
Turkmenistan remained the most autho-
ritarian country in the former Soviet Union in
2001. In power for more than 15 years,
President Niyazov exercised almost full con-
trol over decision-making and the work of
authorities in the republic. Meanwhile the
personality cult around him reached unpre-
cedented levels. As the 10th anniversary of in-
dependence approached, the media indul-
ged in unrestrained eulogies of their beloved
Turkmenbashi (Father of the Turkmen) and
the Golden Age he is claimed to have lead
the country into. During the year he was also
bestowed with the epithet “the Great” to
standing ovations1 and hailed as a prophet2

on account of his moral code Rukhnama.3

There was no active opposition in the
country, and by subduing any element of

critical thinking and witch-hunting mem-
bers of minority religions, the authorities
apparently attempted to erase all views di-
verging from the line sanctioned by the
President. With almost unlimited powers,
the National Security Council (KNB) ob-
served every walk of life and kept citizens
in a state of fear. A striking lack of informa-
tion on current affairs in the state-run me-
dia kept citizens on edge. The judicial sys-
tem was corrupt and subservient to the
Government and basic civil rights were vio-
lated just as frequently in court as out of
court. While the President continued to
grant lavish funds to megalomaniac proj-
ects, such as the weaving of the longest red
carpet in the world for the Independence
Day celebrations, the population suffered
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in silence from the Government’s failure to
make effective use of the billion-dollar rev-
enues generated by oil and gas exports and
undertake adequate economic and social
reforms.4

In contrast to neighbouring countries,
Turkmenistan did not support the US-led
military operation in Afghanistan, but re-
frained from taking a stand in the conflict,
citing its neutrality as recognised by the UN
in 1995.5

The neutrality claimed by President
Niyazov was far from the Swiss version he
commended so highly and, in practice, re-
sulted only in the increased isolation of the
country from the international community.
Keen on fostering national pride and
awareness within the population, the
President also initiated a drive to strength-
en the role of Turkmen culture, which was
realized at the price of diversity and respect
for minority traditions.

In February, President Niyazov, who
was made the leader of Turkmenistan for
life in 1999, announced that he would step
down at the latest in 2010, when he prom-
ised multi-candidate elections to select his
successor. However, he also stated that the
potential successor would have to be ethnic
Turkmen, have five years’ experience in pol-
itics and have resided in Turkmenistan for at
least ten years. Given these conditions the
number of potential candidates shrunk to a
few persons in the ranks around the
President.6 The exiled opposition remained
scattered, although it gained some strength
by the defection of former Foreign Minister
Shikhmuradov in November.

Freedom of Expression

There was no freedom of expression,
or to quote one journalist: “[in Turkmenis-
tan] freedom of speech means the chance
to use different positive expressions about
Turkmenbashi the Great and his politics”.7

All previous opponents of the regime had
either been effectively silenced or resided
abroad in, for example, Russia, Turkey, Swe-

den and the Czech Republic. To prevent
the emergence of any new opposition ele-
ments, the authorities closely monitored
persons suspected of having critical opin-
ions or contacts with exiled dissidents.

◆ Dissident Nuberdi Nurmamedov, who
was released from prison under a general
amnesty in December 2000, remained un-
der strict police surveillance. Reportedly, he
was also made to sign an official document
in which he pledged not to leave his home
in Ashgabat. This document effectively for-
ced him into internal exile. Mr Nurmame-
dov, who was formerly chairman of the op-
position party Agzybirlik, was sentenced to
five years in prison on charges of armed
hooliganism in February 2000. There is
strong evidence to suggest that the charges
against him were fabricated and that he
was imprisoned because of his open criti-
cism of government politics. Mr Nurmame-
dov was only released on condition that he
confessed to the crime, repented and took
an oath of loyalty towards the President on
state-TV.8

◆ On 1 November, former Foreign Minis-
ter Boris Shikhmuradov released a sensa-
tional statement in Moscow to declare
open opposition to the Government of
Turkmenistan. According to his statement:
“Turkmenistan has been turned into a prim-
itive police state [where] the President has
preserved the worst and most notorious
Soviet style methods and supplemented
them with obsolete methods for managing
a traditional Oriental society”.9 Mr Shikhmu-
radov had an exceptionally long political ca-
reer behind him in a country where reshuf-
fles among government officials take place
almost every week; he had served as Vice
Premier Minister, Foreign Minister and spe-
cial envoy for Caspian Sea Affairs. Only in
March 2001 did he fall out of favour and
was named Ambassador to China, a post
not considered to be particularly presti-
gious. He was finally dismissed at the end
of October. It was believed that the

TURKMENISTAN 313



President turned against him out of fear
that he might become a dangerous political
rival.10 The day after Mr Shikhmuradov de-
clared his opposition, the Turkmen authori-
ties opened a criminal case against him,
charging him with involvement in illegal
trade during his time as Minister. However,
despite an official request, the Russian au-
thorities refused to detain and extradite
him, citing the fact that he is a citizen of
Russia.11 Reportedly, the Turkmen authori-
ties continued to exert pressure on Mr
Shikhmuradov and his family throughout
the year.12

Authorities announced in the begin-
ning of the year that the State Library was
to close down. Founded in 1895 and hous-
ing more than 3 million books, the library
had functioned as a meeting place for gen-
erations of students, academics, journalists
and authors. The decision was reportedly
intended to prevent the library from devel-
oping into a centre for subversive thought.
The measure was also seen as a follow-up
to the 1998 decision to close down the
Academy of Sciences.13 Moreover, in March
the authorities ordered all libraries to con-
fiscate the publications of some twenty au-
thors who either ”inaccurately depicted“
the country’s history or had emigrated for
political reasons.14

Freedom of Media

No private media existed, and all state-
owned media were under direct control
from the Government, which exercised ri-
gid pre-publication censorship.15 The news-
papers, including ten Turkmen language
publications and one in Russian, differed in
name and format only. They were primarily
devoted to praise of the President and his
political visions, lengthy extracts from his
speeches, and samples of his adages and
thoughts. The newspapers also typically ran
fares about successful harvests and joys of
the worker in old Soviet style as well as in-
sipid descriptions of folk holidays. More
sensitive issues were only covered with ex-

treme politically motivated carefulness. For
example, drug problems and HIV were only
discussed in the context of prevention.

The output of the state-owned TV and
two state-owned radio stations followed
the same pattern as the newspapers. Like
the printed media, the broadcast media
hardly dealt with current developments,
and even more rarely referred to coming
events, but focused on the “glorious past”
of the country.16 When the rest of the world
turned to New York and Washington in the
aftermath of 11 September, the media in
Turkmenistan was absorbed with reports
related to the upcoming anniversary of in-
dependence and the ”Golden Age“ experi-
enced since 1991. The coverage of the ter-
rorist attacks more or less dealt only with
accounts of the President’s condolences to
the American people.17

In November, the authorities decided
to restrict Internet access to materials on
the President’s whimsical policy of appoint-
ing officials18 and the opposition declared
by former Foreign Minister Skikhmuradov.
According to the Centre for Journalism in
Extreme Situations, this measure could be
described as another step in the monopo-
lization of circulation of information in
Turkmenistan. Already in spring 2000 all in-
dependent Internet providers were liquidat-
ed, leaving the state-run service with a mo-
nopoly.19

Freedom of Association

The Government remained hostile to
independent organisational activities. All or-
ganisations with even the slightest political
intentions were denied registration. A small
number of NGOs were officially registered,
but they all had uncontroversial agendas,
such as nature conversation, and were only
involved in limited activities. Typically, they
had less than a dozen members.20 NGOs
that were not officially recognized but still
attempted to function were harassed. For
example, in the summer months the au-
thorities repeatedly summoned representa-
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tives of some forty-five unregistered NGOs
to warn them that their activities were ille-
gal.21 Meanwhile the authorities continued
to dictate the agenda of a number of or-
ganisations set up to ostensibly fill the void
that the repression of an independent civil
society has resulted in.22

Independence of the Judiciary and
Fair Trial 23

The judiciary was fully dependent on
the executive branch. The President ap-
pointed judges at all levels and oversaw
that the courts functioned in line with the
interests of the regime. The public prose-
cutors were granted broad powers and
were involved in all phases of the judicial
process. Defendants were routinely denied
due process rights, such as the right to a
public hearing, to receive legal counsel and
to be represented by a lawyer, to have ac-
cess to evidence and to call witnesses to
testify on their behalf. Almost all lawyers
available were employed by the State.
According to some reports, defendants
were coerced to confess the crimes they
were charged with. While corruption per-
vaded the judicial system, no effective
measures were taken to tackle the prob-
lem, although the President carried out me-
dia covered drives to rid state bodies of
bribed officials from time to time.

Security Services

In January, the number of agents em-
ployed with the KNB, successor to the
Soviet era KGB, was increased from 1,500
to 2,500. In particular, the departments re-
sponsible for drug trade and political and
religious agitation were strengthened.24

Acting with impunity, KNB agents were fre-
netic in monitoring persons suspected of
sharing views or being involved in activities
in conflict with the interests of the regime.
KNB agents resorted to threats, unwarrant-
ed searches, arbitrary detention and physi-
cal abuse.25 Following the 11 September

events and the escalation of the crisis in
Afghanistan, the KNB intensified its moni-
toring activities.26

Conditions in Prisons and Detention
Facilities27

Although the mass amnesties in 1999
and 2000 helped improve the situation
somewhat, overcrowding remained a perti-
nent problem in the country’s prisons and
detention facilities. The number of prison-
ers exceeded the permissible number by
up to three times. In some detention cen-
tres as many as 15-17 persons were ac-
commodated in cells intended for five per-
sons, which forced the detainees to sleep
in turns. Detainees were reportedly only
served scarce amounts of food of poor
quality and not given enough water. A typi-
cal meal consisted of a bowl of vegetable
soup, and the standard water ration was
half-a-litre per person a day for both drink-
ing and washing. While infectious diseases
such as dysentery, typhoid and tuberculosis
flourished in most prison colonies, medical
treatment and medicines were hardly ever
available. As a result, the mortality rate
among detainees was extremely high. The
situation was reportedly worst in the pris-
ons in the region of Lebap. When asked to
describe the conditions in one of the colo-
nies in this region, a detainee was quoted
as saying: “we are dying like flies, there is a
new corpse every day”.

The prison officers widely resorted to
ill-treatment and torture. Even the slightest
offence on the part of a detainee was tak-
en to warrant a punishment in the form of
physical abuse. For example, detainees
found to have violated the internal rules
were regularly beaten with truncheons.
Irrespective of the season, detainees were
also often placed in punishment cells wear-
ing only underwear, a practice that con-
tributed to the high death tolls. In the
colonies in the Lebap region the prison of-
ficers were notorious for using electric
shocks to subjugate detainees. Despite the
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prevalence of ill-treatment and torture, the
authorities continued to deny the existence
of such a problem.

In December, in connection with the
holy month of Ramadan, some 9,000 pris-
oners were released under a general am-
nesty similar to those of the two previous
years. The authorities claimed that the
measure reduced the prison population to
one half.28 However, while the media prai-
sed the President’s “humanitarian action”,
there were allegations that the process of
selecting prisoners to be released had
been largely corrupt: authorities, including
heads of prison colonies, security commit-
tee officials, Prosecutor’s Offices and
courts, reportedly took bribes for adding
names to the amnesty list that was signed
by the President.

Religious Intolerance

The authorities continued to deny reg-
istration to all religious communities except
to those loyal to the officially recognized
Sunni Islam Board and a few parishes of the
Russian Orthodox Church.29 The 1996 Law
on Religion was used as a formal pretext for
the refusals. According to the law, a religious
community must have at least 500 mem-
bers over the age of 18 to qualify for regis-
tration. However, although there is nothing
in the law to warrant such an interpretation,
this requirement was applied on a local
rather than on a national basis. Registration
was also sometimes allegedly withheld
when a religious community managed to
meet the overly strict requirements.30

Muslims
The authorities took a tougher position

toward unofficial Islam in 2001. In June,
President Niyazov ordered the only inde-
pendent madrassah (Muslim school) still
existing in the country to close down. Ac-
cording to local media the President found
that the school in Tashauz did not function
in a satisfactory way, confusing students
with the education it offered. The President

also criticised the school for employing rel-
atives of the country’s chief mufti (Muslim
leader), Nasrullas Ibn-Ibbaddulah, who is a
native to Tashauz. Teaching of Islamic stud-
ies continued at the department of theolo-
gy at the Asghabad University, but was stric-
tly controlled by the Government.31 Mem-
bers of the Shiite Muslim minority repor-
tedly faced harassment.32

Non-Muslim Communities
Throughout the year minority religious

communities without legal status, including
inter alia Baptist, Adventist, Pentecostal,
Jehovah’s Witness, Hare Krishna and Baha’i
communities, were subjected to harass-
ment. In a persistent pattern, the authorities
cracked down on meetings and arrested,
intimidated and abused members of un-
sanctioned communities. On numerous oc-
casions persons hosting meetings were
evicted from their apartments, while for-
eigners attending meetings were expelled
from the country. Places of worship were
also closed down, and from time to time
local media denounced members of mi-
nority congregations. Several religious ac-
tivists were forced to live in internal exile,
and at least 10 activists were believed to be
in prison in early 2001, serving sentences
on fabricated charges. The campaign
against unregistered denominations in-
volved authorities at all levels, and the ulti-
mate goal seemed to be to crush all forms
of minority religious activities.33

◆ On 9 April, KNB officers detained Evge-
niy Samsonon, a Russian citizen affiliated
with the Word of Life Church, in his apart-
ment in the eastern city of Turkmenbad.
Following the arrest KNB officers reported-
ly tortured him for two days in an attempt
to coerce him to admit that he had acted
against President Niyazov.34

◆ On 6 May, a Baptist community in Ma-
ry had scheduled a service a few kilometres
outside the city. The meeting place had
been chosen to avoid a crackdown by the
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authorities. However, when the service be-
gan KNB officers appeared and put an end
to the meeting. The officers also took the
personal data of everyone present. Pastor
Vasily Korobov and two of his colleagues
who had come to the service from
Ashgabat were arrested and interrogated
for a total of nine hours. Following the in-
terrogation they were escorted back to
Ashgabat. Twice during the trip of over 300
kilometres the escort stopped at police
checks, where the KNB officers ordered
those in charge never to let the three
Baptists and the car they were in pass
through again. The following day pastor
Korobov was summoned to the KNB head-
quarters in Ashgabat and warned that he
would be “in very big trouble” if he did not
stop conducting services.35

◆ On 15 November, more than forty per-
sons were detained when police, KNB and
local administration officials raided a World
of Life Church service held in the home of
Olga Ryzhkova in Ashgabad. After the arrest
the participants were interrogated and
fined sums between 250,000 and 1 mil-
lion manats, which is the equivalent of 190
US dollars at the official exchange rate.
They were only released and given back
their identity documents once the fines
were paid. The foreign nationals who at-
tended the service were later expelled from
the county, while other participants report-
edly feared being denied state services or
losing their jobs.36

◆ Baptist pastor Shageldy Atakov re-
mained imprisoned throughout the year.
The pastor was arrested in December
1998 on allegedly falsified charges of swin-
dling and forging documents. In March
1999 he was fined the extortionate
amount of 12,000 US dollars and sen-
tenced to two years in prison, and in
August 1999 the sum and the prison term
were doubled. During his imprisonment
pastor Atakov was repeatedly tortured and
forcibly treated with psychotropic drugs. At

the beginning of the year his health was
very poor and he reportedly did not expect
to survive. In May the authorities offered to
release him if he and his family agreed to
emigrate. Because he declined the offer,
his imprisonment continued. However, fol-
lowing unprecedented waves of interna-
tional pressure he was released on 8
January 2002, although the terms of his re-
lease remained somewhat uncertain since
he was not granted any release certificate.
After the release the KNB continued to
keep him under close surveillance in his
family’s home in Kaaka.37

Six Jehovah’s Witnesses were impris-
oned in Turkmenistan as of the end of
2001. They were usually incarcerated for
their refusal to swear regularly an oath of
loyalty to the President and Fatherland or to
perform military service. Without an oath
on the Koran, they could also not benefit
from the President’s annual amnesty.

◆ Yazmammed Annamammedov re-
mained in labour colony throughout 2001.
He was arrested in November 1999 and
sentenced a month later to four years in a
corrective labour colony after being found
guilty for having pistol cartridges, gunpow-
der and explosive material in his home. He
and his wife stated that these items were
planted in their home during the search by
the police and the prosecutor. He was later
transferred to the city of Turkmenbashi into
another colony (usually only inveterate law-
breakers are handled that way), because of
refusal to give an oath of loyalty to the
President and State. Mr Annamammedov
has a wife and three minor children.38

◆ On 24 September the Supreme Court
upheld an earlier ruling according to which
Jehovah’s Witness Maria Segzekov, her
husband and two children were to be evict-
ed from their home. Ms Segzekov was
charged with hosting unsanctioned reli-
gious meetings in the family’s home, thus
violating the terms for using the state-
owned apartment and disturbing neigh-
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bours in the building. The Supreme Court
also noted that she had neglected earlier
orders to stop organizing gatherings. Ms
Segzekov and her husband said that they
intended to appeal the ruling.39

Conscientious Objectors
As part of the campaign against unreg-

istered religious communities (e.g. Baptists
and Jehovah’s Witnesses), the authorities
also continued to imprison young male
members for refusing to serve in the army
out of religious conviction.

◆ On 15 May, KNB officers allegedly tor-
tured Dmitri Meinichenko, a member of a
Baptist church in Ashagabat. A few days
earlier Mr Meinichenko had been drafted
for military service and taken to a military
unit in Serdat, where he had refused to
take the military oath. KNB officers report-
edly insulted and humiliated him and beat
him with a truncheon on the knees, the
buttocks and the head. When he continued
to refuse to take the oath they forced him
to hold the wires from a telephone and
sent currents through his head, as a result
of which his face was distorted and the sali-
va in his mouth became frothy and acrid.
Finally, the KNB officers put a hood on his
head and beat him in his face and neck.
Following the torture he was held in the
KNB office over night before being escort-
ed back to his unit.40

Freedom of Movement

During the year a number of measures
were taken to deprive citizens of opportu-
nities to uphold cross-border contacts and
to receive information from abroad. In gen-
eral, few visas were issued to foreigners,
and in several cases KNB agents warned
citizens not to send the invitations required
to obtain visas to their relatives and friends
abroad.41 At a meeting broadcasted on TV
in late January, the President was seen
telling KNB officials that: “we must make
sure that [foreigners] come and go on time

and that they do not disturb the good order
of our country”.42

In April, the President declared that
diplomas from academic institutions ab-
road would no longer be recognized in the
country. As earlier reforms in the sector of
education have reduced the number of col-
leges and universities substantially, an in-
creased number of young persons have
opted to pursue degrees in the neighbour-
ing countries in the last few years. How-
ever, the new policies effectively discour-
ages studying abroad. The reform was also
retroactively applied to all degrees obtained
after 1993.43

In May, new regulations to limit access
to international telephone calls were intro-
duced. According to these regulations citi-
zens wishing to make international calls
had to deposit a large sum with the state
telecommunications company in advance.
As not many persons could afford this serv-
ice, it was easy for the authorities to have
their phones bugged. If opting to call
abroad from outside their homes the citi-
zens had to buy expensive phone cards
and go to special phone offices, where calls
were also tapped.44

In June, severe restrictions regarding
marriages between citizens and non-citi-
zens were imposed. These marriages were
to be based on a special contract, estab-
lishing the obligations of the parties in case
the marriage is dissolved. Before such a
contract could be concluded, two basic re-
quirements were to be met. Firstly, the
non-citizen was requested to deposit a
sum equivalent to U.S.$50,000 (57,000
Euro) with the Turkmen authorities as a
guarantee for the welfare of children born
within the marriage. Secondly, the non-citi-
zen was required to have lived in the coun-
try for at least one year and own a place of
residence of his/her own. The authorities
stated that the decree was aimed at pro-
tecting women from being duped into abu-
sive relationships and at defending long-
standing cultural traditions. However, in

TURKMENISTAN318



practice the major impact of the decree
was to further curtail the right of citizens to
uphold close relations to foreigners, includ-
ing citizens from the neighbouring states
who represented the largest group of af-
fected marriage candidates.45

In a positive development, a Decem-
ber decree provided for the abolishment of
exit visas as of 1 January 2002. From that
date on, citizens were only required to hold
a visa for the foreign State they intended to
visit. However, the authorities retained the
power to temporarily restrict the right to
leave the country of citizens initiated into
state secrets, involved in crimes or drafted
for military service.46  The OSCE welcomed
the decision, saying that it fully conformed
to the agreements reached in June, when
the OSCE rotating chairman visited
Turkmenistan.47

National Minorities

During the year the authorities initiated
a number of measures that seemed aimed
at fostering the “Turkmenization” of the
country. In March, the President announced
that the State Opera and the State Ballet
Theatre were to be closed down, and as
one of the major reasons for his decision he
stated that the repertoire of the two institu-
tions were not fully in line with the mental-
ity of the people of Turkmenistan. “One can-
not implant a form of art that arose in an-
other place, [but instead] one should devel-
op one’s own national art”, the President
was quoted as saying. In line with this, he
wanted to replace the Opera and Ballet with
a Drama and Music Theatre more respon-
sive to “national feelings” and based on mo-
dern Turkmen playwrights.48 The President
also shut down the State Philharmonic
Orchestra and the State Circus, arguing that
they had lost their relevance and that the
Turkmen people did not want them.49

In the beginning of April, school au-
thorities in the region of Dashoguz intro-
duced a requirement for all schoolgirls to
wear a traditional Turkmen dress in class.

Since close to 40 percent of the inhabitants
in this region are Uzbek or belong to some
other minority group, the new dress code
also affected many pupils for whom a
Turkmen national attire was alien and at
variance with their culture. However,
though privately upset, parents of children
representing ethnic minorities did not dare
to voice their indignation in public, as they
feared possible repercussions.50 In what
seemed a follow-up measure, the Ministry
of Education announced in June that it
would become mandatory for all students
and schoolchildren to wear a traditional
embroidered Turkmen headgear when at-
tending classes. Boys were also recom-
mended to start wearing ties, while girls
were forbidden to wear trousers, miniskirts
or skirts with splits. It was explicitly noted
that no exceptions would be made for
members of ethnic minorities.51

In November, a number of Russian-
speaking teachers holding positions at the
well-reputed Polytechnic Institute sent a let-
ter to the President, drawing his attention
to what they found to be a desperate situ-
ation on their part. While a transition to
Turkmen as the sole language of instruction
was under way in the academic sphere in
the country, the teachers were threatened
with dismissal due to insufficient knowl-
edge of the state language. In their letter,
the teachers agreed that everyone ought to
know the state language, but also pointed
to the problematic legacy of the Soviet era,
during which time Russian was used
throughout society. Moreover, the teachers
stressed that it was very difficult for them to
learn Turkmen as long as they did not re-
ceive any support from the management of
the Institute. The teachers appealed for
their competence not to be discarded, and
called for a postponement of a full transi-
tion to instruction in the state language un-
til the necessary preparations, involving all
current staff members, have been effected.
Although 70% of the population in the
country is ethnic Turkmen, Russian is still
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widely used in many spheres of the socie-
ty.52 According to Human Rights Watch, a
growing number of Russian-speakers left
the country during the year.53

Women’s Rights54

The President took every opportunity
to praise the women of the country for
their efforts in bringing up new generations
of well-behaved citizens, but in practice his
policies served to oppress women rather
than help them in their roles as mothers.

A law that came into force in 1998
drastically cut maternity leave allowances
and child benefits. In addition, it deprived
single mothers of the right to financial sup-
port altogether, thus reinforcing negative
stereotypes about such women. Due to the
provisions of this law many women strug-
gled hard to secure subsistence of their
families. Meanwhile employment opportu-
nities for women deteriorated as a result of
extensive lay-offs that were carried out in
the sectors of health care and education in
2000. In rural areas, strong traditions con-
tinued to prevent women from even at-

tempting to complete a higher degree or
pursue a career outside the home.

No statistics were available, but reports
indicated that the number of abortions was
alarmingly high. Abortions were officially
prohibited because President Niyazov was
eager to see birth rates rise. Women seek-
ing to terminate their pregnancies were
therefore forced to visit back-street clinics,
where they often were overcharged and
operated on by non-professionals. In addi-
tion, although studies indicated that many
women suffered from domestic violence,
the topic was taboo in society and not rec-
ognized by the authorities.

There were also few places where
women could turn with their problems. The
so-called Union of Women coordinated a
network of some 30 NGOs throughout the
country. However, this network functioned
under the auspices of the Ministry of
Education, and its aim was rather to spread
propaganda than to offer concrete help.
Only a small number of independent
women’s NGOs existed, and most of them
were unregistered and lacked resources to
engage in any broader range of activities.
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