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	[bookmark: _Toc354402755][bookmark: _Toc518998911][bookmark: _Toc91669096]SUMMARY OF THE SUBMISSION
This submission to the Human Rights Committee (CCPR) on Turkmenistan highlights violations of the provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (the Covenant) prior to the adoption of the list of issues to be taken up in connection with the consideration of the third report of Turkmenistan.
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Turkmenistan and as a worldwide organization respectfully request the Government of Turkmenistan to:

(1) Permit Jehovah’s Witnesses to officially register their religious activities.
(2) Recognize the right to conscientious objection to military service and provide for alternative civilian service complying with international standards, so that Jehovah’s Witnesses may serve their country in harmony with their peaceful religious beliefs.
(3) Expunge criminal records resulting from unjust court decisions on conscientious objection and provide adequate compensation.
(4) Meet with local representatives and international delegations of Jehovah’s Witnesses to discuss specific incidents and issues.
(5) Abide by its commitment to uphold the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by the Covenant for all citizens, including Jehovah’s Witnesses.



I. [bookmark: _Toc91669097]INTRODUCTION
1. The European Association of Jehovah’s Witnesses (EAJW) is a charity registered in the United Kingdom. It provides support to Jehovah’s Witnesses facing fundamental human rights violations in various parts of the world.
2. Jehovah’s Witnesses have been present in Turkmenistan since the late 1980s. In 1991, soon after gaining independence from the Soviet Union, Turkmenistan began to restrict religious freedom for the Witness community. Numerous efforts to resolve this situation through dialogue with the Turkmen authorities remain unsuccessful.
3. Jehovah’s Witnesses do not have legal recognition in Turkmenistan despite numerous attempts to register their community. Some Witnesses have endured severe beatings, arbitrary detention, home searches, imprisonment and fines for peacefully manifesting their religious beliefs. In some instances, they have been imprisoned on fabricated charges.
4. State authorities, in particular officers of the Ministry of National Security (KGB) have conducted so-called “preventive measures”, in which Witnesses were summoned to law enforcement offices or officers visited them at their place of work. The authorities asked the Witnesses to state their beliefs in writing, to confirm that an “explanatory talk” was conducted with them and to undertake not to engage in any further “illegal activities”. In such cases, State authorities examined cell phones and deleted all publications or apps attributable to Jehovah’s Witnesses. Generally, such encounters were conducted respectfully.
5. Incidents involving law enforcement officers have significantly decreased over the past two years, likely because of the concomitant reduction in the religious activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses owing to the Covid-19 pandemic. Only one home search was conducted during this period, where State officials went through an apartment accompanied by its owner. Except for one case, personal electronic devices (computers, tablets, cell phones) of Jehovah’s Witnesses have not been confiscated by officials but, when seized, were returned after deleting all religious content.
6. On several occasions, law enforcement officers conducted interviews with draft-age Witnesses. The State officials tried to dissuade these young men from adhering to their personal religious convictions as conscientious objectors and made slanderous allegations about the organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses.
II. [bookmark: _Toc91669098]VIOLATIONS OF THE PROVISIONS OF THE COVENANT
A. Arbitrary Detention and Interrogations (articles 9 and 18)
7. Law enforcement officers and government officials have interrogated Jehovah’s Witnesses about their religious beliefs, their association with fellow believers and the possession of religious publications. Witnesses have been confronted at their place of employment or have been summoned for questioning. Immediate consequences of such investigations of their religious beliefs include eviction from their homes, threats of employment termination, confiscation of personal items, threats of criminal prosecution and temporary detention. Below are several examples of recent events.
8. Ashgabat: On 17 December 2020, a female Witness was summoned to the local Mayor’s office but was unable to attend. After several unsuccessful attempts to contact her, on 7 January 2021, Major Myrat Khandov visited her place of work. She was questioned about her personal religious beliefs and about the detention she was subjected to in 2014.
9. Ashgabat: In early January 2021, a female Witness was detained by law enforcement officers and questioned about her social visits to other Witnesses. She wrote a statement explaining that she visits another female Witness for medical procedures and that some male Witnesses visit her husband, adding that she is not studying anything reprehensible. In February 2021, she was summoned again, but she refused to attend because of her family circumstances. No formal complaint was filed.
10. Ashgabat: In early February 2021, a law enforcement officer came to the work place of a male Witness and took him to the police station, where he was interrogated about an earlier detention. The officer requested but did not insist on the Witness writing a statement about his beliefs. No formal complaint was filed.
11. Balkanabat: On 21 September 2020, a Witness was summoned to the police station for questioning about his personal beliefs. The interrogation lasted for 15 minutes.
12. Balkanabat: On 7 November 2020, a Witness was summoned to the police station, allegedly to initiate a case against him for his religious beliefs. Earlier, he had been summoned because of installing a VPN app on a personal electronic device. The officers demanded to inspect his personal documents, but no formal complaint was filed.
13. Balkanabat: On 9 December 2020, a female Witness was interrogated about her use of the Internet and her work. She explained that she teaches foreign languages. The woman was evicted from a rented apartment and was threatened with fabricated charges if she refused to comply. She moved out of the apartment, and no formal complaint was filed.
14. Dashoguz: On 16 September 2020, a Witness was detained at the airport and his backpack was searched. During the search the officials deleted the JW Library app from his tablet. He was asked to sign a statement confirming that he had no objection to the removal of the app. He complied, so as not to miss his flight.
15. Dashoguz: In March 2021, law enforcement officers summoned two women who are peacefully studying the Bible with Jehovah’s Witnesses. The officers were rude, threatened the women with dismissal from work and took away their cell phones to look for the JW Library app. The cell phone of one of the women was not returned. No formal complaints were filed.
16. Turkmenabat: On 12 February 2021, a male Witness was detained when he was queueing to pay for his personal Internet connection and was taken back to his apartment by KGB officers. His personal computer, cell phone and some written records were seized. The Witness was questioned and threatened with criminal prosecution. Later, his belongings were returned by a local district officer and no formal complaint was filed.
17. Turkmenbashi: On 20 October 2020, a male Witness was summoned to the police station because he had visited the jw.org website. The KGB officer, Mergen Ataev, also interrogated the Witness’s family about whether they have been distributing religious literature downloaded from this website. The interrogation was carried out respectfully, and no formal complaint was filed.
18. Turkmenbashi: On 28 May 2021, a Witness’s employer told him that he is a good worker with long experience, but he associates with “the wrong people”, meaning Jehovah’s Witnesses, and if law enforcement officers “take an interest” in him, the employer will have to fire him. The Witness said that he has not been in physical contact with anybody for more than a year because of restrictive quarantine measures.
19. In addition to the above, 12 more Witnesses from different cities were also were summoned to police stations but were not aggressively questioned or detained.
B. Interference with Personal Manifestation of Religious Belief (articles 17, 18, 19, 26 and 27)
20. Lebap Region: On 15 January 2020, two female Witnesses were detained by a district police officer following a report from a local resident. They were taken to the police station, where they were searched and photographed before being released.
21. Lebap Region: On 17 January 2020, a school-age male Witness was threatened with being sent to the district police officer and to the school principal for refusing to wear a patriotic badge. His mother, who is one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, approached the authorities regarding these threats, and no further action has been taken.
22. Ashgabat: On 6 March 2020, two school-age siblings who are Jehovah’s Witnesses were summoned to the school principal’s office and interrogated by Major Myrat Khayidov. The major told them that the religion of Jehovah’s Witnesses is a “sect” and offered to show them a defamatory video, which they declined to watch. He shouted at and insulted the children. The next day, the children’s mother went to speak with the major and explained that it is unlawful to put pressure on children. He agreed and apologized. No further action has been taken.
23. Mary City: On 29 March 2020, two Witnesses were detained while peacefully sharing their religious beliefs. They were taken to the police station and interrogated by a panel of nine people for two-and-a-half hours. A purported complainant was called to give evidence. The Witnesses were photographed before being released. No further action has been taken.
24. Ashgabat: On 17 March 2021, six children from the same school were interrogated by Police Inspector Ulyana Vacheslavovna and put under considerable pressure to wear a patriotic badge and to disclose the names of other Witnesses. Some parents went to speak to her in her office. She agreed to desist when she saw a complaint prepared by parents. Afterwards, the school principal started to blame Witness children for allegedly bad behaviour and accused their parents of “brainwashing” them. The principal refused to desist until one of the parents threatened to make a formal complaint to the school administration, reporting that she persecutes children without legal grounds. At that point, the school principal ceased her unlawful actions. No more pressure has been exerted on the children, and no further action has been taken.
C. Conscientious Objection to Military Service (articles 9 and 18)
25. Turkmenistan has failed to comply with the direction of the CCPR to correct underlying violations of the Covenant by recognizing the right to conscientious objection to military service and by providing a civilian alternative service conforming to international standards.
26. On 10 December 2020, a United Nations Special Procedures communication was issued jointly, under the mandates of the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief, the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD), the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression and the Special Rapporteur on minority issues. It stated:
i. “We deeply regret the criminalization under article 219 of the Criminal Code of Turkmenistan and the absence of alternatives to military service, and we recall the numerous affirmations by the international human rights mechanisms of the absolute right to conscientious objection. The State must provide meaningful alternative service, that is, it must be compatible with the reasons for the conscientious objection, of a non-combatant or civilian character, in the public interest and must not be punitive of character.”
ii. “Please indicate what measures have been taken to implement the recommendations addressed to your Excellency’s Government by the human rights mechanisms, including the Human Rights Committee, regarding the recognition of conscientious objection and the provision of an alternative civilian service, as well as the views expressed with regard to conscientious objectors belonging to the religious minority of Jehovah’s Witnesses.”
iii. “We urge that all necessary interim measures be taken to halt the alleged violations and prevent their re-occurrence”. (AL TKM 2/2020)
27. There is a total of 13 findings by the CCPR against Turkmenistan regarding this violation and Jehovah’s Witnesses.[footnoteRef:2] A representative example and additional comment is provided below: [2:  1. Abdullayev v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/113/D/2218/2012, 25 March 2015), 2. Ahmet Hudaybergenov v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/115/D/2222/2012, 29 October 2015), 3. Japparow v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/115/D/2223/2012, 29 October 2015), 4. Mahmud Hudaybergenov v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/115/D/2221/2012, 29 October 2015), 5. Aminov v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/117/D/2220/2012, 14 July 2016), 6. Matyakubov v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/117/D/2224/2012, 14 July 2016), 7. Yegendurdyyew v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/117/D2227/2012, 14 July 2016), 8. Nasyrlayev v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/117/D/2219/2012, 15 July 2016), 9. Nurjanov v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/117/D/2225/2012, 15 July 2016), 10. Uchetov v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/117/D/2226/2012, 15 July 2016), 11. Dawletow v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/125/D/2316/2013, 29 March 2019), 12. Nuryllayev and Salayev v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/125/D/2448/2014, 29 March 2019), 13. Nazarov et al v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/126/D/2302/2013, 25 July 2019).] 

i. Turkmenistan has ignored the CCPR Views in Dawletow v. Turkmenistan (CCPR/C/125/D/22316/2013, 14 May 2019), which stated: “The State party is obligated, inter alia, to take appropriate steps to expunge the author’s criminal record and to provide him with adequate compensation. The State party is also under an obligation to take all steps necessary to prevent similar violations from occurring in the future. In this connection, the Committee reiterates that, in accordance with its obligation under article 2 (2) of the Covenant, the State party should review its legislation with a view to ensuring the effective guarantee of the right to conscientious objection under article 18 (1) of the Covenant, for instance, by providing the possibility of alternative service of a civilian nature.”
ii. The CCPR Views in Dawletow (above) et al. reiterate multiple findings in applications against the Republic of Korea (South Korea), which has now instituted a civilian alternative national service programme, in the cases of Yoon v. Korea (CCPR/C/88/D/1321-1322/2004, 23 January 2007), Min-Kyu Jeong et al. v. Korea (CCPR/C/101/D/1642-1741/2007, 27 April 2011), Jong-nam Kim et al. v. Korea (CCPR/C/106/D/1786/2008, 20 February 2013), Young-kwan Kim et al. v. Korea (CCPR/C/112/D/2179/2012, 14 January 2015) and Jong-bum Bae et al. v. Korea (CCPR/C/128/D/2846/2016, 13 May 2020).
iii. The CCPR set out its concerns regarding the failure of Turkmenistan to recognize conscientious objection by providing an appropriate civilian alternative national service in its 20 April 2017 Concluding Observations (CCPR/C/TKM/CO/2), which affirm: “The State party should revise its legislation without undue delay with a view to clearly recognizing the right to conscientious objection to military service, provide for alternative service of a civilian nature outside the military sphere and not under military command for conscientious objectors, and halt all prosecutions of individuals who refuse to perform military service on grounds of conscience and release those who are currently serving prison sentences.”
28. The following 15 examples illustrate the treatment by Turkmenistan of such religiously motivated conscientious objectors.
29. [bookmark: _Hlk67313292]On 13 January 2020, Kamiljan Ergashov, then 18 years old, from the Dashoguz Region, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment under Article 219 (1) of the Criminal Code of Turkmenistan. After his release on 8 May 2021, he was granted deferment due to his health condition. During the autumn of 2021, Mr. Ergashov was again summoned to enlist by the military recruiting office. He is waiting to hear the result of the medical draft board.
30. In 2017, Vepa Matyakubov was convicted for conscientious objection and sentenced to two years’ correctional labour with State sequestration of 20 per cent of his income. On 1 October 2019, he submitted a statement of his personal conscientious convictions, but the military enlistment office refused to take it into consideration. On 5 February 2020, an indictment was issued against him and on 17 February 2020, Mr. Matyakubov, then 22 years old, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment under Article 219(1) of the Criminal Code. Vepa Matyakubov received a Military ID, confirming his exemption from further recruitment, because he was criminally convicted twice.
31. [bookmark: _Hlk66796654][bookmark: _Hlk88927505]In 2016, Sanjarbek Saburov refused military service because of his personal conscientious convictions. He was subsequently sentenced to two years’ probation. In 2017 his younger brother, Eldor, who also refused military service because of personal conscientious convictions, was sentenced to two years of correctional labour with 20 per cent of his wages garnished by the State. In April 2020, the siblings were again summoned by the military recruiting office to enlist. They refused for the same reason and were criminally prosecuted. On 6 August 2020, Sanjarbek, then 26 years old, and Eldor, then 21 years old, were sentenced to two years’ imprisonment. On 10 December 2020, the special procedures of the United Nations Human Rights Council—the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief, the WGAD, the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression and the Special Rapporteur on minority issues—issued a joint communication (Annex 1) condemning the detention of Sanjarbek and Eldor Saburov as conscientious objectors. Sanjarbek Saburov, now 27 years old, received a Military ID due to reaching the specified age. Eldor Saburov received a Military ID, confirming his exemption from further recruitment, because he was criminally convicted twice.
32. On 15 December 2020, Ruslan Artykmuradov, then 20 years old, was taken into custody and a criminal case under Article 219 (1) of the Criminal Code (evading conscription in the absence of legal grounds for exemption from military service) was initiated against him. On 11 January 2021, he was convicted and sentenced to two years’ imprisonment in a strict regime colony. This was a second conviction and imprisonment for the same offence because, on 13 August 2018, he had been sentenced to one year’s imprisonment under Article 219 of the Criminal Code, by Sayat Etrap District Court, being released on 12 August 2019, after serving the full term. Ruslan Artykmuradov received a Military ID, confirming his exemption from further recruitment, because he was criminally convicted twice.
33. On 18 January 2021, Maksat Jumadurdiyev, then 20 years old, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment in the strict regime colony. This was the second time he had been imprisoned for conscientious objection. In 2018, he had been sentenced to one year’s imprisonment, being released on 17 July 2019, after serving his full term. Maksat Jumadurdiyev received a Military ID, confirming his exemption from further recruitment, because he was criminally convicted twice.
34. On 18 January 2021, Artur Yangibayev, then 23 years old, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment in the general regime colony. This was the second time he had been convicted for his personal conscientious objection to military service. In 2016, he had been sentenced to two years’ correctional labour (20 per cent of his salary withheld to the State budget). Artur Yangibayev received a Military ID, confirming his exemption from further recruitment, because he was criminally convicted twice.
35. On 18 January 2021, Azamatjan Narkuliyev, then 20 years old, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment in the strict regime colony. This was the second time he had been convicted for conscientious objection to military service. In 2019, he had been imprisoned for one year under Article 219(1) of the Criminal Code (evading conscription in the absence of legal grounds for exemption from military service). He served the full term and was released on 7 January 2020. Azamatjan Narkuliyev received a Military ID, confirming his exemption from further recruitment, because he was criminally convicted twice.
36. On 19 January 2021, Ihlosbek Rozmetov, then 23 years old, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment in the strict regime colony. This was the second time he had been imprisoned for conscientious objection to military service. On 11 July 2018, he was sentenced to one year’s imprisonment under Article 219 of the Criminal Code (evading conscription). He served the full term and was released on 11 July 2019. Ihlosbek Rozmetov received a Military ID, confirming his exemption from further recruitment, because he was criminally convicted twice.
37. On 19 January 2021, Veniamin Gendjiyev, then 20 years old, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment in the strict regime prison. This was the second time he had been imprisoned for conscientious objection to military service. In 2018, he was sentenced to one year’s imprisonment and was released on 25 June 2019, after serving his full one-year term. Veniamin Gendjiyev received a Military ID, confirming his exemption from further recruitment, because he was criminally convicted twice.
38. On 10 February 2021, Nazar Alliyev, then 20 years old, was sentenced to one year’s imprisonment for conscientious objection to military service. During autumn 2021, he was again summoned to enlist by the military recruiting office. His case is pending.
39. On 16 March 2021, Rasul Rozbayev, then 21 years old, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment in the general regime colony. In December 2017, he had been sentenced to two years of correctional labour with 20 per cent of his wages garnished by the State. Rasul Rozbayev received a Military ID, confirming his exemption from further recruitment, because he was criminally convicted twice.
40. On 31 July 2019, Ashirov Azat, then 20 years old, was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment, under Article 219(2) of the Criminal Code (evading military service by means of inflicting injury to oneself, or by simulation of illness, by means of forgery of documents, or other fraudulent means). The penalty is imprisonment for up to four years. The court, as well as the investigator, ignored Mr. Ashirov’s written statement of his personal religious beliefs as a conscientious objector. Furthermore, before 2018, Mr. Ashirov had been disqualified from military service on the basis of his health problems and his family situation. Both of Mr. Ashirov’s parents, and one of his brothers, are disabled (disability group 3, light disability). During spring 2021, he was again summoned to enlist by the military recruiting office. His case is pending.
41. On 15 July 2019, Bahtiyar Atahanov, then 19 years old, was sentenced to four years’ ordinary regime imprisonment under Article 344 of the Criminal Code (avoiding military service by faking illness or by other means). Unlike all other jailed conscientious objectors, who were sentenced for refusing military service, Atahanov was forcibly conscripted and punished as a soldier trying to avoid his obligations. This was despite the fact that he clearly expressed his personal conscientious beliefs in a written statement in April 2019 and refused both to take the military oath and to wear the military uniform.
42. On 12 November 2019, Serdar Dovletov, married and then 25 years old, was sentenced to three years’ imprisonment. Over the years he has suffered from serious illness (chronic stomach ulcer) and on this basis he had received recurrent draft deferments. In May 2019, he was called up by the district military commissariat where he again received draft deferment and was sent to the regional military commissariat for confirmation. During the hearing at the commissariat, three medical doctors who were part of the medical examination commission in the enlistment offices testified under the oath that Mr. Dovletov required specialized medical attention for serious disease. Despite such evidence, the judge ruled Mr. Dovletov guilty of “fraudulently” evading the draft. Serdar Dovletov, now 28 years old, received a Military ID due to reaching the specified age.
43. All the above Jehovah’s Witnesses were released by Presidential Decree dated 8 May 2021. Some were subsequently summoned to enlistment offices, where they were questioned about their beliefs and asked whether these have changed. Fresh criminal investigations have not been initiated against any of them as yet. Some of those who were earlier convicted as conscience objectors received a Military ID, confirming exemption from further recruitment, due to reaching the specified age or because they were criminally convicted twice.
44. [bookmark: _Hlk90396483] On 20 May 2020 (supplemented on 16 September 2020), a joint complaint (Atakhanov and Others v. Turkmenistan) for 22 imprisoned conscientious objector complainants was filed with the WGAD. Additionally, three other conscientious objectors were imprisoned with final court verdicts after the complaint was filed. Of those 25 conscientious objectors, nine had served their full prison sentences before the Presidential Decree of 8 May 2021 was issued. The other 16 conscientious objectors were released as a result of that Presidential Decree.
III. [bookmark: _Toc91669099]CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
45. Jehovah’s Witnesses in Turkmenistan and as a worldwide organization express concern for the arbitrary detentions and interrogations, the interference with manifestation of religious belief and the egregious ongoing failure to recognize the Covenant right to conscientious objection to military service. They respectfully request the Government of Turkmenistan to take the necessary steps to:
(1) Permit Jehovah’s Witnesses to officially register their religious activities.
(2) Recognize the right to conscientious objection to military service and provide for alternative civilian service complying with international standards, so that Jehovah’s Witnesses may serve their country in harmony with their peaceful religious beliefs.
(3) Expunge criminal records resulting from unjust court decisions on conscientious objection and provide adequate compensation.
(4) Meet with local representatives and international delegations of Jehovah’s Witnesses to discuss specific incidents and issues.
(5) Abide by its commitment to uphold the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by the Covenant for all citizens, including Jehovah’s Witnesses.
46. EAJW will consider submitting an additional complimentary submission with the CCPR after the list of issues has been adopted.
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