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This paper has been prepared within the framework of an initiative of International Partnership for
Human Rights (IPHR) and its partners from Central Asia to monitor and document the human rights
impact of governments' responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in this region. The primary focus of
this initiative is the protection of the fundamental freedoms of expression, association and assembly;
the rights to liberty and security and access to justice; as well as the rights of vulnerable groups. The
Central Asian papers, planned to be compiled into a common, regional report when they have all been
finalised, are also part of a broader IPHR initiative to assess governments' responses to the COVID-19
pandemic across the Former Soviet Union (FSU). All country reports prepared in this context are based
on information and data provided by national focal points - local researchers working with IPHR - and
local civil society organisations with which IPHR has been collaborating for many years, as well as on
information obtained through additional research conducted by IPHR. While collecting the data we paid
particular attention to rights violations that occurred exclusively in the context of restrictive measures
and policies that were introduced by the local authorities in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic. However,
we also documented developments related to pre-existing trends of concern that were reinforced
during the pandemic.
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Summary’

Turkmenistan is one of the world’'s most closed countries, where the government tightly controls the
flow of information, suppresses dissent and covers up developments that may reflect badly on those
in power. The government's approach to the global Covid-19 pandemic fits into this pattern: it has
responded with denial, lack of transparency and attempts to conceal the truth. After the president called
for making “every effort” to prevent Covid-19 from reaching Turkmenistan, the government appeared
bent on demonstrating the absence of Covid-19 in the country at any cost.

Thus, through mid-July 2020, the government continued to insist that there were no cases of Covid-19
infections in the country, although independent, exile-based sources reported about a growing number
of such cases. By June, there was evidence of a widening outbreak of Covid-19, with independent sources
reporting about hospitals being strained by the influx of people with acute respiratory conditions
classified as pneumonia, as well as increasing mortality rates due to these conditions. Those believed to
have contracted and died of Covid-19 include medical professionals.

Independent sources have also reported about doctors and other medical workers being pressured to
help cover up the Covid-19 outbreak in the country by disguising Covid-19 cases and refraining from
discussing and sharing information about them. The authorities have sought to stifle discussion among
residents on Covid-19, including by detaining and intimidating people speaking about Covid-19 related
issues in public places. National state-controlled media outlets have only provided limited, selective
coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic, communicating state-endorsed messages and praising the
measures taken by the government to combat the Coronavirus. At the same time, the authorities have
continued their attempts to discredit and obstruct the work of independent Turkmenistan-covering
outlets based abroad.

Available information suggests that, during the first few months of the global pandemic, the authorities
failed to enforce adequate safety protocols for the treatment of patients with Covid-19 symptoms and
did not provide medical workers with adequate protection against this disease. Independent sources
reported about the lack of protective clothing and equipment, with medical workers sometimes having
to buy or sew face masks and other means of protection themselves. More systematic use of adequate
protective equipment appeared to begin only in the summer when the number of suspected Covid-19
cases increased and a mission from the World Health Organization (WHO) was set to arrive to look into
the Covid-19 situation in the country.

The government was slow in facilitating the WHO mission: while the WHO announced plans to visit
Turkmenistan in late April 2020, the mission took place only in the first half of July, with five WHO
experts spending ten days in the country. According to information from TIHR and other independent
sources, the authorities sought to prevent the WHO experts from learning the truth about Covid-19
in the country by removing all patients with symptoms indicative of this disease from the facilities the
experts were expected to visit. At the end of their visit, the WHO experts commended the measures
taken by the government to prevent the spread of Covid-19 and concluded that the national health care
system had the “necessary capacity” to counter this disease. The mission team also told journalists that
they had “not seen a large number” of patients with respiratory conditions in the hospitals they visited,
explaining that they had been taken to facilities that they had requested to visit in advance. However,
the experts also said that they were “extremely concerned” about the many reports of “an increasing

! This briefing paper covers developments through 15 July 2020.



number of acute respiratory infections or pneumonia of unknown origin” in the country and called on
the authorities to step up measures to identify, test, isolate and treat patients with such symptoms and
to share test samples with the WHO for re-testing.

While applauded by the WHO experts at the time of their mission, the authorities’ approach to Covid-19
prevention has been conflicting and inconsistent. When the global pandemic began, the authorities took
some steps to prevent the spread of the Coronavirus in Turkmenistan, such as by limiting movements
across and within the national borders and by promoting hygiene-related measures. The authorities
also used more questionable tactics such as measuring the body temperature of residents at various
checkpoints, with those found to have an elevated temperature risking to be forcibly placed under
quarantine. Moreover, in order to supposedly “prevent panic” in relation to the pandemic, the authorities
implemented measures that directly contradicted the objective of countering the spread of Covid-19.
For example, police stopped and intimidated people using face masks in the street, and the authorities
organised regime-praising mass events instead of promoting social distancing.

In connection with the WHO mission, when the number of suspected Covid-19 cases was on the rise, the
authorities introduced previously unprecedented lockdown and preventive measures. Among others,
they enforced a new requirement to use face masks in public places and charged police with monitoring
compliance with it. However, instead of explaining the real purpose of these measures, the authorities
referred to the purported surge in dust in the air. At this time, the authorities also claimed that national
research had shown that viruses may be “carried by air currents”, and thus appeared to suggest that
Covid-19 may be found to have reached Turkmenistan without this meaning that the government had
failed in its efforts to prevent this from happening.

In the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, there have been worsening shortages of major food staples
sold at a fixed price at state-run stores in Turkmenistan. This has resulted in rare, spontaneous protests
that the authorities have sought to quell using both persuasion and intimidation. Students enrolled at
universities abroad, who returned to Turkmenistan following the outbreak of the global pandemic, had
difficulties to continue their studies on distance because of the country's expensive and poor internet
connections. Based on what is known about the conditions within the country's secretive prison system,
there are serious reasons to fear for the health, well-being and lives of prisoners should Covid-19 spread
within this system. These concerns are particularly acute with respect to prisoners held on politically
motivated grounds.

Government policy of denial

As the pandemic began, the Turkmenistani authorities took some steps to prevent the Coronavirus
from spreading to and inside Turkmenistan, including by restricting travel across the national borders,
placing those arriving from abroad under quarantine, limiting internal migration, and promoting hygiene
related measures.? When speaking at a government meeting on 8 March 2020, President Gurbanguly
Berdimuhkamedov stated that the authorities had taken “timely” preventive measures in response to the
Covid-19 pandemic and that they should continue to make “every effort” to ensure that the pandemic

2 These measures were outlined a government document submitted to the UN in May 2020. See more in TIHR,
“TypkMeHncTaH pacckasan OOH 06 orpaHnyeHVax Ha Bbesj B MpUrpaHnyHble paioHbl U ApYrX Mepax
60pbbbl ¢ COVID-19, 24 May 2020, https.//www.hronikatm.com/2020/05/un-letter/
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did not reach Turkmenistan.? In line with this statement, the government’s approach to the pandemic
appears to have been bent on demonstrating the absence of Covid-19 cases in the country at any cost.

Thus, although independent Turkmenistan-covering sources based abroad reported about the first
Covid-19 cases in the country in March 2020 (see more below), the government insisted that there were
no such cases. At a government briefing held for representatives of international organisations on 22
April 2020, Foreign Minister Rasit Meredow dismissed allegations that the government was concealing
cases of Covid-19 infections. He said that the government is “not hiding anything” and that it “immediately
would inform” the WHO about any confirmed case of Covid-19.4

The Prague-based Turkmen service of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL), Radio Azatlyk, first
reported about suspected Covid-19 cases in Turkmenistan at the beginning of March 2020.°> In the
following months, this service and other independent Turkmenistan-covering outlets reported about
a growing number of such cases. By June 2020, their reports pointed to the widespread occurrence
of cases in which people were being diagnosed with respiratory problems characteristic of Covid-19.°
In mid-June 2020, Radio Azatlyk reported about hospitals being “overfull” with patients with Covid-19
like symptoms and a greatly increasing mortality rate in the country.” People working at the Centre
for the Prevention and Treatment of Infectious Diseases in Ashgabat told the service that there was a
“serious outbreak” of acute pneumonia - which is known as a serious complication of Covid-19 - and
that some patients were arriving “in a critical condition” and that there were “fatalities”.? Other sources
within the health care system confirmed to the service that the outbreak in reality was one of Covid-19.°
Other independent Turkmenistan-covering outlets also covered the increase in acute pneumonia cases.
For example, the Netherlands-based Turkmen News reported that over 30 patients diagnosed with
acute pneumonia were being treated at the regional hospital in Turkmenabat. According to the outlet’s
sources, this was the highest number of patients with such a diagnosis that had ever been treated at
the hospital at the same time.'° At the beginning of July 2020, Radio Azatlyk had received information
about “dozens” of Covid-19 suspected deaths, although it had not been able to confirm all of them.™
In mid-July, TIHR's correspondents reported that only in Ashgabat an average of 8-12 people died of
pneumonia every day.'” Independent sources also reported that several medical institutions in the

3 Turkmenistan Today,"Mpe3naeHT TypKMeHUCcTaHa NPOBEN COBellaHve Mo BOMpPOCaMm 34PaBOOXPAHEHUS Y
obpaszoBanHuna”, 8 April 2020, http.//tdh.gov.tm/news/articles.aspx&article22023&cat11

4 TIHR, “MpegacTtaBuTenv TypkMEHUCTaHa OTBEPIIN OBBUHEHWA B COKPBITN C/TyYaeB 3apaxeHns KOPOHaBMPYCOM
M pacckasanu o Tpex KapaHTUHHbIX 30Hax", 23 April 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/04/denial-stage-2/

° Radio Azatlyk, “CoobuleHnsa 0 kopoHaBupyce B TypkMmeHucTaHe. Peakuus Bnactein”, 8 March 2020, https./rus.

azathabar.com/a/secretive-turkmenistan-beefs-up-coronavirus-measures-amid-reports-of-first-infections/30475834.htm/

6 See also Human Rights Watch, “Turkmenistan Denies Apparent Covid-19 Outbreak”, 27 June 2020, https.//www.
hrw.org/news/2020/06/27/turkmenistan-denies-apparent-covid-19-outbreak

/ Radio Azatlyk, "B Aluxabaze BCrbllLKa MHEBMOHMM, POCCMACKMIA NOCON MNOAAEPXMBAET OPNLMANBHYO BEPCNIO
TypkMeHuCTaHa 06 oTcyTCTBUM B cTpare COVID-19", 12 June 2020, htips://rus.azathabar.com/a/30666845.html

8 Radio Azatlyk, "B TypkmeHabaze ouenneHa 6onbHWLA, B Jallory3e cOOpyxeH NanaToYHbIv KapaHTUH 4§
naumeHTos ¢ COVID-19", 11 June 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30664822.htm/

° Radio Azatlyk, "B Aluxabage HekoTopble MefyupexAeHNs 3aKpblBat0TCA Ha KapaHTUH, YacTHble MPeAnpUATUA
6yayT paboTaTe ANCTaHUMOHHO", 3 June 2020, https.//rus.azathabar.com/a/30704268.html!

10 Turkmen News, “TypKMEHNCTaH: YBENNYMNOCH YMCNO0 NALMEHTOB C OCTPO NMHeBMOHMeln”, 15 June 2020, hitps://
turkmen.news/news/pneumonia-turkmenistan/

" Statements made by the head of the service at “Turkmenistan and the Fight Against COVID-19"
virtual event hosted by Central Asia Program at the Institute for European, Russian, and Eurasian
studies at the George Washington University on 6 July 2020. Available at: https:/www.youtube.com/
watch?v=FBIDJWKPzFA&fbclid=IWAR2zARNIUIQgMTUMOW]OVFVjyxzxNnUeXo7LEeTSaHXgmg0_DnqC4X1YCcl

12 TIHR,"ExeAHEeBHO OT «MHEBMOHUM» B AlLXabaje yMUPatoT Kak MuHUMyM 8-12 venosek”, 21 July 2020, https://
www.hronikatm.com/2020/07/death-rate/
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country were placed under quarantine,” and that regular hospitals and previous commercial facilities
were being refurbished to accommodate patients suspected of having Covid-19, which indicated that
there was insufficient capacity at hospitals already previously dealing with such cases.’ Relatives of
people concluded to have died of pneumonia reported receiving their loved ones in sealed plastic
packages and being instructed not to open them before burial.™

Those believed to have contracted and died of Covid-19 include medical professionals. For example, at
the end of June 2020, TIHR learned that six doctors and other medical workers at the Ashgabat Medical
Advisory Centre named after former President Saparmurad Niyazov - a leading hospital - had been found
to have Covid-19." Later TIHR learned about the death of a doctor in Ashgabat, with pneumonia being
indicated as the official reason for her death.” In mid-June, Turkmen News reported that several doctors
and nurses working at a local health care clinic in Ashgabat's Gaydan district had tested positively for
Covid-19."8 Radio Azatlyk has also reported about Covid-19 cases among medical staff,'® as well as about
deaths due to Covid-19 among this group.?°

Despite the growing evidence that Covid-19 was spreading in Turkmenistan, and that people were dying
of this disease, the authorities still failed to acknowledge the Covid-19 epidemic in the country. However,
at the beginning of July 2020, when the WHO mission had arrived to the country and unprecedented,
preventive measures had been initiated (see more below), the Foreign Ministry issued a press release
that appeared to suggest that Covid-19 might be found to have reached Turkmenistan, without this
meaning the failure of the government'’s efforts to prevent this from happening. The press release
claimed that “many years of research” by Turkmenistani experts had confirmed that “substances
hazardous to human health, including viruses, can be carried by air currents to the sensitive ecological
environment of Central Asia”.?' State media reported that President Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov
made similar suggestions during a phone call with Kazakhstan's former President Nursultan Nazarbayev
on 10 July.?

2 Radio Azatlyk, "B Aluxabase HekoTopble MedyupexAeHus 3aKpbIBaOTCS Ha KapaHTWH, YaCTHbIe MpeanpusTus
byayT paboTaTe AnCTaHUMOHHO", 3 July 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30704268.htm!

14 TIHR, “B Awxabajge elle oaHO 3aaHne «[lonvmekc» NepeobopyaoBanv B MeAcTaumoHap”, 7 July 2020, htips.//
www.hronikatm.com/2020/07/polimex-appropriated/; Radio Azatlyk, “3kcnepTsl BO3 B TypkMeHWCTaHe, B 60/1bHULbI
MPOAOMXArOT MOCTYNaTh 6onbHbIe ¢ cumnTomamin COVID-19", 7 July 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30711195.html

s Radio Azatlyk, “Bce 4TO yrofHo, TOABKO He KOPOHaBUPYC. B TypKMeHWCTaHe BBeAeHbl XecTKue Mepbl, HO
COVID-19 He npusHatoT”, 14 July 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30725228.html; TIHR, “COVID-19: B Awxabaae
OT MHEBMOHMM CKOHYanacb Bpay, a B antekax BelCTPOUIUCL ouvepean 3a mackamu”, 13 July 2020, https:.//www.
hronikatm.com/2020/07/covid-victim/

16 TIHR, “Y paga paboTHMKOB aluxabasckor 6onbHMLbl M. C.AHMA30Ba AnarHoctuposaH COVID-19", 23 June
2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/06/niyazov-hospital/

v TIHR, “COVID-19: B Awxabazfe OT MHEBMOHWM CKOHYanacb Bpay, a B anTekax BbICTPOMANCH Quepean 3a
mackamu”, 13 July 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/07/covid-victim/

8 Turkmen News, “TypKMEHNCTaH: YBEANYUNOCH YMCNO NaLMEHTOB C OCTPO NHeBMOHMeln”, 15 June 2020, hitps://
turkmen.news/news/pneumonia-turkmenistan/

° See, for example, Radio Azatlyk, "B TypkmeHabaze ouenneHa 60nbHMLA, B [allioryse CoopyXeH nanaTouHbIl
KapaHTWH ans naymneHTos ¢ COVID-19", 11 June 2020, htips.//rus.azathabar.com/a/30664822.htm/

20 Radio Azatlyk, "B TypkmeHuCTaHe Ha GOHe BCMbILLKM MHEBMOHUM eCTb CMepTe/bHble Cyyan cpean Bpaden”, 16
June 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30673339.htm!

2 "MW TypKkMeHUCTaHa pacnpoCcTpaHna npeccpenns no npotmsogenctanto COVID-19" 8 July 2020, https://
turkmenportal.com/blog/28706/mid-turkmenistana-rasprostranil-pressreliz-po-protivodeistviyu-covid19

2 TIHR, “BepabiMyxamesoB ob6cyann ¢ HazapbaeBbiM Kak BMPYCbl MOTYT MepPeHOCUTHCA BETPOM 13 [puapanss”,

11 July 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/07/rly/
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Doctors pressured and the health of
both medical workers and patients
endangered

In a review published at the beginning of May 2020, the Prague-based exile NGO Rights and Freedoms
said that doctors working in Turkmenistan had told the organisation that they had been instructed to
conceal any instances of Coronavirus or respiratory infections among patients. Interviewed doctors
said that they did not even have access to Covid-19 testing and analyses.”? Other reports received
by the organisation confirmed the lack of testing capacity.?* Health care professionals also told Radio
Azatlyk, on condition of anonymity, that they had been prohibited from registering Covid-19 cases, or
Covid-19 characteristic symptoms.?> One doctor told the service that the authorities treat Covid-19
related deaths as classified information and threaten medical workers with repercussions should they
leak such information.?

These kinds of attempts to pressure doctors to participate in covering up the outbreak of Covid-19 in the
country are highly disturbing. They are also likely to have resulted in that patients seeking assistance for
Covid-19 symptoms did not receive appropriate diagnosis and treatment and that relevant measures
were not taken to prevent infected individuals from infecting others. Some doctors told Rights and
Freedoms that they continued to go to work and treat patients, even if they had had mild symptoms of
acute respiratory infection.?’

Available information also indicates that, during the first few months of the global pandemic, the
authorities failed to enforce adequate safety protocols for the examination and treatment of patients
with Covid-19 symptoms and did not provide medical workers with adequate protection against this
disease. In its May 2020 review of the situation, Rights and Freedoms found that there was a lack of
protective suits and other equipment for medical workers and that doctors typically used only gloves
when examining patients. The organisation also learned that medical workers had been requested to
purchase face masks and gloves at their own expense.?® The reports of other independent organisations
similarly pointed to the lack of protective equipment. TIHR's correspondents learned that doctors and
nurses in the city of Turkmenabat wore regular medical gowns when examining and treating people
held under quarantine after returning from abroad. This was particularly alarming as the same staff
members reportedly attended both to those who had a temperature or other signs of potentially being

3 Rights and Freedoms, “Amid The Global COVID-19 Pandemic, Turkmenistan Continues To Deny The Existence Of
The Coronavirus Cases In The Country”, 4 May 2020, https.//turkmenyurt.tv/en/amid-the-global-covid-19-pandemic
turkmenistan-continues-to-deny-the-existence-of-the-coronavirus-cases-in-the-country/

24 Rights and Freedoms, “The Modern Realities Of Medicine In Turkmenistan, And The Global COVID-19 Pandemic”, May
2020, https://turkmenyurt.tv/en/the-modern-realities-of-medicine-in-turkmenistan-and-the-global-covid-19-pandemic/

2 Radio Azatlyk, "B Aluxabagze BCnbllKa MHEBMOHMNM, POCCMACKUIA MOCON MOAAEPXMBAET OPNLNANBHY BEPCNIO
TypKMeHUCTaHa 06 oTCyTCTBMM B CTpaHe COVID-19", 12 June 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30666845.htm!

% Radio Azatlyk, "B TypkMeHMCTaHe Hauvanocb TOTanbHoe HolleHne macok”, 14 July 2020, htips://rus.azathabar.
com/a/30724416.html

27 Rights and Freedoms, “Amid The Global COVID-19 Pandemic, Turkmenistan Continues To Deny The Existence Of
The Coronavirus Cases In The Country”, 4 May 2020, https.//turkmenyurt.tv/en/amid-the-global-covid-19-pandemic
turkmenistan-continues-to-deny-the-existence-of-the-coronavirus-cases-in-the-country/

» Rights and Freedoms, “Amid The Global COVID-19 Pandemic, Turkmenistan Continues To Deny The Existence Of
The Coronavirus Cases In The Country”, 4 May 2020, https.//turkmenyurt.tv/en/amid-the-global-covid-19-pandemic
turkmenistan-continues-to-deny-the-existence-of-the-coronavirus-cases-in-the-country/
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Covid-19 infected and to those without any such signs.?® Radio Azatlyk's correspondents found that
doctors working with quarantined patients in Turkmenabat were sewing protective suits and masks
themselves.?® The service also reported that medical workers at most of Ashgabat's medical facilities
were still working without face masks and gloves in May?" and that staff at the capital's Centre for the
Prevention and Treatment of Infectious Diseases did not start using special protective suits until June.*?
Only as of late June did the use of protective masks, gloves and suits appear to be enforced across
medical institutions in the country.*

WHO mission obstructed

In response to the government's declarations about the absence of any Covid-19 infections in the
country, the WHO announced its intention to visit Turkmenistan on 23 April 2020.3* The initial plan was
to coordinate this mission with a visit to Tajikistan, another Central Asian country that had reported zero
Covid-19 infections as of late April 2020 (but soon thereafter confirmed the first cases). However, while
a WHO mission arrived in Tajikistan on 1 May®, the WHO only confirmed having received an invitation
to visit Turkmenistan on 5 May,*® and this was followed by a protracted period of agreeing the details
of the visit with the Turkmenistani authorities. In response to a media inquiry, on 3 June, WHO Regional
Director for Europe Hans Kluge said that the mission would take place “within a couple of weeks"*” but
it was delayed for another month. Finally, on 6 July, a WHO mission comprised of five experts arrived in

Turkmenistan for a 10-day deployment.®®

In connection with the visit of the WHO mission, local correspondents working for TIHR and other
independent Turkmenistan-covering outlets based abroad reported that the authorities stepped up
measures apparently aimed at preventing the spread of Covid-19. These measures included, among
others, systematic disinfection of streets and means of public transportation, the closure of state
institutions and temporary (paid) lay-offs at others, and the suspension of railway and bus traffic between

2 TIHR, “MpubbiBatoLye 13-3a pybexa rpaxaaHe A0/KHbl MPONTU ABYXHeAeNbHbIN KapaHT/H B TypkMeHabaTe
(BMAe0)", 1 April 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/04/two-weeks-quarantine/

30 Radio Azatlyk, “Ha ¢oHe 3anpeTa Ha ynomuHaHne COVID-19 B TypkMEHUCTaHe NOArOTaBAUBAOT CTaLIOHAPHbIE
neyebHble 3aBeaerHns”, 3 April 2020, https.//rus.azathabar.com/a/30527087.html

2 Radio Azatlyk, OBCE n BO3 npoBoadaT 8 TypkMeHUCTaHe ceMuHap No 0byYeHno MeanUMHCKUM HaBblkam”, 20
May 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30623605.htm/

= Radio Azatlyk, "B Alixabaze BCnblLlLKa MHEBMOHNM, POCCMACKMIA MOCON MOAAEPXMBAET OPNLNANBHYO BEPCAIO
TypkmeHucTaHa 06 oTcyTCTBUM B cTpaHe COVID-19", 12 June 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30666845.html

3 “TYPKMEHWUCTaH CO3JaeT HOBbIe KapaHTUHHbIE 30HbI, HaceNeHe onacaeTca obpallaTeca kK Bpaydam”, 26 June

2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30691953.htm/

34 Tweet posted by Hans Kluge on 23 April 2020, https.//twitter.com/hans_kluge/status/1253321797228826624

¥ “WHO/Europe COVID-19 mission arrives in Tajikistan: International experts to support country's response to the
pandemic”, 2 May 2020, http://www.euro.who.int/en/media-centre/sections/press-releases/2020/whoeurope-covid-
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36 TIHR, “TypkMeHUCTaH HakoHeL, OTNpaBua npurnaweHe Muccnmn skcneptos BO3", 8 May 2020, https:/www.
hronikatm.com/2020/05/invitation/

37 TIHR, “Muccns BO3 nocetuT TypkMeHUCTaH B bamxanwve ase Hegenn”, 4 June 2020, https://www.hronikatm.
com/2020/06/whos-coming/

=8 “WHO/Europe expert team reaches Turkmenistan to support the country's COVID-19 response”, 7 July 2020,

https.//www.euro.who.int/en/countries/turkmenistan/news/news/2020/ 7/whoeurope-expert-team-reaches-turkmenistan-
to-support-the-countrys-covid-19-response
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the capital and other cities.>* While the use of face masks in public had previously been discouraged, the
authorities now enforced a requirement to wear face masks for bus drivers, pharmacy staff, supermarket
cashiers and others working in public service sectors, as well as for common residents (see more below).

TIHR and other independent Turkmenistan-covering sources also learned about measures taken
by the authorities to prevent the WHO experts from finding out the real state of affairs with respect
to Covid-19 in the country. According to TIHR's information, the authorities began considering such
measures immediately after the initial announcement of the upcoming WHO visit and decided to transfer
COVID-19 infected individuals to hospitals located in remote areas of the country.*® As the WHO mission
began, Radio Azatlyk correspondents reported that the authorities had specifically prepared hospitals
and other facilities that the WHO experts would visit by moving all patients with Covid-19 symptoms
being treated there to other facilities.*' TIHR's correspondents also reported that medical facilities in
Turkmenabat, which the WHO experts were expected to visit, were emptied of Covid-19 patients.*

On 15 July 2020, the WHO experts held a press briefing in Ashgabat about their findings.*® The experts
said that they had visited hospitals, health care centres, laboratories and border checkpoints during
their 10-day stay in the country. They concluded that the authorities were “fully aware” of the danger
posed by the Coronavirus and commended the preventive measures taken by the government. They
also found that the national health care system “has the necessary capacity” to counter Covid-19.# Later
WHO Senior Emergency Officer for Europe Catherine Smallwood, who led the mission, told journalists
that, in the hospitals that the experts had seen, there was a “high level of preparedness for Covid-19”
and “not a large number of people with respiratory diseases”. She also said that the experts had visited
the facilities that they had requested to see in advance. Citing official figures, she stated that the central
laboratory had carried out over 60 000 Covid-19 tests and said more detailed figures on testing would
be provided in the forthcoming mission report.*> As of mid-July 2020, the government had had not made
public any information about the number of Covid-19 administered tests, diagnoses or deaths in the
country.

9 For more information, see TIHR, “B TypkMeHWCTaHe BBOASAT HOBble Mepbl MPOPUNAKTVKM paCNpOCTpaHeHna
COVID-19 nepeg Busutom BO3", 6 July 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/07/who-show/; TIHR, “Xutenam
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html; “Bce 4TO yrogHo, TONbKO He KOPOHaBMpyC. B TypkmeHncTaHe BBeAeHbl XecTkne mepbl, Ho COVID-19 He
npusHatoT”, 14 July 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30725228.htm!
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story/2020/07/1382091
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While applauding the government's capacity and preparedness to deal with Covid-19, the WHO mission
also expressed concerns. In particular, the experts said that they were “extremely concerned about
the many reports of an increasing number of acute respiratory infections or pneumonia of unknown
origin”. They called on the authorities to “take the same measures as in those countries where the
virus has begun to spread”, including by identifying people with acute respiratory infections, isolating
and testing them, tracing their contacts, and treating patients. In addition to stepping up oversight
and testing, the mission recommended the authorities to send the test samples taken to the WHO for
retesting. The experts also stressed the importance of education and protection of medical workers,
as well as of informing citizens about the Covid-19 situation and issuing “clear and understandable”
recommendations with respect to Covid-19 protection. The experts stated that they expect the WHO to
be informed about “any unexpected or unusual public health events” in the country “regardless of their
nature or source”.#

Failure to inform citizens, promote
protection

At an early stage of the global Covid-19 pandemic, the authorities made some efforts to raise public
awareness about the Coronavirus and how to avoid being infected. Among others, a brochure containing
such information was distributed at schools, hospitals and workplaces*, and information sheets for
visitors was displayed at shopping centres and other public places.”® However, these efforts waned as
the authorities refocused attention on preventing discussion about the Coronavirus and concealing
such cases in the country. As part of this trend, the authorities also discouraged the use of the term
“Coronavirus”. For example, the information brochure mentioned was replaced by a new version that
had no mentioning of the Coronavirus but instead spoke about “acute respiratory infectious diseases”
in general.*

Moreover, the authorities’ approach to Covid-19 preventive measures such as the use of face masks
has been confusing and conflicting. During the first few months of the global Covid-19 pandemic, the
authorities discouraged the use of face masks in public, allegedly to “prevent panic”, with law enforcement
authorities reportedly stopping, intimidating and fining individuals who wore masks.*® This is one case
that TIHR learned about:

46 "JkcnepTbl BO3: TypkMmeHWCTaH AOMKeH 6biTb rotos k COVID-19", 15 July 2020, https:/news.un.org/ru/
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. In late February 2020, police detained a woman in Ashgabat for wearing a face mask, asking her if
she “didn't trust” the public health measures taken by the government and telling her that people
wearing masks “create panic”. She was fined before being released.’

However, several months later, the authorities cardinally changed their approach. In connection with
the WHO mission to the country, when the reports of independent sources suggested that a widening
Covid-19 outbreak was unfolding, the authorities first enforced the use of face masks among public sector
employees (see more above) and later also among common residents. In mid-july 2020, the Ministry of
Health “highly recommended” all residents to wear face masks, and law enforcement authorities started
monitoring the use of masks in Ashgabat and other cities.>> TIHR's correspondents reported that a
growing number of police officers, moving around on foot, by bicycle and by car, were supervising that
citizens complied with the new guidelines in the capital. Police offered those who did not have masks
to buy one from them and warned residents that the refusal to wear masks may result in fines. Traffic
police also checked that those travelling by car and bus were wearing masks and made passengers
without masks leave buses.> According to Turkmen News, a police car with flashing lights blasted out
loudspeaker messages informing citizens about the requirement to wear masks when leaving their
homes.>* The new requirement resulted in a deficit of face masks in many places, with people standing
in line outside pharmacies to buy masks, sold at a set number per customer, and family members
reportedly sharing masks.*® The price of face masks was reported to have increased to as much as 17
TMT (some 4 EUR) per piece.”’

While enforcing the new requirement to wear face masks, the authorities did not explain the real
purpose of it. The Ministry of Health justified its recommendation by claiming that an increased level of
dust had been detected in the air throughout the country, saying this was “unfavourable” for the health
of citizens, “primarily the respiratory system” and that using masks was aimed at preventing “adverse
effects of climatic conditions on the body".*® The Ministry did not mention the Coronavirus.

With reference to the allegedly negative climatic conditions, the Ministry of Health also recommended
maintaining a “safe distance” of at least 1 metre from other people in public places, as well as observing
“rules of personal and public hygiene”.*® According to TIHR's information, residents in Ashgabat did not
appear to comply with this guideline in the first few days after it was issued, with large crowds of people
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52 See Ministry of Health communications from 12 and 13 July 2020: http://tdh.gov.tm/news/en/articles.
aspx&article23498&cat15; http://tdh.gov.tm/news/en/articles.aspx&article23501&cat15
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being seen standing at public transportation stops, and in line outside stores and ATMs.®® However,
police did not appear to enforce this guideline in the same way as the one on using face masks.

Discussion about Covid-19 stifled,
medical workers intimidated

National media outlets, which are controlled by the state, have provided limited coverage of the Covid-19
pandemic and have only communicated state-endorsed messages on this topic. Thus, their coverage
has largely focused on hailing the measures taken by the government to prevent the Coronavirus from
appearing and spreading in Turkmenistan. For example, a letter describing the preventive measures
taken in the country, which the government sent to the UN in May 2020, was portrayed as a “significant
example of Turkmenistan's contribution to international efforts to combat the spread of COVID-19"
and as “evidence of the recognition and high authority that Turkmenistan enjoys in the world arena”.®’
In July 2020, as there was growing evidence of a worsening Covid-19 pandemic in the country (see
more above), state TV spoke about the government’s “successful” policy of preventing Covid-19 and
its readiness to expand international cooperation in this area.®? In July 2020, as the authorities started
enforcing preventive measures, such as the use of face masks, state media highlighted these measures
without referring to the Covid-19 pandemic.®® State media also referred to several government action
plans adopted by the government in relation to the pandemic, without detailing on the measures set
out in those documents.®*

For the purported purpose of “preventing panic” in relation to the global pandemic, the authorities have
sought to stifle discussion among residents, including medical workers about Covid-19. At the end of
March 2020, Radio Azatlyk reported that plain clothed law enforcement officials were listening in on
discussions among residents at bus stops and in other public places and detaining people who were
speaking about the Coronavirus, with some of these people being locked up for 10 days.®® The following
month the service reported that the Ministry of Health had demanded that high-level managers at
medical facilities ensure that there is no discussion about the Coronavirus among their staff. According
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to the service, the ministry demanded that the managers identify staff members who violate this informal
ban and make them shut up, if necessary by putting pressure on them through their family members.®®

As already covered above, doctors told the Rights and Freedoms NGO about being pressured to conceal
cases indicative of Covid-19.” This NGO also reported receiving information that medical professionals,
based in different regions of the country, were prohibited from using their phones at work in what
appeared to be an attempt to prevent them from documenting Covid-19 cases.®® TIHR's monitors in the
country documented the following case involving a doctor treating possibly Covid-19 infected individuals:

. In mid-April 2020, a doctor working in the Turkmenabat-located quarantine zone was detained by
security services after being found to have his cell phone in his pocket during his shift, in violation
of staff rules in place in the zone. For two days, he was held for questioning at the local department
of the Ministry of National Security (MNS) before being released. Accused of being negligent and
violating confidentiality requirements, he was temporarily suspended from his work, while the
MNS continued to investigate his case. The MNS confiscated his phone for the duration of the
investigation, reportedly warning him that he “may be held criminally responsible” if they find out
that he has transferred information, photos or videos to foreign media. The MNS also questioned
his wife.*® A few days later, TIHR learned that the doctor had been allowed to resume his work and
that his cell phone had been returned to him.”®

Radio Azatlyk reported that doctors and other staff working at the Ashgabat Centre for the Prevention
and Treatment of Infectious Diseases were not allowed to leave this institution or use their phones
during an at least 14 day long quarantine, which was enforced in June 2020 in the context of the
increasing number of pneumonia cases (see more above).”" In a similar vein, TIHR learned in July 2020
that medical staff at another, newly established Ashgabat hospital treating pneumonia patients had
been prohibited from leaving their place of work as part of quarantine arrangements there. A person
who underwent treatment at this facility said that a nurse had told her that she was not allowed to go
home for a month.”?

In a trend seen already prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, the authorities have sought to impede the
work of independent, Turkmenistan-covering outlets based abroad by blocking their websites and
disseminating propaganda aimed at discrediting them. In an example of such propaganda seen during
the current pandemic, an article that appeared on the pro-government Gundogar News site on 28
March 2020 accused the Turkmen service of RFE/RL of publishing “fake news” about Covid-19 cases
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The Coronavirus Cases In The Country”, 4 May 2020, https.//turkmenyurt.tv/en/amid-the-global-covid-19-pandemic
turkmenistan-continues-to-deny-the-existence-of-the-coronavirus-cases-in-the-country/

o8 Rights and Freedoms, “The Modern Realities Of Medicine In Turkmenistan, And The Global COVID-19 Pandemic”, May
2020, https.//turkmenyurt.tv/en/the-modern-realities-of-medicine-in-turkmenistan-and-the-global-covid-19-pandemic/

6 TIHR, “B TypkmeHabaTte AONPOCUAN BPaYa, y KOTOPOro HalWav MOBUABHBIA Npu Bxoge B KapaHTuH", 17 April
2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/04/mobile/

0 TIHR, "K paboTe BepHy/aCs Bpay, KOTOPOro 3ajepxans 3a Haauuve TenedoHa B KapaHTUHHOW 30He
TypkmeHabata”, 22 April 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/04/released/

7 Radio Azatlyk, "B TypkmeHuCTaHe Ha GOHe BCMbILLKU MHEBMOHUM €CTb CMepTe/ibHble Cyyan cpean spaden’”, 16
June 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30673339.htm/

72 TIHR, “MaumeHTKa awxabajckoro cTayMoHapa pacckasana 06 yCi0BUAX COAEPXaHUs B KapaHTuHe”, 12 July

2020, https:.//www.hronikatm.com/2020/07/quarantine-2/
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in Turkmenistan.” In another example documented by TIHR, law enforcement officials warned local
residents about “false” foreign media reports on the worsening shortages of basic food items sold
in state stores during the pandemic (see more below). TIHR has also observed renewed attempts to
interfere with the operation of its website, which it believes have been initiated by the Turkmenistani
security services because of its coverage of Covid-19 related and other recent developments. Similar to
other independent Turkmenistan-covering websites, TIHR's website is only accessible to people living in
Turkmenistan with the help of censorship circumvention tools such as VPNs (Virtual Private Networks).
In addition, there have been reports about growing pressure on individuals accused of contributing
information to independent outlets’, as well as on activists using social media and other platforms to
speak out against the government both in- and outside the country.”

The authorities have also responded with hostility to statements made by representatives of the
international community containing criticism of the government's policy during the Covid-19 pandemic.
In particular, the Foreign Ministry denounced a health alert published by the US embassy in Ashgabat on
23 June 2020 as “distorted”, “biased” and “fake”.’® In this alert, the embassy stated that it had “received
reports of local citizens with symptoms consistent with COVID-19" and that “citizens who undergo
testing for COVID-19 in Turkmenistan may be sent to involuntary quarantine at a government-selected
facility at their own expense with no control over the amenities for an unspecified period of time”.”” On
the contrary, the government has been happy to quote representatives of the diplomatic community in
the country who have backed up its policy in relation to Covid-19, such as the Russian ambassador in
Turkmenistan. In a statement made on 11 June 2020, the Russian ambassador expressed confidence
in the official information about the absence of the Coronavirus in the country. ® A month later,
however, TIHR learned that the consular section of the Russian embassy had stopped receiving visitors
- apparently due to concerns about Covid-19, even if the embassy did not say so0.”

7 See http://gundogar-news.com/index.php?category_id=11&news_id=15350

4 For more information on this issue, see IPHR-TIHR update on fundamental freedoms in Turkmenistan published
in June 2020, https.//www.iphronline.org/turkmenistan-government-responds-to-covid-19-and-hurricane-with-denial-
cover-ups-and-intimidation-tactics.htm/

7 See more in joint statement issued by a group of Turkmenistani and foreign human rights defenders: “Stop
Persecution of Turkmen Civic Activists!”, 24 July 2020, https://en.hronikatm.com/2020/07/stop-persecution-of-
turkmen-civic-activists/; as well as the following TIHR alert: “Cneucnyxébl TypkMeHUCTaHa YCUAUAN KOHTPOb
33 MpPaBoO3aWNUTHNLEN Nepes AHeM poxaeHus bepabiMyxamesnosa”, 25 June 2020, https.//www.hronikatm.
com/2020/06/shabunts/

= TIHR, "MW TypkMeHMCTaHa BO3MyLUeH 3adsfieHviem noconbctsa CLUA O NpUHYANTENBHOM KapaHTuHe
TYpKMeHCknx rpaxgaH’, 23 June 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/06/mid-turkmenistana-vozmushhen-
zayavleniem-posolstva-ssha-o-prinuditelnom-karantine-turkmenskih-grazhdan/

7 “Health Alert: U.S. Embassy Ashgabat, Turkmenistan (June 23, 2020)", at https.//tm.usembassy.gov/health-alert-u-
s-embassy-ashgabat-turkmenistan-june-23-2020/

8 TIHR, “TMocon PO A.bnoxuH pacckasan, uUto B TypkMeHUCTaHe HeT HU BUpyca, Hu ronoga”, 12 June 2020, hitps://
www.hronikatm.com/2020/06/blokhin/

79 TIHR, "MoconbcTBo Poccum B Allxabaze nNpuocTaHaBavBaeT npuem nocetutenein”, 19 July 2020https://www.

hronikatm.com/2020/07/rus-embassy/
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Questionable tactics

The authorities have at times resorted to questionable tactics in the fight against Covid-19. For example,
there have been reports about the body temperature of residents being measured at road and
other checkpoints,® with those found to have an elevated temperature risking to be forcibly placed
in quarantine.®” As covered above, the US embassy in Ashgabat has also raised concerns about the
arbitrary approach to subjecting residents to quarantine. Adding to these concerns, there have been
reports about harsh quarantine conditions, especially in specifically established quarantine zones.
On 1 April 2020, TIHR published a video from a quarantine zone in Turkmenabat, where residents
who had returned from abroad were being held for two weeks. The conditions in this zone were more
reminiscent of a campsite for tourists than a medical facility, with people being accommodated in tents.
People staying there complained about insufficient heating at night, as a result of which many slept in
their coats. 8 In mid-April, TIHR learned that seven people had tested positively for Covid-19 in the zone
and were being held in a separate tent.®2 When a devastating hurricane hit the Lebap region at the end
of April, the tent zone was destroyed but was later rebuilt and re-equipped.®*

Another questionable measure was seen when, starting in May 2020, public sector employees were being
made to undergo compulsory medical checkups at their own cost®, with the heads of such institutions
reportedly threatening that those refusing to comply may be dismissed. The authorities did not explain
the reason for the checkups, but several sources with whom TIHR's correspondents spoke suggested
that they were aimed at creating the impression that the authorities were effectively fighting Covid-19
ahead of the visit of the WHO mission to the country (see more about the mission above).t® Several
people who had been checked up said that they had not been properly examined before receiving the
required documentation proving that they had passed the checkups.®’

80 TIHR, “Tonvuenckie Ha MyHKTax MHOEKUMOHHOW MPOBEPKW WUIHOPVPYHOT HapyLleHUs npaBui nepeBo3Kn
nroaen”, 2 July 2020, https.//www.hronikatm.com/2020/07/checkpoint/; TIHR, "Y Alwixabaga NosABUANCE NanaTky,
rAe 3aMeparoT TemnepaTypy Yy Bbesxarowmx B ropoad’, 21 May 2020, https:.//www.hronikatm.com/2020/05/
ashgabat-entry-tests/; Radio Azatlyk, "Bnactu TypkMeHnCTaHa 3aasunm 06 otcytcTeumn COVID-19 1 roToBHOCTK

NOAENNTCS OMbITOM, @ HaceneHue NPUHYAUTENbHO MOMELLAKOT B KapaHTWUH", 23 July 2020, https.//rus.azathabar.

com/a/30571830.html

81 Radio Azatlyk, “Bnactu TypkMmeHucTaHa 3ass1am 06 otcyTcTemm COVID-19 1 roTOBHOCTM NOAENUTCSA OMbITOM, a
HaceneHve NpUHYAUTENBHO NOMeLLAtoT B KapaHTuH", 23 April 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30571830.htm/

82 TIHR, “MpubbiBatoLye 13-3a pybexa rpaxaaHe fOKHbI MPOUTY ABYXHEAeNbHbIN KapaHTuH B TypkmeHabaTte
(BMAe0)”, 1 April 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/04/two-weeks-quarantine/

8 TIHR, “B TypkMeHUCTaHe 0bHapyXeHbl Kak MUHUMYM CeMb YenoBek C kopoHasupycom”, 14 April 2020, https://
www.hronikatm.com/2020/04/seven-infected/

84 TIHR, “B TypkMeHUCTaHe 06HapyXeHbl Kak MUHUMYM CeMb YenoBek C kKopoHasupycom”, 14 April 2020, https://
www.hronikatm.com/2020/05/quarantine-rebuilt/

85 See Radio Azatlyk, “TypkmeHncTaH obcnefyeT CBOUX rpaxaaH 3@ UX COBCTBEHHbIM CYeT 1 CHOBA OTKPbIBAEeT

3aKpbITble HaceneHHble NyHKTh", 9 June 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30660719.html; TIHR, “B Awwxabage
BHOKETHVIKOB NPOAOIXAOT OTNPaBAATL Ha GopmanbHble MegocmoTpsl”, 13 June 2020, https://www.hronikatm.
com/2020/06/check-ups/

86 TIHR, “B Awxabasae 6r04XeTHVKOB NMPOAOIKAIOT OTAPaBNATb Ha GopmanbHble MegocMoTpel”’, 13 June 2020,
https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/06/check-ups/
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After the authorities suggested that viruses might be carried by “air currents” in mid-July 2020 (see
more above), TIHR learned about airplane operations to spray disinfecting solutions over several border
regions in Turkmenistan. The stated purpose of this measure was to “kill pathogenic microorganisms in
the air”.2 However, the fact that the operations were carried out at low height “near settlements” gave
rise to questions about the potential negative health effects for residents.

While the authorities have failed to adequately inform residents about Covid-19 and to systematically
promote protective measures (see more above), they have resorted to controversial preventive strategies,
such as burning incense of wild rue - a traditional medical herb - in public institutions following the
president’'s recommendation® and handing out anti-virus drugs without any proven effect.®

Students returning home because of
COVID-19 face internet access problems

Elementary schools and other educational institutions in Turkmenistan operated as usual until the end
of the school 2019-2020 year, although spring holidays were extended by one week at the beginning
of April 2020 as a preventive measure in view of the Covid-19 pandemic®'. At an early stage of the
pandemic, the authorities organised chartered flights to bring home citizens - including students -
from China, Turkey, Russia and other countries.?? While the authorities stated that the students who
returned to Turkmenistan continued their studies online, the poor internet connections in the country
created difficulties for them to participate in online classes and complete assignments.®® Internet access
is expensive and slow in Turkmenistan compared to global standards. The price level is illustrated by
the fact that the cheapest unlimited, fixed internet connection offered by the state Turkmen Telekom
provider comes at a monthly cost of 150 manat (some 40 EUR, or about 10 percent of the average
salary).”* As for internet speed, the Speedtest Global Index has given Turkmenistan a bottom rating in
terms of the speed of fixed broadband connections worldwide.®

68 TIHR, “BO3 npoBoANT 6pUGUHT MO UTOraM BM3UTa B TYPKMEHUCTaH, @ ANS Ae3nHbekun Bo3ayxa Haydanm
NpUMeHsTb Kykypy3Hukun”, 15 July 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/07/dust-luftwaffe/
8 TIHR, "TypkmeHckme CMW cTany MaccoBo nMucaTb O MOAb3e rapMasbl U nanwm ¢ nepuyem”’, 17 March 2020,

https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/03/harmala-antivirus/; Global Voices, “Turkmenistan fights coronavirus with
(more) isolation and herbal remedies”, 18 March 2020, https.//globalvoices.org/2020/03/18/turkmenistan-fights-
coronavirus-with-more-isolation-and-herbal-remedies/

90 TIHR, “Xntenam Awxabaza pasgaroT NpoTVBOBUPYCHbIE TabneTkn, a B TypkmeHabaTte A4e3nHOULIMPYHOT yanLbl”,
30 June 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/06/who-is-nigh/; Turkmen News, "COVID-19. Tak eCTb unu Het
KOpOoHaBuMpyc B TypkmeHucTaHe?”, 29 June 2020, https://turkmen.news/news/covid-19-v-turkmenistane/

o “TypKMeHUCTaH NPOAANA LWKONbHbIE KaHWkynbl Ao 6 anpenda’, 30 March 2020, https:/turkmenportal.com/
blog/26387/turkmenistan-prodlil-shkolnye-kanikuly-do-6-aprelya

%2 Radio Azatlyk, "B TypkmeHMCTaHe 3aJepXnBaroT 3a pa3roBOpPbLl O KOPOHABMPYCe, rpax/jaHe 3a npegenamm
CTpaHbl He MOTyT BEPHYTCA AoMo”, 26 March 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30510309.html

% Radio Azatlyk, “CTyaeHTbl KNTanCKKX BYy30B, BEPHYBLUMECH 13-3a KOPOHaBYpyca B TYPKMEHWUCTaH, UCMbITHIBAKOT
TPYAHOCTY C ANCTaHUMOHHBIM 0by4YeHnem”, 21 March 2020, https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30500999.html

o4 See https.//telecom.tm/ru/internet

% In June 2020, Turkmenistan was ranked second last, in earlier months, it had been ranked last. See https.//www.

speedtest.net/global-index
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Mass events instead of social distancing

At the beginning of the global Covid-19 pandemic, the Turkmenistani authorities did not promote social
distancing among residents or provide any guidelines on the safe conduct of large gatherings in the
context of the global Covid-19 pandemic. On the contrary, as the pandemic was spreading across the
world, the authorities continued organising celebrative mass events. In a highly problematic practice
seen for years, the authorities forcibly mobilise state employees, students and other residents to
participate in such events at the threat of repercussions.

For example, mass Novruz spring holiday festivities were held across Turkmenistan on 23 March
2020. Only in the capital Ashgabat, hundreds of employees at state educational, cultural and arts
institutions were mobilised to participate in these festivities, with rehearsals starting in mid-March.*®
In another example, a biking race was organised in the capital on 3 June 2020, with students being
mobilised en masse to complete the 12 kilometre long race led by the president on the occasion of
World Biking Day.”’

As covered above, in connection with the WHO mission to the country inJuly 2020, the Ministry of Health
issued a recommendation for social distancing, without explaining its real purpose. At this time, TIHR
also learned about the postponement of a planned mass event “for technical reasons’, but it was not
clear whether this was part of a broader trend concerning such events.?® When announcing its findings,
the WHO mission said it was pleased with the measures taken to prevent respiratory infections during
mass events but it did not detail on these measures.”

Worsening shortages of basic food
items at state-subsidised prices

In the last few years, Turkmenistan has experienced a protracted economic crisis, which has, among
others, featured shortages of major food staples at affordable prices. Thus, basic food items such as
flour, bread, egg and oil have regularly been scarce in availability at state-run stores selling food at state-
subsidised prices,' resulting in rationing.”®' The same food items have mostly been available through
private retailers, but at prices several times higher.'%? The shortages of major food staples at state-run
stores have recently deteriorated further and appear to have been exacerbated by the restrictions on
movements within the country, as well as across its borders that the authorities imposed in the context

%6 TIHR, “Moka cTpaHbl LIA OTMEHAT MaccoBble MeponpuaTus, TyPKMEHUCTaH FOTOBUTCA K CyOOOTHUKY ©

Hospy3y”, 17March 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/03/v-domike/

o7 TIHR, “Bo BcemupHbI aeHb Benocunesa B ALuxabaae oTKPbIAN MOHYMEHT 1 nepekpbiav goporu”, 3 June 2020,
https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/06/bicycle-day/

98 TIHR, “B Awxabase OTMEHWAN MOKa3 MOA «MO TeEXHWUYECKUM npudmnHam»”, 7 July 2020, https:.//www.hronikatm.
com/2020/07/fashion-show-postponed/

% "JkcnepTbl BO3: TypkMmeHWCTaH AOMKeH 6biTb rotos k COVID-19", 15 July 2020, https:/news.un.org/ru/

story/2020/07/1382091

100 TIHR, “Tlocon PO A.BNOXMH pacckasan, uto B TypKMeHNCTaHe HeT HW BUpYyca, HX ronoaa”, 12June 2020, htips://
www.hronikatm.com/2020/06/blokhin/

101 TIHR, "B ropoge TypkmeHbalun BBenV MPoAaxy npoAykTos no kaptoykam”, 11 June 2020, https.//www.hronikatm.
com/2020/06/ration-cards/

102 TIHR, “Mocon PO A.BnoxmnH pacckasasn, yto B TypKMeHUCTaHe HeT HI BUpYCa, HW ronoga”’, 12June 2020, hitps://
www.hronikatm.com/2020/06/blokhin/
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of the global Covid-19 pandemic.'® This has sparked some rare, public protests by citizens venting
their frustration at the decreasing availability of flour and other basic necessities. Several protests
were reported in spring 2020, with the authorities seeking to quell the protests using both persuasion
(such as by handing out sacks of flours to the participants) and intimidation (such as through the brief
detention of protestors and threats)."*

State media have reported about government discussions about the impact of the global Covid-19
pandemic on the socio-economic situation in the country, as well about the adoption of a government
action plan in this context, without, however, providing any details about measures to be taken.’® The
government has previously denied that there currently is any economic crisis in the country, but on 8
May 2020, the president warned that the recent sharp decline in oil prices - which has been seen in
the context of the Covid-19 pandemic - might bring about an “unfavourable” situation in the country.’%

Local officials have blamed shortages of basic staples at state-run stores on the Covid-19 pandemic,
without mentioning that the economic crisis began long before this. In a case documented by TIHR's
monitors, high-ranking officials gathered local elders in the Lebap region on 29 February 2020 to
assure them that the government was “working hard” to solve these problems, saying that they were
“temporary” and caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. Law enforcement officials present also reportedly
warned the participants about foreign media and social media reports that contain “false, slanderous
information defaming the country”, saying that residents who disseminate such information will be “held
strictly liable”.'%”

Calls to release prisoners held on
politically motivated grounds

The Turkmenistani authorities continue to use politically motivated imprisonment as a tool of retaliation
againstindividuals critical ofthe government. While Turkmenistan's prison systemis closed toindependent
monitors, available information indicates that the treatment of such prisoners is particularly harsh, and
dozens of individuals imprisoned following politically motivated and charged trials have disappeared in
prison.'®® Overcrowding, widespread tuberculosis and lack of access to medical assistance are common
problems within the prison system.'® Against this background, there are serious reasons to fear for the
health, well-being and lives of prisoners, especially those held on politically motivated grounds should
Covid-19 spread to prisons.

103 See more in RFE/RL, “Turkmenistan Quells Food-Shortage Protest With Bags Of Flour”, 4 April 2020, https://www.
rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-quells-food-shortage-protest-with-bags-of-flour/30530360.html; Fergana News, “Coronavirus
restrictions exacerbate food shortages in Turkmenistan”, 3 April 2020, https://en.fergana.ru/news/116754/

104 See more in IPHR-TIHR briefing paper on key human rights trends in Turkmenistan published in June 2020,
https:.//www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/TM-briefing-paper-june-2020.pdf

109 TIHR, "B MUA obcyannv BavaHmne COVID-19 Ha skoHoMUKy TypkmeHucTaHa”, 15 May 2020, https.//www.hronikatm.
com/2020/05/covid-economy/
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«ixmBbiM» CMW”, 1 March 2020, https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/03/deficit-causes/

108 Prove They Are Alive, "Updated list of the victims of enforced disappearances”, 16 September 2020, https.//
provetheyarealive.org/updated-list-of-the-victims-of-enforced-disappearances/

109 For more information, see IPHR-TIHR briefing paper published in April 2017, at https://iphronline.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/04/TIHR-and-IPHR-briefing-paper-for-EU-Turkmenistan-HR-dialogue-2017.pdf.
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At the of June 2020, a group of US senators wrote to President Berdymukhamedov to request the release
of individuals held in detention for peacefully exercising their rights of freedom of association, assembly
and speech. The senators said that they called for the release of these individuals “on the merits of
their cases” but also urged the president to “act quickly on health and humanitarian grounds”, noting
that risks faced by detainees are “particularly acute” at the time of the global Covid-19 pandemic.”'® The
senators raised in particular the cases of Omruzak Omarkulyev, Gulgeldy Annaniyazov, and Mansur
Mingelov. Omarkulyev is believed to have received a lengthy prison sentence in 2018 after founding a
Turkmenistani student group in Turkey'", and Mingelov is serving a 22-year sentence on drug and other
charges handed to himin 2012 after he complained about torture in police detention.”? Annaniyazov is
a dissident who was imprisoned in 2008 after returning to Turkmenistan from exile. He was due to be
released in March 2019 but had had five more years added to his sentence shortly before this."3

International human rights bodies and experts have also called on states to release vulnerable categories
of prisoners during the Covid-19 pandemic. For example, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights
Michelle Bachelet has urged governments to examine ways to release those at most risk of Covid-19,
such as older people and those who are sick, and has stressed: “Now, more than ever, governments
should release every person detained without sufficient legal basis, including political prisoners”.""*

Recommendations

In view of the developments described above, we would like to make the following recommendations to
the authorities of Turkmenistan:

. Put an end to the policy of denial and cover-up in relation to Covid-19, acknowledge the current
public health crisis in the country and take adequate measures to safeguard public health at this
time, in compliance with Turkmenistan's international human rights obligations;

. Implement the recommendations made by the WHO expert team who visited Turkmenistan in
July 2020;
. Refrain from pressuring medical professionals to conceal Covid-19 cases and ensure that they

have ready access to Covid-19 tests and can make proper diagnoses and prescribe relevant
treatment for Covid-19 inflicted conditions;

. Register and report all cases of confirmed Covid-19 infections, as well as cases of death due to
Covid-19;

. Enforce adequate safety protocols for the examination and treatment of Covid-19 suspected
patients and ensure that all medical staff caring for such patients have adequate protective
equipment;

1o The letter, dated 29 June 2020, is available at: https.//www.hronikatm.com/wp-content/uploads/06-29-20-rm-letter-
to-turkmenistan-president-re-political-prisoners.pdf

m See more in IPHR-TIHR briefing paper on key human rights trends in Turkmenistan published in June 2020,
https.//www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/TM-briefing-paper-june-2020.pdf

"2 See more about his case in Amnesty International Urgent Action published on 12 July 2018, at https:.//www.
amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR6187832018ENGLISH.pdf

s See more in IPHR-TIHR briefing paper on key human rights trends in Turkmenistan published in June 2020,
https.//www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/TM-briefing-paper-june-2020.pdf

e “Urgent action needed to prevent COVID-19 “rampaging through places of detention” - Bachelet”, 25 March
2020, https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25745&LangID=E
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Promote public awareness of Covid-19 and protective measures in a systematic and transparent
way and ensure that no one is intimidated or harassed for documenting, sharing and discussing
information on Covid-19 related issues;

Take effective measures to promote internet access, speed and affordability, especially at this
time of increasing demand for online communication;

Refrain from forcibly mass mobilising citizens for state-organised mass events - both at this time
of public health crisis and beyond it; and

Protect prisoners against Covid-19 and grant them access to appropriate hygiene, screening and
medical assistance, and release those held behind bars in retaliation for their peaceful exercise
of fundamental freedoms.
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