Cover by

RADU ANTON MAIER (Munchen), Mamon
Editor adviser :
SORINA BULAT
Graphics by:
DINU VIRGIL URECHE

© Mihai Grecu, Anatol ranu, 2005
ISBN 973-647-374-0

THE POLICY OF LINGUISTIC CLEANSING IN TRANSNISTRIA

MIHAI GRECU, ANATOL

3

4

MIHAI GRECU, ANATOL

RANU

RANU
Contents:
Foreword / 6

THE POLICY OF LINGUISTIC
CLEANSING IN
TRANSNISTRIA
(Research carried out by the Institute of Political and
Military Studies from Chisinau, Moldova)
English translation by SORINA BULAT

Editura NAPOCA STAR
Cluj-Napoca, 2005

1. Historical reference points / 10
2. Human Rights in Trans-Dniester. General Survey / 24
3. The policy of linguistic cleansing in Transnistria / 46
4. OSCE and the Romanian schools in Transnistria / 56
Conclusion / 72
Selective bibliography / 76

THE POLICY OF LINGUISTIC CLEANSING IN TRANSNISTRIA

5

6

MIHAI GRECU, ANATOL

RANU

Foreword
In June and July 2004 a number of schools in
Transnistria,1 which teach through the medium of the
Romanian language and the Latin script, were closed down
by the authorities, and teachers and parents prevented by
militia from entering the schools, and documents and
equipment were removed. Ambassador Rolf Ekeus, the
OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities,
characterized the actions as “nothing less than linguistic
cleansing”.2
The forced closure of a school in Tiraspol on 15 July
2004 was the beginning of a crisis between Chisinau and
Tiraspol, which became known internationally as the “school
crisis in Transnistria”. Following the sequestration of the
Tiraspol school, the Transnistrian “authorities”, in spite of
the protest made by parents, pupils and the international
community, also closed the other Romanian-medium schools
in the region. On 29 July, a high school in Rybnitsa (Râbni a)
1

Transnistria is the Moldovan name of the separatist region on the left
bank of the river Nistru (Dnestr in Russian). The Russian name for the
region is Pridnestrovye, and the formal name of the self proclaimed
republic is “Pridnestrovskaya Moldavskaya Respublika” or “PMR”.
Transnistria-Pridnestrovye – “PMR” are different terms designating the
same region of the Republic of Moldova.
2
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, High
Commissioner on National Minorities, Linguistic Cleansing Underway in
Transdniestria, The Hague/Chisinau, 15 July 2004, press statement.
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was seized by Transnistrian militia men. Children, parents
and teachers who had barricaded themselves in an office
inside the school were evacuated. Six parents and teachers
were arrested and taken by force to the militia station, and
sent to jail for three to seven days.
During the entire month of August, pupils, parents and
teachers of the Romanian-medium schools and even
members of the OSCE Mission faced persecution from the
Transnistrian “authorities”. Some pupils and teachers,
accompanied by members of the OSCE Mission, had to sleep
in schools or in the school courtyards, defending the schools
from the closure by the authorities. The appeals of the
Government in Chisinau, the OSCE, EU and the Council of
Europe for the reopening of the schools were ignored by
Tiraspol. On 21 July, Chisinau responded by announcing that
it was retreating from the five side negotiation format
(Moldova, OSCE, Russia, Ukraine and the de facto
Transnistrian authorities), and asked the United States and
the European Union to get involved in the search for a
solution to the conflict. On 29 July, the Moldovan
Government decided to enact economic sanctions against the
“PMR”. However, these actions were unsuccessful.
This research will attempt to shed some light on the
linguistic cleansing policy – restricting Romanian children’s
rights to education in their mother tongue – that has been
promoted by the separatist authorities in Tiraspol, within the
borders of the self-proclaimed “Pridnestrovian Moldovan
Republic”/ “Pridnestrovskaya Moldavskaya Respublika”
("PMR”)”. This policy was enforced by the Smirnov regime
on the left bank of the Nistru River in the wake of the
illegitimate proclamation of the “PMR”. It claims to pursue
the protection of the Moldovan population against the
intentions of the Government in Chisinau to turn it
Romanian. Its real objective – as it will be illustrated by our
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research – is the denationalization of the Romanian
population on the left bank of the Nistru River, its linguistic
and cultural separation from the rest of the
Moldovan/Romanian population in the Republic of Moldova
and Romania. The old Stalinist theory on the origins of the
“Moldovans” stands as the main ideological support for this
policy. It claims that Bessarabia and Transnistria are
inhabited by a distinct nation from the Romanians, whose
mother tongue is different from Romanian language. As we
will demonstrate further on, the process of linguistic
cleansing the separatist regime embarked upon employs
techniques of the former Soviet government and KGB.
Our research will attempt at an interpretation of the
activities carried out by the OSCE Mission to Moldova and
the OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities
aiming at settling the “schools conflict” between Chisinau
and Tiraspol. It also underlines the role of these institutions
in supporting the Romanian language schools in Transnistria.
Given the fact that the violation of the right to education
in one’s native tongue is but a small part of the human rights
situation in Transnistria, our research unveils the main
features of the Soviet-like regime in Tiraspol, its repression
of local ethnic groups and their NGO’s, the opposition
parties and mass media. It takes into account a series of
documents previously published in the Republic of Moldova
as well as in the international mass media. The source of
some of the claims made by our research refers to not yet
published documents from the authors' archives.
September 10, 2005
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1. Historical reference points
The self proclaimed “PMR” has an area of about 4000
km², that is about 12% of the total territory of the Republic of
Moldova. According to the preliminary results of a census
carried out in “PMR” in November 11–18, 2004, there is a
population of 555,500 in the territories controlled by the
separatist authorities. This means 170,000 less than the
figures of the last census carried out in 1989 in the former
Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). In 1989,
39.9 % of the population on the left bank of the Nistru River
were Moldovans/Romanians, 28.3% Ukrainians, and 25.4%
Russians3. At present – if we are to give credit to the
aforementioned census results – the “Moldovans” represent
only 31.9 %, while the Russians and the Ukrainians stand for
30.3 % and, respectively, 28.8 %.4
Until the establishment of the Soviet Socialist Republic
of Moldova (SSRM) the districts on the left bank of the
Nistru River had never been part of either the medieval
3

European Court of Human Rights, Registrar, Grand Chamber
Judgement in the Case of Ila cu and Others v. Moldova and Russia, 8
July 2004, press statement.
4
The results of the Transnistrian census were contested the very same
day they were published. Here is what Infotag News Agency says: “Basic
mathematical calculations prove that some of the results are incorrect.
To a 555,500 population living on a territory of 4163 Km², the population
density should be 133,4 inhabitants/ Km² instead of 150 as it was
declared.” (Infotag News Agency, September 7, 2005)
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Moldovan state or the modern Romania. Nevertheless, in the
period between 1924 and 1940 – in the wake of Bessarabia’s
union to Romania in 1918 – the territory of nowadays
“PMR” along with several districts, previously belonging to
the Soviet Socialist Republic of Ukraine, established the
“Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic of Moldova”
(ASSRM). At that time, the Soviet government was not
acknowledging Bessarabia’s union to Romania and, through
the establishment of the ASSRM, was threatening not to ever
give up its territorial claims over Bessarabia5.
The districts on the left and the right bank of the Nistru
River had never belonged simultaneously to the same state
before 1940, the year of the foundation of the Soviet Socialist
Republic of Moldova. This reality seems to be a good enough
historical argument – according to some of the leaders in
Tiraspol – to legitimate the Transnistrian separatism. The
argument is obviously false because if we were to agree with
this way of thinking at least half of the European frontiers
should be completely mapped out. A comparison between the
nowadays Ukraine frontiers and those of the Soviet Socialist
Republic of Ukraine in 1926 shows that it expanded its
territories with over 150.000 km² during the Soviet period as
a result of the USSR’s expansionist policy and Kremlin’s
generosity towards Ukraine (the latter has been awarded
Crimea in 1954).
"PMR” formally declared its independence on
September 2, 1990. The separatist leaders in Tiraspol turned
the Moldovan linguistic legislation – comprising the “Law of
the Soviet Socialist Republic of Moldova on the Status of the
State Language“, “Law of the Soviet Socialist Republic of
5

See: Argentina Gribnicea, Mihai Gribnicea, Ion i canu, Politica de
moldovenizare în R.A.S.S. Moldoveneasc , Ed. “Civitas”, Chi in u, 2004.
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Moldova on the Reintroducing the Latin script”, “Law of the
Soviet Socialist Republic of Moldova on Functioning of
Languages on the Territory of the SSR of Moldova” – into an
excuse for justifying their real intentions. These laws have
been enforced starting with August 31, 1989. We assert that
they became an excuse for separation given the fact that the
real reasons of the Transnistrian secessionism were entirely
different. If compared to the situation in other former Soviet
republics the legislation on the citizenship and naturalization,
just as the linguistic legislation adopted in 1989 in the
Republic of Moldova were much more permissive. An OSCE
Mission consisting of experts in accordance with the socalled “OSCE Moscow Mechanism” visited the Republic of
Moldova in January-February 1993. It found, among other
things, the following on the specific legislation of the
country:
“Considering the linguistic composition of the
population, these provisions [of the linguistic legislation]
satisfy the demands for respect of minority languages. In
the Moldovan Parliament, both Romanian and Russian
languages are used. Romanian is translated into Russian,
whereas Russian is not translated into Romanian, as all
members of the Parliament understand and speak Russian.
The only controversial provision is Art. 7, which provides
that certain persons who due to their line of work have
contact with other citizens shall know the language of the
citizens at a level sufficient for their professional duties.
Many Russian speaking persons therefore will have to
learn Romanian…”
The same experts found the following in relation to the
Citizenship Law: “The law… is very liberal in extending
Moldovan citizenship to practically everybody who had
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permanent residence on the territory at the time of
sovereignty” [August 23, 1990]6.
The real reason for the Transnistrian secessionism – as it
has been asserted by some Russian official statements7 – was
Moscow’s intention to prevent the union between the
Republic of Moldova and Romania as well as to prolong the
deployment of Russian troops in the region. Russia’s role as
a determining factor in the creation of and the support of the
self-proclaimed “PMR”, was also attested in the decision of
the European Court of Human Rights pronounced on 8 July
2004 in the case of Ila cu and others versus Moldova and
Russia:
"During the Moldovan conflict in 1991-92 forces of
the former Fourteenth Army (which had owed allegiance
to the USSR, the CIS and the Russian Federation in turn)
stationed in Transdniestria, had fought with and on behalf
of the Transdniestrian separatist forces. Large quantities of
weapons from the stores of the Fourteenth Army had been
voluntarily transferred to the separatists, who had also
been able to seize possession of other weapons unopposed
by Russian soldiers. In addition, throughout the clashes
between the Moldovan authorities and the Transdniestrian
separatists the Russian leaders had supported the separatist
authorities by their political declarations. The Russian
6

The Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe. Analysis and
Basic Documents, 1972-1993. Edited by Arie Bloed, Dordrecht/
Boston/London, Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1993, pp. 1166-1167.
7
During an official visit to Chisinau in 1992, Ghenadii Seleznev, the
Chairman of the Russian State Duma stated the following: “We, the
Russians, had to support Trans-Dniester in the conflict. Hadn’t we done
that, Moldova would have been a part of Romania today”. – European
Court of Human Rights. Case of Ila cu and others v. Moldova and Russia
(Application no. 48787/99). Judgment, Strasbourg, July 2004, Annex, p.
43.
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authorities had therefore contributed both militarily and
politically to the creation of a separatist regime in the
region of Transdniestria, part of the territory of the
Republic of Moldova. Even after the ceasefire agreement
of 21 July 1992 Russia had continued to provide military,
political and economic support to the separatist regime,
thus enabling it to survive by strengthening itself and by
acquiring a certain amount of autonomy vis-à-vis
Moldova"8.
With material, financial and political support of Russia
and in particular of the Russian troops deployed in the
region, the “PMR” established little by little their separate
executive, legislative, administrative and judicial bodies and
created its own economic, customs, monetary tax, as well as
an educational and other systems. Not recognized by any
other state, the “"PMR"” nevertheless has border guards
who, under their own flag and coat of arms, demand
passports illegally at the borders.9 Many Soviet-era laws,
some amended and supplemented, remain in force10. Most
importantly, the “PMR” created separate law-enforcement
bodies including an agile KGB-style secret police11 and a

8

European Court of Human Rights, Registrar, Grand Chamber
Judgement in the Case of Ila cu and Others v. Moldova and Russia, 8
July
2004,
press
statement.
See
http://www.echr.coe.int/eng/press/2004/July/
GrandChamber
judgmentIlascuandOthersvMoldovaandRussia.htm [accessed October
2004]
9
See: JCC Work Continues to Be Tremendously Difficult and Almost
Fruitless, http://www.azi.md/ news? ID =1140, 1 February 2001.
10
E.g. the 1961 Penal Procedural Code of the Moldavian Soviet Socialist
Republic, the 1964 Civil Code or the 1964 Civil Procedural Code.
11
See: Dan Ionescu, Lethal Expansion in the Dniester Security Ministry,
in “Transition”, 1 November 1996, pp.6-8.
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formidable army that according to military specialists is
superior to the Moldovan one12.
The Russian Federation very easily and generously
granted (and it still does) its citizenship to the people in
Transnistria, mirroring the situation in other separatist
regions like South Ossetia and Abkhazia in Georgia.
According to some credible sources, about 80.000 of the
“PMR"’s inhabitants have been granted the Russian
citizenship up to the present moment (other 45.000 have
acquired Ukraine citizenship, while according to the
legislation of the Republic of Moldova all the dwellers of the
districts on the left bank of the Nistru River are citizens of
the Republic of Moldova). In this category are to be found
the following: “President” Igor Smirnov (born in
Khabarovsk, Russia); “Vice-President” S. Leontiev (born in
Odessa, Ukraine); the “Minister for Foreign Affairs” V.
Li kai (born in Tver, Russia); the “Defence Minister” S.
Hajeev (born in Chelyabinsk, Russia); the “Security
Minister” V. Antiufeev (born in Novosibirsk, Russia); the
“Minister for Internal Affairs” A. Koroliov (born in Briansk,
Russia)13. Some of the Transnistrian leaders are holders of
Russian diplomatic passports. For instance, on February 2,
1993, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a
diplomatic passport to G. Marakutsa, the “Chairman of the
Supreme Soviet” of the self proclaimed “PMR” and applied
for a visa to be granted to the holder of the document by the
US Embassy in Moscow.
Some of the “PMR"’s leaders fled to Transnistria in order
to avoid being convicted for crimes they had perpetrated in
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other parts of the former Soviet Empire. One of them is the
“Security Minister” V. Antiufeev, who organized an attack
against the TV station in Riga in 1991. According to the
Judgment issued by the European Court for Human Rights in
the case of Ilascu and others v. Moldova and Russia,
“Antiufeev, who was now a Minister in the Transdniestrian
separatist Government had escaped from Latvia. In an
interview he said that he had been sent to Moldova by the
Soyuz Group in the Soviet Parliament, headed by
Mr. Lukyanov. He was offered Abkhasia or Transdniestria.
He chose Transdniestria because there was no language
problem. He was sent to another State to fight the established
constitutional order, as he had done in Latvia”. He was
accompanied to Tiraspol by eleven of his former colleagues
in crime14.
Another person wanted in the Republic of Moldova is
Dmitri Soin. He drew attention of the Moldovan and
Transnistrian public opinion when Mikhail Bergman, the
Commandant of the Tiraspol garrison headquarters, and a
close friend of the ex-Commander of the former 14th Army,
Alexandr Lebed, described two of Soin’s cold blooded
crimes against innocent people:
“In November 1994, Dmitri Soin (at that time
lieutenant Soin, commissioned officer with the Ministry of
Security in Trans-Dniester), with no reason whatsoever,
shot Bogoros in the head while the latter’s under age son
was witnessing the whole scene. The victim and his son
were hitchhiking, so the only thing he had done was trying
to stop a car. Soin stopped his car but refused to give them
a lift. Because of being rebuffed the unfortunate man hit

12

See: Trevor Waters, Instabilities in Post-Communist Europe. Moldova,
Conflict Studies Research Centre. RMA Sandhurst. January 1995, Interfax
News Agency, 7 August 2001; Mihai Gribincea, The Russian Policy on
Military Bases: Georgia and Moldova, Oradea, 2001, pp. 217-235.
13
FLUX, Friday’s issue, No. 6, February 20, 2004.

14

European Court of Human Rights. Case of Ila cu and others v.
Moldova and Russia (Application no. 48787/99). Judgment. Strasbourg,
July 2004.
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the hood of the car. He was then shot in cold blood. Later,
Dmitri Soin was found at home. Lieutenant Soin, that had
just killed a man, was calmly sleeping under the
swastika”.
The second incident Mihail Bergman described was a
double assassination:
“On March 14, 1995, Igor Maiko, a Cossack, and his
88 years old grandmother were shot in their heads.
Despite the absence of any witnesses, Bergam expresses
the opinion that Soin was involved in this assassination:
Igor Maiko’s wife went to the commandant’s office and
handed him a receipt, which stated that Maiko had lent
Soin 1.610 US dollars. Soin was to give the money back on
March, 26. On March 14 the creditor was shot in cold
blood. Moreover, the murderer gathered all the documents
and receipts certifying the debt and set them on fire right
there, in the victims’ kitchen. Soin was put into custody,
but later, he was released following an intercession by
Vladimir Antiufeev’s, the Minister of Security. Not only
had he not lost his job, but he was constantly after the
event promoted in rank and position”15.
In August 2005, the Transnistrian Pro-Europa
Association requested for the so-called 'Ministry of State
Security' in Tiraspol (MSS/MGB) to be included in the
international registry of terrorist organizations. According to
their representatives, 'MMS' under Vladimir Antiufeev’s
leadership, is plotting against the state order, among other
things by preparing a violent clash with the Ministry of
Internal Affairs of the Republic of Moldova. The Pro-Europa
Association claimed that the 'MSS' plots came as a reaction
to a law that had been passed by the Moldovan Parliament on
15

“Dnestrovskaia pravda”, Aprilie 26, 1995; Moldpres, nr. 7136, June 21,
2005.
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July 22, 200516: its provisions referred to the special legal
status of the districts on the left bank of the Nistru River.
Thus, in case the said law was put into practice “the Tiraspol
criminal regime would be on the brink of disappearing”17.
In some observers’ opinion, the majority of the leaders in
Tiraspol, including those with criminal records, are
Moscow’s delegates. Some of the separatist leaders – though
on the Interpol list of well-known criminals – are often
welcomed at Kremlin and greeted with great honors by
important Russian officials. Moreover, they pursue their
studies at the most prestigious universities in Russia; they
run also for elections in the State Duma.18 “Olvia-press”
news agency from Tiraspol published one of Vladimir
Antiufeev’s CV-s: Head of the so-called 'Ministry of
Security', in 1999 became a graduated from Department for
Government Administration and National Security within the
Civil Service Academy of the Russian Federation President’s
Office19.
“President” Smirnov and his family have taken over
“PMR” and rule in a dictatorial way although Transnistria
has a “Government” and a “Supreme Soviet”. One of his
sons was appointed as Head of the Customs of “PMR”.
Another one is the manager of “Sheriff“, a quite powerful
company that initially only included a chain of food stores.
Consequently it also added a mobile communication and
media network, cable TV system, a television channel, a
16

Reference to The Law on the basic regulations for the special juridical
status of the districts on the left bank of the Dniester River (Transnistria).
See also: Vladimir Socor: Moldovan Law Changes the Logic of
settlement on Transnistria, in “Eurasia Daily Monitor”, Vol. 2, Issue 144
, Tuesday, July 26, 2005.
17
Moldpres news agency, August 22, 2005.
18
Timpul, No. 183, January 28, 2005.
19
Olvia-press news agency, November 25, 2004.
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radio station and a magazine. “Sheriff” built an orthodox
cathedral and a very luxurious stadium for the local soccer
team in Tiraspol. According to some sources quoted by the
“Liberation” magazine, the holding was the most important
taxpayer in 2002 and the main contributor to the “PMR"'s
budget (30 %)20. Many of the state owned companies in
Tiraspol were acquired by private Russian companies. In the
process, Smirnov’s interests have not been overlooked.
Some international commentators, including former US
National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, have
characterized Transnistria as a mafia “state“, heavily reliant
on the support of the Russian army21. In addition to the
dominance of the Smirnov family, this judgement is also
based on the observation that smuggling of cigarettes,
alcohol and weapons appear to be the main income sources
of the regime22. Despite having only 7.500 strong military
troops, Trans-Dniester has 14 weapons and ammunition
production units whose products are highly appreciated by
the underground criminal world. The weapons manufactured
in Transnistria have been constantly linked to the conflicts in
the Balkans, Chechnya, and even in Africa23. According to a
20

On the interests of the Smirnov-family dominated Sheriff megaenterprise, see: Liberation: Transdniestria, Soviet Park, in “ ara”, No.
85, August 6, 2002.
21
BBC Romanian, [Zbigniew Brzezinski is of the opinion that
Transdniestria is an enclave of maphiot type], 13 May 2003.
22
Wines, M., Trans-Dniester ‘Nation’ Resents Shady Reputation, “New
York Times”, March 5, 2002.
23
In 1993, 7 “Grad” missiles assembled in Tiraspol with Russian
components were delivered to Abkhazia. In 1998, lieutenant colonel V.
Nemkov of the “PMR” army forces, admitted to having sold “Igla”
missiles from the Cobasna stores between 1996 and 1997 “at a price of
48 thousand dollars each” (“Basa-Press news agency, September 16,
1998). In April 1998, after the investigations of Ia i police, the Arms and
Ammunitions Service captured 34 firing guns, 846 ammunitions, 108.7
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statement by Charles King, professor at the Georgetown
University in Washington, “The National Liberation Army of
Macedonia received financial aid and weapons on the basis
of its connections with the so-called '
PMR'
”24. In February
2002, the Italian magazine “Panorama” stated that envoys of
international terrorism visited the Transnistrian region
looking to buy weapons. Making reference to some concerns
of the Western intelligence and security agencies,
“Panorama” pointed out that in the region were located
supply and training centers of “Al-Qaida”. In its view
“PMR“, has become a criminal island in the center of
Europe, which is providing weapons to all the terrorist
movements in the world."25
The self-proclaimed “PMR” is a source of instability and
a risk factor not only for the Republic of Moldova, but also
for the whole Black Sea region. Kiev, Brussels and
kg of explosives, 2373.4 kg toxic substances. Dumitru Bîrliga, First
Deputy Commander of Ia i Police District Inspectorate, declared on this
occasion that Transnistria “is one of the most important arms suppliers on
the black market” in Romania (Evenimentul Zilei, April 13, 1998). On 25
October 1996, there was the first terrorist bomb attack in Romania
(“Kilometrul 12” Motel in Vesten, Sibiu District). The explosive device
was acquired from Transnistria for $600. (Evenimentul Zilei, July 6,
1998). In September 1998, the Russian Federal Service for Security
arrested four people in Moscow and confiscated 16 kg of explosive, 15
detonators, some pistols and walkie-talkies. Their origins were the
Operative Group of Russian Forces' stores in Transnistria (Evenimentul
Zilei, September 23, 1998). In the fall of 2000, the Russian Federation
armed forces captured from the Chechens “Vasiliok” mine launchers
which are produced only in Transnistria. On this occasion, Moscow’s
newspapers were wondering why some Russian MPs keep on supporting
Smirnov when the latter is selling arms to Chechens in order to kill
Russian soldiers?” – See: “Jurnal de Chisinau”, No. 284, May 28, 2004.
24
Wines, M., Trans-Dniester ‘Nation’ Resents Shady Reputation, in
“New York Times”, March 5, 2002.
25
Moldpres news agency, No 1515, February 5, 2002.
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Washington are fully aware of the gravity of the matter. On
27 December 2003, EU made the decision to reprimand the
so-called “PMR” by imposing travel restrictions for 17 of its
high officials. The group included the “president” of the selfproclaimed “PMR”, Igor Smirnov, and his sons, Vladmir and
Oleg (the former is the “President of the Customs Committee
of Transnistria” while the latter is an advisor of the
“President”); Valerii Litskai, “Minister for Foreign Affairs”;
Stanislav Hajeev, “Minister of Defence”; Vladimir Antiufeev
(Shevtsov), “Minister of Security”; Alexandr Koroliov,
“Minister for Internal Affairs”; Victor Balala, “Minister of
Justice” etc. They are all Russian citizens, 14 of which were
born beyond borders of the Republic of Moldova.26
Following the formal announcement of the mentioned
measures, EU made clear its concerns related to the
Transnistrian dispute considering it “a high risk to the
stability and security in this part of Europe” and stated that
further restrictions would be decided against the leaders in
Tiraspol. There were speculations about EU’s intentions of
encouraging other states to take action in a similar way as far
against the Smirnov regime. Unfortunately, not only has EU
adopted the complementary restrictions, but it also did not
even try to persuade Russia or Ukraine into setting off
similar procedures. As a consequence, the Transnistrian
leaders continue to travel at ease, going to Moscow, Kiev and
other capitals of the CIS states.
In the wake of the “Orange Revolution” in Kiev, the
Ukrainian authorities admitted that the separatist regime in
Tiraspol was a risk factor in the region.27 Subsequently,
26

Moldpres news agency, No 2829, February 28, 2003.
In February 2005, the Ukraine’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Boris
Tarasyuk, made the following statement during the “Ukraine, European
Union, Russia: Challenges and Possibilities for New Relations”
conference: “Ukraine regards Transnistria as Europe'
s black hole, where
27
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Kiev’s stand on the Smirnov’s regime changed under
pressure coming from people intimately connected to the
Tiraspol regime. Such is the case of Petro Poroshenko, the
Secretary of Ukraine’s Security Council immediately
following the “Orange Revolution” and until the dismissal of
Timoshenko’s government. The “Yushchenko Plan” on the
regulation of the Transnistrian conflict was – in many
observers’ opinion – an attempt at legitimating the separatist
regime in Tiraspol. It has been put forward by Ukraine’s
President in April 2005, on the occasion of the GUAM
Summit in Chi in u. The same observers assume that a fair
solution to the conflict requires USA and EU’s active
involvement in the negotiations.

very few get fabulously rich while hundreds of thousand eke out hand-tomouth existence. I am convinced that the existence of the Transnistrian
and other puppet regimes, impeding the building of a unified Europe, are
strategically disadvantageous for the Russian Federation as well”. In his
words, the first serious challenge to “the equilateral triangle of Ukraine,
Russia and the European Union” is the existence of islands of instability
– frozen conflicts that have emerged due to lack of democratic forms of
governance and to latent separatism. The products of the islands'
existence are human deaths, violation of fundamental human rights,
smuggling, corruption, trafficking. He said, time has come for the
European Union, Ukraine and Russia to honestly confess that a closed,
authoritarian region [Transnistria] has developed in Europe, and to
resolutely embark on resolving this and other such problem. “We must
recognize also that the illegitimate, corrupt regimes of self-styled
republics have nothing in common with the legitimate rights of the people
living in such territories”, emphasized the Ukrainian Minister. (“Infotag”
news agency, February 14, 2005).
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2. Human Rights in Trans-Dniester.
General Survey
It has been asserted in a column published by “The
International Herald Tribune” that Transnistria “would make
a great exhibit for a museum on communism”. This
comparison matches reality not only because “PMR” is
scattered with “Lenin’s statues” and the communist symbol
of “hammers and sickles” or for using the ruble as its
“national” currency. It matches reality especially if one
considers the way in which the Smirnov regime approaches
democracy and human rights. Transnistria’s inhabitants, just
like in Soviet times, can only enjoy their fundamental rights
as long as those are not perceived as dangerous for the
“Government”. During the Soviet period, the freedom of
speech meant the right of acclaiming the Communist Party
and the USSR, while nowadays the freedom of speech means
the right of praising Smirnov and his regime. Under the
Soviet regime the freedom of peaceful assembly referred
only to the compulsive parades organized for the
glorification of the Communist Party’s leaders who deceived
themselves into thinking that their power was legitimate.
Nowadays, the freedom of peaceful assembly in Transnistria
refers only to rallying for the glory of the “PMR"’s leaders in
order to create the same illusion.
As long as the leaders are corrupt outlaws, it is unlikely
that the self-proclaimed “PMR” will become a democratic
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entity. Smirnov’s regime doesn’t tolerate the political
opposition. Any action by a political party or organization
not under the control of the so-called “Security Minister” is
perceived as a threat to the “PMR”. The actions against the
only opposition parties in Transnistria are illustrative: the
“People's Power Party” (PPP) (in Russian “Narodovlastie”);
“Power to the People for Social Justice” (in Russian “Vlasti
Norodu! Za sotsialnuiu spravedlivosti”), and the
“Transnistrian Komsomol” (Communist youth organization).
The “People's Power Party” was founded in 1994 by the
Supreme Soviet member A.G. Radchenko. In December
2000, Radchenko was re-elected in the Supreme Soviet
despite Smirnov clique’s bitter opposition. Nicolae
Buceatskiy, former President of the Tiraspol Soviet, is the
leader of the party “Power to the People for Social Justice”.
Oleg Horjan is the leader of the “Transnistrian Komsomol”.
Radchenko, as well as Buceatskiy, harshly criticize
Smirnov’s regime, the corruption and nepotism within the
administration, and the regime's social politicy. They
advocate the federalization of Moldova in order to normalize
the relations with Chisinau28. During the February 2001
election campaign to the Moldovan Parliament, which was
boycotted by the Transnistrian 'authorities', Radchrnko's and
Buchatskiy's parties, as well as the “Transnistrian
Komsomol” campaigned for the Moldovan Communist party
in the districts on the left bank of the Nistru river and in the
town of Tighina (Bender). Subsequently they were accused
by the Transnistrian “Justice Minister” of crimes against the
state in that they were deemed to have been advocating
restoration of Moldova's territorial integrity, and, therefore,
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of liquidation of the separate Transnistrian “state”29. “The
Ministry of Justice” set off a legal action against these
political entities on March 2. Balala, the “Minister of
Justice”, requested for the aforementioned parties to be
written off the registry of the political parties. He claimed
that – by propping Voronin’s Communist Party – they
supported the restoration of Moldovan territorial integrity
and thus trying to abolish the Transnistrian “state”. He also
claimed that “supporting a party whose main objective is the
strengthening of the authority of the Republic of Moldova
and the restoration of its territorial integrity represents an
infringement of the “PMR"’s Constitution”30.
During the trials against these parties, “the Minister of
Justice” did not come out with any proof that could have
sustained the accusations he had made against their leaders.
He only stated that they were not patriots. He said they had
betrayed the “Republic” and the people that had died
defending it in 1992.
The Tiraspol “City Court” eventually banned the
“People's Power Party” on May 14, 2001. But on June 21, the
Transnistrian “Supreme Court” rebuffed the verdict and sent
the file back to the “City Court” in Tiraspol. The “Ministry
of Justice” was criticized for having missed to prove the guilt
of Radcenko’s party. In December 2001, the Tiraspol “City
Court” issued another order on banning the party, but on
March 7, 2002, the “Supreme Court” rebuffed the
interdiction once more arguing that the “City Court” had not
analyzed well enough the arguments of the defendants. In
October 2002, the “Supreme Court” examined a third
decision of interdiction issued by the lower panel in August
29
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“Infotag” News Agency, October 11, 2002.
“Infotag” News Agency, October 11, 2002.
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and this time declared it valid. Asked to comment on the
decision made by the Transnistrian authorities, Radchenko
underscored that Smirnov is the “Supreme Judge” in the
Transnistrian region and – according to the “PMR"’s
legislation – he has the authority to propose the assignment
of the justices as to appoint or dismiss any of them31.
Buchatskiy's “Power to the People Party” was also banned, at
the end of February 2002 on similar accusations.

Supreme Soviet or the local soviets the international electoral
standards are disregarded. Following the local elections for
the village and district soviets and for the position of Head of
the District Administration, on May 27, 2005, the Moldovan
Helsinki Committee for Human Rights (MHCHR) made an
official statement on the unconstitutionality of the elections
and “the simulation of the electoral process”. According to
the MHCHR there were a series of flagrant errors:

Smirnov’s regime decided to fight against Radchenko
and Buceatskiy not only to frighten the populace, but most of
all because those two could have competed against him in the
“Presidential” election in December 2001. The trials were
initiated in March 2001 and proved very successful in
harming the reputation of both Radchenko and Buceatskiy.
During the “Presidential” election, the Transnistrian security
service put in place a whole series of obstacles to prevent
Radchenko from being elected. On November 14, 2001, on
the eve of the polls, the Transnistrian customs service banned
the distribution of the opposition’s publication “Glas naroda”
(17.000 copies) for it contained Radchenko’s electoral
platform. During a press conference in Chisinau, Radchenko
said that “Glas naroda” “had been published outside
Transnistria because all the printing houses had refused to
print it after having discussed the issue with the
representatives of the Ministry of State Security”32.

“Everyone holding an identity card issued by the
Republic of Moldova, Ukraine or Russia or by the
unconstitutional authorities was granted the right to cast
their vote if they could certificate that they had lived in the
Transnistrian region before 1992. All people holding any
other type of a document issued by the unconstitutional
authorities and certifying their residence in the region could
also vote, even individuals with no identity cards. The real
number of voters and their preferences were thus distorted.
This confirms that the unconstitutional authorities wanted to
give the impression that people were interested in
participating in the local elections and thus to create the
illusion that the separatist regime was legitimate. The ballots
were only printed in Russian, despite the fact that the
“PMR” authorities acknowledge that there are three official
languages.

People in the districts under the Smirnov regime’s control
are prevented from participating in the national Presidential
and Parliamentary elections and when they nevertheless do
have the chance of casting their vote for the “PMR"’s
31

“Moldpres” News Agency, No 12848, October 12, 2002.
“Flux” News Agency, No 6099, November 15, 2001: “Moldpres”
News Agency, No 13297, November 16, 2001.
32

The candidates who ran for positions in the
Parliament were selected based on the criteria of their
fidelity to separatism. Those who dared to register their
names on the lists were subjected to psychological and
physical abuse. As for the observers, it was reputed they had
to be loyal to the regime, too. The local observers on behalf
of the candidates and mass media sources often declared that
they didn’t notice any infringements, although the
Committee’s mobile teams noticed that there were a lot of
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violations such as: the presence of the security services
representatives or of the leaders of local administration in
the election stations, the transparency of the voting booths
and the lack of respect for any idea of secret vote, the
multiple vote using different passports, the police presence in
the polling stations, the presence of more than one person in
a voting booth, the selling of alcohol on the premises of the
election stations.
There was no mechanism for verifying the elections
or the manner in which the results were registered and
centralized”33.
The Transnistrian authorities prevented the
population from participating in national Parliamentary
elections in 1994, 1998, and 2001, as well as in Presidential
election in 1996, by prohibiting the creation of polling
stations in the region. When Presidential and Parliamentary
elections in Moldova were held, a “state of emergency” was
declared (e.g. a “state of emergency” from 12 January 1996
until 1 July 1997 was declared by “PMR” “Presidential”
decree No.6)34. The March 2005 Parliamentary election made
an exception. This time, the separatist authorities encouraged
the “PMR"’s inhabitants to vote for the pro-Russian forces in
Chisinau35.
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“Infotag” News Agency, March 29, 2005. Helsinki Committee for
Human Rights in the Republic of Moldova. Official statement regarding
the unconstitutional elections in the Transnistrian region on March 27,
2005. Chisinau, March 29, 2005.
34
See: U.S. Department of State, Country Report on Human Rights
Practices for 1998, http://www.state.gov/www/global/human_rights.
35
Only 8,200 of the Transnistria’s inhabitants cast their votes in the
parliamentary elections in the Republic of Moldova on March 6, 2005, in
Republic of Moldova. Parliamentary Elections. 6 March 2005.
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Under the pretext of defending “PMR“, the separatist
regime exerts severe control over the mass media in the
region, thus violating the citizens’ freedom of speech. The
Transnistrian “authorities” exert severe control over mass
media in the region. Television, radio and newspapers are
strictly controlled by the Transnistrian State Security and
Mass Media “ministries”. “Novoe Vremya” [The New Time]
is generally considered the only independent newspaper in
the region, though the Rabnitsa-based “Dobryi Den”
newspaper has also shown a certain degree of independence
from the authorities. The editors and staff of these and other
newspapers have frequently been investigated by the
Transnistrian security forces; some issues of the newspapers
have been confiscated. On January 28, 1999, for instance, the
security forces confiscated that day the entire print run (6000
copies) of the “Novaya Gazeta” newspaper. The authorities
in Tiraspol defended this action by claiming the existence of
financial disorders and the directors’ failure to register the
publication according to the legal procedures. One week
later, another print run was confiscated and the editorial
office was closed. The newspaper reappeared under a slightly
changed name, “Samaya Novaya Gazeta“, in Bender and
later in Chisinau. On March 16, 2000, the security forces
seized another print run of the newspaper at the Bender
customs checking point on the route Chisinau – Tiraspol. The
Transnistrian security forces gave no explications for their
actions.
The totalitarian regime also makes use of economic
leverage in order to repress the independent newspapers. For
instance, the so-called “Law of the Media” does not limit the
amount of the moral damages that may be claimed in trials
OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Report. Warsaw, 3 June
2005. – ODIHR.GAL/42/05; 3 June 2005.
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involving libel. As a result, many people claiming to have
been subject to libel or defamation through press require
sizeable amounts of money from the media outlets. In 2004,
the manager of the “Tighina” Shoe Factory claimed 200.000
euros36 from “Profsoiuznye Vesti” for it had published a
column condemning his position on the factory’s trade union.
On November 15, 2001, Andrei Safonov, manager of
the “Novaya Gazeta” newspaper, was summoned by the
“Ministry of Justice”. He was informed that Vadim Barabin,
a citizen of the Russian Federation and a retired colonel of
the Russian Army, had filed a complaint against his
newspaper in relation with a column that “Novaya Gazeta”
had published on May 31, 2001. The article contained some
critical remarks about the person and activities of Mr.
Barabin. (At the time of the “Presidential” campaign of 2001
Mr. Barabin supported candidate Igor Smirnov for the
position of President of “PMR”.) Barabin required to be
compensated with $500,000 for alleged moral damages
inflicted on him as a consequence of the newspaper’s actions
and for all the newspaper's assets to be confiscated. The trial
began on November 19, 2001 and closed on May 26, 2003.
The City Court of Tighina sentenced the newspaper Novaya
Gazeta to pay 35,000 Transdniestrian rubles (ca. 5000 USD)
for moral damage caused to the person of Mr. V. Barabin.37
The OSCE Mission to Moldova monitored the trial of this

32

MIHAI GRECU, ANATOL

RANU

case closely. In its Activity Report No. 5/2003 one can read:
“This case is yet another step in a long history of actions by
Transdniestrian authorities against this independent press
organ. The latest action demonstrates the continuing
determination on the part of the Tiraspol regime to restrict
freedom of expression and to suppress its most vocal critics.
Considering that the median salary in the region barely
exceeds the equivalent of 30 US dollars per month, the fine
of 5000 USD puts the survival of Novaya Gazeta under
serious threat”.38
The intimidations against the newspaper’s columnists
continue at the moment being. On 20 April 2004, an
investigative officer with the Transnistrian security
interrogated the newspaper’s directors in relation with a
column on the freedom of conscience in the region printed on
February 11, 2004. It was criticizing a Transnistrian
“official” in charge of religious matters in the region39.
"Dobryi Deni” newspaper’s case is similar to that of
the “Novaya Gazeta”. In 1999, the city administration of
Rybnita filed a lawsuit against “Dobryi Deni” for an article
about the privatization process in Transnistria. The article
questioned the sales of some prestigious buildings for
minimal prices. The city council demanded the equivalent of
15,000 USD from the newspaper for alleged “moral
damage”.40 Subsequently, the “Supreme Court” of the
“PMR” diminished the amount at $6,000.41

36

Thousands of dollars for an anecdote, in “Timpul”. No 249, July 15,
2005.
37
“Trans-Dniester Newspaper calling for help from colleagues in the
world”. “Basa-press News Agency”, May 29, 2003; “Novaya Gazeta” in
Tighina asks for journalists’ support, in “Flux News Agency”, May 29,
2003; OSCE Mission to Moldova, Activity Report No. 11/2001 (1-30
November 2001). – SEC.FR/879/01, 10 December 2001; OSCE Mission
to Moldova, Activity Report No.5/2003(May 2003). – SEC.FR/280/03, 6
June 2003.
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OSCE Mission to Moldova, Activity Report No5/2003 (May 2003),
SEC.FR/280/03,6 June 2003.
39
OSCE Mission to Moldova, Activity Report No 4/2004 (April 2004) –
SEC.FR/210/04, 5 May 2004.
40
OSCE Mission to Moldova, Activity Report No 6/2003 (June 2003) –
SEC.FR/342/03, 10 July 2003.
41
OSCE Mission to Moldova, Activity Report No 4/2000 (26 March-28
April 2000) – SEC.FR/225/00, 3 May 2000.

THE POLICY OF LINGUISTIC CLEANSING IN TRANSNISTRIA

33

In 2002 the Transnistrian newspaper “Profsoiuznyie
vesti” printed an article on the activity (and corruption) of the
judicial system in Transnistria which ended with the
following joke:
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The newspaper was sued as a consequence of this
anecdote and its bank account was blocked. The trial went on
for eight months. According to a decision of the Tiraspol
“Supreme Court” “Profsoiuznyie vesti” had to pay $20,000
for moral compensations. “The plaintiff had no complaints
with regard to any real life actions, but only in relation to the
joke”, stated Ludmila Koval, the newspaper’s editor-in-chief.
“I asked for an expert to attend the workings of the Court
and he tried to establish that the joke was merely a folk
creation and could not be branded as an action against a
professional group. Of course, we lost the case. The Tiraspol
Court of Law couldn’t have even attempt at opposing the
decision of a higher panel“, the editor-in-chief added.42

Moldova proper). “On April 20 [2000] Transdniestrian
security forces broke up a seminar in Tiraspol of journalists
from the left and right banks organized by the NGO
VIDOINF, headed by local journalist Ion Bujor and based in
Causeni in Tighina county. The seminar aimed to bring
together journalists working in the southeastern region of
Moldova, including Transdniestria and Gagauzia, along with
some local economic and environmental experts. Bujor had
obtained the permission of local officials in Tiraspol to hold
the meeting, had notified officials from the Transdniestrian
Committee on Information and Printing, and had not been
informed of any objections to the meeting. Nonetheless,
about one hour after the seminar began, “Ministry of State
Security” official Dmitri Soin (the lieutenant of security chief
Antyufeyev most actively involved in repression of Samaia
Novaya Gazeta) and two colleagues appeared at the
gathering and demanded that participants disperse on the
grounds that the seminar had no authorization. Many
representatives from the Transdniestrian mass media did not
attend the ill-fated session, since they had apparently been
warned off before by representatives of the security organs.
Bujor and other participants later related the day’s events to
Mission Members. Although Mission Members were not
participants in the seminar, the project had received
financial support from ODIHR, at Mission recommendation.
The Mission has protested the action to Transdniestrian
authorities”43.

Being a journalist in Tiraspol is neither safe, nor good
for one’s health if one doesn’t obey to the regime, especially
if one keeps in touch or cooperates with the Government or
the NGO’s on the right bank of the Nistru River (the

In June 2001, the official Transnistrian news agency
“Olvia Press” threatened reprisals against one of its young
journalists in the wake of his publication of an article in a
special volume of a Chisinau youth journal partially funded

Two clerks in the judicial system. One of them says:
“Tomorrow I’ll be on holiday.”
The other one is puzzled:
“How comes? You said you had no money, you said you
didn’t receive your holiday paycheck.”
“You’re right. But yesterday I let some guy on the loose and
now I have the money…”
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Thousands of dollars for an anecdote, in “Timpul”, No. 249, July 15,
2005.
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OSCE Mission to Moldova, Mission Report No. 4/2000 (26 March – 28
April 2000) – SEC.FR/225/00, 3 May 2000.

THE POLICY OF LINGUISTIC CLEANSING IN TRANSNISTRIA

35

by the UNHCR and the US Embassy. “The offending article
merely described in detail the official Transdniestrian view
of the 1992 conflict and the Transdniestrian position in the
political settlement negotiations. However, the news agency
apparently considered any cooperation with Moldovan NGOs
and “Western organizations” to be a serious offense. At first
pressed to resign, the journalist was eventually allowed to
remain on staff, but was forbidden any further collaboration
with the youth magazine in question”44.
There is another case representative for the
Transnistrian authorities’ views in relation to the freedom of
speech through media. On September 6, 2004, Dinu Mija, a
camera operator from Moldova 1 TV, and four employees of
the state company “Moldovan Railroads” were arrested by
the Transnistrian militia while trying to film the railway
junction workers in Tighina who were protesting against the
establishment of the so-called “Transnistrian Railway”
Company. In the process, Dinu Mija was ill-treated, his
camera suffered serious damage and the tapes were
confiscated and destroyed. On 7 September, Dinu Mija and
the chief engineer of the Tighina railway station, were
sentenced to 15 days of administrative arrest for allegedly
resisting the militia. The other 3 employees were sentenced
on similar charges to 5 days administrative arrest. Dinu Mija
was released early on 13 September on request of the Joint
Control Commission; the four railroad employees served
their full terms. The incident occurred within the limits of the
Security Zone under the protection of the so-called
peacekeeping forces45.
44

OSCE Mission to Moldova, Mission Report No. 6/2001 (1 – 30 June
2001) – SEC.FR/491/01, 10 July 2001.
45
OSCE Mission to Moldova, Activity Report No 9/2004, September
2004, SEC.FR/530/04, 15 October 2004; “The Violation of Human
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The OSCE Representative on Freedom of the Media
Miklos Haraszti, visited Moldova, from 18 to 21 October
2004. During his visit he planned to visit Transnistria as well.
However, a day before going to Tiraspol, the OSCE Mission
received a letter from ‘Deputy Minister’ V. Yankovsky
informing that the “Ministry of Security in Tiraspol” regards
Haraszti’s visit as inopportune since “the meetings would
exclude objectivity and a healthy debate…”
Despite this refusal, Haraszti had a meeting with
Transnistrian journalists in Chisinau. Later on, in his report
to the OSCE Permanent Council in Vienna regarding his visit
to Moldova, Miklos Haraszti wrote the following on the
situation of the journalists in Transnistria: “They described
an atmosphere of repression that prevailed in the local
media. The majority of the media was published by the
authorities. According to a leading local independent editor
Grigoriy Valovoi, only 10-15 percent of all publications
could be considered non-governmental. There was almost no
debate on any issues of public interest.
The only existing independent newspapers are
frequently harassed, their print-runs arrested, they are sued
for libel, their staff often threatened. A complete government
monopoly exists in the electronic media. According to
Transdniestrian journalists, all contacts with Moldovan
reporters are strictly forbidden.
Recently, broadcasts of the Moldova 1 channel has
been suspended in Transdniestria. Journalists from both
Moldova proper and Transdniestria suggested that an
exchange of programmes, information, etc., would be
Rights in the Trans-Dniester Region”, in “Moldova suveran ”, No 147,
September 8, 2004; “The Trans-Dniester NGOs request journalist’s
release”, in “Moldova suveran ”, No 148, September 9, 2004;
“Moldpres”, No 11590, September 13, 2004.
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beneficial but warned that these exchanges would probably
be curtailed by the Transdniestrian authorities”.
In his report, Miklos Haraszti noted that “the official
news agency Olvia Press and official newspapers such as
Pridnestrovie serve only as propaganda tools of the ruling
authorities. Official Transdniestrian television and radio
stations are also under tight control by the so-called
‘Ministry of Information.’ The private TV Company TCB
(TSV), which belongs to a private entity Sheriff, is also close
to the region’s leadership. Several journalists who were
critical towards the authorities decided to leave the region at
the beginning and the middle of the 1990’s. In 2004 the only
media outlets which have managed to establish a certain
independence are ‘Profsoyuznye Vesti’, ‘Novaja Gazeta’,
‘Dobryi Deni’ from Ribnita and ‘Celovek i ego prava’ from
Tiraspol. The owners of ‘Novaya Gazeta’ plan to establish
an independent radio station”46.
In 2005 – under the circumstances created by the
preparations of the elections for the “Supreme Soviet” and
out of the fear of an “orange revolution” in Transnistria – the
repressions against the opposition media outlets in the region
became even harsher. In June 2005, the “Novaya Gazeta”,
“Chelovek i zakon” and “Pravda Pridnestrovia” newspapers
underlined this situation in a statement they called “We vote
for the freedom of speech”. The statement introduced the
decision of the editorial staff of promoting the democracy
and human rights in Transnistria and to support the
immediate settling of the Transnistrian conflict. Thus, the
“Non-governmental Mass Media Union” came into being. Its
46

See The Report of Miklós Haraszti, the Representative on Freedom of
the Media, “Assessment Visit to Moldova. Observations and
Recommendations. 16 December 2004"- FOM.GAL/30/04, 10 December
2004.
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proclaimed objective was to support the transformation of the
state owned publications into private outlets. The Union’s
members asserted they were advocating the cooperation with
other NGOs in the region and all the international
organizations concerned by this matter. They agreed to give
each other support in order to convene a common
informational policy.
Andrei Safonov, Director of the Novaya Gazeta,
stated to the “Moldpres” news agency that “the Transnistrian
authorities’ monopoly over the press had recently grown
very intense as a result of the elections for the Supreme
Soviet in Tiraspol that were to occur in a few months time.”
According to Safonov, the cases of judicial prosecution
against journalists proliferated as the extremist attitudes of
the political forces in relation to the mass media became
drastic. A. Safonov added that, “as a result of judicial
prosecution the editorial offices of the ‘Glas Naroda’ and
‘Dobryi Deni’ as well as other newspapers were shut down
in the last two years”47.
The Transnistrian authorities regard the NGOs and
similar civil society organizations as prejudicial to the
security of the “PMR”, or even as “a betrayal …of
Transnistrian statehood”. Members of the regional NGOs
are regularly subjected to various forms of psychological
pressure, intimidation and even ill-treatment. A few
examples will be cited here.
On September 2, 2002, the leader of a Tiraspol NGO
with close connections to the OSCE Mission in the Republic
of Moldova, other international organizations and to some
NGOs in Moldova, was stabbed by a young man downtown
Tiraspol. The NGO’s leader survived, but he received
47

“Moldpres” News Agency, No 6846, June 14, 2005.
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medical assistance only after being interrogated by the
Transnistrian authorities. On the other hand, the Transnistrian
police released the perpetrator only a few minutes after the
incident without previously identifying or recording his
personal data. According to the observers, this aggression
was a retaliation of the Transnistrian security forces in
response to the NGO’s leader activity on the strengthening of
the civil society and democracy in the region. He had drawn
the attention of the Transnistrian security forces upon him
some years before and the attack on September 2, 2002 was
the third in a row. The security forces had constantly insisted
that the NGO’s activity was an act of treason against the
“state” of Transnistria. The fact that the NGO’s leader was
tightly connected to the OSCE Mission in Moldova and other
international organizations was well-known to the TransDniester authorities. Nevertheless, he wasn’t spared from
Antiufeev’s anger. Moreover, following the attack on
September 2, the mass media under the control of the TransDniester authorities initiated a character assassination
campaign against him and his NGO’s activity.
On 17 June 2004, Oksana Alistarova, the leader of the
NGO Vzaimodeistvie, active in promoting human rights in
the Transdniestrian region, was interrogated by three officers
of the State Security ministry, in the presence of her young
daughter. For more than five hours, she was asked questions
about which organizations she cooperates with, whom she
invites to seminars, how the activities of her NGO are
financed, as well as personal questions. She was released
only after intervention by the OSCE Mission. In the weeks
following this incident, she was repeatedly subjected to a
wide variety of intimidating behaviour and harassment, such
as anonymous phone calls during the night, an attack on her
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home with paint bombs, and threatening graffiti painted on
her home48.
On 1 July 2004, the Transnistrian authorities
obstructed a NGO training seminar on human rights
monitoring, organized in Tiraspol by the opposition leaders
N. Buchatsky and A.G. Radchenko, together with the
Moldovan Helsinki Committee for Human Rights from
Chisinau. The organizers had invited representatives of 10
Transnistrian NGOs hoping they could show them how to
make surveys on the situation of the human rights in the
region.
In the morning of 1 July, Transnistrian authorities
staged a counter demonstration of 50-60 pensioners at the
training sites – mostly members of patriotic public
organizations loyal to the regime – to protest against the
seminar and the presence of Stefan Urâtu, the Chairman of
the Moldovan Helsinki Committee, and two Transnistrian
opposition figures. Tiraspol militia intervened to “protect”
Urâtu and eight of his young volunteers from demonstrators
and brought them by force to a nearby militia station where
they were kept for about 30 minutes and their personal data
were taken. Afterwards, as Urâtu was accompanied to a
militia car, the pensioners threw oil, paint and eggs at him.
According to witnesses of the events, these items had been
distributed to the pensioners shortly before by uniformed
members of the Transnistrian law enforcement agencies.
Eventually, Urâtu was expelled from the region despite the
fact that he is a permanent resident and has an apartment in
Tiraspol. His volunteers were told to leave Tiraspol. A video
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N ravuri NKVD-iste în stânga Nistrului [NKVD’s manners in
Transdniestria], in “FLUX” newspaper, No. 88, 22 June 2004;
“Moldpres” News Agency, Chisinau, 18 June 2004.
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cassette of the events was confiscated by the Transnistrian
law enforcement agencies49.
In the following weeks, an organized campaign of
vandalism was mounted in Tiraspol against the residences of
N. Buchatsky and A. Radchenko and one of the most active
NGO leaders. During the nights of 7, 9 and 12 July the
apartments and houses of the three were attacked by
unknown youths with liquid acids. Profanity and insults were
painted on their walls with engine oil. All three were
reportedly told to leave the region if they wished to avoid
severe consequences for their family members. This practice
went on and on for months. Here is a leaflet that was
disseminated to the neighbours of Buchatski and Radchenko
by the members of the so-called “No to the Violence”
organization:
“Beware! There is a maniac living in our building at the
apartment no. 22. Everybody knows him. He constantly
writes offensive messages on our walls, the hallway is filled
with his excrements and other fetid substances, and he blows
up petards. He’s a psychopath, an alcoholic and a pervert.
He enjoys doing all these things. His name is Buchatskii
Nikolai Onufreevic. Bear in mind that he is dangerous and
capable of wrongdoing. Protect your children and don’t you
come home late at night. Just think of a way to isolate this
monster. Say “No” to the maniac. Say “Yes” to a happy and
quiet life. The “No to Violence” Movement’s Committee.
On 13 July, Ambassador William Hill, the Head of
OSCE Mission to Moldova sent letters to Transnistrian
authorities expressing deep concern over these organized acts
49

International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights, Attack on
Moldovan Human Rights Defenders, Vienna, 7 July 2004, press
statement,
http://www.humanrights.md/eng/News/attack%20IHF.htm
[accessed October 2004].
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of vandalism and demanding investigation as well as
prevention of further such actions50.
In mid-July, the “patriotic organizations” “The Union
of PMR's Defenders” and “The Association of Veterans of
War in Afghanistan” began public calls for revoking the
mandates of Mr. Buchatsky and Mr. Radchenko in the
Tiraspol City Soviet and the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet51.
In connection with this campaign, the Smirnov regime's press
agency “Olvia-press” wrote: “Spain left us an expression
“the 5th column,” when one of Franko’s generals said: “We
will go to Madrid with four columns, the 5th column will wait
for us in Madrid”… But, in my opinion, there is a more
precise definition – “vlasovets“, which came into being
during the Great War for the Defence of the Country. This is
a traitor who fights against his own people, against his
country. Vlasov fought under the slogan of Russia’s
liberation from Bolshevism but, in fact, he helped the fascists
to enslave the country. The situation is the same in our
country. There is a series of people, who speak about the fact
that they want to democratize Transnistria but, in fact, they
feed out of Voronin’s funds and different international
organizations, and their activity is directed not at
improvement of the situation here, but at the liquidation of
the republic”52. Combined with the Soviet-inspired practices,
this language reminds the Stalin times and can not but
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51
:
, in “Olvia-press” News Agency
(in Russian), 12 July 2004.
52
, O.,
,
!
!
:
"“
"” # $
%
,
in “Olvia-press” News Agency (in Russian), 5 July 2004.

THE POLICY OF LINGUISTIC CLEANSING IN TRANSNISTRIA

43

amplify the population’s perception of living under the
dictatorial regime.
In the wake of the “orange revolutions” in Georgia
and Ukraine, Antiufeev’s “Ministry” puts an increasing
pressure on the civil society and the mass media in
Transnistria. It accuses them of being recipients of foreign
funds in order to prepare an “orange revolution” in Tiraspol.
On April 14, Vladimir Antiufeev had a press conference on
the topic of “The Transnistrian Security in the light of
nowadays challenges and perils”. Firstly, he dealt with the
increasing influence of the USA in the region and with the
Washington politics aiming at pushing Russia off the region.
Then he pointed out to a network of Transnistrian
independent NGOs allegedly financed by the money offered
by the Soros Foundation, with the involvement of foreign
intelligence agencies such as the Polish and Romanian ones.
“These organizations aim at instigating a “velvet revolution”
in Transnistria“, said Antiufeev. He also stated that “the
Western sponsors spend great amounts of money for
supporting the so-called mass media outlets in “PMR”. The
Novaya Gazeta headed by Andrei Safonov was offered as an
example.
The central authorities of the Republic of Moldova
have no means of influencing the state of facts in the socalled “PMR”. Moreover, when Moldova ratified the
European Convention on the Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms (ECHR), it entered a telling declaration: “…that it
will not be able to ensure observance of the Convention in
respect of omissions and actions made by the authorities of
the self-proclaimed Transnistrian republic in the territory,
which is de facto controlled by such authorities until final
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resolution of the Transnistrian conflict”53. Although the
Transnistrian “Supreme Soviet” is not known to have reacted
in any way and the declaration went untested for years, in
2001 the European Court of Human Rights dismissed
Moldova's preliminary objection arguing that the Republic of
Moldova had ratified the Convention with effect throughout
the whole of its territory and stated that “… the Court
considers that the aforementioned declaration cannot be
equated with a reservation within the meaning of the
Convention, so that it must be deemed invalid”54. A legal
nicety that unfortunately skirts the crux of the problem: the
real, de facto, authority continues to be exercised by the
separatists and there is no recourse to justice when human
rights are trampled upon55.
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The Parliament of the Republic of Moldova ratified the ECHR on July
24, 1997
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See Grand Chamber Decision on the admissibility of Application no.
48787/99 by Ilie Ilascu, Alexandru Lesco, Andrei Ivantoc and Tudor
Petrov-Popa against Moldova and the Russian Federation, The European
Court of Human Rights, 4 July 2001 see http://www.echr.coe.int/
Eng/Judgments.htm.
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Human rights in the Transdniestrian region of the Republic of
Moldova, The Interdepartmental Commission for Co-ordination of the
State Policy in the Settlements on the Left Bank of the Dniester River,
Chisinau 2002 (2nd edition, updated).
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3. The policy of linguistic cleansing in
Transnistria
The OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities,
Rolf Ekeus, characterized the policy of the Transnistrian
authorities towards the Moldovan schools, which teach through
the medium of the Romanian language and the Latin script, as a
policy of linguistic cleansing. He made a statement in this
regard after the Transnistrian police and special services seized
school No.20 ("Lucian Blaga”) in Tiraspol on 15 June 2004. At
7 AM that day, about 25 Transnistrian militia men and a
reported group of 30 special troops of the region’s “ministry” of
interior (MVB), sealed off the school and prevented the
school’s management and staff, as well as parents, from
entering it; later, the property and the documents were taken
away from the school without any formal note. The parents and
the teachers who tried to oppose the take-over were pushed
back by the police cordon. Within hours, two other schools in
Benderi were hand-delivered notices of closure by local
authorities. Commenting on the incident, the OSCE High
Commissioner said: “Today'
s forced closure of the Moldovan
School in Tiraspol is nothing less than linguistic cleansing”.
The provocative action of the Transnistrian police and
security forces came one day after the OSCE High
Commissioner visited the Tiraspol school. Mr. Ekeus had
received assurances from the local authorities that legal
registration of all the schools could be allowed within one
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week. “I am deeply disappointed by this illegal and inhuman
action today in Tiraspol… It is further evidence of the
Transnistrian disregard for basic human rights and education
standards. This indifference is damaging to thousands of
children who are being used by the Transnistrian authorities as
pawns in a political game“, said the High Commissioner56.
The sequestration of the school from Tiraspol on 15
July 2004 was the beginning of a crisis between Chisinau and
Tiraspol, which became known to the international public
opinion as the “crisis of schools from Transnistria.” After the
sequestration of the Tiraspol school on 15 July, the
Transnistrian authorities, in spite of protest by parents, pupils’
and the international community, also closed the other
Romanian-medium schools in the region. On 29 July, a high
school from Rybnitsa was assaulted and seized by the
Transnistrian militia men. Children, parents and teachers who
had barricaded themselves into an office inside the school were
evacuated. Six parents and teachers were arrested and taken by
force to the militia station. Then, they were sent to jail for three
or seven days.
During entire August, pupils, parents and teachers of the
Romanian-medium school and even the members of the OSCE
Mission faced persecution of the Transnistrian authorities.
Some pupils and educators (including an orphanage from
Bender), accompanied by members of the OSCE Mission had
to sleep in schools or in the school courtyards, defending the
schools from the closure by the authorities. The appeals of the
Government in Chisinau, the OSCE, EU and the Council of
Europe to reopen the schools were ignored by Tiraspol. On 21
July, Chisinau responded by announcing that it retreats from the

five side negotiation format and asked the United States and the
European Union to get involved in search for a solution to the
conflict. On 29 July, the Moldovan Government decided to
enact economic sanctions against “PMR”. But these actions
didn’t compel the Transnistrian authorities to give up. On 10
September 2004, Ambassador William Hill, the Head of the
OSCE Mission in Moldova, noted that out of the six
Transnistrian schools with Romanian-medium teaching based
on Latin script, two were still closed while the others were not
properly registered and faced various difficulties.57 As a matter
of fact, on September 2004, ten days after the beginning of the
school year in ex-Soviet countries, only three schools didn’t
function because of reasons which have to do with the adults’
incapacity to respect the elementary rights of children. A school
in Beslan, Northern Ossetia, some days before had become the
target of a terrorist attack, which left 333 people dead, with 160
children among them. Further two schools (Râbnitsa and
Tiraspol) are from the unknown “PMR” and have been the
target of a discriminatory policy against the Romanians for
many years due to their insistence on teaching their children in
their mother tongue with Latin script and in the way their
neighbours from the right bank of the river Nistru do.
For many Western commentators, not so much familiar
with Moldova’s problems, as well as for some international
organizations the “school crisis” in Transnistria proved to be an
unexpected event. In fact, the fight for survival of the
Romanian-medium schools in the so-called “PMR” has lasted
for more than ten years. Over all these years, the policy of
linguistic cleansing has been pursued by the separatist
authorities in Tiraspol.
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Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, High
Commissioner on National Minorities, Linguistic Cleansing Underway in
Transdniestria, The Hague/Chisinau, 15 July 2004, press statement.

Over thousand pupils in Transdniestria still without school, OSCE
Mission Head says. – Press Release of OSCE Mission to Moldova, 10
September 10, 2004.
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On 31 August 1989, the Moldovan Parliament (at that
time, still called the Supreme Soviet) adopted several laws that
regulate the main linguistic issues in the country, i.e. “Law of
the Soviet Socialist Republic of Moldova on the Status of the
State Language“, “Law of the Soviet Socialist Republic of
Moldova on Reintroducing the Latin Script”, “Law of the
Soviet Socialist Republic of Moldova on Functioning of
Languages on the Territory of the SSR of Moldova.” According
to the newly-adopted laws, the language of tuition switched
throughout Moldova, including in Transnistria.
Although the adopted laws did not in any way affect the
Russian-medium educational system of the Republic of
Moldova58, the re-introduction of the Latin script was received
with hostility by the authorities in Tiraspol. Under the pretext
that the linguistic legislation adopted by Chisinau “Romanized”
the Moldovan population of Transnistria, the implementation of
the laws was boycotted, and repressive measures were taken
against the Moldovan schools which had switched to the Latin
script.
To justify the discriminatory policy against the schools,
the separatist authorities began, with more pitilessness than
ever, to promote the old Soviet nationalities' theory about the
existence of two distinct peoples living in Moldova and
Romania who speak two distinct languages: “Moldovan” and
Romanian. According to the theory, the “Moldovan” language
should be taught only in the Cyrillic script, and Latin is reserved
for the Romanian language. On 12 March 1991, the “Supreme
Soviet” of PMR adopted a decision “On Urgent Measures to
Maintain the Originality of Moldovan People, as well as the
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originality of its Culture and Language.” The decision stated:
“Lately in MSSR [Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic] the
process of Romanisation of Moldovan people has accelerated.
Mass-media, the politicised civic nationalistic organization and
the official state institutions of all levels conduct an antinational policy of denial of the peculiarities of the Moldovan
people, of its culture, language and traditions. These antinational forces present all that is Moldovan as being
Romanian: the land, the people, the language, the script, the
traditions …” In order to stop the “Romanization”, the
“Supreme Soviet”, inter alia, decided: 1) the local “Soviets”
should adopt urgent measures to maintain specific identity of
the “Moldovan people”, their language and culture; 2) to
replace the course “The History of Romanians” in the school
curriculum with “The History of Native Land” and “The
History of the Soviet Union”; 3) to allow the teaching of the
Moldovan language in Cyrillic script only; 4) to print any
publications in “Moldovan” in Cyrillic only, etc. All language
laws adopted in the Republic of Moldova where declared null
and void on the territory of the “PMR” 59.
Soon thereafter, presumably also in order to thwart
“Romanisation”, the “Moldovan language” was declared one of
the three official languages (alongside Russian and Ukrainian)
by the “PMR"s’ own language law. Article 6 not only
prescribes that the written form of the “Moldovan” language is
exclusively in the Cyrillic script, but also ominously states that
the ‘… usage of the Latin alphabet implies responsibility as
foreseen by the law’60. It is also interesting to note that in
neighbouring
Ukraine
in
areas
inhabited
by
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In the 1999/2000 school year 637,700 students attended 1,118 schools
that taught in Romanian and 142,000 attended 270 schools which taught
in Russian, 114 taught in Romanian and Russian, 5 in Ukrainian and
Russian, 4 in Bulgarian and Russian, 2 in English and one in English and
Russian. See UN Doc. CERD/C/372/Add.2.
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Newspaper “Sfatul rii”, No. 53 (833), 12 April 1991; Newspaper
“Moldova Suveran ”, No. 76 (17685), 3 April 1991.
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“Language law of the Transnistrian Moldovan Republic”, September 8,
1992 (unofficial translation from Russian).
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Moldovans/Romanians schools are allowed to conduct tuition
in the Latin script.
Despite all the efforts to convince the population of only
one true “Moldovan” identity, thousands of teachers, parents,
and students consider that the “Moldovan” language is actually
Romanian (this situation is further confused by the fact that
even the Moldovan Constitution refers to the State language as
“Moldovan”). Moreover, and as mentioned above, many today
realise that properly mastering only one alphabet is
disadvantageous to graduates who increasingly wish to be
eligible for higher education in the rest of Moldova, in Romania
or further afield in Europe.61
During the last decade, the students, parents and teachers
in the Trans-Dniester Romanian schools vehemently opposed
the regime’s policy of linguistic cleansing. They went on strike,
rallied, picketed the local administrative bodies or blocked the
roads etc. In response to these actions, the separatist regime
repeatedly tried to shut down the Romanian schools or to turn
them into Moldovan and Russian or Moldovan and Ukrainian
schools. They also undertook violent action against the parents
and the teachers: some of them were dismissed, intimidated, illtreated or even arrested.62 They are considered to be the “fifth

column” of the Republic of Moldova in the so-called “PMR”.
The schools, whose teachers do not obey the rules of the
Transnistrian authorities, are taken under the control of the
special troops. The students’ bags are searched and the manuals
written in Latin script are confiscated. The financial aid for
these schools63 is stopped and they are often disconnected from
electrical power, running water and gas distribution systems.
On September 30, 1996, the “Education Ministry” in the socalled “PMR” closed the activity of the school No. 1 in
Grigoriopol under the pretext that it was not authorized to teach
using the Latin script. Inside and outside the school were
dispatched Transnistrian militiamen and Cossacks. Some of
them even had machine guns64. Three of the school teachers
that were actively protesting in favor of the Latin script were
arrested. They were detained for one week without any
warrant65. They were only released after they were made to
promise their schools would comply with the textbooks and the
curriculum of the separatist “Ministry of Education“66, and will
only teach in the Cyrillic script. On October 1 – after claiming
that they had to make major repairs on the premises of school
No 1 – they used the opportunity for shutting down school No.
1 in Slobozia. The school courtyard was put under watch by
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the security forces. BASA-press, No. 2750- 1, 3 October 1996; FLUX, 7
October 1996.
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According to the “Deputy Minister of Education of the PMR”, Mr.
V.G. Surinov, in 2001 600 students enrolled into Moldovan, 250 into
Russian, 150 into Ukrainian and 4,500 into Transnistrian institutes of
higher education. – Oldrich Andrysek, Mihai Grecu, Unworthy partner:
the schools issue as an example of human rights abuses in Transdniestria
– Helsinki Monitor, Volume 14, 2003, No. 2, p. 109.
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In January 1997 unidentified men visited the home of the director of
the Moldovan School in Grigoropol and told her husband that his wife
and children should leave if they would like to stay alive. Seriously
frightened the Director (who had already been detained by the
Transdniestrian authorities previously) left the next day. It should be
noted that while she has since returned, she continues to be harassed by

THE POLICY OF LINGUISTIC CLEANSING IN TRANSNISTRIA

53

militiamen and soldiers of the “Dnestr” special troops. Inside
there were dispatched armed militiamen67.
The teachers, parents and students set off a protest. In
Slobozia they picketed the District Executive Office for several
days. They requested to be given back their school, their
textbooks and for the school principal to be let to resume his
activity68. In Grigoriopol, they rallied in front of the school
premises.
Many students are forced to take additional lessons in the
Latin script at home. In January 1997, for example, in
Grigoriopol about 150 pupils took lessons at home from 16
teachers69. A few years later, in April 2001, about 90% of
students of the school secretly followed the central Government
curriculum alongside the Transnistrian one. When in 2002 it
transpired that the absolute majority of parents decided to
legalise the whole situation and petitioned the local authorities
to allow classes to be conducted in the Latin script, the response
was swift and resolute70. A total of 54 out of 57 teachers were
threatened with criminal proceedings ranging from violating the
language law to accepting a second (and untaxed) salary from
the Chisinau authorities for their “unauthorized” work.
Teachers were given an opportunity to repent and were
encouraged to sign statements that they will henceforth respect
“PMR” regulations currently in force. The alternative was
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The Vice-President of the so-called “PMR”, Aleksandr Karaman,
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“Flux” News Agency, October 4,1996.
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disciplinary measures. The school was “reorganized” and all
teachers had to re-qualify for their own jobs71. OSCE
interventions were ignored, international staff was denied entry
to Transnistria and, finally in spite of appeals to the
representatives of guarantor States (Russia and Ukraine), the
teaching of Romanian was terminated72. The “unreasonable”
teachers were sacked and the pupils were driven out and nearly
two hundred of them in 2003 attended a school on Governmentcontrolled territory in a village about 11 km away73.
Not all parents openly resist. Some send their children
across the separation line to the “nearest” school. Those who
cannot cope with the pressure consider leaving the region
altogether, a matter that has alarmed the Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in
Moldova. The prevention of internal displacement as a result of
human rights violations in Transnistria, including the right to
education, remains a concern for the international community to
date. Conscious of the fact that practically no international
funds were being allocated to foster positive measures, the
UNHCR drafted a reconciliation project to be funded through
the World Bank and a substantial grant was secured from the
Japan Social Development Fund (JSDF). The main objective
was reconciliation between the divided communities and to
ameliorate the discrimination through repairs of the deprived
71
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‘We, the school teachers will not violate the school regulation, which
stipulates the use of the Cyrillic script and curricula drafted by the
Tiraspol administration’ was stated in a document given to teachers to
sign by the Grigoriopol school director acting on local council
instructions. In total 32 teachers were sufficiently intimidated to sign.
72
Open letter to the Ambassadors of Russia and Ukraine dated 20
February 2002 (on file with the authors).
73
On the evacuation of children to Dorotcaia, http://www.azi.md/news?
ID=21122, 11 October 2002 or FLUX 31 July 2002; FLUX, No. 8711, 10
September 1999.
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institutions74. The project had a difficult start and when both
sides failed to provide sufficient guarantees to exercise
oversight, the UNHCR had to withdraw.
It should also be mentioned that even the “official”
Moldovan schools in Transnistria that teach in the Cyrillic
script suffer difficult conditions. The schools are poorly
equipped with teaching materials as the authorities show little
interest in their well-being. Students in Moldovan schools have
to make do with out-dated books from Soviet times, whereas
their Russian and Ukrainian peers have modern textbooks
(sometimes donated by Russia and Ukraine). As a result an
increasing number of Moldovan parents send their children to
Russian schools while Moldovan schools continue to empty.
According to a report of the ‘Ministry of Education’ of the
“PMR“, while in 1999 students of Romanian/Moldovan
ethnicity represented 32.6% of all Transnistrian pupils, only
13% attended “Moldovan” schools. In special and higher
education institutions only 6% studied in “Moldovan”75. So,
despite the fact that the “Moldovan language” is official in
“PMR” it is overlooked and access to study in this language is
quite difficult. According to the OSCE Mission in the Republic
of Moldova and to the Office of the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees, the majority of the students, parents and teachers in
the Romanian schools in Transnistria teaching the Cyrillic script
favor the use of the Latin script but they have to deal with the
refusal of the separatist authorities.
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“Infotag” News Agency, 1 October 2001 or http://www.azi.md/news?
, 28 September 2001.
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The highest concentration of Moldovan speakers is in the regions of
Grigoriopol (69%), Camenca (44%), Slobozia (43%), and Dubasari
(40%).
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4. OSCE and the Romanian schools in
Transnistria
The main OSCE body dealing with the issue of
Moldovan schools in Transnistria is the OSCE Mission to
Moldova. The Mission was deployed in Chisinau on 25 April
1993 and since February 1995 maintains a branch office in
Tiraspol. Given its mandate, the Mission from the very outset
took an active interest in the problem of Moldovan schools.
In the OSCE Mission’s report no. 9, in September 199376, it
is said that: Tiraspol imposes the teaching of Romanian in
the Cyrillic alphabet on parents and children claiming the
right to learn the Latin one. Transnistrian authorities are
accused of having barred access to state shops for “noncitizens“, people loyal to the Republic of Moldova”.
Moreover, the report said that while the Head of the Mission
and three of its members were attending the conference
“Peace and Democracy in Multiethnic Societies” in Tighina
(September 9–12, 1993), “the Romanian speaking parents
staged a demonstration” against the discrimination of their
children. Later on, this conflict has become a constant topic
in the Mission’s reports. The members of the Mission would
talk to the students, parents and teachers in the Romanian
schools. They would also talk to the representatives of the

ID=13961
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The first report of the OSCE Mission in Moldova was produced in May
1993.
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Tiraspol regime in charge of the education system and to the
regime’s political leaders. In May 1997 the Head of the
Mission proposed both Chisinau and Tiraspol to accept the
mediation of the conflict by Mission. The Mission offered
some funds for the ongoing negotiations and indicated that its
premises might host the discussions between the “two
parties”.
The OSCE Mission was from the very beginning in
favor of the patents, students and teachers. It also stated that
the Moldovan schools in Transnistria should be allowed to
teach Romanian with Latin script: “parents must have the
right to choose in what language and script should their
children study and it is the authorities’ duty to ensure them
proper facilities (a sufficient number of schools or classrooms, transport facilities for the neighbourhood schools
etc.)”. Between August and October 1996, during the “school
war” in Transnistria, Donald Johnson, the Head of the OSCE
Mission in the Republic of Moldova, stated that he was
sticking with the students, parents and teachers who wanted
to study in Romanian with Latin script: “every child should
study the language chosen by his parents and not by the
politicians”. The Mission made to the authorities in TransDniester the suggestion that the conflict could have been
easily settled if “the parents were given the right to choose
the language and the script for their children studies”.
During the meetings with the “PMR"’s leaders, the
members of the Mission suggested that the regime’s policy
toward the Moldovan children in Transnistria was
discriminatory not only if compared to the children of
Russian and Ukrainian origin, but also in relation to the rest
of the children in Moldova. Moldovan children in
Transnistria have to use old Soviet textbooks that are out of
date and physically worn out, whereas the students in the
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Russian and Ukrainian schools enjoy new manuals delivered
by the Russian Federation and Ukraine. The access of the
Moldovan children to higher education in Moldova or
Romania is restricted as an outcome of the imposition of an
out-dated curriculum and the Cyrillic script. Russian and
Ukrainian origin children that studying in their mother
tongue on Russian and Ukrainian textbooks, have a greater
chance of enjoying higher education not only in Transnistria,
but also in Ukraine and Russia.
Over the years, the OSCE Mission in Moldova
managed to settle a series of clashes between the Moldovan
teachers, students and parents on one hand and the separatist
authorities on the other hand. The Mission was also involved
in solving lots of these schools’ social and material problems.
Unfortunately, OSCE in general, and its Mission in Moldova
in particular have almost no power in influencing the
Tiraspol regime toward acknowledging the right of the
Romanian students to study in their own mother tongue. As a
result, the Romanian schools in Transnistria continue to be
the subject of intimidation and harassment just as it happened
ten years ago. Their future depends on the relation between
the school principal and the authorities, as well as on the
whims of the administrative clerks in Tiraspol. In November
2001, William Hill, Head of the OSCE Mission to Moldova,
made the following statement (this statement was published
by the informational portal “Moldova Azi”) on the future of
the Transnistrian schools:
"We in the OSCE Mission in Moldova are deeply
concerned about the schools and school children in
Transdniestria, in particular those children that wish to be
educated in the Moldovan or Romanian language in Latin
script but either are not able to receive such an education or
whose education in this script is restricted. I have raised this
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issue personally many times with all the Transdniestrian
leadership and we continue to raise the issue. We believe that
children have the right and that the parents have the right to
have their children educated in the language and the script
which they choose and that the state should not impose any
arbitrary or unjust restrictions on the education of children. We
continue to work to find adequate support for the education of
children on the left bank in the language that their parents
desire. We are working closely with the UNCHR and other
international organizations to find financial support and to offer
support to the schools on the left bank that educate children in
Romanian in Latin script. This is an ongoing problem and it is
one that we have had success in improving conditions for
education, but there is still much left to be done and we will
continue to urge and to press officials on the left bank to allow
children to be educated in the language that they choose and to
prevent, not to allow discrimination, threats, violence against
these children and these schools”77.
Beginning with 1994, the problem of the Romanian
schools in Transnistria is also on the working agenda of the
OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities (HCNM).
The first High Commissioner, Max van der Stoel, visited
Moldova for the first time between December 7 and 10,
1994. After the meeting in Chisinau with President Snegur
and other state dignitaries, as well as with the representatives
of the national minorities, the High Commissioner went to
Comrat in order to meet the leaders of Gagauzia. Afterwards
he went to Tiraspol, where he met the leaders of the so-called
“PMR” and the teachers of the school no. 19 in Bender and
school no. 20 in Tiraspol.
In Tiraspol, Mr. Max van der Stoel met Igor Smirnov,
the “PMR"’s leader and G. Marcutsa, the “President” of the
77
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“Supreme Soviet”. He appealed to the authorities ‘to show
flexibility on this controversial issue and to ensure that it was
resolved to the satisfaction of all persons concerned and in
full accordance with international norms’78.
As nothing improved, Mr. Van der Stoel returned to the
issue during his two subsequent visits to Moldova (May and
September 2000). In May he reiterated ‘his concerns about the
difficulties encountered by Moldovan children in Transnistria
to learn the Moldovan language using the Latin script’ and
called on the Transnistrian authorities to put an end to their
practices. With reference to the harassment faced by the few
schools teaching Moldovan in Transnistria, he also cautioned
“… that the authorities should not hinder the enjoyment of the
rights of citizens to education in their mother tongue by
imposing unduly and burdensome legal and administrative
requirements regulating the establishment and management of
educational institutions, whether private or public”79. During
his September visit the High Commissioner met, among others,
“President” Smirnov and urged him “to adopt a more lenient
attitude towards the seven schools teaching in the Latin
script”80.
The problem of the Romanian schools in TransDniester was a matter of concern for the Ambassador Rolf
Ekeus as well. He succeeded Max van der Stoel beginning
with July 1, 2001. His first research visit to Moldova
occurred on September 12, 2001. Mr. Ekeus talked not only
about the rights of the national minorities in Moldova, but
most of all about the requirement of observing the human
78
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rights in Transnistria, including those of the children:
“thousands of students haven’t got the chance of studying in
the official language under favorable circumstances.”
During his second visit to Moldova (April 8-10,
2002), Ekeus went to Tiraspol where he met Victor Surinov,
“Vice-Minister for Education”, and Vitalie Iankovski, “ViceMinister for Foreign Affiars” of the so-called “PMR”. He
also visited the Romanian school no. 19 in Tighina81. In his
official statement after his visit to Moldova he expressed his
concern “for the plight of a number of schools in
Transdniestria which face difficulties in teaching the State
language in the Latin script. Mr. Ekeus expressed solidarity
with the teachers and parents who face intimidation, praised
the humanitarian work of the United Nations High
Commissioner on Refugees (UNHCR) in supporting the
schools, and called on the Transdniestrian authorities not to
obstruct the work of the schools. “The rights and welfare of
children should not become the victims of political agendas“,
said Mr. Ekeus. “There must be practical solutions to
immediate and solvable problems to prevent a worsening of
the situation“, he warned82.
OSCE High Commissioner Rolf Ekeus visited
Moldova again in 2003 and 2004. Here is how he described
(during the OSCE Permanent Council, July 22, 2004) the
situation of the Romanian schools in Transnistria and his
involvement in the issue:
For more than a decade, the dispute over the schools
in the Transdniestrian region which teach Moldovan in the
Latin script has been the most contentious and pressing
81
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minority issue in the region, and it also has been of
particular concern for my predecessor and for myself for a
long time.
The background is that approximately 4000 pupils or
one third of all the Moldovan pupils of the region attend the
six schools teaching Moldovan in the Latin alphabet and
using the curriculum of the Moldovan Ministry of Education.
Under the Transdniestrian language legislation they are
prohibited from using the Latin script for the Moldovan
language and required to use the Cyrillic alphabet. The
Transdniestrian authorities also object to teaching in
accordance with the curriculum of the Moldovan Ministry of
Education in the schools. Transdniestrian legislation clearly
infringes the right of the parents to choose the language
(including script) in which their children receive their
education.
For those wishing to have their children taught in the
Latin script, the schools in Transdnistria using Cyrillic script
are not an option. The Cyrillic version of the Moldovan
language is not used in education, media or literature
anywhere outside Transdniestria. Secondary or higher
education is practically non-existent in Moldovan language
using Cyrillic script. No school textbooks besides those
remaining from the Soviet period are available. There is
much reason to believe that considerably more Moldovan
parents in Transdniestria actually would prefer Latin script
education. As is clear from recent developments, no such free
choice exist for families if the parents are not prepared to put
their children under threat.
For many years local authorities in Transdniestria
have been trying to force the Latin script schools to close or
to convert to Cyrillic alphabet, and to use the local
curriculum. Heavy pressure by Transdniestrian authorities
on these schools has been an annual affair since early
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1990th. Teachers, parents and children have been subject to
harassment and intimidation by the authorities and the media
in Transdniestria for years.
I have been closely engaged in the issue since I took
up my position as High Commissioner three years ago
through visits to schools where I have met school directors,
teachers, parents and children. I have also, at repeated
occasions, raised the issue of legalisation and nonobstructed operation of the schools with the regional
leadership. In these early years, the HCNM had a strong
support of the local Representative of the UNHCR.
The last year, I have continued the efforts, in cooperation with the OSCE Mission to Moldova, to facilitate a
solution of the issue of the registration of these schools by
providing expert advice on the issue of registration of these
schools. In late summer a compromise solution on the
schools statute was drawn up with our assistance. This
compromise, agreed to by the so called Transdnistrian
Ministry of Education, would have enabled the registration
of the schools. The devil was in the details, but we looked
into these details and resolved the issue to the satisfaction
both of the education officials and school directors involved.
The deal was not honored by others, which suggests to me
that the Transdnistrian schools issue is being misused for
other political objectives.
This year, harassment and intimidation against the
Moldovan schools has continued. On 28 January the senior
Transdniestrian official for Education reported to the
Supreme Soviet that the Moldovan schools in Transndiestria
were failing to respect local laws and regulations, and called
for their closure before the beginning of the 2004/2005
school year. The Chairman of the Supreme Soviet, supported
the call for closing the schools.
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In March the Council of Europe joined with the
OSCE Mission in initiating a resumption of negotiations
between education authorities from Moldova and
Transdniestria on conditions for functioning of the schools.
Since then the parties have met for negotiations several
times, encouraged by the OSCE Mission but progress has so
far been negligible, as the Transdniestrian side continued to
violate the agreement reached in the summer of 2003.
It was in this deadlocked situation that I visited
Moldova last week. I discussed the issue of Moldovan
schools in Transdniestria with officials from Moldova and
Transdniestrian. Both in Bendery and in Tiraspol I met with
the Directors of the Moldovan schools teaching Moldovan in
the Latin script. Both Directors declared their willingness to
register the schools according to last year'
s compromise. In
fact both had tried to do so several times recently, but each
time had been rejected by the local authorities.
In the afternoon of 14 July I met in Tiraspol with the
senior persons responsible for Education, Justice and
Foreign Relations Mrs. Bomeshko, Mr. Balala and Mr.
Litskay. During this meeting I received assurances from the
Transdniestrian side that they would be ready to register the
schools “within one week” to quote the head of Justice
affairs Mr Balala. It was agreed that a new attempt to
register the schools would be made using the statute
elaborated in the talks last year. The registration documents
would be submitted by the Moldovan side at the next experts
group meeting. I emphasised that any delay on registration,
administrative differences or disputes about the school
curriculum should not be allowed to justify the lockouts of
children, teachers and parents from the schools at a time of
normal start-up of the school term.
Mr. Chairman,

THE POLICY OF LINGUISTIC CLEANSING IN TRANSNISTRIA

65

What we have witnessed in the morning of 15 July is
an example of a ruthless violation of internationally accepted
standards and fundamental rights and a deliberate
escalation of tensions by the leadership of Transdniestria.
I regard the forced closure of the Moldovan school in
Tiraspol as an inhumane and illegal action. The disregard by
the Transdniestrian leaders for basic human rights and
education standards is damaging to thousands of children
who are being used by authorities in Tiraspol as pawns in a
political game. It is both sad and outrageous that the
regional leadership continues to abuse the rights of children,
the most defenseless of targets”83.
Despite the intercession of the OSCE members in
settling the Moldovan schools conflict and despite Rolf
Ekeus’s harsh statements on the actions of the Tiraspol
regime, the latter knew that it could count on Russia’s back
up, therefore it did not comply with the international
community’s requests. Children attending the schools that
had been shut off by the Transnistrian militia registered with
other schools. To some observers, this and the fact that
OSCE was incapable of taking any “real action against
Tiraspol” proved that “OSCE, as an organization, is helpless
not only as far as its security dimensions are concerned, but
also in those matters that have to do with human rights”84.
Following the settlement of the “schools crisis” in the
summer of 2004 the students in the high schools that had
83
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been shut off by the Transnistrian militia returned to their
classes in several weeks. Firstly, they had to be enrolled with
the schools in the neighbouring cities and villages. Over 550
students from the “Lucian Blaga” high school in Tiraspol
were transferred to the Romanian high schools in Tighina,
Copanca and Varnitza, and some of the students from
“Evrica” high school in Ribnitza were transferred to the
Rezina high school. On November 2, 2004, 215 students
from the “Lucian Blaga” high school were attending the high
school in Varnitza village and 198 of them were attending
the “Alexandru cel Bun” high school in Tighina. The others
were attending the secondary school in Copanca village85.
Teachers and students had to travel on daily basis to the high
school in Copanca by a bus that had been put at their disposal
by the District of Causeni.
The students (about 650 children) attending the
Romanian high school “Evrica” in Ribnitza began their
studies on October 5. On the opening day the high school
principal, Eugenia Halus, made the following statement to a
“Basa-press” reporter: “We have all gathered here, in the
school’s court yard: teachers, students and parents. We
listened to the Moldovan anthem, to folk songs and to
children who recited poetry and gave flowers to their parents
and teachers. We are all happy and excited that we finally
have a school year opening day. We have 10 children
enrolled in the first class. Children that went to other high
schools in Rezina came back”.
In February-July
Education Ministry in
representatives met for
arrangement concerning
85
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Transnistria. The representatives of the Russian and
Ukrainian Embassies also attended as “mediators”. These
meetings were hosted by the OSCE Mission in Moldova. As
a result, the Transnistrian authorities agreed to permanently
register the “Lucian Blaga” high school in Tiraspol, “Evrika”
in Râbni a, “Alexandru cel Bun” in Tighina and the general
school in Corjevo. Their registering occurred on July 1,
2005. On July 4 the OSCE Mission in Moldova issued a
press release explaining that “The permanent registration
means that the local Transdniestrian authorities now regard
the Moldovan schools as legal entities. The schools can now
conclude contracts with local suppliers of water, electricity,
and other communal services. Until now the Transdniestrian
authorities did not regard the existence of the Moldovan
schools as legal, on several occasions threatening and
attempting to close them down”86.
The Moldovan delegation to OSCE was only
moderately optimistic over school registration. In a statement
to the OSCE Permanent Council in Vienna on July 7,
Ambassador Natalia Gherman, inter alia, said the following:
“The Moldovan authorities are cautiously optimistic about
the registration of the 4 Moldovan Latin-script schools in the
transnistrian region of the Republic of Moldova. According
to the Headmasters of these schools, the prospect of their
activity remains rather vague. Of special concern is the
precondition to obtain a so-called license from the local
authorities in order to resume the educational process. In
addition, the building of the Rybnitsa lycee remains
destroyed as a result of devastation by the separatist militia
last year. The educational authorities of the Republic of
86
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Moldova are constantly confronted by the attempts of
Tiraspol to intervene unilaterally in changing the
educational programmes of the mentioned schools and the
contents of the manuals. This last precondition is
particularly dangerous, as the creation of two separate
educational systems on the territory of the Republic of
Moldova should never be tolerated”. The Moldovan
delegation asked OSCE to monitor the situation very closely
in order to ensure respect for fundamental right of children to
education87.
The principals of the institutions that have been
permanently registered expressed their concern over this
agreement. In their opinion, the institutions have merely been
registered but the functioning license would only be given
following a review of the educational curriculum. “The
representatives of the Trans-Dniester authorities want to
analyze the content of the curriculum: the integrated history,
Romanian language and literature, geography“, stated Maria
Roibu, the principal of the “Alexandu cel Bun” high school
in Tighina. She expressed her concern over the fact that there
are no deadlines provided for the registration of the high
school. “We agree with the statute of the institutions, that the
principals of the schools drafted in 2004 in coordination with
the OSCE experts and with the representatives of the
Ministry for Reintegration and the Ministry for Youth
Education and Sports, but so far we have only been given the
first and the last part of this document“, added M. Roibu88.
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The permanent registration of the “Lucian Blaga”
high school in Tiraspol, of “Evrika” in Râbni a, of
“Alexandru cel Bun” in Tighina and of the general school in
Corjevo cannot be regarded as a viable solution to the
violation of the basic right of the Romanian children to study
in their mother tongue in Transnistria. We note that beside
these four Romanian schools, there are more than 40 other
“Moldovan
schools”
that
are
still
teaching
“Moldovan”/Romanian using the Cyrillic script and that
would be delighted to teach Romanian using the Latin script
in line with the curriculum of the Education Ministry in
Chisinau. On the occasion of a press conference in
November 2004, the representatives of the Helsinki
Committee for Human Rights in the Republic of Moldova
stated that there are about 50 Moldovan schools in TransDniester, under the control of the Tiraspol regime, that
expressed their wish of starting to use the Latin script. Stefan
Uratu, Head of the Helsinki Committee, reported that over
the last 11 years the students and teachers have tried to get in
touch with the Committee’s members. “They asked the
international organizations to help them out in their attempt
at introducing a full time Romanian curriculum.* They
realize that the so-called “Moldovan” using the Cyrillic
script – in line with the Soviet curriculum – has no
perspectives. If they go this way their children will not be
able to continue their studies because there is no way of
pursuing higher education in “Moldovan”. He also stated
that teachers “illegally” teach Romanian using the Latin
script and “Moldovan” textbooks. “Whenever their school is
visited by a Transnistrian inspector they use the Cyrillic
textbooks and the Transnistrian curriculum”, said Uratu89.
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The authors of this Report fully agree with those who
believe that the “problem of the six schools represents only a
small, even a very small part of the general problem which is
the denationalization and forced Russification of the ethnic
Romanians – but also of the Ukrainians – in Transnistria.
There, the language of the native majority is, as a matter of
fact, excluded from public life. Even if the assaulted six
schools succeeded to maintain themselves, the Latin alphabet
will remain locked inside these six buildings, while it is
eliminated from Transnistria’s territory as such … The
national identity of the native population from Transnistria
must be urgently supported in the interest of this population,
in the interest of Transnistria’s democratization, of the
reintegration of the Republic of Moldova, and of the
extension of European civilization in this region”90.
We underlined the fact that authorities in the
Republic of Moldova cannot influence the human rights
situation in Transnistria because they simply lack control
over this territory. And yet we believe that there are means of
influencing the Transnistrian authorities into complying with
the human rights imperatives, those of the children included.
According to independent sources more than 80 % of
Transnistria’s foreign trade is directed to the EU countries
and the USA. Therefore, these countries could impose – if
there were any political will – economical sanctions in order
to enforce their numerous statements that the Transnistrian
authorities completely ignored up to this moment.
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Conclusion
The so-called “PMR” that Moscow created 15 years
ago in order to prevent the Republic of Moldova from uniting
to Romania continues to be a source of instability in the
region and an obstacle for the integration of the Republic of
Moldova with Europe. It is also a regime stuck in the Soviet
totalitarianism era where – just like in the times of the USSR
– basic human rights are outrageously disregarded.
Smirnov’s corrupt regime, propped by the Russian troops,
does not easily accept political opposition and every party or
NGO that is not under its control is perceived as a potential
threat to the “PMR"’s integrity. The same alleged reason is
employed to impose a drastic control over the mass media:
the few independent newspapers are frequently harassed,
their printed editions are confiscated and the journalists are
intimidated.
In Smirnov’s “republic” children in the Moldovan
schools suffer the most, especially the ones that use the Latin
script. These children, their teachers and parents are regarded
as the “fifth column” of the Republic of Moldova in the socalled “PMR”. These people’s only wish, as we’ve already
argued in our research, is to be let to study in their mother
tongue (Romanian) in accordance with the textbooks and the
curriculum drawn up by the Education Ministry in Chisinau.
The schools that overlook the authorities’ requests are taken
hold of by special troops, students’ bags are searched and the
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textbooks written in Latin script are confiscated. Although
parents pay taxes to the authorities, the schools receive no
material support. Moreover, they are disconnected from the
electrical power, running water and natural gas supplies. The
separatist authorities take harsh action against parents and
teachers: many lost their job, they are intimidated and even
arrested.
The legal authorities in the Republic of Moldova are
incapable of controlling Moldova’s Eastern districts that are
under Russian occupation and of observing the human rights
situation in the region. As a result, the Moldavian schools in
Transnistria receive little support from Chisinau. The
international organizations, including the OSCE Mission in
Moldova, are also helpless in relation to the separatists
backed up by Russia. OSCE’s helplessness in defending
students’ right to study in their mother tongue is illustrative
for the crisis that nowadays characterizes all international
organizations, especially OSCE.
The faltering actions of the international community
in relation to the violation of the human rights in
Transnistria, the reluctance toward putting pressures upon the
Tiraspol separatist authorities, Moscow’s support in
maintaining the Smirnov regime (the only way it can
preserve its troops in the region is by supporting this regime)
make us think that there is little hope of putting an end to the
Romanians’ denationalization ( as well as to the Ukrainians’
one) in Transnistria and to the outrageous violation of human
rights, especially of the right to education in the Romanian
schools. This state of things led to a massive exodus of the
Romanians in the region. And if we are to give credit to the
last Transnistrian census (according to which the Moldovan
population has decreased from a 39.9% in 1989 to a 31.9% in
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2004), we could infer that Smirnov’s linguistic cleansing
policy is illustrative for proving that such results little differ
from the results that are obtained by means of ethnic
cleansing policies.
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