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Summary

This report, which is primarily based on information obtained during a recent fact-finding mission to Uzbekistan by representatives of the International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights (IHF), documents the ongoing persecution of human rights defenders in Uzbekistan. This group has been singled out as “a special category” subject to control and punishment by the authorities. 

Following the May 2005 events in Andijan, when hundreds of civilians protesting repressive government policies were killed through the indiscriminate and disproportionate use of force by security and law enforcement officials, the Uzbek authorities launched an unprecedented attack on human rights defenders, political activists, journalists and other opponents of the regime. This crackdown has had a devastating impact on the country’s civil society as numerous NGOs and media outlets have been forced to close down, many prominent activists and journalists have fled abroad and others have abandoned their activities because of pressure and intimidation. 

Those few committed and courageous individuals who continue their efforts to hold the Uzbek authorities accountable to their international human rights obligations suffer unrelenting persecution and work at constant risk for their own and their family members’ life and safety. 

Human rights defenders are routinely held under surveillance, with their movements and phone conversations being closely monitored by police and security services. They are also often prevented from moving around freely inside of the country and banned from traveling abroad.

The authorities have sought to discredit and mobilize public sentiments against human rights defenders and their families by orchestrating media defamation campaigns and shows of alleged “spontaneous public outrage” and by accusing them of “immoral” behavior, such as sexual harassment or organized prostitution.

A considerable number of human rights defenders, political opposition activists and independent journalists have been convicted on apparently politically motivated charges and imprisoned in the aftermath of the Andijan events. The charges brought against them have ranged from fraud and blackmail to “anti-constitutional” and “extremist” activities, and there are serious concerns that they often have been ill-treated and tortured in an attempt to force them to confess. While some of those imprisoned were released under a general amnesty introduced in late 2006, many others continue to serve their sentences in harsh conditions and are frequently subjected to disciplinary punishments, solitary confinement, restrictions on their communication with the outside world as well as physical abuse. Two human rights activists are known to have been placed in prison facilities for religious prisoners, which are notoriously infamous for their brutal treatment of inmates.

The Soviet-era technique of forcibly detaining dissidents in psychiatric hospitals has been used repeatedly against human rights defenders and political activists in the post-Andijan period. Women activists are particularly vulnerable to becoming victims of this form of pressure.     

Relatives of human rights defenders have also been targeted in an attempt to put pressure on human rights activists to stop speaking out about human rights violations. They have, inter alia, been threatened, dismissed from their jobs, beaten, arrested and prosecuted and imprisoned on fabricated criminal charges. 

The IHF calls on the European Union, and the rest of the international community, to address the situation of human rights defenders in Uzbekistan as a matter of priority and to take urgent, coordinated and sustained action to put pressure on the Uzbek government to end its persecution of those engaged in legitimate activities to promote respect for international human rights standards. The repression of human rights defenders and other opponents of the regime should be prominently and systematically raised in EU dialogues with the Uzbek government and any further weakening or lifting on the EU sanctions imposed on Uzbekistan in late 2005 should be made conditional on concrete and meaningful progress with respect to the opportunities of human rights activists to carry out their work.  

At the end of the report, the IHF makes a number of recommendations to the EU member states concerning how to address the situation of human rights defenders in Uzbekistan and highlights key benchmarks that the member states should pursue in their review of the sanctions against Uzbekistan currently in place. 


