
I had been in Uzbekistan exactly four weeks when I became convinced that Western policy in Central Asia was 
completely ill-conceived.  This telegram was my first major declaration of my view to London, where it came as a 
nasty shock 
 
Craig Murray 
May 2006. 
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SUBJECT: US/Uzbekistan: Promoting Terrorism 
SUMMARY 

US plays down human rights situation in Uzbekistan. A dangerous policy: increasing 
repression combined with poverty will promote Islamic terrorism. Support to Karimov 
regime a bankrupt and cynical policy.  

DETAIL 

The Economist of 7 September states: "Uzbekistan, in particular, has jailed many thousands 
of moderate Islamists, an excellent way of converting their families and friends to 
extremism." The Economist also spoke of "the growing despotism of Mr Karimov" and 
judged that "the past year has seen a further deterioration of an already grim human rights 
record". I agree.  

Between 7,000 and 10,000 political and religious prisoners are currently detained, many after 
trials before kangaroo courts with no representation. Terrible torture is commonplace: the EU 
is currently considering a demarche over the terrible case of two Muslims tortured to death in 
jail apparently with boiling water. Two leading dissidents, Elena Urlaeva and Larissa 
Vdovna, were two weeks ago committed to a lunatic asylum, where they are being drugged, 
for demonstrating on human rights. Opposition political parties remain banned. There is no 
doubt that September 11 gave the pretext to crack down still harder on dissent under the 
guise of counter-terrorism.  
Yet on 8 September the US State Department certified that Uzbekistan was improving in 
both human rights and democracy, thus fulfilling a constitutional requirement and allowing 
the continuing disbursement of $140 million of US aid to Uzbekistan this year. Human 
Rights Watch immediately published a commendably sober and balanced rebuttal of the State 
Department claim.  

Again we are back in the area of the US accepting sham reform [a reference to my previous 
telegram on the economy]. In August media censorship was abolished, and theoretically there 
are independent media outlets, but in practice there is absolutely no criticism of President 
Karimov or the central government in any Uzbek media. State Department call this self-
censorship: I am not sure that is a fair way to describe an unwillingness to experience the 
brutal methods of the security services.  

Similarly, following US pressure when Karimov visited Washington, a human rights NGO 
has been permitted to register. This is an advance, but they have little impact given that no 
media are prepared to cover any of their activities or carry any of their statements.  
The final improvement State quote is that in one case of murder of a prisoner the police 
involved have been prosecuted. That is an improvement, but again related to the Karimov 
visit and does not appear to presage a general change of policy. On the latest cases of torture 
deaths the Uzbeks have given the OSCE an incredible explanation, given the nature of the 
injuries, that the victims died in a fight between prisoners.  



But allowing a single NGO, a token prosecution of police officers and a fake press freedom 
cannot possibly outweigh the huge scale of detentions, the torture and the secret executions. 
President Karimov has admitted to 100 executions a year but human rights groups believe 
there are more. Added to this, all opposition parties remain banned (the President got a 98% 
vote) and the Internet is strictly controlled. All Internet providers must go through a single 
government server and access is barred to many sites including all dissident and opposition 
sites and much international media (including, ironically, waronterrorism.com). This is in 
essence still a totalitarian state: there is far less freedom than still prevails, for example, in 
Mugabe's Zimbabwe. A Movement for Democratic Change or any judicial independence 
would be impossible here.  

Karimov is a dictator who is committed to neither political nor economic reform. The 
purpose of his regime is not the development of his country but the diversion of economic 
rent to his oligarchic supporters through government controls. As a senior Uzbek academic 
told me privately, there is more repression here now than in Brezhnev's time. The US are 
trying to prop up Karimov economically and to justify this support they need to claim that a 
process of economic and political reform is underway. That they do so claim is either 
cynicism or self-delusion.  

This policy is doomed to failure. Karimov is driving this resource-rich country towards 
economic ruin like an Abacha. And the policy of increasing repression aimed 
indiscriminately at pious Muslims, combined with a deepening poverty, is the most certain 
way to ensure continuing support for the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. They have 
certainly been decimated and disorganised in Afghanistan, and Karimov's repression may 
keep the lid on for years – but pressure is building and could ultimately explode.  

I quite understand the interest of the US in strategic airbases and why they back Karimov, but 
I believe US policy is misconceived. In the short term it may help fight terrorism but in the 
medium term it will promote it, as the Economist points out. And it can never be right to 
lower our standards on human rights. There is a complex situation in Central Asia and it is 
wrong to look at it only through a prism picked up on September 12. Worst of all is what 
appears to be the philosophy underlying the current US view of Uzbekistan: that September 
11 divided the World into two camps in the "War against Terrorism" and that Karimov is on 
"our" side.  

If Karimov is on "our" side, then this war cannot be simply between the forces of good and 
evil. It must be about more complex things, like securing the long-term US military presence 
in Uzbekistan. I silently wept at the 11 September commemoration here. The right words on 
New York have all been said. But last week was also another anniversary – the US-led 
overthrow of Salvador Allende in Chile. The subsequent dictatorship killed, dare I say it, 
rather more people than died on September 11. Should we not remember then also, and learn 
from that too? I fear that we are heading down the same path of US-sponsored dictatorship 
here. It is ironic that the beneficiary is perhaps the most unreformed of the World's old 
communist leaders.  
 

We need to think much more deeply about Central Asia. It is easy to place Uzbekistan in the 
"too difficult" tray and let the US run with it, but I think they are running in the wrong 
direction. We should tell them of the dangers we see. Our policy is theoretically one of 
engagement, but in practice this has not meant much. Engagement makes sense, but it must 
mean grappling with the problems, not mute collaboration. We need to start actively to state 
a distinctive position on democracy and human rights, and press for a realistic view to be 



taken in the IMF. We should continue to resist pressures to start a bilateral DFID programme, 
unless channelled non-governmentally, and not restore ECGD cover despite the constant 
lobbying. We should not invite Karimov to the UK. We should step up our public diplomacy 
effort, stressing democratic values, including more resources from the British Council. We 
should increase support to human rights activists, and strive for contact with non-official 
Islamic groups.  

Above all we need to care about the 22 million Uzbek people, suffering from poverty and 
lack of freedom. They are not just pawns in the new Great Game.  

MURRAY 
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