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Did torture cause jailed Reform Adventist pastor's brain
damage?

Mushfig Bayram

Forum 18 (14.10.2025) - 65-year-old True and Free Reform Adventist Pastor
Pavel Shreider - serving a 3-year jail term - is in a prison medical unit after
relatives raised concerns about brain damage apparently caused by torture. He
has been "diagnosed with traumatic brain injury"” resulting in "cognitive
impairment”, Major Azat Kudaybergenov, Chief of Prison No. 21 where he was
held for 10 months, wrote to the family. Five United Nations Special Rapporteurs
asked the regime about "arrests, detentions and alleged torture” of church
members, Pastor Shreider's criminal prosecution, and banning of the Church as
"extremist".

The prison authorities transferred 65-year-old jailed True and Free Reform Adventist Pastor
Pavel Shreider to the medical unit of Prison No. 31 near Bishkek on 25 September after
the family raised concerns about his health. "As also seen from the official medical
examination paper, he has developed encephalopathy, which is brain damage, and which
has affected his general health," his family complained. The transfer has delayed hearings
of his appeal at Bishkek City Court against his 3-year jail term.

The prison authorities had held Pastor Shreider at Prison No. 21 in Bishkek for 10 months
following his November 2024 arrest. "He has been examined multiple times by doctors at
Institution No. 21, and diagnosed with traumatic brain injury" which has resulted in
"cognitive impairment"”, Major Azat Kudaybergenov, Chief of Prison No. 21, wrote to the
family on 22 September 2025 in a letter seen by Forum 18.

"Several factors" may have contributed to Pastor Shreider's condition, his family told Forum
18. "Firstly, he is of an older age. The prison regime is not conducive for his body
movement or exercise and his blood circulation is bad. Secondly, he probably has stress
every day because of his arrest. And lastly and maybe most importantly, he was beaten
by the police officers when he was arrested and given blows to his head".

No one has ever been prosecuted for the torture of Pastor Shreider or three other church
members detained at the same time in November 2024. Officials who participated in the
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arrest and investigation of Pastor Shreider earlier denied to Forum 18 that they had
tortured the church members.

On 23 luly, five United Nations Special Rapporteurs — including Nazila Ghanea, Special
Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief - wrote to the regime with their concerns
about the "arrests, detentions and alleged torture" of members of the True and Free Reform
Adventist Church, as well as the subsequent criminal prosecution of Pastor Shreider. They
also noted the 19 March 2025 court ruling banning the Church as "extremist".

"Serious allegations of torture and ill-treatment have been made with regard to Mr.
Schreider and the other male members of the congregation during their detention," the
Special Rapporteurs told the regime. "It is reported that the male and female members of
the group witnessed [NSC secret police] officers striking the heads and bodies of the seven
male members of the group, including Mr. Schreider, Mr. [Yuri] Pauls, Mr. Igor Tsoi, Mr.
Peter Petkau, all of whom reported ill-treatment in detention. It is reported that Mr.
Schreider and Mr. Tsoi were additionally subjected to strangulation with cellophane bags
and the use of tasers".

The Special Rapporteurs asked the regime for comments on their actions against the True
and Free Adventists and about Pastor Shreider's current state of health. They also asked
how Pastor Shreider's prosecution and the court-imposed ban on the Church are
"compatible with the international human rights obligations". They also asked what
measures had been taken to "investigate the credible accusations" of torture against the
four Church members.

The regime responded with a brief reply in Russian on 20 September, according to the UN
Special Procedures communication website.

National Agency for Religious Affairs and Interethnic Relations Deputy Director Kanatbek
Midin uuly did not answer his phone each time Forum 18 called. He did not respond to
written questions about the regime's moves against the True and Free Reform Adventists.

The regime has jailed others for exercising freedom of religion or belief. The 37-year-old
Muslim prisoner of conscience Asadullo Madraimov has been jailed since October 2023 for
criticising the authorities for closing Kara-Suu District's Al-Sarakhsi Mosque. He is now due
for release in February 2026. Another member of the community, Mamirzhan Tashmatov,
was freed from prison in May 2024. In July 2023, a court jailed Protestant Aytbek Tynaliyev
for 6 months for allegedly "inciting religious enmity" for social media posts sharing his
faith.

Read more

Secret police raid, police fine Baptists for "illegal”
worship meeting

Mushfig Bayram

Forum 18 (10.10.2025) - Ten months after NSC secret police officers raided
members of the True and Free Reform Adventist Church (which a court later
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banned), on 14 September NSC officers raided the harvest festival worship
meeting of Bishkek's Council of Churches Baptist congregation. They likewise
choose to meet without state registration. Officers seized religious literature for
"expert analysis". Police summarily fined the pastor and deacon two weeks'
average wages each. Five United Nations Special Rapporteurs wrote to the
regime in July reiterating concerns about "the legal framework governing
freedom of religion or belief".

On 14 September, National Security Committee (NSC) secret police officers alongside
officials of the regime's National Agency for Religious Affairs and Interethnic Relations
raided the Sunday worship service of the Council of Churches Baptist Church in the capital
Bishkek. The Church was celebrating harvest festival that day. Officials filmed the service
and seized religious literature for "expert analysis".

Council of Churches Baptist congregations choose not to seek official registration in any
country where they operate.

Ibrahim Akunov of the National Agency threatened church members with closure of the
Church. "When the officials were filming the Church and the children playing outside in the
yard of the Church, he threatened and shouted that he will close down this Church,"
members of the Church, who wished to remain unnamed for fear of state reprisals,
complained to Forum 18. "This scared some of us and particularly the children".

Akunov refused to explain why he raided the Baptist Church and threatened Church
members. "I won't talk to you. You can only write a letter to the Foreign Ministry," he told
Forum 18. NSC secret police Officer Major Aleksey Akulich — who led the raid - did not
respond to Forum 18's questions.

Officials took the Church's leader, Pastor Dmitri Golovin, and Aleksey Demchenko, a deacon
of the Church, to the local police station. Officer Izzat Ozubekov of Bishkek's Sverdlov
District Police's division for the struggle against extremism and illegal migration drew up a
record of an offence under Violations Code Article 142, Part 7 ("Carrying out religious
activity and using a facility for religious purposes without state registration"). He then
issued summary fines to each of about two weeks' average wage for those in formal work.
Bishkek's Sverdlov District Court is due to hear the men's appeal against the fines on 17
October.

Forum 18 asked Officer Ozubekov why he fined the Baptists for exercising their right to
religious freedom guaranteed by the Constitution. "They violated the Religion Law, because
they do not have registration," he responded.

National Agency for Religious Affairs and Interethnic Relations Deputy Director Kanatbek
Midin uuly did not answer Forum 18's questions on why the Baptists were raided, why
religious communities cannot meet for worship without the obligatory registration, and why
the Religion Law is so restrictive .

The raid on the Bishkek Baptist congregation came 10 months after NSC secret police raids
on members of the Bishkek congregation of the True and Free Reform Adventist Church in
November 2024. Officers tortured four church members, including the leader, Pastor Pavel
Shreider. In March 2025, a court banned the Church as "extremist". A Bishkek court jailed
the 65-year-old Pastor in July for 3 years and ordered his deportation at the end of his
sentence.

Prison officials transferred Pastor Shreider on 25 September to a prison hospital in a

serious condition.
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On 23 luly, five United Nations Special Rapporteurs — including Nazila Ghanea, Special
Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief — wrote to the regime about the "arrests,
detentions and alleged torture" of members of the True and Free Reform Adventist Church,
as well as the subsequent criminal prosecution of Pastor Pavel Shreider and ban on the
Church.

The Special Rapporteurs also reminded the regime of their earlier concerns about their
"Concerns regarding the legal framework governing freedom of religion or belief". "In
particular, we reiterate that the mandatory registration of religious or belief organisations,
and the criteria such as in relation to the size of the association itself, which govern the
possibility of registration, can lead to the criminalisation of legitimate manifestations of
religion or belief," they wrote. They pointed out that this was incompatible with Article 18
("Freedom of thought, conscience and religion") of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights.

The regime responded with a brief reply in Russian on 20 September, according to the UN
Special Procedures communication website.

On 1 September, the regime's National Agency for Religious Affairs and Interethnic
Relations announced on its website that it had suspended the activity of six Muslim and
four Protestant Christian organisations. The ten organisations had been registered at
various times between 1999 and 2017. The National Agency claimed that they had
allegedly "systematically violated" the Religion Law. "The National Agency warns religious
organisations to comply with the Religion Law," it noted.

Several Protestants told Forum 18 that they do not recognise the names of the four
Churches whose activity the National Agency suspended. "They may have existed earlier,
but merged with other Churches or stopped their existence," some Protestants
commented. "The Agency probably wants to clarify whether or not they are still active."
Others commented that this "may be a warning to all others to give their financial and
other reports to the Agency. They want strict control of everybody" (see below).

Read more

Reform Adventist pastor’s three-year jail term +
deportation

by Felix Corley and Mushfig Bayram

Forum18 (14.07.2025) - In November 2024 the NSC secret police arrested and
tortured True and Free Reform Adventist Pastor Pavel Shreider, placing him in
pre-trial detention. In March 2025 a court banned his Church as "extremist". On
10 July a Bishkek court jailed the 65-year-old for 3 years on charges of
"incitement of racial, ethnic, national, religious, or regional enmity"” when
"committed by a group of individuals"”, charges he denied. Judge Ubaydulla
Satimkulov ordered his post-prison deportation. Officials brought Pastor Shreider

to court in handcuffs.
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On 10 July, nearly three months after the criminal trial began, Birinchi May (Pervomaisky)
District Court in the capital Bishkek convicted True and Free Reform Seventh-day Adventist
Church Pastor Pavel Shreider on charges of "incitement of racial, ethnic, national, religious,
or regional enmity" when "committed by a group of individuals". Judge Ubaydulla
Satimkulov jailed the 65-year-old Pastor for three years. The Judge ordered his deportation
at the end of the prison term.

The prosecution was led in court by Daniyar Madaliyev of Birinchi May District Prosecutor's
Office. He demanded the maximum 7-year jail term but not deportation. The deportation
order appears to have been the initiative of the Judge. Pastor Shreider was born in Talas
district of Kyrgyzstan in the Soviet period and lives with his family in Bishkek. But he holds
a Russian passport (see below).

Pastor Shreider was brought in in handcuffs and was held in the defendant's cage in the
court room during each hearing. "We were not allowed to approach him in the cage to talk
to him," one of those present at the trial complained. They said people are used to seeing
defendants in criminal cases being held in a cage in the court room.

Pastor Shreider rejected all the charges and is preparing to appeal, his lawyer told Forum
18 after the hearing.

"No evidence was provided [of incitement to enmity] and was not proven at the trial," one

of those present told Forum 18. "One single disc, as the judge read out when passing the
sentence, formed evidence of guilt for the crime, but during viewing in the courtroom it
was empty. The judge did not cite anything else that proved any guilt. Yet the sentence
was handed down".

Forum 18 was unable to reach Judge Satimkulov on 14 July.

The Deputy Director of the National Agency for Religious Affairs and Interethnic Relations,
Kanatbek Midin uuly, defended the right of any country to enforce its own laws in the area
of religion. "When these laws are violated, punishment is envisaged," he told Forum 18.

Pastor Shreider's lawyer Akmat Alagushev earlier rejected the accusations. "There is not

a single reference in the indictment to the persons in collusion with whom Shreider
allegedly committed the mentioned crimes, and no references to any specific names," he
told Forum 18 in May. "Also there is no concrete evidence of illegal actions Shreider
allegedly committed in the media, on the internet or publicly or otherwise.”

Officials from the Office of the regime-appointed Human Rights Ombudsperson Jamilya
Jamanbayeva have visited Pastor Shreider in prison and listened to relatives' concerns, but
have concluded that no violations have taken place and they need only to monitor the case.
The Ombudsperson's Office has not responded to Forum 18's question as to what further
action it is intending.

The National Security Committee (NSC) secret police arrested Pastor Shreider in Bishkek
in November 2024. Officers searched his home and those of about 10 other church
members. They seized thousands of books, including Bibles, as well as cash and mobile
phones.

The NSC secret police have now returned most of the 2,196 books they confiscated during
the November 2024 raids. "About 20 per cent are still with the NSC and have not been
returned,"” one individual told Forum 18.
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NSC secret police officers tortured Pastor Shreider and another detained church member

Igor Tsoy during interrogations. "I was given blows on my head, chest and given kicks in
my spine from behind by five officers," Pastor Shreider wrote in a November 2024
complaint to the National Centre for the Prevention of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment in Bishkek. Officers "hit me with an iron pipe to
force me to confess that I committed crimes".

NSC secret police officers used a stun gun to try to coerce Tsoy to write a statement against
Pastor Shreider, causing multiple injuries. However, Tsoy refused to do so.

The National Centre for the Prevention of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment claimed that the torture cannot be corroborated. Officials who
participated in the arrest and investigation of Pastor Shreider deny that officers tortured
Pastor Shreider and church member Tsoy.

On 19 March, in a civil case opened by the NSC secret police and brought to court by Chuy
Regional Prosecutor's Office, Alamudun District Court declared the True and Free Seventh-
day Adventist Church an "extremist" religious organisation and banned its activity
throughout the country. The community has appealed against the ban to the Supreme
Court, but no date has yet been set for the hearing.

Indira Aslanova, Senior Expert of the Centre for Religious Studies, an independent
organisation in Bishkek, had earlier described accusing the True and Free Adventists of
"extremism" as "absurd". "I sincerely hope that this time the judge will demonstrate
greater objectivity, review the case fairly, and take into account the alternative expert
assessment," she told Forum 18.

Aslanova noted Pastor Shreider's criminal conviction. "I'm not a lawyer but I believe the
problem won't be resolved until the organisation is removed from the list of banned
extremist organisations,” Aslanova added. "As long as it remains on that list, the relevant
articles of the Criminal Code will automatically apply to its members".

The regime has jailed others for exercising freedom of religion or belief. The 36-year-old
Muslim prisoner of conscience Asadullo Madraimov has been jailed since October 2023 for
criticising the authorities for closing Kara-Suu District's Al-Sarakhsi Mosque. Another
member of the community, Mamirzhan Tashmatov, was freed from prison in May 2024. In
July 2023, a court jailed Protestant Aytbek Tynaliyev for 6 months for allegedly "inciting
religious enmity" for social media posts sharing his faith.

Read more...

US Commission on International Religious Freedom
alarmed by regressive amendments to the religion laws
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USCIRF (31.01.2025) - The United States Commission on International Religious Freedom
(USCIRF) decries recent amendments to the religion law and related legislation in
Kyrgyzstan. The amendments exacerbate an already burdensome registration process for
religious organizations. They also impose the quasi-independent Spiritual Administration
of Muslims in Kyrgyzstan as the governing body for all Muslims and ban the wearing of
face-coverings in public, which could restrict religious garb. By signing the amendments
into law, President Sadyr Japarov is expanding regulations that infringe on Kyrgyz citizens’
right to freedom of religion or belief.

“The Kyrgyz government is chipping away at religious freedom and other human rights in
the country,” said USCIRF Chair Stephen Schneck. “These new amendments indicate a
further regression in already-poor religious freedom conditions in Kyrgyzstan, with
violations of this fundamental right continuing almost entirely unchecked.”

Over the past few years, USCIRF has documented increasing religious freedom violations
in Kyrgyzstan. These include mass inspections and closures or suspensions of independent
Islamic institutions, raids on minority religious groups, prison sentences for those opposing
official religious policies, and detentions and forced renunciations of faith of individuals
from banned but peaceful religious groups.

“If enforced, these amendments will create further obstacles for the Kyrgyz people to
practice their faith according to their conscience, especially independent Muslims and
members of other disfavored religious groups,” said USCIRF Commissioner Vicky
Hartzler. “The U.S. government must not overlook the Kyrgyz government’s increasing
religious freedom violations."”

In its 2024 Annual Report, for the first time, USCIRF recommended Kyrgyzstan for
inclusion on the State Department's Special Watch List for the government’s ongoing and
systematic violations of religious freedom. In December 2024, USCIRF released an issue
update on the abuse of extremism laws in Central Asia, including Kyrgyzstan. In
November 2024, USCIRF discussed the Kyrgyz government’s treatment of Jehovah's
Witnesses in an issue update. In October 2023, USCIRF released a country update on
the state of religious freedom in Kyrgyzstan.

Kyrgyzstan bans islamic niqab as critics warn it could
alienate some women

By Farangis Najibullah

Radio Free Europe (01.02.2025) - Kyrgyzstan has become the latest country in Muslim-
majority Central Asia to ban the Islamic nigab, a long garment that covers the body, hair,
and face, except the eyes.
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Effective February 1, the ban imposes a fine of 20,000 som ($230) on women who wear
the nigab in public places.

Female Islamic clothing and men's beards have long been the focus of government
campaigns and public debates in Central Asia, where staunchly secular governments fear
the growing influence of Islam.

Kyrgyz lawmakers have said the ban is needed for security reasons -- so people's faces
can be seen and individuals identified. But opponents say the ban deprives women of the
freedom to choose what they want to wear.

'Part of our traditions'

The ban is part of an amendment to the Religious Sphere Act. Signed into law by President
Sadyr Japarov on January 21. It does not explicitly mention the nigab, locally known as
"parandzha."

But it bans "clothing that makes it impossible to identify a person in government offices
and public places," a euphemism used in Central Asia to describe the nigab. Face coverings
that are required as part of work or worn for medical reasons are exempt.

Lawmakers and government-backed religious figures insist the ban does not extend to the
hijab, the Islamic head scarf that covers the hair and neck but leaves the face visible.

Kyrgyzstan is the only country in Central Asia that allows hijabs in schools and offices.

"There will be no restrictions on the head scarf. Our mothers and sisters have always worn
head scarves as part of our traditions and religion," parliament speaker Nurlanbek Shakiev
told lawmakers when he presented the bill last year.

The nigab is common in the Arab Gulf states. Although there is no tradition of wearing the
nigab in Kyrgyzstan, the garment has become increasingly popular among some
conservative women in recent years.

Intense debate

There has been intense public debate over the niqab in Kyrgyzstan for years. Its growing
popularity prompted a state-backed campaign called Where Are We Headed? nearly a
decade ago.

In 2023, lawmaker Sharapatkan Mazhitova spearheaded a new campaign against the nigab
after visiting the southern region of Osh, where she said she was shocked by how many
local women were donning the all-encompassing nigab.

"Every fourth woman in Osh wears the nigab, and their number is growing by the day,"
Mazhitova claimed during a parliament session.

Mazhitova's campaign also targeted men's beards, which are widely seen as a sign of
religious conservatism. She called on the government and parliament to ban the nigab and
long beards, calling them "security" threats.

The state-backed Kyrgyz Muslim Spiritual Directorate has publicly stated that "the hijab is
obligatory [for Muslim women] but the nigab is not."

But critics have warned a ban will alienate and isolate women who wear the nigab.
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A 38-year-old housewife who wears the nigab told RFE/RL's Kyrgyz Service that the ban
will complicate her life.

The mother of two, speaking on condition of anonymity, said she began wearing the nigab
at the request of her husband, who works in Russia, when she got married six years ago.

"Now there is a ban, and I don't know what to do. I don't know what my husband will say
when he returns home," said the woman, who lives in the southern town of Kara-Suu.

"Since I read about the ban on the Internet, I'm trying not to leave the house anymore.
[When I must go out] I'm covering my face with a medical mask," she added.

In the name of security

Other Central Asian countries, including Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, have
banned the hijab in schools, offices, and government buildings.

Police in Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan have conducted raids in the streets and
bazaars to round up men sporting long beards and forced them to shave off their facial
hair.

The clampdowns on any outward signs of Islam are often carried out in the name of
preserving security and upholding traditional values.

Authorities in Central Asia insist their national attire meets the requirements of Islamic
clothing for women.

Turkmenistan has not officially banned the hijab, but it demands women wear Turkmen
national clothing to work and at public events. There have been reports that several hijab-
wearing women have been ordered by the authorities to remove their head scarves.

Tajikistan routinely promotes Tajik traditional clothing for women, while outlawing what it
calls outfits "alien" to Tajiks, in reference to Islamic clothing.
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