
PROJECT TYPE
COVID-19 response project.

FINANCING IN FOCUS
World Bank - US$ 20 million (2021).

REPRISALS
- Censorship.

- Threats.

- Arbitrary detention.

TI
M
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E Doctors and other medical 
workers are pressured to 
cover up the outbreak in 
the country. 

Reporters Without Borders' 
Press Freedom Index ranks 
Turkmenistan 179th out of 180 
countries surveyed.

Turkmen News’ journalist 
Nurgeldi Halykov is arrested 
after sharing a photo of the 
World Health Organization 
delegation in the country.

Halykov is sentenced to four 
years in prison on fabricated 
charges of fraud.

UN human rights procedures 
and the OSCE representative 
on Freedom of the Media 
express concern about 
Halykov’s arbitrary 
detention.

Turkmen.News approaches the World 
Bank, which at that time is 
considering approving a loan to 
Turkmenistan to fund the COVID-19 
response, to raise concerns about 
Halykov’s case and lack of 
transparency in the country.

Another CSO also approaches 
the World Bank to express 
concerns about reprisals 
risks and lack of engagement 
with civil society.

The World Bank approves a 
USD 20 million loan for a 
COVID-19 project in 
Turkmenistan.

A COVID-19 RESPONSE PROJECT
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People who criticize the 
pandemic response or speak 
about COVID-19 continue 
being harassed, intimidated 
and criminalized.
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TURKMENISTAN: A COVID-19 RESPONSE PROJECT 

As of March 2022, the Turkmenistan government has 

not reported any cases of COVID-19,147 despite there 

being several independent reports about outbreaks in the 

country.148 Civil society organizations have documented 

many incidents of retaliation and censorship against 

people who criticized the state response to the pandemic, 

or shared information about the spread of the virus.

Reporters Without Borders 2020 Press Freedom Index 

ranked Turkmenistan 179th out of 180 countries surveyed, 

ahead of only North Korea.149 

Still, in June 2021, the World Bank approved a project 

to fund the health response to COVID-19,150 including 

through risk communication and community outreach 

activities, with support from the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP).151 In the project 

documents, the bank did not indicate whether they 

assessed potential risks of retaliation given the extremely 

147   “Places Without Reported COVID-19 Cases”, U.S. News, Decem-
ber 2021, https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/slides-
hows/countries-without-reported-covid-19-cases.

148   “Human Rights Impact Assessment of the COVID-19 Response in 
Turkmenistan”, pages 4, 6, 8 and 12,
International Partnership for Human Rights, July 2020, https://www.iphron-
line.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Covid-19-Turkmenistan-report.pdf. 

149   “Turkmenistan”, Reporters Without Borders, https://rsf.org/en/
turkmenistan.

150   “COVID-19 Response Project (P175131)”, World Bank, June 
2021, https://projects.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/pro-
ject-detail/P175131. 

151   The project documents justify this agreement because of the 
government’s lack of experience with World Bank-financed projects 
and the weak implementation capacity at the Ministry of Health and 
Medical Industry, which is responsible for the overall coordination and 
oversight of the project during implementation.

restrictive civic space, nor was there evidence of prior 

consultations with stakeholders, despite specific requests 

and concerns raised by CSOs. 

Retaliations
On July 12, 2020, Nurgeldi Halykov, a 26 years old 

citizen reporter, shared a photo of the World Health 

Organization (WHO) delegation in a hotel in the capital, 

Ashgabat. The photo, obtained through an acquaintance’s 

Instagram, was published on the Turkmen.News website, 

an independent investigative news portal dedicated to 

promoting freedom of expression and the rule of law in 

Turkmenistan.152 Halykov was a regular contributor to 

Turkmen.News, and in particular on topics related to the 

pandemic. The following day, Halykov was summoned by 

the police for questioning. Since then, his family, friends 

and colleagues lost contact with him and were not able to 

receive information on who detained him, where he was 

taken and why. Two months later, Halykov was sentenced 

to four years in prison on fabricated charges of fraud, 

apparently accused of promising people employment 

overseas, taking money for his service but failing to 

provide employment. Since his imprisonment, Halykov 

has not been allowed to receive visits due to COVID-19 

restrictions, even though the Turkmen authorities 

maintain that there are no COVID-19 cases in the country.

152   “Turkmenistan: Man Gets Four-Year Prison Term for Repos-
ting Photo of WHO Delegation”, Turkmen.News, December 14, 2020, 
https://en.turkmen.news/human-rights/turkmenistan-man-gets-four-
year-prison-term-for-reposting-photo-of-who-delegation/.

Credit: Turkmen journalist Nurgeldi Halykov. Credit: Turkmen news.

https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/slideshows/countries-without-reported-covid-19-cases
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/slideshows/countries-without-reported-covid-19-cases
https://www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Covid-19-Turkmenistan-report.pdf
https://www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Covid-19-Turkmenistan-report.pdf
https://rsf.org/en/turkmenistan
https://rsf.org/en/turkmenistan
https://projects.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/project-detail/P175131
https://projects.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/project-detail/P175131
https://en.turkmen.news/human-rights/turkmenistan-man-gets-four-year-prison-term-for-reposting-photo-of-who-delegation/
https://en.turkmen.news/human-rights/turkmenistan-man-gets-four-year-prison-term-for-reposting-photo-of-who-delegation/
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Several international human rights and press freedom 

organizations published statements to call for Halykov’s 

release.153 In February 2021, four UN human rights 

procedures addressed a letter to Turkmenistan expressing 

concern about his arbitrary detention.154 Recalling similar 

cases, they stated that this case reflects a deliberate and 

systematic pattern of severe restrictions on freedom of 

expression in the country, which has a chilling effect on 

other journalists, human rights defenders and civil society 

activists. The Organization for Security and Co-operation 

in Europe (OSCE) representative on Freedom of the 

Media, Teresa Ribeiro, also expressed her concerns and 

requested information on Halykov’s case during a meeting 

with the Turkmen ambassador and representative of the 

International Organizations in Vienna.155 The short response 

that the OSCE received from the Turkmen government, only 

stated that Halykov was accused of a criminal deed.

There are several documented cases of false accusations 

being used to restrict freedom of expression in the 

country and journalists being sentenced and detained 

under false charges.156 In a report published in July 2020, 

the International Partnership for Human Rights (IPHR) 

wrote that health workers were being pressured to help 

cover up the outbreak in the country, by hiding COVID-19 

cases and refraining from sharing information and data 

about the spread of the virus.157 In 2021, after receiving the 

153   “Journalist Nurgeldi Halykov jailed in Turkmenistan since 
September 2020 on fraud charges”, Committee to Protect Journalists, 
May 2021, https://cpj.org/2021/05/journalist-nurgeldi-halykov-jai-
led-in-turkmenistan-since-september-2020-on-fraud-charges/;”Four year 
jail term for independent website’s correspondent in Turkmenistan”, 
Reporters Without Borders, December 2020, https://rsf.org/en/news/
four-year-jail-term-independent-websites-correspondent-turkmenistan. 

154   “Communication to Turkmenistan”, Special Rapporteur on 
the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and 
expression, Vice Chair of the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, 
Chair Rapporteur of the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary 
Disappearances, and Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human 
Rights Defenders, February 2021, https://turkmen.news/wp-content/
uploads/2021/05/Communication-to-Turkmenistan.pdf. 

155   “OSCE Representative on Freedom of the Media meets with 
Ambassador of Turkmenistan”, OSCE, February 2021, https://www.
osce.org/representative-on-freedom-of-media/478252

156   See:  “Turkmenistan: Drop Charges, Free Wrongfully Imprisoned 
Lawyer”, Human Rights Watch, October 2020, https://www.hrw.org/
news/2020/10/22/turkmenistan-drop-charges-free-wrongfully-impriso-
ned-lawyer; “Turkmenistan attacks the credibility of independent news 
sources and locks up critics”, CIVICUS, August 2019, https://monitor.
civicus.org/updates/2019/08/27/turkmenistan-monitors-loyalty-citi-
zens-attacks-credibility-independent-news-sources/. “Jailed, Harassed 
RFE/RL Correspondent leaves Turkmenistan”, Radio Free Europe/Radio 
Liberty, March 2019, https://www.rferl.org/a/jailed-harassed-rfe-rl-corres-
pondent-leaves-turkmenistan/29839464.html; “Turkmen Activist Gaspar 
Matalaev Released”, Turkmen.News, September 2019, https://en.turk-
men.news/human-rights/turkmen-activist-gaspar-matalaev-released/. 

157   “Human Rights Impact Assessment of the COVID-19 Res-
ponse in Turkmenistan”, pages 8-14, International Partnership for 
Human Rights”, July 2020, https://www.iphronline.org/wp-content/

World Bank loan, the government continued to intimidate 

people speaking about COVID-19 in public places and at 

least three activists were criminalized after criticizing the 

pandemic response.158

IN 2021, AFTER RECEIVING THE WORLD 
BANK LOAN, THE GOVERNMENT CONTINUED 
TO INTIMIDATE PEOPLE SPEAKING ABOUT 
COVID-19 IN PUBLIC PLACES AND AT LEAST 
THREE ACTIVISTS WERE CRIMINALIZED.

The pandemic has only worsened an already worrying 

situation. According to the Committee to Protect 

Journalists, Turkmenistan is one of the most censored 

countries in the world.159 The state of civic space is rated 

as “closed” on the CIVICUS Monitor. Serious human 

rights violations in the country include the forced 

disappearances of at least 120 detainees,160 the complete 

control of the media by the government,161 limited 

internet coverage, severe control of the content people 

can access by blocking VPNs and servers, and the use of 

security services to surveil activists and those criticizing 

the government.162 People who protest peacefully are 

prosecuted under false charges. Also, critics living 

uploads/2020/07/Covid-19-Turkmenistan-report.pdf. 
158   See: “Doctor Demanding Justice Detained in Turkme-
nistan”, Human Rights Watch, July 2021, https://www.hrw.org/
news/2021/07/20/doctor-demanding-justice-detained-turkmenistan;
“Crackdown in Turkmenistan: Activist Given Four-Year Term, Doctor’s 
Trial Imminent”, Turkmen.News, August 2021, https://en.turkmen.
news/human-rights/civil-society-crackdown-in-turkmenistan/; 
“Turkmenistan’s government targets critics at home and abroad in 
its relentless crackdown on dissent”, International Partnership for 
Human Rights, October 2021, https://www.iphronline.org/turkmenis-
tan-s-government-targets-critics-at-home-and-abroad-in-its-relent-
less-crackdown-on-dissent.html;
“Five-year Sentence for Turkmen Blogger Who Wrote Poem about Co-
ronavirus”, Turkmen.News, November 2021, https://en.turkmen.news/
human-rights/five-year-sentence-for-turkmen-blogger/.

159   The 10 Most Censored Countries list assesses direct and indirect 
government censorship based on CPJ research, as well as the expertise 
of the organization’s staff. Countries are evaluated based on a series of 
benchmarks.  . See: “10 Most Censored Countries”, Committee to Pro-
tect Journalists, 2019, https://cpj.org/reports/2019/09/10-most-censo-
red-eritrea-north-korea-turkmenistan-journalist/. 

160   “Updated list of the victims of enforced disappearances”, Prove 
They Are Alive, September 2019, https://provetheyarealive.org/upda-
ted-list-of-the-victims-of-enforced-disappearances/. 

161   “Turkmen journalist Ruslan Myatiev: three of my colleagues have 
been through prison”, Varsity, February 2021, https://www.varsity.co.uk/
interviews/20876; “10 Most Censored Countries”, Committee to Protect 
Journalists, 2019, https://cpj.org/reports/2019/09/10-most-censo-
red-eritrea-north-korea-turkmenistan-journalist/. 

162   “Turkmenistan: new internet restrictions, new cases of perse-
cution of outspoken activists”, International Partnership for Human 
Rights, May 2021, https://www.iphronline.org/turkmenistan-dec_20_
mar_21.html; “Nations in transit 2020: Turkmenistan”, Freedom House, 
https://freedomhouse.org/country/turkmenistan/nations-transit/2020. 

https://cpj.org/2021/05/journalist-nurgeldi-halykov-jailed-in-turkmenistan-since-september-2020-on-fraud-charges/
https://cpj.org/2021/05/journalist-nurgeldi-halykov-jailed-in-turkmenistan-since-september-2020-on-fraud-charges/
https://rsf.org/en/news/four-year-jail-term-independent-websites-correspondent-turkmenistan
https://rsf.org/en/news/four-year-jail-term-independent-websites-correspondent-turkmenistan
https://turkmen.news/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Communication-to-Turkmenistan.pdf
https://turkmen.news/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Communication-to-Turkmenistan.pdf
https://www.osce.org/representative-on-freedom-of-media/478252
https://www.osce.org/representative-on-freedom-of-media/478252
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/22/turkmenistan-drop-charges-free-wrongfully-imprisoned-lawyer
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/22/turkmenistan-drop-charges-free-wrongfully-imprisoned-lawyer
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/22/turkmenistan-drop-charges-free-wrongfully-imprisoned-lawyer
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2019/08/27/turkmenistan-monitors-loyalty-citizens-attacks-credibility-independent-news-sources/
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2019/08/27/turkmenistan-monitors-loyalty-citizens-attacks-credibility-independent-news-sources/
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2019/08/27/turkmenistan-monitors-loyalty-citizens-attacks-credibility-independent-news-sources/
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2019/08/27/turkmenistan-monitors-loyalty-citizens-attacks-credibility-independent-news-sources/
https://www.rferl.org/a/jailed-harassed-rfe-rl-correspondent-leaves-turkmenistan/29839464.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/jailed-harassed-rfe-rl-correspondent-leaves-turkmenistan/29839464.html
https://en.turkmen.news/human-rights/turkmen-activist-gaspar-matalaev-released/
https://en.turkmen.news/human-rights/turkmen-activist-gaspar-matalaev-released/
https://www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Covid-19-Turkmenistan-report.pdf
https://www.iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Covid-19-Turkmenistan-report.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/07/20/doctor-demanding-justice-detained-turkmenistan
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/07/20/doctor-demanding-justice-detained-turkmenistan
https://en.turkmen.news/human-rights/civil-society-crackdown-in-turkmenistan/
https://en.turkmen.news/human-rights/civil-society-crackdown-in-turkmenistan/
https://www.iphronline.org/turkmenistan-s-government-targets-critics-at-home-and-abroad-in-its-relentless-crackdown-on-dissent.html
https://www.iphronline.org/turkmenistan-s-government-targets-critics-at-home-and-abroad-in-its-relentless-crackdown-on-dissent.html
https://www.iphronline.org/turkmenistan-s-government-targets-critics-at-home-and-abroad-in-its-relentless-crackdown-on-dissent.html
https://en.turkmen.news/human-rights/five-year-sentence-for-turkmen-blogger/
https://en.turkmen.news/human-rights/five-year-sentence-for-turkmen-blogger/
https://cpj.org/reports/2019/09/10-most-censored-eritrea-north-korea-turkmenistan-journalist/
https://cpj.org/reports/2019/09/10-most-censored-eritrea-north-korea-turkmenistan-journalist/
https://provetheyarealive.org/updated-list-of-the-victims-of-enforced-disappearances/
https://provetheyarealive.org/updated-list-of-the-victims-of-enforced-disappearances/
https://www.varsity.co.uk/interviews/20876
https://www.varsity.co.uk/interviews/20876
https://cpj.org/reports/2019/09/10-most-censored-eritrea-north-korea-turkmenistan-journalist/
https://cpj.org/reports/2019/09/10-most-censored-eritrea-north-korea-turkmenistan-journalist/
https://www.iphronline.org/turkmenistan-dec_20_mar_21.html
https://www.iphronline.org/turkmenistan-dec_20_mar_21.html
https://www.iphronline.org/turkmenistan-dec_20_mar_21.html
https://freedomhouse.org/country/turkmenistan/nations-transit/2020
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abroad are subjected to threats, sometimes through their 

relatives living in the country.163 

THE PANDEMIC HAS ONLY WORSENED 
AN ALREADY WORRYING SITUATION. 
ACCORDING TO THE COMMITTEE TO PROTECT 
JOURNALISTS, TURKMENISTAN IS ONE OF THE 
MOST CENSORED COUNTRIES IN THE WORLD.

Human rights organizations and UN mechanisms have 

confirmed grave human rights violations and civic space 

restrictions, including incommunicado detentions, 

enforced disappearances, torture, deaths in custody, 

the absence of a genuine independent media, restricted 

internet access, and widespread retaliations against 

journalists and activists.164

World Bank’s failed 
due diligence

THE L ACK OF A R EPR IS AL R IS KS AS S ES SM ENT 

PRIOR TO THE APPR OVAL O F T HE PR O J E CT

The bank was fully aware of the serious limitations on 

freedom of expression in the country, and the risks 

faced by those criticizing the government, but approved 

a project without identifying any risk of reprisals and 

measures to mitigate them. According to a defender, 

“the loan generates the idea in the population that the 

bank is complicit with the government and [its] lies 

about COVID-19, that they work together, and the bank is 

supporting the government’s lies”.165

163   “Turkmenistan: Authorities pressure critics in exile by threatening their 
relatives at home”, May 2021, https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/05/13/turk-
menistan-threats-against-relatives-dissidents-abroad. 

164   “Concluding observations on the second periodic report of 
Turkmenistan”, paragraphs 16, 20 and 42, Human Rights Committee, 
April 20, 2017, https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybod-
yexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR/C/TKM/CO/2&Lang=En; 
“Compilation on Turkmenistan, Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights”, paragraphs 20-26, 28, 31, 33, 34, 43 
and 79, March 7, 2018, https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/
GEN/G18/058/04/PDF/G1805804.pdf?OpenElement; “Human Rights 
in Eastern Europe and Central Asia-Review of 2019”, pages 32 and 33, 
Amnesty International, 2020, https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2021/05/EUR0113552020ENGLISH.pdf; “Turkmenistan, 
Events of 2019”, Human Rights Watch, 2020, https://www.hrw.org/
world-report/2020/country-chapters/turkmenistan. 

165   Interview with human rights defender (anonymous for security 
reasons), conducted online by the Coalition for Human Rights in Deve-
lopment,December 13, 2021. 

THE BANK WAS FULLY AWARE OF THE SERIOUS 
LIMITATIONS ON FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION IN 
THE COUNTRY, AND THE RISKS FACED BY THOSE 
CRITICIZING THE GOVERNMENT, BUT APPROVED 
A PROJECT WITHOUT IDENTIFYING ANY RISK OF 
REPRISALS AND MEASURES TO MITIGATE THEM. 

The World Bank’s Environmental and Social Framework 

(ESF) does not require the application of a specific 

contextual reprisals risk assessment prior to the approval of 

development projects.It states that stakeholder engagement 

is free of external manipulation, interference, coercion, 

discrimination, and intimidation,166 but makes no explicit 

requirements or procedures on how to identify risks, put in 

place preventive measures, and establish how to respond in 

case a retaliatory situation arises. In 2020 the bank issued 

a public statement of zero tolerance against reprisals, 

affirming that it does not tolerate retaliations against those 

who share their views about bank-financed projects, but 

there are no public protocols that establish how the bank 

responds to cases of reprisals or reprisals risks.167

THE L ACK OF STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEM ENT 

The project documents do not mention any kind of stakeholder 

consultation implemented by the borrower or by the bank 

before the project approval.168 This would be in violation of the 

bank’s policy169 and its commitment to comply with citizen 

engagement requirements during COVID-19.170 

There is also no evidence of stakeholder engagement during 

the project, despite the documents referring to spaces for 

participation and consultation during its implementation.  

The draft stakeholder engagement plan was published 

166   “Environmental and Social Framework”, pages 98 
and 100, World Bank, https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/
doc/837721522762050108-0290022018/original/ESFFramework.
pdf#page=111&zoom=80.

167   World Bank Commitments Against Reprisals, World Bank, https://
www.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/environmental-and-so-
cial-framework/brief/world-bank-commitments-against-reprisals.

168  The Bank affirms that the appraisal of this project occurred in 
the context of worldwide lockdowns to address the spread of CO-
VID-19, and hence, consultations had to be deferred. However, even 
during the lockdown, consultations could have been done online prior 
to the project approval.

169   Under the World Bank’s ESF, Stakeholder Engagement Plans are 
required as part of the preparation for each project. Paragraphs 10-21 
of the policy regulate extensive requirements related to stakeholder 
engagement during project preparation. 

170   “Citizen Engagement and Stakeholder Consultations during 
COVID-19”, World Bank, November 2020, https://www.worldbank.org/
en/news/factsheet/2020/12/01/citizen-engagement-and-stakehol-
der-consultations-during-covid-19. 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/05/13/turkmenistan-threats-against-relatives-dissidents-abroad
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/05/13/turkmenistan-threats-against-relatives-dissidents-abroad
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/05/13/turkmenistan-threats-against-relatives-dissidents-abroad
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR/C/TKM/CO/2&Lang=En
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR/C/TKM/CO/2&Lang=En
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G18/058/04/PDF/G1805804.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G18/058/04/PDF/G1805804.pdf?OpenElement
https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/EUR0113552020ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/EUR0113552020ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2020/country-chapters/turkmenistan
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2020/country-chapters/turkmenistan
https://www.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/environmental-and-social-framework
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/837721522762050108-0290022018/original/ESFFramework.pdf#page=111&zoom=80
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/837721522762050108-0290022018/original/ESFFramework.pdf#page=111&zoom=80
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/837721522762050108-0290022018/original/ESFFramework.pdf#page=111&zoom=80
https://www.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/environmental-and-social-framework/brief/world-bank-commitments-against-reprisals
https://www.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/environmental-and-social-framework/brief/world-bank-commitments-against-reprisals
https://www.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/environmental-and-social-framework/brief/world-bank-commitments-against-reprisals
https://www.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/environmental-and-social-framework/brief/world-bank-commitments-against-reprisals
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in October 2020. A Turkmen civil society organizations 

presented some recommendations, which remained 

unanswered and were not integrated in the final plan. 

Moreover, despite repeated requests from CSOs, the World 

Bank consistently refused to provide information on how 

the project would address the lack of enabling environment 

for citizens to request and access information without 

fear of retaliation, as well as absence of accessible data on 

COVID-19 and government response.

The lack of engagement with civil society organizations 

prevented the bank from assessing the extent of the risks of 

retaliation, and it is a tacit recognition that participation is 

not possible in the country.

FAILURE TO CONSIDER CONCERNS RAISED BY CSOs

In April 2021, Ruslan Myatiev, editor of Turkmen.

News, approached the World Bank and requested the 

management assessing the project to raise concerns about 

Halykov’s arbitrary detention with Turkmen authorities.171 

Myatiev also requested the disclosure of verified 

information about COVID-19 in the country and expressed 

concern about the serious restrictions on freedom of 

expression.172 Bank staff said they would respond to Myatev 

after an internal discussion. However, they never provided 

a response.173 The bank subsequently announced the 

project through a press release in July 2021.174

The project documents refer to a meeting conducted 

by the WHO to assess the country’s preparedness to 

the pandemic, but do not mention the reprisal against 

Halykov for sharing a picture about it. The bank did not 

make an assessment of the government’s decision to deny 

the existence of COVID-19 and the risks of retaliation this 

message entailed, even though risk communication was 

one of the project components. 

Also, another CSO expressed concern to the World Bank 

about the lack of an enabling environment to request 

information or raise concerns about the project, as well 

as the risk of reprisals.175 But, these concerns were not 

171   Interview with human rights defender (anonymous for security 
reasons), conducted online by the Coalition for Human Rights in Deve-
lopment, December 13, 2021.

172   Ibid.

173   Ibid. 

174   “COVID-19 Response in Turkmenistan Strengthened with World 
Bank Financing”, World Bank, July 2021, https://www.worldbank.org/
en/news/press-release/2021/07/09/covid-19-response-in-turkmenis-
tan-strengthened-with-world-bank-financing. 

175   Interview with human rights defender (anonymous for security 
reasons), conducted online by the Coalition for Human Rights in Deve-
lopment, December 3, 2021.

addressed and no information was provided on how the 

bank was assessing these issues.176 

FAILURE TO ASSESS THE RESTRICTIVE 

CONTEXT W ITH REGARDS TO C IV IC FREEDOMS 

The project documents do not make any reference to the 

general context of restrictions and human rights violations 

in the country, although even a superficial review would 

have revealed the potential risks. There is also no mention 

of strategies to mitigate risk given this context. 

Also, the latest World Bank’s strategy for Turkmenistan for 

2016-2017 does not mention obstacles to participation. It 

only mentions risks related to the lack of work experience 

with the bank, the instability of the external environment, 

and reputational risks, “given the country’s governance, 

data availability and other challenges”.177 In its strategy, 

the bank only pays attention to the risk for its own 

reputation, but not the risks for the people, who are 

supposed to be beneficiaries of its projects. 

Had the bank assessed the restrictive context regarding 

civic freedoms and the possibility – or lack thereof – of 

engagement and participation of project beneficiaries, it 

could have led to a realistic assessment of reprisal risks.

L ACK OF ASSESSM ENT OF THE SPECIF IC 

R ISKS POSED BY COVID-19 RESTRICTIONS 

During the pandemic, many governments used measures 

to control the spread of the virus as a pretext to unduly 

restrict individual freedoms, including freedom of 

expression and the right to participation.178 Despite 

the fact that the World Bank project includes a series 

176   Ibid. 

177   Country Engagement Note for Turkmenistan for the Period 
FY16-FY17, World Bank Group, October 2015, https://documents1.
worldbank.org/curated/en/371591467987825776/pdf/99556-CRN-
P151985-Box393225B-OUO-9-R2015-0199.pdf. 

178   “COVID-19 Triggers Wave of Free Speech Abuse”, Human Rights 
Watch, February 2021, https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/11/covid-19-
triggers-wave-free-speech-abuse; “Democracy Under Lockdown”, Free-
dom House, 2020, https://freedomhouse.org/report/special-report/2020/
democracy-under-lockdown; “Coronavirus and Civic Space”, International 
Center for Not-for-Profit Law, https://www.icnl.org/coronavirus-response. 

THE PROJECT DOCUMENTS DO NOT MAKE 
ANY REFERENCE TO THE GENERAL CONTEXT 
OF RESTRICTIONS AND HUMAN RIGHTS 
VIOLATIONS IN THE COUNTRY, ALTHOUGH 
EVEN A SUPERFICIAL REVIEW WOULD HAVE 
REVEALED THE POTENTIAL RISKS.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/07/09/covid-19-response-in-turkmenistan-strengthened-with-world-bank-financing
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/07/09/covid-19-response-in-turkmenistan-strengthened-with-world-bank-financing
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/07/09/covid-19-response-in-turkmenistan-strengthened-with-world-bank-financing
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/371591467987825776/pdf/99556-CRN-P151985-Box393225B-OUO-9-R2015-0199.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/371591467987825776/pdf/99556-CRN-P151985-Box393225B-OUO-9-R2015-0199.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/371591467987825776/pdf/99556-CRN-P151985-Box393225B-OUO-9-R2015-0199.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/11/covid-19-triggers-wave-free-speech-abuse
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/11/covid-19-triggers-wave-free-speech-abuse
https://freedomhouse.org/report/special-report/2020/democracy-under-lockdown
https://freedomhouse.org/report/special-report/2020/democracy-under-lockdown
https://www.icnl.org/coronavirus-response
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of measures that can be used to arbitrarily deepen 

restrictions on civic space (such as isolation centers and 

contact tracking systems), there is no evidence in the 

project documents of how such risks were assessed and 

whether there were any mitigating measures.

In conclusion, this case shows how the World Bank 

failed to analyze the risks of retaliation and establish a 

plan to mitigate those risks, despite a context of severe 

and widespread restrictions on civic space and despite 

being alerted - before approving its project - about the 

case of a journalist criminalized, simply for publishing 

a photo of the WHO delegation in the country. The 

project documents do not reflect any consultations with 

stakeholders, which were virtually impossible given that 

Turkmen authorities deny the presence of COVID-19 in 

the country. The project documents also fail to identify 

the risks linked to the use of surveillance technologies 

and other tools in such an oppressive context.

Turkmen journalist Nurgeldi Halykov. Credit: Turkmen news.
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