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UZBEKISTAN 

A.  Introduction 

The conditions for religious freedom are very poor in Uzbekistan.  In addition to a 
highly restrictive law on religion that severely limits the ability of minority religions to 
function, the Uzbek government in recent years has been harshly cracking down on 
Muslim individuals, groups, and mosques that do not conform to government-prescribed 
ideas on how the Islamic faith should be practiced and expressed.  This crackdown has 
resulted in the arrests of thousands of persons and there are credible reports that many 
have been and continue to be tortured in detention, torture that in some cases has led to 
the death of those detained.  While the government of Uzbekistan does face threats to its 
security from certain religious groups that have used violence against it, the 
government’s mass arrests of religious believers and reports of torture nevertheless 
suggest that gravely troubling religious freedom violations are occurring in that country.  
The Commission recognizes that Uzbekistan only recently gained independence and has 
not yet developed the institutions and level of civil society necessary for the full 
protection of human rights, including religious freedom.  Nevertheless, this neither 
excuses nor fully explains the scale and harshness of the government’s current campaign 
against religious freedom.  

The Commission is concerned that developments in the U.S. relationship with 
Uzbekistan since the events of September 11, 2001 might mute U.S. criticism of religious 
freedom and other human rights violations.  The Commission acknowledges that 
Uzbekistan has had an exceptional role to play in the campaign against terrorism, and 
since September of last year the two countries have signed several agreements to 
formalize the enhanced cooperation between them.   However, it is the Commission’s 
mandate to report and make recommendations on countries where there are especially 
serious concerns about religious freedom violations, and Uzbekistan is one such country. 

The Commission has widely studied the situation in Uzbekistan.  It held 
numerous private briefings with scholars, former diplomats, and other experts on 
Uzbekistan, and conducted personal interviews with representatives of American and 
international human rights organizations, a religious organization that visited Uzbekistan, 
and with human rights activists from Uzbekistan.  In addition, the Commission met 
several times with Uzbekistan’s ambassador to the United States.  In November 2001, the 
Commission held a hearing on “Religious Freedom and the Campaign Against 
Terrorism,” at which the Commissioners examined conditions for religious freedom in 
the Central Asian countries.  The Commission had planned to travel to Uzbekistan and 
received a formal invitation from the Uzbek government.  However, the attacks of 
September 11 and subsequent events resulted in scheduling difficulties; a visit is 
anticipated later in 2002.   
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B.  Background 

1.  Demographic Information 

Uzbekistan’s population of 25 million makes it the most populous of the five 
Central Asian states.  The population is approximately 75-80 percent Uzbek, 5 percent 
Russian, 5 percent Tajik, and the rest a small number of various groups including 
Kazakhs, Tatars, and Karakalpaks.  Uzbeks and Tajiks (as well as other Central Asian 
groups) are predominantly Sunni Muslim; the Russians in the region are generally 
Russian Orthodox.  A small number of Catholics can be found in Uzbekistan, usually 
from among the ethnic Germans or Poles there, and, more recently, small groups of 
Protestants have also emerged. Until a short time ago, there was a significant minority of 
indigenous Jews in Uzbekistan known as Bukharan Jews, who are Sephardim.  Ashkenazi 
Jews in Central Asia are primarily from among the Russian settlers.  Many from both 
groups of Jews have left the country in the past decade.   

2.  Political Developments 

Uzbekistan declared its independence in late 1991 upon the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, as part of the tide of glasnost, then-
Communist Party chief (and now president) Islam Karimov tolerated a small measure of 
democratization, allowing several political opposition movements and independent 
religious groups to operate relatively openly.   However, since the outbreak of civil war 
in neighboring Tajikistan in 1992, the government of Uzbekistan under Karimov has 
become one of the most repressive in the world.  Despite the country’s membership in the 
Organization on Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), its ratification of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), and official rhetoric in 
favor of democratization and human rights, as well as the proliferation of government-
organized “opposition” parties and other groups, Uzbekistan has made virtually no 
progress on liberalizing its society.  Fundamental human rights, including religious 
freedom, are not respected.  All opposition voices have been arrested, silenced, or exiled.  
Censorship of the media is virtually absolute.  Amnesty International and Human Rights 
Watch report that the use of torture is widespread and expanding. Moreover, the situation 
actually worsened in early 1999 when Karimov launched an even farther-reaching attack 
on all forms of dissent.   

3.  Religious Freedom  

a.  Legal Concerns 

Article 31 of the Constitution of the Republic of Uzbekistan adopted in 1992 
explicitly guarantees freedom of religion and mandates the separation of religion and 
state.1 However, primarily by their vague wording, other articles in the Constitution have 
the potential to limit religious freedom. For example, Article 16 states that “none of the 
provisions of the present Constitution shall be interpreted in a way detrimental to the 
rights and interests of the Republic of Uzbekistan,” and Article 20 states that “the 
exercise of rights and freedoms by a citizen shall not encroach on the lawful interests, 
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rights, and freedoms of other citizens, the state, or society.”  Neither of these articles 
makes clear what or who shall be determined “detrimental” to the interests of the country. 

In May 1998, the Uzbek parliament passed the “Law on Freedom of Conscience 
and Religious Organizations,” which mandates separation of church and state and grants 
freedom of worship, freedom from religious persecution, and the right of religious 
communities to establish schools and train clergy.  However, according to the 
Department of State’s 2001 International Religious Freedom Report, the law severely 
limits religious activity.  This law limits religious rights that are deemed to be in conflict 
with national security, prohibits proselytizing, proscribes private teaching of religious 
principles, forbids the wearing of religious clothing in public by anyone other than 
clerics, and requires religious groups to obtain a license to publish or distribute 
materials.2  Moreover, according to the State Department report, the religion law requires 
all groups to register and “provides strict and burdensome criteria for their registration,” 
with provisions that enable the government of Uzbekistan “to ban any group simply by 
denying its registration petition.”3  Conditions for registration include: the requirement 
that a religious group have at least 100 members who are Uzbek citizens; a fee amounting 
to 50 times the minimum monthly wage; the submission of numerous documents 
stipulating the group’s rules, meeting protocol, and certification that other requirements 
have been fulfilled; and proof of a valid legal address.4  The activities of any religious 
group that is not properly registered are deemed “illegal.”  Moreover, the law prohibits 
the use of religion to spread “libelous and destabilizing ideas,” with the definitions of 
“libelous and destabilizing” left open for interpretation.5 

Also in May 1998, the Uzbek parliament passed a law that revised certain parts of 
the country’s criminal code, making penalties for participating in “illegal” religious 
activities more severe (up to five years in prison).  Article 216 of the code prescribes 
punishment not only for “the organization of forbidden social associations and religious 
organizations,” but also for the “inclination to participation” in the activities of a 
forbidden religious organization.6  In 1999, the Code was amended again, drawing a 
clearer distinction “between ‘illegal’ groups, which are those that are not registered 
properly, and ‘prohibited’ groups, which are banned altogether.”7  Punishment for 
participation in the latter includes up to 20 years in prison and the confiscation of 
property.  These harsh sentences reflect the criminalization of religious activity apparent 
in the 1998 religion law, as these articles from the criminal code punish unregistered 
religious activity on an equal footing with such offenses as corruption, organized crime, 
and narcotics, even if the religious transgressions involve no violent activity.8 

b.  Muslims 

During much of the Soviet period, the religious activity of Muslims in Uzbekistan 
was in part suppressed and in part co-opted for the purposes of the Soviet regime. After 
decades of vigorously fighting Islamic influence, in 1941 Soviet leader Josef Stalin 
instituted tight state control over Islamic worship and practice through the establishment 
of the Muslim Spiritual Directorate, composed of five regionally-based religious boards 
to appoint imams and control their activity.  Muslims working in any of these 
organizations were selected primarily for their political reliability.  In addition, “as the 
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Uzbekistani government ostensibly was promoting Islam with the one hand, it was 
working hard to eradicate it with the other. The government also sponsored official 
antireligious campaigns and severe crackdowns on any hint of an Islamic movement or 
network outside of the control of the state.”9  Those Muslims who did not subscribe to the 
Soviet-Muslim partnership were forced into an underground mode of worship and were 
considered to be “reactionary and anti-government.”10    

 After independence, President Karimov maintained the Soviet-era official Islamic 
establishment, and, despite the constitutional guarantee of the separation of church and 
state in Uzbekistan, Islamic religious practice remains thoroughly state-controlled.  
According to a State Department report, “The [Uzbek] government promotes a moderate 
version of Islam through control and financing of the Spiritual Directorate for Muslims 
(the Muftiate), which in turn controls the Islamic hierarchy, the content of imams’ 
sermons, and the volume and substance of published Islamic materials.”11  This 
government attitude is thus a continuation of the stance toward “unofficial” Islamic 
leaders seen during the Soviet period, during which time Islam was only officially 
recognized when it flowed from the Soviet-appointed imams of the Spiritual Directorate.   

However, as during the Soviet period, a significant number of Muslims in 
Uzbekistan today do not accept the legitimacy of the state-controlled religious 
establishment and have increasingly sought out religious leaders and mosques 
unaffiliated with regime-sponsored clerics or mosques.  It is these Muslims, representing 
a wide variety of religious and political allegiances, who, by their refusal to adhere to the 
state’s prescription of Islamic practice, are seen by Uzbek authorities as a threat to the 
state.   

The post-independence government crackdown against these independent Muslim 
leaders began in 1992 with the “disappearance” of Abdullah Utayev, leader of the now-
banned Islamic Renaissance Party, whose fate remains unknown to this day.  Amnesty 
International reports that numerous other independent imams have “disappeared” since 
1992.  The campaign against Muslim believers was toughened in December 1997, after 
several police officers were murdered in the town of Namangan in the Ferghana Valley.  
According to one human rights group, the Uzbek authorities used the murders as an 
excuse for indiscriminately targeting certain Muslim groups, resulting in a “wave of mass 
detentions and arrests of devout Muslims.”12 The Karimov government arrested hundreds 
(and perhaps thousands) of Muslims who worshipped outside of the state-sanctioned 
Islamic structures, contending they were radical Muslim fanatics.13  Human Rights Watch 
estimated that in late 1997-98 more than 80 percent of the country’s working mosques 
were closed down.14 

The crackdown intensified in February 1999 after several bombs exploded in 
Tashkent, the country’s capital.  Though the circumstances behind the bombings remain 
unclear, the event prompted another round of arbitrary arrests of alleged conspirators.15  
Since that time, initially as part of the campaign to find the culprits, thousands of 
Muslims have been arrested and charged with being a terrorist threat to the state. 
According to the State Department, the continued campaign targets three types of Muslim 
believers in Uzbekistan: alleged “Wahhabists,” who include those educated abroad and 
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followers of two particular imams who have disappeared from Uzbekistan; those 
suspected of involvement in the 1999 bombings or with the Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan; and those suspected of membership in Hizb ut-Tahrir (see below).16  More 
generally, many of these Muslims are targeted simply because they were seen to worship 
or have worshipped in the past at mosques or with imams who were known to resist state 
tutelage.  Most of those arrested and imprisoned are not in fact charged with perpetrating 
the February 1999 bombings, since the men who were tried and sentenced to death in 
connection with the bombings were reportedly executed.17  Moreover, the State 
Department states that to justify the mass arrests, that “the police routinely planted 
narcotics, ammunition, and, beginning in 1999, religious leaflets on citizens.”18  In March 
2000, the Helsinki Commission reported that “arrest on specious grounds – such as 
planted narcotics or forbidden literature – is a constant danger for human rights activists 
and religious believers, especially Muslims.”19   

State Department reports as well as those of human rights groups describe serious 
abuses in the arrest and pre-trial detention process, especially of those Muslims arrested 
for religious crimes.  Those arrested frequently do not have access to a lawyer or are 
forced to be represented by a government-appointed lawyer.  Detainees are often kept 
incommunicado for weeks or even months.  Moreover, they are often tried in large 
groups and their trials are frequently unannounced and secret, with even family members 
forbidden to attend.  There are also numerous reports of the systematic use of torture in 
Uzbekistan’s detention centers.  Some convictions are based solely on confessions 
extracted through torture.  Moreover, according to the State Department, “there were 
credible reports that police mistreatment resulted in the deaths of persons in custody.”20  
During 1999-2000, at least 15 persons are known to have died in detention from torture.21   

In some cases, individuals have been arrested solely on the basis of having beards 
(or refusing to shave their beards) or being seen to pray regularly.22   As a Helsinki 
Commission report confirms, “in order to undermine the religious activities of the 
population, people have been arrested merely because they wore beards, a traditional sign 
of Islamic piety.”23  The State Department also reports that Uzbek authorities are “highly 
suspicious of those who are more pious than is the norm, including frequent mosque 
attendees, bearded men, and veiled women.  In practice this approach results in abuses 
against many devout Muslims for their religious beliefs.”24  Other categories of suspects 
include individuals who call women and minors to attend Muslim prayer meetings, 
individuals who attend Muslim prayer in unregistered mosques, and persons who pursue 
regular prayer at home or who study the Quran outside of state-sanctioned institutions.25   

The government has used several legal tools to aid in its campaign against 
Muslim worshippers who reject government control, including the law on religion passed 
in May 1998.  According to the State Department, the 1998 religion law with its strict 
registration criteria was designed primarily to target Muslims who worship outside the 
system of state-organized mosques.26  The Uzbek government also developed a state test 
that every religious leader must pass to obtain authorization to lead Islamic worship or to 
teach.  In 1998, the government ordered the removal of loudspeakers from all minarets. 
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In 1999, the Uzbek government passed a law on mahallahs, or neighborhood 
councils, the leader of which is directed to identify to the government those suspected of 
being Islamic activists, to keep tabs on the families of the accused persons, and to 
encourage people to report on members of their own family they suspect of being “too 
religious.”  The mahallah head is mandated to make a list of those suspected of being 
Islamic activists and then give the names of those “suspects” to government authorities.  
The State Department reports that these committees “often suspected those same 
individuals who already had been detained by the police in the wake of either the 1997 
murders of officials in Namangan or the Tashkent bombings, and who subsequently had 
been released because there was no case against them.”27  

Several articles in the criminal code are used as part of the campaign against 
certain Muslim individuals and groups.  Many of those arrested are charged under Article 
159, which refers to the general crime of anti-state activity and the “encroachment upon 
the constitutional system of the Republic of Uzbekistan.”28    Because the code does not 
define the activities criminalized by Article 159, it is frequently applied widely to target 
anyone who opposes the government, including those who choose to practice religion in a 
place or manner not controlled by the government’s Muslim Spiritual Board.  Frequently 
those charged with anti-state activity under Article 159 are found guilty only of having 
certain opinions unacceptable to the government; evidence of violent criminal activity is 
rarely produced.  Those arrested are often charged also with Article 216, described above, 
which criminalizes membership in a “forbidden religious organization.” Like Article 159, 
Article 216 does not explicitly define the criteria rendering a group forbidden, and no list 
of the banned religious organizations has ever been issued. 

The government of President Karimov has persistently justified the large number 
of arrests with the claim that it is only fighting Islamic terrorists and religious extremism.  
There is no disputing that radical Islamic groups do exist in Uzbekistan, one of which, the 
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), has openly declared its aim of overthrowing the 
government and has used violence toward that aim.29  Another group, Hizb ut-Tahrir 
(Party of Liberation), an extremist group that has sanctioned violence but purports not to 
engage in violence itself, has also been targeted by the Uzbek government, which has 
been especially brutal to anyone suspected of affiliation with it.30  According to the State 
Department, the literature of this group includes “much anti-western, anti-Semitic, and 
anti-democratic rhetoric, but they deny that they advocate violence.”31  It is estimated that 
thousands of people have been arrested and sentenced to lengthy terms for membership 
or suspected membership in Hizb ut-Tahrir, though the state has not accused them of 
involvement in any specific violent acts, nor offered any material evidence that its 
members have perpetrated any such acts.32  Still others arrested and imprisoned are not in 
fact affiliated with the group in any way but are only accused of membership or 
association, sometimes by having the group’s literature planted on them when they are 
arrested.  Most of those imprisoned are charged under Articles 159 and 216 of the 
Criminal Code. 

The campaign against those Muslims the government deems suspicious did not 
subside after September 11, 2001, when the United States and Uzbekistan entered into a 
special security relationship as part of the fight against terrorism in Afghanistan (see 
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below).  In October, nine men were convicted of membership in Hizb ut-Tahrir and given 
sentences of nine to 12 years.  According to a report on the trial, “for the first time, in 
addition to the usual charges of undermining the constitution and membership in a 
forbidden organization, they were also charged with connection to [Al-Qaeda leader 
Osama] Bin Laden.”33   However, no evidence of links to Bin Laden was presented. 
There were more arrests and a mass trial in mid-November, when 10 men from the same 
neighborhood in Tashkent were accused of membership in a forbidden religious group 
and sentenced to terms ranging from nine to 17 years.34   

c.  Minority religions 

Minority religions have not to the same degree been part of President Karimov’s 
campaign to arrest and imprison more independent-minded religious believers. After 
initially refusing registration to numerous minority religious groups, in 1999 the 
government changed course and began authorizing the registration of a number of 
minority religious communities.35  The State Department reports that with regard to 
serious mistreatment, “there were few reports on human rights abuses against minority 
religions” between September 2000 and July 2001.36   

Nevertheless, the 1998 law on religion does generate serious obstacles for 
Christians and other religious minorities.  As noted above, the law insists on burdensome 
and intimidating criteria for registration.  Moreover, it is often subjective rather than 
technical factors that determine whether or not registration applications will succeed.  
According to one report, the religion law and subsequent decrees on religion have given 
the authorities enough “grounds for refusing registration to any religious organization the 
authorities do not like for whatever reason.”37  As a result, local authorities have blocked 
the registration of a number of Baptist congregations throughout the country; frequently 
the applications are denied for reasons not expressly stated in the 1998 law.38  Other 
groups such as Jehovah’s Witnesses are also harassed and frequently denied registration.   
According to Article 3 of the law, “the enticement of minors into religious organizations 
is not permitted,” a clause that is regularly invoked to prohibit the establishment of 
Sunday schools.39  Also, through the employment of highly restrictive requirements, the 
1998 religion law also effectively bans the production and distribution of religious 
publications.40  One month after the law was issued, the Cabinet of Ministers issued a 
decree stipulating that registration of a house of worship also required permission from 
the district center for monitoring epidemics, the district fire inspector, the district 
architectural board, and the mahallah committee.41  

Article 216 is sometimes applied against members of minority religious groups.  
In July 2001, a Baptist minister was told that he faced an eight-year prison term under 
Article 216 for leading an unregistered church.42  Due primarily to international pressure, 
the criminal case against him was dropped the following month.  The church has been 
seeking official registration for five years.   

Evangelical Christians who try to convert others, particularly ethnic Uzbeks, are 
harassed and sometimes jailed, as are some Christian converts.  Moreover, though certain 
Christian groups, such as those of German or Russian descent, are not markedly harassed, 
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ethnic Uzbeks who have converted to Christianity frequently face varying degrees of 
repression, from loss of jobs or access to higher education to arrest and torture.43  As with 
independent Muslims, pastors or other prominent members of evangelical Protestant 
churches are frequently arrested on spurious drug charges.  There have also been a 
number of cases in which Christian leaders were detained in psychiatric hospitals, 
severely beaten, and/or sentenced to labor camps.  According to one expert, even among 
representatives of religious minorities “the use of torture appears to be an integral part of 
enforcing Uzbekistan’s harsh laws on religion.”44   

C.  Commission Recommendations  

According to Clifford Bond, then-Acting Principal Deputy Special Advisor for 
the New Independent States, “the overarching goal of U.S. policy in Central Asia is to see 
these states develop into stable, free-market democracies, as a bulwark against potential 
instability and conflict in the region.  This broader goal serves three core strategic 
interests of the United States: regional security; political/economic reform; and energy 
development.”45  Regarding Uzbekistan more specifically, in 1999, John Beyrle, then-
Deputy Coordinator to the Ambassador-at-Large on the New Independent States, listed a 
number of U.S. priority policy goals: “First, promoting Uzbekistan’s sovereignty and 
security to help it balance the influence of its larger neighbors, Russia and Iran.  Second, 
strengthening Uzbekistan’s commitment to democracy, the rule of law, and human rights.  
Third, countering global threats of the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and 
associated materials, narcotics trafficking, and terrorism.  The fourth priority policy is 
supporting Uzbekistan’s transition to a free market economy attractive to foreign 
investment, and the fifth, promoting greater Uzbek involvement in regional 
cooperation.”46   

Even before September 11, the United States had a strong military-to-military 
relationship with Uzbekistan, in part to help strengthen that country’s sovereignty and 
also to help shore up stability in the region.  American officials determined that “the 
interaction and training that comes along with U.S. military assistance is one of the best 
ways to help teach the Uzbek military that it has a role constitutionally to help the 
country along this [sovereignty- and stability-building] process.”47  According to the 
State Department’s Web site in May 2001, the “United States values Uzbekistan as a 
stable, moderate force in a turbulent region; a market for U.S. exports; a producer of 
important resources (gold, uranium, natural gas); and a regional hub for pipelines, 
transportation, communications, and other infrastructure in which U.S. firms seek a 
leading role.”48 

U.S. officials in the past have admitted that success in these goals has been 
“uneven,” and that there has been very little progress on democracy and human rights in 
Uzbekistan.  With regard to religious freedom concerns, government officials have also 
conceded that grave problems remain.  Religious groups have been persecuted 
“relentlessly,” Beyrle observed, especially “non-traditional Islamic organizations, whose 
members have been harassed, jailed, or forced into exile.”49   The State Department 
pointed out that “greater reform [is] necessary for long-term stability and prosperity. 
Registration of independent political parties and human rights NGOs would be an 
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important step. Enforcement of constitutional safeguards ensuring personal, religious, and 
press freedom and civil liberties also is needed.”50  However, it was often stated by 
American officials that U.S. engagement in Uzbekistan was nevertheless essential in light 
of other, equally pressing policy goals, including especially security issues (referring 
particularly to the fight against terrorism, even before the September 11 attacks).  
Uzbekistan, it was pointed out, “has been cooperative on counter-terrorism, counter-
narcotics, regional security cooperation, and non-proliferation issues…and is an active 
participant in the Partnership for Peace program.”51  Moreover, “Uzbekistan’s history and 
its geo-strategic position neighboring a region which is increasingly of heightened 
concern for vital U.S. national interests means that we simply have to continue to 
engage.”52  The U.S. government accepted, with qualifications, the Uzbek government’s 
contention that extremist Islamic organizations posed a grave security threat that required 
a forceful response.  In September 2000, the IMU was designated a terrorist organization 
by the Department of State. 

The U.S.-Uzbekistan relationship has deepened since the September 11, 2001 
terrorist attacks on the United States.  On October 7, 2001, the two countries signed a 
formal agreement establishing “a strong basis for bilateral cooperation in the struggle 
against terrorism,” having decided to “establish a qualitatively new relationship based on 
a long-term commitment to advance security and regional stability.”53  According to one 
report, the agreement also included the “intensification of military cooperation,” which 
would be “marked by a round of immediate bilateral consultations aimed at working out 
joint measures to deal with any threat to Uzbekistan’s national security.”54  Though the 
accord itself remains classified, a joint statement issued October 12 further revealed the 
nature of the new partnership.  According to the statement, the United States extended 
security guarantees to the Uzbek government in return for the use by the U.S. armed 
forces of its military facilities for operations in Afghanistan.55 In the following weeks, 
numerous high-level U.S. officials traveled to Uzbekistan, including Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld in November 2001 and Secretary of State Colin Powell in December.   

On November 30, 2001, during a visit to the United States by a delegation from 
Uzbekistan, the two governments signed a “Memorandum of Understanding.”  In that 
document, the United States pledged, inter alia, to “develop and implement a 
comprehensive package of financial and economic support” for Uzbekistan to ensure the 
country’s competitiveness and social and financial stability during the coming period of 
economic reform; to support the efforts of Uzbekistan “to strengthen its relations with the 
International Monetary Fund,” as well as with other international financial institutions; 
and to work with various U.S. government agencies to “promote programs that will be in 
the interests of the government” of Uzbekistan.  The United States will also provide “at 
the earliest possible date $100 million in security, economic, and humanitarian assistance 
for Uzbekistan” and will “develop and implement a ‘facility’ by the U.S. Export-Import 
Bank in the amount of $50 million to be extended to the National Bank of Uzbekistan to 
support purchases of U.S. goods and services.”56 

When Secretary Powell traveled to Uzbekistan in early December, he carried with 
him a letter from President Bush to Uzbek President Karimov in which the U.S. President 
pledged to adhere “to the cause of developing a long-term partnership with Uzbekistan.”  
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American aid will increase; President Bush stated that his administration “is planning to 
triple the amount of support to political and economic reforms in Uzbekistan this year.”  
Moreover, the United States pledged to help improve Uzbekistan’s relations with 
international financial institutions by stating that it “will give all-around support to 
[Uzbekistan’s] efforts to develop a program of economic reforms which will help 
Uzbekistan build a reliable economic foundation and open the way for considerable 
support on the part of international financial institutions.”57    

In late January 2002, Assistant Secretary of State for Europe Elizabeth Jones 
traveled to Uzbekistan.  At a press conference in Tashkent, Secretary Jones was quoted as 
saying that her delegation felt “a new commitment – a recommitment – of the 
government of Uzbekistan to work closely with us and with non-governmental 
organizations to improve the human rights and democracy situation here in Uzbekistan.”  
Assistant Secretary Jones reiterated the U.S. intention to triple its aid to Uzbekistan, 
noting that the new assistance will emphasize the areas of “border security, health, water 
management, local infrastructure development, education, and law enforcement.”  She 
pointed out that the relationship’s “focus on economics is an integral part of [U.S.-
Uzbek] cooperation on security matters.”  Assistant Secretary Jones also described a 
political agreement that had been signed between the two countries that focuses on 
“economic and finance matters, economic reform, and exchange rate matters.”58 

In addition, the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense Mira Ricardel announced 
an agreement to establish a U.S.-Uzbekistan Bilateral Working Group to deal with 
defense and security aspects of the relationship.  The group will be headed by senior-
level officials from the U.S. Office of the Secretary of Defense and the Uzbek Defense 
Ministry and is scheduled to meet for the first time in Spring 2002.  Deputy Assistant 
Secretary Micardel stated that the “group would meet regularly to establish mutual 
priorities and to help focus [U.S.-Uzbek] cooperation, including focusing U.S. security 
assistance to Uzbekistan.”  She was also quoted as noting that the United States is 
“committed to the long-term security and stability of Uzbekistan and will continue to 
develop bilateral defense and security ties through military-to-military engagement plans, 
exercises, and trainings.”59 

At President Bush’s invitation, President Karimov came to Washington to discuss 
these issues on March 12, 2002.  While in Washington, the two countries signed a formal 
declaration solidifying their strategic partnership and plans for cooperation.  The 
declaration notes at the outset the “deep appreciation for the relations that have been 
established between the two countries … that are based on common goals,” including 
combating terrorism and a commitment to the principles of the Helsinki Final Act and 
other international human rights documents.  Cooperation between the two is based on 
norms of international law, a commitment to democratic values and human rights, “non-
interference in each other’s internal affairs,” and “conscientious fulfillment of their 
international obligations.”60   

According to the declaration, the Uzbek government commits itself to “further 
intensify the democratic transformation” of its society, taking into account “the 
requirements of national legislation.”  The United States, in turn, agrees to provide aid 
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and assistance to help Uzbekistan implement the necessary reforms.  Among the priority 
areas where “both sides expect concrete progress” are: the strengthening of the 
foundation for a secular state based on the rule of law; the development of democratic 
values in society; the enhancement of the role of democratic and political institutions in 
the life of society through the establishment of a genuine multiparty system and an 
independent media; the establishment of a freely elected and multiparty bicameral 
legislature; and the improvement of the independence of the judicial system. 

By far the larger part of the agreement concerns security and economic 
cooperation between the United States and Uzbekistan.  As a part of the “qualitatively 
new, long-term relationship” between the two countries, the United States “affirms that it 
would regard with grave concern any external threat to the security and territorial 
integrity of the Republic of Uzbekistan.”  In order to combat security threats, the two 
sides agreed, inter alia, to hold regular consultations; establish cooperation between law-
enforcement agencies and military services on a permanent basis; and provide for the 
training of special Uzbek units.  The two sides also agreed to intensify military relations, 
including through the modernization of Uzbekistan’s armed forces, the training of its 
military personnel, and the re-equipping of its armed forces with weapons and other 
military hardware.  The declaration also called for the establishment of a NATO 
Partnership for Peace Training Center in Uzbekistan.  With regard to economic 
cooperation, Uzbekistan pledged to implement large-scale market reforms in exchange 
for U.S. technical assistance as well as support for Uzbekistan’s discussions with 
international financial institutions.  The United States pledged to work “toward 
terminating the application of the Jackson-Vanik Amendment provisions and toward 
Permanent Normal Trade Relations status” for Uzbekistan.  The United States also 
pledged to work for the country’s accession to the World Trade Organization.61 

1.  The U.S. government should continue to press forcefully its 
concern about religious freedom violations in Uzbekistan, consistent 
with the Uzbek government’s obligations to promote respect for and 
observance of human rights.  The U.S. government should also 
encourage scrutiny of these concerns in appropriate international fora 
such as the Organization on Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) and other multilateral venues. 

Over the past decade, the U.S. government has persistently called attention to 
Uzbekistan’s poor human rights record. However, since the attacks of September 11, 
concern has been expressed by the Commission and others that the alliance forged 
between the two countries in the wake of those events and the subsequent campaign 
against terrorism might persuade the U.S. government to restrain its strong criticism of 
Uzbekistan’s poor record on human rights, including religious freedom.  Though there is 
mention of human rights concerns in the agreements between the United States and 
Uzbekistan signed since September 2001 and in the statements of U.S. government 
officials, as described above, those concerns are discussed within a much larger context 
of substantial increases in economic and security assistance to Uzbekistan.  The United 
States must continue to make clear to the Uzbek government that its abuses of religious 
freedom and other human rights are unacceptable. 
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The Commission recognizes that there are legitimate security threats to the 
government of Uzbekistan, including the IMU.  Yet, in dealing with this threat, the 
Uzbek government has employed measures that are disproportionate to its size, 
discriminatory in their scope, and in contravention of international human rights norms 
and the Uzbek government’s human rights commitments.  Moreover, though it is 
recognized that groups such as Hizb ut-Tahrir espouse views that are intolerant of other 
religions and advocate the use of violence, the Uzbek government has not accused its 
members of involvement in any particular violent actions or indicated that they have been 
directly involved in any violent acts.  Instead, persons are reportedly arrested simply for 
belonging to this group or even merely for possessing its literature, resulting in gross 
violations of freedom of belief and association.   

The measures employed by the Uzbek government are also counterproductive.  
Virtually all observers of Uzbekistan contend that the Uzbek government’s current 
repressive policies, by unnecessarily radicalizing large elements of its own population, 
are exacerbating the threat posed by terrorist groups.62  U.S. government officials have 
also acknowledged on more than one occasion that Karimov’s policies are 
counterproductive.  In July 2001, Michael Parmly, Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary 
of State for Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, stated at a congressional hearing that 
the U.S. government 

“has repeatedly expressed [its] view to Uzbekistan’s President Karimov 
that his persecution and repression of legitimate, peaceful practitioners of 
Islam is counterproductive.  Rather than lessening the threat, he is actually 
radicalizing Uzbekistan’s disaffected and disenfranchised youth and 
driving them into the arms of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and its 
radical allies.”63    

Upon its admission to the OSCE in 1992, Uzbekistan pledged to uphold the 
human rights obligations contained in the Helsinki Final Act and other OSCE documents.  
The United States, through the OSCE, should continue to press Uzbekistan to abide by 
those commitments.  In addition, the U.S. delegation to the OSCE should encourage the 
OSCE, through such institutions as the Office of Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights (ODIHR), to monitor closely the situation in Uzbekistan and regularly report back 
to OSCE members.  The ODIHR, through the OSCE’s Liaison Office in Tashkent, is in a 
position to monitor closely the status of particular individuals who are known to have 
been arrested on suspicious charges. 

 2.  The U.S. government should press the Uzbek government to cease 
its abuse of those articles in its criminal code, including Articles 159 
and 216, that impinge on religious freedom.   

Article 159 of the criminal code criminalizes “anti-state activity.”  However, such 
activity is not explicitly defined, and in practice, this article is often pointedly aimed at 
those who oppose the government or who choose to practice religion outside of 
government strictures. According to a representative of Human Rights Watch, more than  
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65 percent of cases of religious prisoners the organization has documented were charged 
with “anti-state activity” under Article 159. 

Article 216 of the code criminalizes membership in a “forbidden religious 
organization.”  The vagueness of the language effectively gives the government the right 
to decide which religious groups people may belong to.  Participation in banned groups 
can result in prison sentences of up to 20 years.64  According to Article 216, even 
“inclination to participation” in such groups is punishable by arrest and imprisonment.65  
In the past two years, thousands of persons in Uzbekistan have been arrested under 
Article 216 and given 15- to 20-year sentences for belonging to or participating in the 
activities of a “banned religious organization.”  As noted above, in many if not most of 
these cases, the government has not charged these individuals with participating in any 
violent activity, nor has it suggested that the individuals have in any way been involved 
in violent activities; rather, they have been arrested and sentenced solely for their beliefs 
in or association with a particular religious group.66  In other cases, the government has 
not provided evidence that the individuals charged are even members of the “forbidden 
religious organization” to which they are accused of belonging. 

The United States should make clear its grave concern about the wrongful use of 
Article 159 that results in large numbers of individuals imprisoned on what are often 
vague charges of anti-state activity.  The U.S. government should also make plain its 
concern that Article 216 is being used to justify the arrest of thousands of persons whose 
“crime” largely involves membership in or sympathies with an extremist religious group.  
As a representative from the Keston Institute comments, “while it is undisputed that the 
Uzbek government does need to tackle the problems of crime and public disorder in some 
parts of the country and that a fear of extreme religious groups is at least partially 
justified … the new version of the criminal and administrative codes goes beyond a 
reasonable response to such real and perceived threats.”67  Uzbekistan’s criminal code 
contains provisions that already deal adequately with perpetrators of violent acts of 
whatever motivation.  Thus, “there is no reason to restrict the rights of all religious 
believers solely to cover the alleged crimes of some citizens who might claim religious 
justification for their actions.”68 

The Commission recognizes the Uzbek government’s duty to protect public safety 
and order by targeting groups that have engaged in violence; however the United States 
must stand firmly against practices that amount to the criminalization of religious belief 
and association.   

3.  The U.S. government should strongly encourage the Uzbek 
government to establish a mechanism to review the cases of persons 
detained under suspicion of or charged with religious, political, or 
security offenses and to release those who have been imprisoned solely 
because of their religious beliefs, practices, or choice of religious 
association, as well as any others who have been unjustly detained or 
sentenced.  
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In August 2001, President Karimov instituted a general amnesty affecting 50,000 
prisoners in Uzbekistan.  Out of the 64,500 people in prison, 25,000 were to be released 
and another 25,000 would see their terms reduced.  According to President Karimov 
speaking on Uzbek television, the amnesty extended also to “members of terrorist and 
extremist organizations” who genuinely repent of their actions.  This repentance would 
be confirmed “not only by their appeals but also by appeal from their parents and 
members of the public in their village and district.”69 

However, human rights groups in Uzbekistan criticized the amnesty’s provisions 
for making it virtually impossible for religious prisoners to be included.  For example, the 
amnesty decree stated that only those who have taken the “path of correction” and 
“demonstrated constructive repentance” – which must be confirmed by the administration 
of the correction facility – can be considered for pardon.  According to these 
organizations, this provision would be “open to abuse, as the conditions for establishing 
repentance frequently depend on the convicts or their families paying bribes to the prison 
authorities.”70  Moreover, many political and religious prisoners did not admit at their 
trials to being guilty of the crimes of which they were accused, rendering it difficult for 
them now to “repent.”  Another provision states that the amnesty applies only to those 
with prison terms of less than six years, which rules out the vast majority of the religious 
prisoners, most of whom have received terms of up to 20 years. 

The U.S. government should strongly urge the Uzbek government to release 
persons who are imprisoned on account of their religious beliefs, practices, or choice of 
association and who have not been found guilty of participating in violent acts.  Such 
releases would do much to demonstrate that the Uzbek government is committed to 
improving conditions for religious freedom.  People in Uzbekistan should be allowed to 
hold religious beliefs and engage in worship practices that are not expressly defined and 
controlled by the government.   

4.   The U.S. government should instruct the U.S. Embassy in 
Tashkent to continue to every extent possible its policy of carefully 
monitoring the status of individuals who are arrested for alleged 
religious, political, and security offenses. 

The American Embassy in Tashkent has an excellent reputation for closely 
observing the cases of individuals who have been arrested for political or religious 
“crimes” in Uzbekistan.  Embassy officials have consistently met with dissidents, 
attended trials, and visited those who have been attacked by security agents.  According 
to several human rights activists from Uzbekistan, it is largely because of attention and 
support from the U.S. Embassy that they are able to continue their human rights work 
despite, in several cases, severe government pressure to desist.  The Commission 
commends these Embassy activities and strongly encourages that they be maintained and, 
where possible, expanded.   

5.  While recognizing the Uzbek government’s duty to protect its 
people from violence and terrorism from whatever source, the U.S. 
government should press the government of Uzbekistan to discontinue 
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its practice of excessively regulating the free practice of religion in 
Uzbekistan, including the oppressive regulation of the Islamic clergy 
and the use of registration requirements to prevent minority religious 
groups from practicing their faith.   

Religious practice in Uzbekistan remains thoroughly controlled by the state.  
Despite the Uzbek Constitution’s guarantees of the separation of state and religion, “the 
Uzbek government has continued the Soviet practice of designating an acceptable, non-
threatening realm for Islamic activities and organizations, and severely restricting what it 
does not specifically support.”71  The May 1998 “Law on Freedom of Worship and 
Religious Organizations” severely restricts religious activity.  Despite what appear to be 
“objective” criteria required for religious groups to register, in practice it has often been 
the case that “subjective, rather than technical factors determine the success or otherwise 
of registration applications, as the authorities have withheld registration from groups they 
consider unacceptable or undesirable.”72  In addition to other arduous requirements, the 
Committee for Religious Affairs under the Cabinet of Ministers must approve the 
registration of any religious organization. 

Such government regulation and other control under Uzbekistan’s religions law, 
as well as other decrees on religious practice, violate the country’s own constitutional 
guarantees separating church and state73 and the provisions of several international 
human rights documents to which Uzbekistan has committed itself.  These include the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, and the Helsinki Final Act, as well as successive OSCE documents.  The U.S. 
government should therefore strongly urge the Uzbek government to adhere to its own 
Constitution and its international human rights commitments with regard to religious 
freedom by repealing or modifying legislation that contravenes international standards.  It 
is not the duty or authority of any government to define and determine how its citizens 
may worship or practice their religion.  The U.S. government should urge the Uzbek 
government to request advice and assistance from the OSCE in order to bring its legal 
provisions into accordance with OSCE commitments. 

6.  The U.S. government should press the Uzbek government to 
adhere to its international commitments to abide fully by the rule of 
law and to protect human rights ensuring due process of law to all. 

Human rights groups as well as the State Department’s reports describe serious 
abuses of the rights of those arrested for political and religious crimes.  These abuses 
include the inconsistent access to a lawyer, incommunicado detention for weeks or 
months, and mass, secret trials.  Perhaps most alarming are the numerous reports of the 
systematic use of torture in the country’s detention centers.  Human rights groups and the 
State Department report that many convictions are based solely on confessions extracted 
through torture, and there have been numerous reports of deaths in detention centers.  
Despite the thousands of reported cases of torture, on only one occasion have law-
enforcement members been tried for the practice.74 
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Though they are not always respected, many if not most of these rights are 
provided under the Constitution of Uzbekistan and other national legislation.  In addition, 
the Uzbek government has committed itself to upholding international standards with 
regard to due process of law and the prevention of torture.  Despite the fact that the 
Uzbek government has admitted that the practice of torture is not unknown in Uzbekistan 
and that it regularly announces that judicial and other reforms are being seriously 
considered, the situation with regard to respect for due process of law, including 
protection from torture, has continued to deteriorate.  Moreover, though it may be the 
case that it is sometimes “rogue” law-enforcement officers who carry out the torture, the 
reports of such abusive practices are numerous, suggesting that it is widespread and 
tolerated at the highest levels of the Uzbek government.   

The U.S. government should maintain pressure on the Uzbek authorities to 
respect the rights of the people of Uzbekistan with regard to all judicial proceedings.  The 
U.S. government should also make very clear that the practice of torture must cease.  In 
addition, rhetoric alone about the intention to implement reform that is not followed by 
concrete action should not be considered acceptable. 

7.  The U.S. government should press the Uzbek government to ensure 
that every religious prisoner has access to his or her family, human 
rights monitors, adequate medical care, and a lawyer, as specified in 
international human rights instruments, including Article 14 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  In addition, the 
U.S. government should press the Uzbek government to ensure that 
all prisoners are allowed to practice their religion while in detention, 
to the fullest extent compatible with the specific nature of their 
detention. 

Numerous reports indicate that once persons are given lengthy sentences, they are 
sent to labor and other prison camps and refused the right to have visitors.  In addition, 
while in camps, they are reportedly not permitted to grow beards and are punished 
severely if they are caught praying.  Moreover, the State Department reports, “the 
[Quran] is reportedly banned in most detention facilities.”75   

All prisoners should be granted the right to visits from legal representatives and 
family members while in prison, consistent with international norms.  Prisoners should 
also have the right to practice their religion while in detention.  The U.S. government 
should press the government of Uzbekistan to allow religious prisoners to receive visitors 
and, consistent with reasonable requirements for security, to ensure that prisoners retain 
the right to practice their religion.  

8.  All U.S. assistance to the Uzbek government, with the exception of 
assistance to improve humanitarian conditions and advance human 
rights, should be made contingent upon that government’s taking a 
number of concrete steps to improve conditions for religious freedom 
for all individuals and religious groups in Uzbekistan. These steps 
should include: 
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8.a. releasing persons imprisoned solely because of their 
religious beliefs, practices, or choice of religious association, 
following the review mechanism as described in 
Recommendation 3; 

8.b. ending torture; 

8.c. halting the arrest and detention of persons because of their 
religious beliefs, practices, or choice of religious association; 
and 

8.d. refraining from using registration requirements to prevent 
religious groups from practicing their faith. 

The state should also relinquish at least some control over the Islamic 
clergy and believers.   In addition, U.S. security and other forms of 
assistance should be carefully scrutinized to ensure that these 
programs do not facilitate Uzbek government policies that result in 
religious freedom violations. 

Even before the increase in U.S. assistance outlined in the post-September 11 
agreements between the two countries, Uzbekistan received significant economic and 
security assistance from the United States.  In fiscal year 2000 Uzbekistan received $1.75 
million in Foreign Military Financing (FMF) and $547,000 in International Military 
Education and Training (IMET) program funds, as well as $3 million under the new 
Central Asia Border Security Initiative (CASI).76  Since 1997, Uzbekistan has been 
eligible to participate in Cooperative Threat Reduction (CTR) programs, and has gained 
certification every year (CTR certification – which includes human rights as part of the 
criteria – was extended by Secretary Powell to Uzbekistan in June 2001).77  In FY 2000, 
it received $4 million in CTR funds.  In February 2000, the United States transferred 16 
military transport vehicles to the Uzbek military to enhance interoperability with NATO 
forces, a move that amounted to the first substantial military equipment to be provided to 
Uzbekistan under the FMF program.78  U.S. Central Command stated that programs such 
as IMET and NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PfP) program exist to “foster apolitical 
professional militaries capable of responding to regional peacekeeping and humanitarian 
needs” in the region.79  Central Asian officers and troops have participated in PfP 
exercises in the United States since 1995 and U.S. troops participated in exercises in 
Central Asia in 1997, 1998, and 2000. 

According to human rights groups and the State Department’s own reports on 
human rights and religious freedom, the Uzbek government’s record on human rights and 
religious freedom is extremely poor. Two Uzbek institutions in particular that receive 
U.S. security assistance, the Ministry of the Interior (MVD) and the National Security 
Service (SNB, formerly known as the KGB), are cited by human rights groups as having 
a direct involvement in arresting, detaining, and even torturing a number of religious 
prisoners. As stated in the report of the Coordinator of U.S. Assistance to the NIS, funds 
from such programs as the Anti-Terrorism Assistance and Counter-Proliferation 
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programs, among others, go to these two institutions. The degree of repression in 
Uzbekistan by these institutions clearly leads to questions about the role of American 
security assistance in facilitating religious freedom violations in that country, particularly 
through assistance to those institutions implicated in religious freedom abuses. 

In addition to security assistance, even before the planned increases Uzbekistan 
received a significant amount of development and other assistance from the United 
States.  According to the State Department’s Office of the Coordinator of U.S. Assistance 
to the NIS, the U.S. government provided approximately $65 million in assistance to 
Uzbekistan in FY 2000, including $20 million in Freedom Support Act assistance 
administered through the Agency for International Development (AID), $11.4 million in 
U.S. Department of Agriculture food aid, $5.4 million in other U.S. government 
assistance, and $27.5 million in U.S. Department of Defense “excess and privately 
donated humanitarian commodities.”80  In 2001, it was estimated that AID would spend 
$24 million on programs for Uzbekistan, and $22 million had been requested for FY 
2002.  In addition, in FY 2000, trade between the United States and Uzbekistan was 
supported by almost $900 million in Export-Import Bank financing.  This aid will be 
supplemented by the $100 million in security, economic, and humanitarian assistance 
pledged in the November 2001 Memorandum of Understanding between the two 
countries. 

The U.S. government should insist that all foreign assistance to the Uzbek 
government, except for assistance designed to promote humanitarian goals and the 
protection of human rights, be contingent upon that government taking a number of 
concrete steps to foster genuine progress with regard to human rights and religious 
freedom in that country.  These steps must include more than rhetoric.  

In addition, all non-humanitarian assistance to Uzbekistan should be carefully 
monitored by the issuing agency to ensure that it in no way is channeled to institutions 
that perpetrate or bolster religious freedom violations in that country.  U.S. assistance 
should be scrutinized to ensure that it is not used in any way to support Uzbek 
government policies that violate religious freedom. 

9.  The U.S. government should continue to develop assistance 
programs for Uzbekistan designed to encourage the creation of 
institutions of civil society that protect human rights and promote 
religious freedom.  This assistance could include training in human 
rights, the rule of law, and crime investigation for police and other 
law enforcement officials.  Since such programs have been attempted 
in the past with little effect, they should be carefully structured to 
accomplish, and carefully monitored and conditioned upon fulfillment 
of, these specific goals.  

Beginning in 1992, there were numerous democratization and civil-society 
building projects for Uzbekistan funded by AID and carried out through such institutions 
as the National Democratic Institute (NDI) and the International Republican Institute 
(IRI).  However, within only a few years, most of those programs were halted when it 
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became apparent that, despite government rhetoric to the contrary, the political 
authorities did not have the will to implement genuine political reform.  According to 
AID, “increasing government repression targeted toward the opposition and religious and 
human rights groups limits the scope and potential of democracy assistance in 
Uzbekistan.”81  Because of the country’s lack of commitment to electoral reform or 
competitive elections, election-related assistance is no longer being provided.  Also 
discontinued is AID assistance to the Uzbek parliament.  “Given that the 1999 
parliamentary elections were neither free nor fair,” the NIS Support Coordinator’s report 
states, “and that the [Uzbek] government appoints most members, the Parliament has 
little incentive to become more responsive to the public. Therefore, assistance is neither 
appropriate nor is it likely to succeed.”82 

Increased attention to building civil society replaced what were deemed to be 
fruitless democratization efforts.  However, this process, too, “was hindered by 
restrictions imposed by the Uzbek government, ostensibly to counteract the threat of 
Islamic extremism.”83  As a result, AID has moved its focus to youth and civic education 
programs, local community development to increase civic participation, and a women’s 
legal rights initiative. In addition, according to the AID Web site, partnerships, training, 
and exchanges have remained an important part of AID assistance.  There were also 
efforts to aid the very small independent media sector in Uzbekistan, including AID-
supported broadcasts by independent television stations about issues of interest to local 
communities, resulting in several local governments responding to the issues raised in the 
broadcast.  However, two independent television stations were closed as a result of 
broadcasts that were critical of the government and only one was allowed to re-open.84   

In addition, in FY 2000 the U.S. government provided approximately $2 million 
for training and technical assistance to Uzbekistan’s law enforcement agencies, with the 
goal, according to the aid coordinator’s report, of “enhancing their ability to combat 
narcotics trafficking and organized crime while promoting the rule of law and human 
rights.”85   

The U.S. government should continue these scaled-back programs.  However, 
given the problems in aid programs of the recent past – which to a great extent stem from 
a difference between the rhetorical commitment of the Uzbek government to support 
democracy-building and the institutions of civil society and that government’s actions to 
suppress those efforts – U.S. programs should be more clearly focused on specific human 
rights problems in order better to monitor the results.  Such assistance should also be 
accompanied by the caveat that if no significant improvement is apparent, the assistance 
will not be continued.  In this vein, human rights offices or organizations organized and 
wholly controlled by the Uzbek government should not be regarded as evidence of 
improvement in the country’s human rights practices. 

10.  The U.S. government should retain the reinstated Uzbek language 
program at the Voice of America (VOA), and should use VOA and 
other appropriate avenues of public diplomacy to explain to the 
people of Uzbekistan why religious freedom is an important element 
of U.S. foreign policy as well as specific concerns about religious 
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freedom in their country.  In addition, the U.S. government should 
continue its practice of encouraging exchanges between the people of 
Uzbekistan and the United States, paying attention to opportunities to 
include human rights advocates and religious figures in those 
programs. 

In January 2001, the Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG) announced changes 
to the VOA programming service that included, initially, the planned elimination of its 
Uzbek service entirely, which until July 2001 was 45 minutes per day. According to a 
BBG newsletter, the changes were instituted because “while many places still need the 
assets of U.S. international broadcasting, they now need it less than others.”  The decision 
to eliminate this service was apparently made despite a resolution passed by the House of 
Representatives in November 2000 urging VOA to expand its broadcasts in Central Asia 
(H. Con. Res. 397).  Though originally scheduled for total elimination, at the urging of 
the State Department and some members of Congress, the BBG agreed to retain 15 
minutes of the 45-minute Uzbek broadcast.  It was argued that there are few countries 
that need such broadcasting more than Uzbekistan, given that even the State 
Department’s own human rights report states that there is virtually no freedom of the 
press in that country.  Despite the arguments, the BBG nevertheless declared its intention 
to eliminate the Uzbek program entirely as of 2002.  After the events of September 11, 
however, VOA’s Uzbek language program was increased to 30 minutes per day.  It has 
since been increased to 60 minutes per day, though only as a temporary measure. 

Broadcasting by VOA in the Uzbek language is a valuable way for the people of 
Uzbekistan to learn about life in the United States and the nature of democratic society.  
Although a considerable number in the population can understand Russian and benefit 
from VOA’s Russian broadcasts, nevertheless there remains an equally significant 
number of Uzbeks who do not speak Russian, particularly in the countryside.  Retaining 
VOA’s extended Uzbek program on a long-term basis would thus be useful to the United 
States’ goal of promoting the understanding of the workings of democracy and 
fundamental freedoms in Uzbekistan, including the exercise of religious freedom.   

According to the report of the Coordinator for U.S. Assistance to the NIS, since 
FY 1993, “U.S. government-funded exchange programs have brought over 1,800 people 
from Uzbekistan to the United States,” including approximately 260 in FY 2000.  These 
include participants in public diplomacy, academic, business, and other exchange 
programs.86  

Exchange programs also continue to be a useful way for persons from Uzbekistan 
to learn first-hand about political, judicial, cultural, and other practices in the United 
States.  The U.S. government should continue such exchange programs with Uzbekistan, 
at the same time attempting to ensure that participants are not wholly from among 
government-sanctioned groups.  Human rights advocates and religious figures from 
Uzbekistan should also be included in these programs. 
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