
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the past three years. The sudden withdrawal of assistance has not only led to strong competition 
for remaining funds, but has also encouraged regional policymakers to escalate negative rhetoric 
toward foreign-funded CSOs and propose additional restrictions on their activities.

The consequences include reductions of programmes, downsizing of staff, a decrease in the scope 
of activities, and the closure of some organisations, all of which directly affect the lives of the most 
vulnerable people in Tajikistan who rely on CSOs for essential support and services. 

The situation regarding CSO funding is particularly challenging in GBAO, where only 35 registered 
organisations remain. Many CSOs operating in the region report that donor projects and funding 
are largely directed toward other regions, leaving very few opportunities for initiatives in GBAO. 
The isolation of CSOs in GBAO has been exacerbated by the withdrawal of international donors, 
leaving them with little to no core support to reestablish operations.

Organisations that manage to secure foreign grants often face delays in approvals and risks of 
increased surveillance and interference by state authorities when declaring these grants to the 
Ministry of Justice, as required by law. 

The impact of these financial challenges is reflected in a non-public survey that was conducted by a 
CSO in 2025 covering more than 50 groups across Tajikistan. All respondents reported heightened 
difficulties to secure funding. The main reasons cited were the reduction of grant opportunities, 
shifts in donor priorities, and increasingly complex funding procedures. 

Indeed, the departure of international donors within the country, whose procedures were simpler 
and available in Tajik or Russian, has significantly impacted organisations in Tajikistan, especially 
smaller or newer CSOs, who do not have the knowledge or experience of applying to international 
donors abroad, whose application and reporting requirements are more complex. They are 
therefore unable to compete in this new environment. 

In response to the growing financial challenges, some organisations are exploring alternative 
approaches such as social entrepreneurship, which could generate income and reduce reliance 
on external donors. Other organisations are optimizing expenses, shifting to volunteer-based 
operations, seeking local funding sources, or reducing project activities. There is a lack of institutions 
or philanthropists in Tajikistan who are willing to fund human rights work. 

Against the odds: human rights work 
continues 

Human rights groups and activists working on topics that are considered sensitive by the authorities 
are at a particular risk of persecution. Human rights principles that are particularly dangerous to 
openly promote in Tajikistan include voting rights, the right to peaceful assembly and religious 
freedom. Groups working against torture find themselves at heightened risk and anyone speaking 
out about corruption – when this is not done in general terms but with concrete allegations – 
runs the risk of reprisals. However, even groups working on issues that do not appear politically 
sensitive have reported reprisals, suggesting an element of arbitrariness and unpredictability in 
who is targeted for persecution.
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Human rights defenders have chosen different ways to respond to the increased  risks that they 
face and their vulnerability. Some have left Tajikistan in recent years or changed professions in 
order to avoid reprisals. Some organisations have shifted to framing their work in terms of the 
Sustainable Development Goals, broader notions of sustainability, particularly in youth-focused 
initiatives, in an effort to present a more acceptable, non-confrontational profile. Many reported 
that they do not speak out in international fora or publicly anymore. 

Despite the risks, activists have continued to monitor and document the human rights situation of 
politically sensitive cases and particularly vulnerable groups and provided support to victims. 

Recommendations to the international 
community
What intergovernmental organisations, foreign countries 
and diplomatic representations in Tajikistan can do 

•	 Consistently call on the Tajikistani authorities to welcome peaceful civil society 
activity, in line with Tajikistan’s commitment to guarantee the right to freedom of 
association which is enshrined in Article 22 of the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights.

•	 Raise concern about the following human rights lawyers and activists and call for 
their unconditional release: Shaftolu Bekdavlatov, Khushruz Djumaev, Faromuz 
Irgashev, Manuchehr Kholiqnazarov, Khursand Mamadshoev, Muzaffar 
Muborakshoev, Khujamri Pirnazarov, Temur Shonazarov, and Buzurgmehr 
Yorov; as well as for journalists, writers or bloggers: Khushruz Djumayev, 
Khurshed Fozilov, Khushom Gulyam, Ahmad Ibrohim, Rukhshona Khakimov, 
Abdukhalil Kholikzoda, Ulfatkhonim Mamadshoeva, Rukhshona Khakimova, 
Muzassari Kukhistoni, Abdukodir Rustam; urge the authorities to review and 
quash the convictions against the released journalists and bloggers Abdusattor 
Pirmuhammadzoda, Zavkibek Saidamini and Mamadsulton Mavlonazarov (and all 
other journalists and human rights defenders to be released under the amnesty, 
including Abdulloh Ghurbati and Daler Imomali) and clear their criminal records, 
provide full rehabilitation, recognising that they should never have been imprisoned 
for their journalistic work; and to ensure adequate compensation and reparation for 
the wrongful imprisonment, including compensation for lost income, legal costs and 
other material and non-material harm suffered.

•	 Urge the authorities to adopt enabling legislation governing civil society organisations 
and ensure that the new Law on Non-Commercial Organisations will be in line with 
international human rights standards and not impose undue control.

•	 Consistently urge the authorities to cooperate with civil society groups, invite their 
expertise and include them in relevant working groups tasked with drafting new 
legislation.
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•	 Offer long-term funding opportunities to civil society organisations, both established 
and grassroots groups. 

What International Financial Institutions (IFIs) can do

•	 Integrate Civil Society and HRD Risk Assessments: Include independent human 
rights defenders, journalists, and marginalized groups in risk screenings, stakeholder 
engagement plans, and country strategies, assessing how investment projects may 
impact civic space or heighten state surveillance.

•	 Conduct Safe and Inclusive Consultations: Establish robust “do no harm” 
protocols for project consultations, offering confidential channels for HRDs and non-
registered grassroots networks without requiring public identification or disclosure 
of participant data that could trigger state reprisals.

•	 Condition Financial Intermediation on Non-Discrimination: Extend strict human 
rights and non-discrimination requirements to partner banks, credit institutions, 
and microfinance entities to prevent the arbitrary financial exclusion or targeted 
freezing of accounts belonging to HRDs, CSOs, and independent media.

•	 Leverage Policy Dialogue for Civic Space: Utilize high-level economic and 
development dialogues with Tajikistani authorities to consistently raise the 
operational environment for civil society as a key factor for sustainable development 
and institutional governance.
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