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Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan’s human rights record seriously deteriorated in 2012, following vio-

lent clashes In December 2011 between police and demonstrators, including

striking oil workers, in western Kazakhstan. Authorities blamed outspoken oil

workers and political opposition activists for the unrest. Freedom of assembly is

restricted and dozens were fined or sentenced to administrative arrest in early

2012 for participating in peaceful protests. A restrictive law on religious free-

doms remained in force. Media remains under tight control and there were

attacks on independent journalists. Legislation regulating workers’ rights is

vague and burdensome, and a ban on strikes in certain sectors of the economy

improperly restricts workers’ rights. 

Parliamentary Elections

Despite the state of emergency in effect in the western Kazakh oil town of

Zhanaozen, Kazakhstan held early parliamentary elections on January 15, 2012.

The Observation Mission of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in

Europe’s (OSCE) Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR)

concluded that the vote did “not meet fundamental principles of democratic

elections,” and the authorities did not provide “the necessary conditions for the

conduct of genuinely pluralistic elections.”

Conduct of Police and Security Forces

On December 16, 2011, clashes broke out between police and demonstrators,

including striking oil workers, who had gathered in Zhanaozen’s central square.

In response to the clashes and subsequent mayhem, police and government

troops opened fire, killing 12 and wounding dozens, according to government

figures. Three further people died in the clashes and several police officers were

injured. On December 17, police shot dead a protester in Shetpe. The security

forces’ use of force and firearms did not appear to be justified or proportionate.

In May 2012, five officers were convicted for “abuse of power,” but no officers

were held accountable for the sixteen killings. In trials that did not adhere to
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international human rights standards, courts convicted a total of 45 oil workers

and demonstrators for participating or organizing mass riots, putting 17 behind

bars. 

Detention of Activists

During 2012, the authorities amnestied a number of imprisoned activists,

including, Kazakhstan’s most prominent human rights defender Yevgeniy

Zhovtis, union lawyer Natalia Sokolova, and political activist Aidos Sadykov.

Vadim Kuramshin, a civil society activist arrested in January on various charges,

including extortion, was released in August on a one-year suspended sentence.

However, after he spoke at an OSCE meeting in September in Warsaw, an

appeals court sent his case for retrial. Kuramshin was rearrested, raising fears

his detention was retribution for his public criticism of the government. His case

was ongoing at this writing.

Starting in January, authorities misused criminal charges to arrest over a dozen

others, including Vladimir Kozlov, the leader of the unregistered opposition

party Alga!, civil society activist Serik Sapargali, and oil worker Akzhanat

Aminov. On October 8, in a politically motivated trial marred by due process vio-

lations and vague and overbroad criminal charges, a court sentenced Kozlov to

seven-and-a-half years in prison. Sapargali and Aminov will serve suspended

sentences. Following Kozlov’s conviction, the United States expressed serious

concern about “the government’s apparent use of the legal system to silence

political opposition.” In November, Kozlov’s sentence was upheld on appeal.

Torture

Detainees made credible and serious allegations of torture in 2012, particularly

in the aftermath of the Zhanaozen violence. The authorities failed to take any

meaningful steps to thoroughly investigate these allegations or hold the perpe-

trators accountable, reinforcing a culture of impunity.

Between December 16 and 19, 2011, police detained hundreds of people in

Zhanaozen, several of whom stated that police kicked and beat detainees with
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truncheons, stripped them naked, walked on them, and subjected them to

freezing temperatures. In March, defendants at one of the trials following the

Zhanaozen events testified that guards and investigators subjected them to

physical and psychological abuse, including beatings, suffocation, and threats

of rape or harm to family members. The prosecutor’s office declined to open a

criminal investigation. 

On December 22, Bazarbai Kenzhebaev, 50, died from wounds he sustained in

police custody. Kenzhebaev had described to his family how police severely

beat him, forced him to undress, lie face down on the floor and walked on him,

stepping on his head. In May, the former director of the Zhanaozen temporary

detention facility was sentenced to five years in prison, but those directly

responsible for the beatings that led to Kenzhebaev’s death have not been held

accountable.

Human rights groups expressed concern about Vladislav Chelakh, a 19-year-old

border guard accused of murdering 15 colleagues at a Kazakhstan-China border

post. The groups said the authorities held him incommunicado for weeks and

coerced his confession. His case, ongoing at this writing, had been marred by

irregularities.

Freedom of Expression

In December 2011, Kazakh authorities declared a state of emergency in

Zhanaozen, temporarily blocking several key websites, including Twitter, across

Kazakhstan. Other popular websites, including the blogging platform

Livejournal, remained blocked at this writing. Independent journalists continued

to be targeted for their work. One journalist, Lukpan Akhmedyarov, was hospi-

talized in March 2012 following a vicious attack by unknown assailants. Libel

remains a criminal offense and journalists are forced to pay prohibitive fines in

defamation lawsuits. 

In January, President Nazarbaev signed a new controversial broadcast law even

though the previous month the OSCE Representative on Freedom of the Media

Dunja Mijatović had urged the president to veto the bill.
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In January and February, authorities arrested civil society activists for “inciting

social discord,” a vague and overbroad charge that can be used to criminalize

legitimate exercise of the rights to freedom of expression and association as

protected under international human rights law. They arrested Vzglyad editor-in-

chief Igor Vinyavskii in January on charges of “calling for the forcible overthrow

of the constitutional order.” He was released two months later after his case

received sustained international attention, including from the OSCE representa-

tive on freedom of the media, who in January called for his “immediate release.” 

Freedom of Assembly

Kazakh authorities maintain restrictive rules on freedom of assembly. In

response to a series of public protests in the first half of 2012, the authorities

detained and fined opposition and civil society activists and others for organiz-

ing and participating in unsanctioned protests, sentencing some to up to 15

days in prison and fining others up to US$550. 

Freedom of Religion 

Following the 2011 adoption of a restrictive law on religion—which outlaws any

practice of religion in association with others without state permission—respect

for religious freedoms continued to decline, according to Forum 18, an inde-

pendent, international religious freedom group. In 2012, hundreds of small reli-

gious communities have been forced to close, unable to meet the 50 person

membership requirements for re-registration, compulsory under the new law.

Makset Djabbarbergenov, a protestant pastor from Uzbekistan who sought asy-

lum in Kazakhstan in 2007, was arrested by Kazakh authorities on September 5,

2012, and currently faces extradition to Uzbekistan where he faces criminal

charges of illegally teaching religion and distributing religious literature.

Child Labor in Agriculture and Labor Rights 

The Kazakhstan government and several companies violated fundamental labor

and other rights of thousands of workers employed in the country’s petroleum

sector in 2011. Burdensome collective bargaining requirements and a broad pro-
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hibition on the right to strike violate workers’ rights. Proposed amendments to

Kazakhstan’s law on unions, and administrative and criminal codes, would fur-

ther restrict workers’ rights and did not appear to meet international standards

concerning freedom of association.

Risk of debt bondage and cases of hazardous child labor persist on some farms,

despite steps by Philip Morris Kazakhstan, a subsidiary of Philip Morris

International, to increase protections for migrant tobacco workers, including

insisting on written contracts and improved training. Following her September

visit, UN Special Rapporteur on Contemporary Forms of Slavery Gulnara

Shahinian indicated that complex legal requirements for employing migrants

and obstacles to migrant children attending schools may undermine the govern-

ment’s progress in preventing forced labor and hazardous child labor. 

Key International Actors

Kazakhstan’s key international partners have failed to respond to serious

human rights abuses in Kazakhstan in 2012 with any discernible policy conse-

quences. Instead, in February 2012, the US upgraded relations by agreeing to

commence “Strategic Partnership” dialogues in place of the annual bilateral

consultations. No known human rights benchmarks were set in advance of

upgrading US-Kazakhstan relations. 

In 2012, the European Union and Kazakhstan held several rounds of negotia-

tions on an enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA), which

promises preferential political and economic ties to Kazakhstan. However, the

EU has not set any clear human rights benchmarks for enhanced engagement,

despite a March 2012 statement by the EU High Representative for Foreign

Affairs and Security Policy Catherine Ashton that the “successful conclusion of

the negotiations will be influenced by the advancement of democratic reforms,”

and a March 2012 European Parliament resolution that states “progress in the

negotiation[s] … must depend on the progress of political reform.” 

In July, United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights Navi Pillay visited

Kazakhstan where she issued a highly critical statement on the country’s deteri-
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orating rights record and calling for “an independent international investigation

into the [December] event” in Zhanaozen. Previously, in December 2011 and

February 2012, Ashton had called for an “objective and transparent investiga-

tion of the events.” The US also called for a “complete impartial investigation”

into the Zhanaozen violence.
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Kyrgyzstan

Kyrgyzstan has failed to adequately address abuses in the south, in particular

against ethnic Uzbeks, undermining long-term efforts to promote stability and

reconciliation following inter-ethnic clashes in June 2010 that killed more than

400 people. Despite an uneasy calm in southern Kyrgyzstan, ethnic Uzbeks are

still subjected to arbitrary detention, torture, and extortion, without redress.

Human rights defender Azimjon Askarov remains wrongfully imprisoned.

Authorities blocked access to an independent news portal and banned a film

about gay men. Violence and discrimination against women and lesbian, gay,

bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) persons remain serious concerns. 

Following a visit by the United Nations special rapporteur on torture in

December 2011, authorities adopted new legislation and made reforms to the

criminal code to address incompatibilities with international standards on the

prevention of torture. However, ill-treatment and torture remain pervasive in

places of detention, and perpetrators go unpunished. 

Access to Justice

Local human rights nongovernmental organizations reported that the overall

number of reported incidents of arbitrary detention and ill-treatment in police

custody continued to decrease in 2012 in the south, although they still docu-

ment new cases. Groups also reported the growing problem of law enforcement

extorting money, in particular from ethnic Uzbeks, threatening criminal prosecu-

tion related to the June 2010 events. Victims of extortion rarely report incidents

for fear of reprisals.

Investigations into the June 2010 violence have stalled. Trials of mostly ethnic

Uzbeks connected to the violence continued to take place in violation of inter-

national fair trial standards, including the trials of Mahamad Bizurukov and

Shamshidin Niyazaliev, each of whom was sentenced to life in prison in October

2012. According to Kylym Shamy, a Bishkek-based human rights group, some

victims of the violence have not received financial compensation promised by

the government.
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Lawyers in southern Kyrgyzstan continued to be harassed in 2012 for defending

ethnic Uzbek clients who were charged with involvement in the June 2010 vio-

lence, perpetuating a hostile and violent environment that undermined defen-

dants’ fair trial rights. On January 20, a group of persons in Jalalabad verbally

and physically attacked a lawyer defending the ethnic Uzbek owner of an Uzbek-

language television station. No one has been held accountable for such vio-

lence against lawyers.

Torture

UN Special Rapporteur on Torture Juan Mendez concluded after his December

2011 mission to Kyrgyzstan that “the use of torture and ill-treatment to extract

confessions remains widespread” and that “general conditions in most places

of detention visited amount to inhuman and degrading treatment.” In October

2012, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) cited the “widespread use of

torture against members of the Uzbek minority in the southern part of

Kyrgyzstan” in a ruling in the case of Ergashev v. Russia, concerning an ethnic

Uzbek man threatened with extradition from Russia. In November, as many as

37 detainees alleged they were beaten by police in a pretrial detention facility in

Jalalabad, and some said they were stripped naked and humiliated. In state-

ments to the media, the Ministry of Internal Affairs said they found no evidence

of a crime during a preliminary review.

In July, the government adopted a law on the National Center for the Prevention

of Torture, fulfilling Kyrgyzstan’s obligation under the Optional Protocol to the

United Nations Convention against Torture (CAT) to establish a national torture

prevention mechanism. Concurrently, criminal code amendments went into

effect, bringing the definition of torture in line with international standards.

In June, government agencies, international organizations, and domestic NGOs

concluded a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on Human Rights and

Fundamental Freedoms, which allows the signatories to make unannounced vis-

its to places of detention. However in practice some NGOs still encountered

restrictions despite the MoU.
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In hearings related to the June 2010 violence, judges continue to dismiss,

ignore, or fail to order investigations into torture allegations. In a rare exception,

four police officers were charged with torture after the August 2011 death of

Usmonzhon Kholmirzaev, an ethnic Uzbek, who succumbed to internal injuries

after he was beaten by police in custody. Repeated delays in proceedings have

meant that over a year later, the trial has yet to conclude. In June, after

Abdugafur Abdurakhmanov, an ethnic Uzbek serving a life sentence in relation

to the June 2010 violence, died in prison, authorities did not open an investiga-

tion, alleging he committed suicide.

Farrukh Gapirov, an ethnic Uzbek, was awarded damages in March for unlawful

imprisonment and torture in custody. He was arrested in 2010 on charges relat-

ed to the inter-ethnic violence and later acquitted.

Freedom of Expression

In February, state-controlled KyrgyzTelecom began to block access to

Ferghana.ru, an independent Central Asia news website, enforcing a June 2011

parliament resolution adopted after Ferghana.ru’s critical reporting on the June

2010 violence. NGOs and Kyrgyzstan’s international partners strongly criticized

the blocking of the site. The Organization for Security and Co-operation in

Europe (OSCE) Representative on Freedom of the Media Dunja Mijatović called

for it to be “lifted immediately.” KyrgyzTelecom continues to block access to

Ferghana.ru, although the site can be accessed through other providers.

Mijatović also expressed concern about the case of Vladimir Farafonov, a jour-

nalist who, on July 3, was fined US$1,000 for inciting inter-ethnic hatred in arti-

cles posted online, stating the verdict “might negatively influence the journalis-

tic community in Kyrgyzstan.” Farfonov had written articles about growing

Kyrgyz nationalism and ethnic Russians in Kyrgyzstan. 

In 2012, some journalists were physically or verbally attacked while doing their

work. Several times in October, Ata-Jurt political party supporters attacked jour-

nalists during protests. Journalists reported that police did not intervene.

“Insult” and “insult of a public official” remain criminal offenses.
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In September, the authorities banned a documentary about gay Muslims which

was to be screened during the One World human rights film festival in Bishkek,

finding it “extremist.” Officials and others pressured human rights defender

Tolekan Ismailova not to show the film. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender-Based Violence

Authorities have not effectively addressed long-standing problems of gender-

based violence, including widespread domestic violence and bride kidnapping,

which continue, largely with impunity. On September 20, a court sentenced

Shaimbek Aimanakunov, 35, to 6 years in prison on a conviction for incitement

to suicide, rape, and forced marriage. Two days after Aimanakunov had kid-

napped, raped, and forcibly married a nineteen-year-old university student, she

hung herself.

Gay and bisexual men are at serious risk of entrapment, extortion, beating and

sexual violence. Such abuses largely go unpunished. In May, the prosecutor

general’s office refused to investigate approximately 10 cases of entrapment

and extortion on the grounds that the victims declined to be identified. Lesbian

and bisexual women continue to be subjected to forced marriages and “curative

rapes,” according to Labrys, a local NGO focusing on LGBT rights.

Human Rights Defenders

Azimjon Askarov, a human rights defender who has worked on documenting

police treatment of detainees, is serving a life sentence, despite a prosecution

marred by serious violations of fair trial standards. Askarov was found guilty of

“organizing mass disorders,” “inciting ethnic hatred,” and taking part in killing

a police officer on June 13, 2010. On December 20, 2011, Kyrgyzstan’s Supreme

Court upheld the verdict. Prosecutorial authorities refused to open a criminal

investigation into Askarov’s credible allegations of torture in custody. In May,

the prosecutor general’s office denied a request filed by Citizens Against

Corruption, a local human rights NGO, to reopen the case on grounds of new

evidence. In November, Askarov and his lawyers submitted a complaint on his

case to the Human Rights Committee.

457

EUROPE AND CENTRAL ASIA



In January, parliamentarians introduced a draft law on foreign assistance that, if

adopted, would “make foreign financing of NCOs [non-commercial organiza-

tions] more difficult and may lead to restriction of activities of NCOs in

Kyrgyzstan,” according to the International Center for Not-for-Profit Law (ICNL).

At this writing, work on this law remained suspended.

In March, human rights activist Ravshan Gapirov won compensation from the

state for being unlawfully held in pretrial detention in 2008, after it was deter-

mined that articles he had written did not incite hatred. 

Key International Actors

In June, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Navi Pillay presented her sec-

ond report to the Human Rights Council (HRC) on Kyrgyzstan following the 2010

violence, in which she noted that “serious institutional deficiencies have ham-

pered the delivery of justice and undermined the rule of law” and “lack of

progress in addressing these matters impacts on reconciliation and peacebuild-

ing efforts.” The report includes recommendations to address discrimination,

ill-treatment and torture, and minority rights, among others.

During her July visit to Kyrgyzstan, Pillay called attention to human rights issues

including torture, discrimination on ethnic, religious and gender grounds, and

violations of fair trial standards. She “urged the president…[to make] clear pub-

lic statements stressing there will be zero tolerance for torture.” 

In February, the European Union held an EU-Kyrgyzstan Civil Society Seminar on

Human Rights, and in September held its fourth annual human rights dialogue

with Kyrgyzstan. The EU’s voice on rights violations in Kyrgyzstan was overall

muted. 

United States Ambassador to the OSCE Ian Kelly publicly criticized the imprison-

ment of Askarov, discrimination against ethnic minorities, and restrictions on

media freedoms. In late October, the US-Kyrgyzstan Annual Bilateral

Consultations took place in Bishkek . 
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During a September mission, the UN Subcommittee on the Prevention of Torture

(SPT), under the CAT’s Optional Protocol (OPCAT), visited temporary detention

facilities, prisons, and psychiatric institutions. The SPT presented confidential

conclusions and recommendations to help the government “establish effective

safeguards against the risk of torture and ill-treatment in places of deprivation

of liberty.”
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Tajikistan

The human rights situation in Tajikistan remains poor. The government persisted

in 2012 with enforcing a repressive law on religion, and introduced new legisla-

tion further restricting religious expression and education. Authorities restricted

media freedoms and targeted journalists for their work. Domestic violence

against women and children and torture remain widespread human rights con-

cerns.

Tajik authorities took positive steps during the year, including accepting a visit

by the United Nations special rapporteur on torture. They also removed slander

and insult from the criminal code, making them misdemeanors subject to fines.

However, the government also restricted space for free expression, further tight-

ening restrictions on religious practice, and denying the National Movement of

Tajikistan, a new political party that had called for reducing presidential powers

and reducing the presidential term from seven to five years, the right to register. 

In July, dozens of deaths and numerous injuries were reported in Khorog, the

provincial capital of Gorno-Badakhshan, after the Tajik government sent troops

to the southeastern region to arrest those responsible for the fatal stabbing of

the local state security chief. By late July, official sources reported that 17 gov-

ernment soldiers, 30 gunmen, and 20 civilians had died in the violence, but

independent sources reported greater numbers of casualties among the general

population. Human Rights Watch has not been able to verify the casualty

reports.

Criminal Justice and Torture

Torture remains an enduring problem, and is used to extract confessions from

detainees, who are often denied access to family and lawyers in pre-trial cus-

tody. Despite periodic discussions with the International Committee of the Red

Cross (ICRC), authorities have not granted ICRC access to places of detention.

While torture is practiced with near impunity, authorities took a few significant

steps in 2012 to hold perpetrators accountable. In early 2012, Tajikistan’s crimi-

nal code was revised to include a definition of torture in line with international
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law. In March, authorities announced they would implement some of the recom-

mendations on torture from the UN Human Rights Council’s (HRC) Universal

Periodic Review (UPR), including ensuring access for detainees to legal and

medical assistance when in custody; and amending the criminal procedural

code to ensure that the identity of law enforcement officers involved in arrests is

recorded.

In September, authorities instituted the first-ever criminal prosecution under the

newly amended article on torture. A court in Khatlon province sentenced police

officer Mashraf Aliyev to seven years’ imprisonment on charges of “torture” and

“abuse of powers.” Prosecutors charged Aliyev after Khoushvakht Mahmadsaid,

a minor who was a suspect in a theft investigation, was found hanged at home

in the village of Kulobod following torture and beatings that his family and

lawyers allege Aliyev used to extract a forced confession. 

Nongovernmental organizations and local media also reported on the death in

September of Hamza Ikromozoda, 27, at the central detention center in

Dushanbe. Relatives report that his body, which was returned to them on

September 21, bore traces of torture, including burns from a heated iron. The

center’s officials refused to explain the cause of Ikromzoda’s death to reporters,

while a representative of the Penitentiary Control Board said “nobody tortures

anyone in Tajik jails.”

In October, a court in northern Tajikistan granted a Ministry of Justice petition to

shut down one of Tajikistan’s leading human rights organizations on charges

that appeared politically motivated. The group, the Association of Young

Lawyers (Amparo), investigates torture and serves as an advocate for the rights

of army conscripts and other vulnerable groups. The rights group was shut down

on what appear to be minor charges, including allegations that the group was

conducting activities outside the province where they were originally registered

and illegally operating a website.

For several years the group has been an active member of the Coalition against

Torture, which brings together several leading Tajik civil society organizations

that collect and report on torture allegations from across the country, and jointly
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encourage the government to meet its international commitments to end the

practice. 

Beyond investigating cases of torture, Amparo also conducted summer camps

for youth to raise awareness about constitutional protections and international

human rights norms. The Ministry of Justice filed a motion to liquidate Amparo

on June 29, the day after ministry officials visited the group’s Khujand office to

conduct an unannounced, wide-ranging audit. The visit came just weeks after a

representative of Amparo spoke publicly about the need to monitor reports of

torture and severe forms of hazing in Tajikistan’s army at a civil society seminar

organized by the European Union in Dushanbe.

Freedom of Media

In 2012, Tajikistan witnessed further restrictions on media freedoms. Authorities

frequently blocked access to critical websites, and continued to intimidate jour-

nalists. While July’s decriminalization of libel was a step towards freedom of

speech, the new legislation retained criminal sanctions for insulting the presi-

dent. 

Beginning in March, authorities ordered internet providers on several occasions

to block access to independent local and international news and social network-

ing sites. Following the publication of a critical article, the government blocked

the Russian analysis site zvezda.ru. Three news sites that subsequently pub-

lished the article were also blocked, as was Facebook, following user discus-

sions deemed overly critical of the government.

In July and August, armed clashes in Gorno-Badakhshan prompted authorities

to restrict, and at some points completely shut down, internet and telephone

communications. News sites including the independent news site Asia Plus, as

well as the BBC, RIA-Novosti, Lenta.ru, and Centrasia.ru that reported on the

violence were blocked. Access to YouTube was also blocked after videos of

demonstrations were posted.

Despite the absence of a clear definition of libel under Tajik law, state telecom-

munications chief Beg Zukhurov announced in July the formation of a “citizens’
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organization” to monitor online publications and websites for insulting or

libelous content.

Journalists continue to suffer threats and violent attacks. On May 8, two

unknown assailants beat unconscious Daler Sharifov, a state television reporter

and host of the anti-corruption NGO, Step by Step. Also in May, two other jour-

nalists, Ravshan Yormakhmadov and Salim Shamsiddinov, were beaten in

attacks that appeared to be connected to their work. 

Freedom of Religion

Tajik authorities further tightened restrictions on religious freedoms, and due to

newly adopted legislation, the government now extends far reaching controls

over religious education and worship. According to a statement that the interna-

tional religious freedom watchdog Forum 18 issued in August, authorities con-

tinue to try to suppress unregistered Muslim education throughout the country,

brought administrative charges against Muslim teachers, and closed unregis-

tered mosques.

In May, authorities closed the Muhammadiya mosque, one of Tajikistan’s most

popular, which is run by the family of Haji Akbar Turajonzoda, a theologian and

charismatic leader during the country’s civil war in the mid-1990s.

Authorities added further punishments, through changes to the administrative

code that were enacted in July, for violating Tajikistan’s restrictive religion law

and increased the powers of the State Committee for Religious Affairs to admin-

ister punishments without investigation by police or prosecutors. The new provi-

sions impose significant fines on those violating the religion law’s tight restric-

tions on sending citizens abroad for religious education, teaching religious doc-

trines, and establishing ties with religious groups overseas.

The steady tightening of state controls led rights groups, religious groups, and

international bodies in 2012 to continue to criticize the highly controversial

Parental Responsibility law, which President Emomali Rahmon signed in August

2011. The law stipulates that parents must prevent their children from partici-

pating in religious activity, except for state-sanctioned religious education, until

they are 18 years old.
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Under the pretext of combating extremist threats, Tajikistan continues to ban

several peaceful minority Muslim groups. Some Christian minority denomina-

tions, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, are similarly banned. Local media contin-

ued to report on prosecutions of alleged members of Hizb ut-Tahrir and the

Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan.

Women’s and Children’s Rights

Women and girls in Tajikistan continue to face gender-based discrimination and

violence at home. Despite a draft law that has been under discussion for many

years, the government has yet to adopt a law prohibiting domestic violence.

In July, the country’s Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe

(OSCE) mission hosted a meeting where civil society representatives spoke

about the growing number of domestic violence cases, and the difficulties of

holding perpetrators accountable and ensuring that victims can access courts.

One major obstacle, for example, is the legal requirement that victims, rather

than police or prosecutors, collect evidence of the domestic violence they have

suffered before authorities will initiate charges.

Key International Actors

UN Special Rapporteur on Torture Juan Méndez visited Tajikistan in May 2012. In

a statement issued at the end of his mission, Mendez reported that “pressure

on detainees, mostly as a means to extract confessions is practiced … in various

forms, including threats, beatings (with fists and kicking but also with hard

objects) and sometimes by applying electric shock.” The statement added that

Mendez was “persuaded that [torture] happens often enough and in a wide vari-

ety of settings that it will take a very concerted effort to abolish it or to reduce it

sharply.”

In June, the EU organized a civil society seminar in Dushanbe focused on tor-

ture, and submitted the resulting recommendations to the government.

In March, in response to the worsening climate for religious freedom, the United

States Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) downgraded
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Tajikistan from its “watch list” of violators of religious freedom, naming it a

“country of particular concern.” The commission censured Tajik authorities for

“systematic, ongoing, and egregious violations of freedom of religion or belief,”

stating that Dushanbe “suppresses and punishes all religious activity independ-

ent of state control, and imprisons individuals on unproven criminal allegations

linked to religious activity or affiliation.”
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Turkmenistan

Following February 2012 presidential elections, President Gurbanguly

Berdymukhamedov retained unchallenged power, and Turkmenistan remains

one of the world’s most repressive countries. 

The country is virtually closed to independent scrutiny, media and religious free-

doms are subject to draconian restrictions, and human rights defenders and

other activists face the constant threat of government reprisal. The government

continues to use imprisonment as a tool for political retaliation. 

Turkmenistan continued to expand relations with foreign governments and inter-

national organizations in 2012, but without meaningful outcomes for human

rights.

Cult of Personality and Presidential Elections

President Berdymukhamedov, his relatives, and associates enjoy unlimited

power and total control over all aspects of public life in Turkmenistan. In official

publications Berdymukhamedov, who has been power since 2007, is known as

arkadag (patron), and his cult of personality continued to grow during the year.

In April 2012, for example, he won a carefully choreographed car race. 

Berdymukhamedov was reelected president on February 12, 2012. According to

the Central Election Committee (CEC), he received 97 percent of the vote with a

nearly 97 percent turnout. Conditions for a competitive vote were so lacking that

the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, part of the

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), declined to send

an election observation mission. 

A law on political parties adopted in January 2012 envisaged for the first time

the registration of parties other than the ruling party. In August, a close associ-

ate of Berdymukhamedov founded the Party of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs,

but there is no indication that it will present meaningful political alternatives. 
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Civil Society

Turkmenistan’s repressive atmosphere makes it extremely difficult for independ-

ent nongovernmental organizations to operate. Human rights and civil society

activists and journalists, including those living in exile, face a constant threat of

government reprisal. 

In August, state security services warned at least four activists not to attend a

meeting convened by the OSCE to welcome its new ambassador. In July, a state

security official warned one activist not to try to meet OSCE Representative on

Freedom of the Media Dunja Mijatović when she visited Ashgabat, the capital. 

In February, Natalia Shabunts—one of the few openly active human rights

defenders—found a bloody sheep’s head on her doorstep in Ashgabat, one day

after speaking about the presidential election with Radio Free Europe’s Turkmen

Service.

For more than four years, the authorities have refused to reinstate the confiscat-

ed passport of Gurbandurdy Durdykuliev, a dissident, who cannot receive his

pension or disability allowance, and cannot move freely inside the country with-

out it. 

Freedom of Media and Information 

The state controls all print and electronic media and it is very difficult for foreign

media to cover Turkmenistan because they often cannot access the country. 

Internet access remains limited and heavily state-controlled. The country’s only

internet service provider is state-operated, and political opposition websites are

blocked. Internet cafes require visitors to present their passports. The govern-

ment is known to monitor electronic and telephone communications. 

In the lead-up to the presidential election, the website for the Turkmen Initiative

for Human Rights (TIHR)—a Vienna-based exiled human rights group—was dis-

abled for nine days due to hacking, and the website of the exiled Turkmen polit-

ical opposition endured several days of denial-of-service attacks.
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Holders of Gmail accounts in Turkmenistan could not access their e-mails

between February 16 and 26, and for two weeks in June, internet users could not

access Ertir.com, a web platform popular among young adults for social contact

and political discussion.

Freedom of Movement

Turkmenistan’s government continues to restrict the right to travel freely inter-

nationally by means of an informal and arbitrary system of travel bans common-

ly imposed on civil society activists and relatives of exiled dissidents. 

After twice barring Bisengul Begdesenov, a former political prisoner, from travel-

ing abroad, migration authorities finally allowed him to travel in May 2012.

Several incidents in 2012 indicated that Turkmen authorities still bar people

from traveling abroad with valid Kyrgyz visas in their passports, continuing a

practice begun in late 2009. In August 2012, the migration office of the

Ashgabat airport without explanation barred a dozen students from travelling to

Bulgaria and Russia to commence their studies. In October, Turkmen authorities

barred a number of Turkmen citizens from traveling to seek medical treatment in

neighboring Iran. 

The Turkmen government continues to create travel obstacles for Turkmen citi-

zens who also hold Russian passports. In December 2011, Turkmenistan Airlines

warned travelers that from July 2013 tickets for destinations abroad will only be

sold to holders of the new Turkmen international passport. The authorities use

various pretexts to deny issuing new international passports to persons who

continue to hold Russian passports, and require that they sign documents

renouncing Russian citizenship. 

Freedom of Religion

The right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion is heavily restricted in

Turkmenistan, where no congregations of unregistered religious groups or com-

munities are allowed. Religious communities have been unable to register for

years. 
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In February 2012, Ilmurad Nurliev, a Pentecostal pastor sentenced in 2010 to

four years in prison on bogus swindling charges, was freed under a general

amnesty. 

According to Forum 18, an independent international religious freedom group,

as of August 2012 at least four Jehovah’s Witnesses who are conscientious

objectors were imprisoned, and five received suspended prison sentences for

evading military service. 

Forum 18 also reported that local officials harassed and threatened several

Protestants for printing religious materials without state approval. Among them

was a 77-year-old Baptist who had tried to print a book of his own Christian

poetry. Police questioned him and threatened to press criminal charges but did

not do so. 

In three separate trials held in August 2012, courts fined at least five

Protestants in Lebap province, northeast Turkmenistan, for engaging in religious

activity without state approval. 

Political Prisoners and Enforced Disappearances 

Unknown numbers of individuals continue to languish in Turkmen prisons on

what appear to be politically motivated charges. The justice system lacks trans-

parency, trials are closed in political cases, and the overall level of repression

precludes independent human rights monitoring. 

In April 2012, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) made one

visit to one prison. The government has persistently denied access to the coun-

try for independent human rights monitors, including international NGOs and 10

United Nations special procedures whose requests for visits remain unan-

swered. 

In March, the Turkmen foreign minister announced that Ovezgeldy Ataev and his

wife had been released from prison. Ataev was the constitutionally designated

successor of dictator Saparmurad Niyazov. He and his wife were arrested one

month after Niyazov’s death in 2007.
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However, the government ignored calls by several UN bodies to release well-

known political prisoners Annakurban Amanklychev and Sapardurdy Khajiev,

who had worked with human rights organizations prior to their imprisonment in

2006. Political dissident Gulgeldy Annaniazov, arrested in 2008, also remains

imprisoned. He is serving an 11-year sentence. 

In October 2012, the authorities arrested Geldymyrat Nurmuhammedov, a for-

mer government minister who had openly criticized the government, and sent

him to a detention center to allegedly undergo six months of forced treatment

for drug addiction, even though he had no history of drug use. 

Two popular singers, Murad Ovezov and Maksat Kakabaev, whom courts sen-

tenced on bogus charges in 2011 to five and seven years’ imprisonment respec-

tively, remain behind bars. The sentences were retribution for their music and

their involvement in a talk show that aired on a Turkish satellite channel in 2011.

Kakabaev’s father, brother, and brother-in-law—also sentenced in 2011 to two-

year prison terms for the broadcast—remain in custody. 

Several dozen persons convicted in relation to the November 2002 alleged

assassination attempt on Saparmurat Niyazov—including former Foreign

Minister Boris Shikhmuradov and Turkmenistan’s former ambassador to the

OSCE, Batyr Berdiev—remain victims of enforced disappearances. Their fate is

unknown. Human Rights Watch is aware of unconfirmed reports that several

defendants in the 2002 plot case have died in detention. 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Homosexual conduct between men is criminalized with a maximum prison sen-

tence of two years. The penal code does not mention same-sex relations

between women. According to one local NGO, police sometimes blackmail and

extort homosexual men due to their sexual orientation. 

Illegal House Evictions in Ashgabat

In 2012, authorities in Ashgabat and the surrounding area failed to provide ade-

quate compensation or redress to residents forcibly evicted and expropriated in
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previous years and whose homes were demolished without a court ruling. The

demolitions made way for construction as part of massive urban renewal proj-

ects initiated in the late 1990s. Further demolitions are scheduled to continue

through 2020 in some areas of Ashgabat.

Key International Actors

Several international actors continue to seek to leverage Turkmenistan’s energy

wealth, sidelining concerns about the government’s human rights record. The

European Union continued to press forward with a Partnership and Cooperation

Agreement (PCA) with Turkmenistan, frozen since 1998 over human rights con-

cerns, without requiring any human rights reforms in exchange. Throughout

2012, the European Parliament continued to hold up its necessary approval of

the PCA over human rights concerns. At this writing, the European Parliament’s

vote on the PCA remained pending.

The United Nations Human Rights Committee reviewed Turkmenistan in March

2012, and issued a highly critical assessment highlighting the government’s

clampdown on freedom of expression and repression of civil society activism,

torture, and ill-treatment in places of detention, and the lack of an independent

judiciary. It directed the Turkmen government to report back within one year on

measures taken to address them. 

In October, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against

Women (CEDAW) issued its observations about the state of women’s human

rights in Turkmenistan, expressing deep concern in particular about women’s

disadvantaged and unequal status in many areas, including education, public

life and decision-making, and the absence of specific legislation on violence

against women, including domestic and sexual violence.

While in Turkmenistan for a July conference on media, the OSCE representative

on freedom of the media called upon Central Asian states to guarantee freedom

of media and expression online. 

After having had no active projects on Turkmenistan since 1997, the World Bank

is working to reengage in the country. It was unclear at this writing whether the

bank will require improvements in governance as part of reengagement. 
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Uzbekistan

Uzbekistan’s human rights record remains atrocious, with no meaningful

improvements in 2012. Torture is endemic in the criminal justice system.

Authorities intensified their crackdown on civil society activists, opposition

members, and journalists, and continued to persecute religious believers who

worship outside strict state controls.

Freedom of expression is severely limited. The government continues to sponsor

forced child labor during the cotton harvest. Authorities still deny justice for the

2005 Andijan massacre, in which government forces shot and killed hundreds of

protesters, most of them unarmed. 2012 marked 10 years since Uzbekistan

allowed a United Nations special rapporteur to visit the country. 

Despite the government’s persistent refusal to address concerns about its

abysmal human rights record, the United States and European Union continued

to advance closer relations with Tashkent in 2012, seeking cooperation with the

war in Afghanistan.

Human Rights Defenders and Independent Journalists

Authorities regularly threaten, imprison, and torture rights defenders and civil

society activists, and block international rights groups and media outlets from

operating in Uzbekistan.

In 2012, the Uzbek government continued to hold at least 10 rights defenders in

prison on wrongful charges, and has brought charges against others because of

their human rights work. The 10 are: Solijon Abdurakhmanov, Azam Formonov,

Nosim Isakov, Gaibullo Jalilov, Rasul Khudainasarov, Ganihon Mamatkhanov,

Yuldash Rasulov, Dilmurod Saidov, Akzam Turgunov, and Gulnaza Yuldasheva.

Yuldasheva was sentenced in July to seven years on trumped-up fraud charges

for investigating police involvement in human trafficking. Another activist,

Jamshid Karimov, was reportedly released from a psychiatric ward in 2011 but

has “disappeared,” prompting fears he was re-detained. Several imprisoned

activists are in serious ill-health and have been tortured in prison. 
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Other journalists and opposition figures remain imprisoned on politically moti-

vated charges. In January, days before his 13-year sentence was to expire,

Muhammad Bekjanov, editor of the opposition newspaper Erk, was given an

additional five-year sentence for allegedly violating prison rules. Bekjanov has

been jailed since 1999, and along with another jailed journalist, Yusuf

Ruzimuradov, has been imprisoned longer than any other reporter worldwide,

according to the Committee to Protect Journalists.

On February 8, the government-controlled bar association upheld a ruling to dis-

bar one of Uzbekistan’s leading defense lawyers, Ruhiddin Komilov.

In separate incidents in March, authorities deported two foreign reporters, the

BBC’s Natalia Antelava and Viktoriya Ivleva of Russia’s Novaya Gazeta newspa-

per, when they arrived at Tashkent airport.

On March 26, journalist Viktor Krymzalov was convicted of defamation for an

article published without a byline. The plaintiff “assumed” the article was writ-

ten by Krymzalov, who denied he was the author.

On April 6, a Tashkent court fined journalist Elena Bondar US$3,700 on charges

of “propagat[ing] ethnic or religious hatred” in connection with research she

conducted on the pending closure of a university. Bondar and other journalists

believed that the charges, devoid of any substance, were leveled in response to

her record of independent reporting for news outlets whose websites are sys-

tematically blocked by authorities, such as the independent news portal

www.ferghana.ru. 

Members of the Human Rights Alliance, an Uzbek rights group, were regularly

subjected to arbitrary detention and house arrest in 2012. On February 28,

activist Abdullo Tojiboi-ugli went to Tashkent’s City Hall to picket authorities.

Police detained him minutes after he began. He was sentenced for “minor hooli-

ganism” and fined 70 times the minimum wage.

On March 2, the 20th anniversary of Uzbekistan’s accession to the UN, Elena

Urlaeva, head of the Human Rights Alliance; Tojiboi-ugli; and activists Shukhrat

Rustamov, Nasiba Ashirmatova, Ada Kim, Gulchekhra Turopova, and Zoya

Yangurazova planned to march to the residence of President Islam Karimov.
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Police placed them under house arrest as they gathered in Urlaeva’s home.

Urlaeva and Tojiboi-ugli were able to leave but were later detained and released

several hours later. 

On May 5, activist Gulshan Karaeva posted on the internet that she had refused

a demand by Uzbekistan’s National Security Services (SNB) to cooperate as an

informant. Days later, unknown assailants attacked her in the street.

In September, during the peak of the cotton harvest, authorities arrested Uktam

Pardaev, a rights activist well known for reporting on police abuses, torture, and

forced labor. Pardaev was beaten by several officers during the initial arrest and

then held for over 15 days on minor administrative charges of “hooliganism”

and “resisting arrest.” Pardaev and other observers believe he was arrested to

prevent him from monitoring the rights of children and adults who are mobilized

and forced to pick cotton during the annual harvest.

Due to the increasing government crackdown, a branch office of Ezgulik

(Goodness), the country’s only registered human rights organization, was forced

to close, and several rights activists and journalists were forced to flee the

country.

The government also pursued activists and opposition figures living in exile. 

In February, an unknown assailant shot prominent Uzbek exiled religious leader

Imam Obidhon-kori Nazarov in Sweden. Nazarov was one of Uzbekistan’s most

popular religious figures in the 1990s until the government shut down his

mosque, forcing him and thousands of his followers into exile. The assassina-

tion attempt came after years of death threats and intimidation. In July,

Sweden’s Chief Prosecutor Krister Petersson stated that Uzbekistan’s secret

services were probably behind the attack.

In April, authorities aired a 20-minute television program accusing France-based

activist Nadejda Atayeva, president of the Association of Human Rights in

Central Asia, of stealing millions of dollars, and calling for her extradition to

Uzbekistan. The film came days after Atayeva had publicly called for an investi-

gation into an assassination attempt on Nazarov.
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The Andijan Massacre

The government continues to refuse an independent investigation into the 2005

massacre of hundreds of citizens in Andijan, who had gathered to protest socio-

economic problems and civil and political grievances in the country in connec-

tion with the government’s prosecution of local business leaders on charges of

terrorism. The Uzbek government’s persistent refusal to allow an independent

international investigation has denied justice to victims and failed to bring to

account those responsible. Authorities continue to persecute anyone suspected

of having participated in, or witnessed, the atrocities.

The government also continues to intimidate family members of Andijan mas-

sacre survivors who have sought refuge abroad.

Criminal Justice, Torture, and Ill-Treatment

Torture remains rampant and continues to occur with near-total impunity.

Detainees’ rights are violated at each stage of investigations and trials, despite

habeas corpus amendments passed in 2008. The government has failed to

meaningfully implement recommendations to combat torture made by the UN

special rapporteur in 2003 and other international bodies.

Suspects are not permitted access to lawyers, a critical safeguard against tor-

ture in pre-trial detention. Police coerce confessions from detainees using tor-

ture, including beatings with batons and plastic bottles, hanging by the wrists

and ankles, rape, and sexual humiliation. Authorities routinely refuse to investi-

gate allegations of abuse.

For example, in July, police in western Uzbekistan detained Jehovah’s Witness

Gulchehra Abdullayeva on suspicion of possessing “banned” literature.

Abdullayeva complained that officers made her stand facing a wall for four

hours with no food or water in the summer heat. They then placed a gas mask

over her head and blocked the air supply.

Human Rights Watch continues to receive regular and credible reports of torture,

including suspicious deaths in custody in pre-trial and post-conviction deten-

tion.
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Freedom of Religion

Although Uzbekistan’s Constitution ensures freedom of religion, authorities

continued their multi-year campaign of arbitrary detention, arrest, and torture of

Muslims who practice their faith outside state controls. Over 200 were arrested

or convicted in 2012 on charges related to religious extremism.

Continuing a trend that began in 2008, followers of the late Turkish Muslim the-

ologian Said Nursi were prosecuted for religious extremism, with dozens arrest-

ed or imprisoned in 2012.

Authorities also imprison and fine Christians who conduct peaceful religious

activities for administrative offenses, such as illegal religious teaching.

Authorities extend sentences of religious prisoners for alleged violations of

prison regulations. Such extensions occur without due process and add years to

a prisoner’s sentence, and appear aimed at keeping religious prisoners incar-

cerated indefinitely.

Forced Labor

Forced child and adult labor in the cotton sector remains a serious concern. The

government took no meaningful steps to implement the two International

Labour Organization (ILO) conventions on child labor, which it ratified in March

2008. Despite repeated requests, it continued to refuse the ILO access to moni-

tor the harvest.

The government continues to force millions of schoolchildren, mainly aged 15 to

17 years old, but some as young as 9, to help with the cotton harvest for up to

two months every year. Officials including police, municipal authorities, and

school principals shut down schools, busing children to cotton fields where

they are made to harvest cotton in line with established daily quotas. They live

in filthy conditions, contract illnesses, miss school, and work daily from early

morning until evening for little or no pay. In 2012, as in past years, authorities

also forced adults, including schoolteachers, doctors, and other public sector

employees, to participate.
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Authorities regularly harass activists who try to document forced adult and child

labor.

Key International Actors

The Uzbek government continued to refuse to cooperate with international insti-

tutions but faced virtually no consequences for its intransigence. For the past

decade, it has denied access to all UN special monitors who have requested

invitations—10 at this writing—and has failed to comply with recommendations

that various expert bodies have made.

The EU’s position on human rights remained disappointingly weak, with virtual-

ly no public expressions of concern about Uzbekistan’s deteriorating record,

and no policy consequences for the government’s continued failure to meet the

EU’s reform expectations as articulated by EU foreign ministers in 2010.

Bilateral meetings between the EU and Uzbekistan, including a Cooperation

Committee meeting in Tashkent in July, yielded no known results for human

rights. The EU did not seize the opportunity provided by the five-year anniver-

sary of its strategy for Central Asia to engage in a critical rethinking of its

approach. 

The European Parliament voiced concern about Uzbekistan’s poor record by

adopting a highly critical resolution in December 2011, in which it rejected a

proposed reduction of EU textile tariffs for Uzbekistan until conditions are met,

including enabling the ILO to access the country. In September, for the second

year in a row, Tashkent denied visas to a delegation from Germany’s parliament

that sought to meet Uzbek rights defenders.

In 2012, the US deepened its engagement with Uzbekistan. Since 2004,

Congress had restricted assistance to Uzbekistan based on its deplorable rights

record and further tightened restrictions following the Andijan massacre.

However, on January 18, in a deeply troubling move and despite no meaningful

improvements, the Obama administration exercised the authority Congress

granted it to waive rights-related sanctions and restart military aid to Tashkent.
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Uzbekistan is seen as a critical stop in the Northern Distribution Network (NDN)

through which the US has sent non-lethal supplies to Afghanistan since 2009 as

an alternative to unstable supply lines through Pakistan. US military contracts

with Uzbek companies as part of this supply chain are potentially lucrative for

those close to the Uzbek government. 

Despite the State Department’s re-designation of Uzbekistan as a “Country of

Particular Concern” for violations of religious freedom, the US government

retained a waiver on the sanctions outlined in the designation. 
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