



United Nation Declares Turkmen Human Rights Defender 

Gaspar Matalaev’s Detention Arbitrary

The United Nations Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (UN WGAD) found the arrest and deprivation 
of liberty of Gaspar Matalaev, a human rights defender from Turkmenistan, arbitrary. The opinion was 
rendered during the 81st session of the Working Group in Geneva, 17-26 April 2018.

The Working Group found that Matalaev’s deprivation of liberty violates numerous provisions of UN dec-
laration and instruments. Matalaev’s deprivation of liberty was found arbitrary under categories I, II, III, 
and V of the Working Group’s guidelines. It is also in contravention of articles 1, 2, 7, 9, 10 and 19 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and of articles 9, 14, 19 and 26 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).    

The UN WGAD found that the appropriate remedy is for Matalaev to be released immediately and ac-
corded compensation and other reparations, in accordance with international law. The Government of 
Turkmenistan should, without delay, take all necessary steps to remedy this situation and bring it in con-
formity with the standards set forth in UDHR and ICCPR. Furthermore, the UN WGAD referred this case 
to the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders and the Special Rapporteur on tor-
ture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment for appropriate action.

Matalaev, a human rights defender, monitored and reported on the massive use of forced adult and child 
labor in Turkmenistan during cotton harvesting. He was arrested in October 2016, just two days after his 
extensive report on Turkmenistan’s labor practices was published by Alternative Turkmenistan News, an 
independent NGO based in the Netherlands. During the arrest, the police said that the detention was relat-
ed to the photographs from cotton fields that he published. While in detention, Matalaev was tortured with 
electric shocks, held incommunicado, did not have effective legal representation, and did not have access 
to files, information and documents throughout the investigation and trial. The trial lasted for approxi-
mately ten minutes and Matalaev was not allowed the right to cross-examine the witness or present his 
evidence. The local court sentenced Matalaev to three years in prison for allegedly committing fraud 
and giving a bribe.

The Petition on behalf of  Matalaev’s family to the UN WGAD was filed by Justice International, a non-
profit organization in the United States and Human Rights Matter e.V., a non-profit organization in Ger-
many. Many international human rights organizations, including Front Line Defenders, Freedom United, 
and Cotton Campaign and others, have repeatedly defended the Turkmen activist, and almost 68 thou-
sand people have signed a call to the President of Turkmenistan to release Matalaev.


