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Purrineg HOMAN RicHTS
BACK ON THE AGENDA

Josh Dorman

OVER THE PAST DECADE, U.S. PRO-DEMOCRACY AND HUMAN
RIGHTS LEVERAGE HAS BEEN SQUANDERED. IF NOT
CORRECTED SOON, THE RESULTS COULD BE DISASTROUS.

BY ED McWILLIAMS

ew regions are more important in the war on terrorism than the newly independent states of Central
Asia. The decade-old former Soviet republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan
form a crucial platform for ongoing U.S. and allied military efforts in Afghanistan. Moreover, efforts to transform
Afghanistan into a viable, democratic state depend on redevelopment and expansion of historic transit routes and eco-

nomic ties with the region.
The region’s importance is reflected in a cascade of U.S. diplomatic, economic and military initiatives over the past
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18 months that vastly exceeds in
scale and scope the previous
decade of limited U.S. activity in
the region. But as a review of the
past decade shows, U.S. leverage
on the crucial issues of human
rights and democracy here has
been dangerously squandered. If
not corrected soon, this situation
could seriously compromise the
entire anti-terror campaign.

A Hopeful Beginning

In February 1992, six weeks after the disintegration of
the Soviet Union, U.S. diplomatic teams opened
embassies in Bishkek, Almaty and Tashkent. Six weeks
later, U.S. diplomats opened missions in Dushanbe and
Ashgabat. In their early months these thinly-staffed mis-
sions focused on democracy promotion, humanitarian
assistance ... and battled daunting logistical problems.

From the beginning the U.S. tended to measure these
states” significance in terms of their economic resources
and from the perspective of other geopolitical considera-
tions. Oil and gas reserves in Kazakhstan and, to a lesser
extent, in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan drew attention,
as did Kazakhstan’s inheritance of Soviet-era nuclear
weaponry. Tajikistan, which quickly began to disintegrate
in an Iranian-influenced civil war, attracted senior policy-
level “crisis” attention. With the conclusion of fighting,
however, it joined Kyrgyzstan on the diplomatic sidelines.

As a hedge against any reassertion of Moscow’s control
and to attract Western governmental assistance and busi-
ness investment, these new governments initially posed
as democratic and sensitive to human rights concerns.
Popular support for development of ties to the West,
especially to the U.S., was strong: even Islamic political
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To attract Western aid and
investment, the new
governments posed as
democratic and sensitive to

human rights concerns.

movements, such as those in
Tajikistan, were initially open to
such contacts. U.S. diplomats in
the newly-minted embassies
strongly encouraged these tenden-
cies, with some success.

In Bishkek, President Askar
Akayaev, a physician-turned-politi-
cal leader and the only regional
leader without Soviet bureaucratic
roots, was eloquent and energetic
In early 1992, he
engaged the new U.S. embassy regarding development of
a democratic culture, a market economy and, more prag-
matically, in shaping a strategy to resist aggressive Iranian
diplomatic activity. The Kyrgyz people’s welcome to the
U.S. team was particularly warm. In Almaty, President
Nursultan Nazerbayev offered a warm welcome to west-
ern businesses and to market economy ideas.

If Kyrgyzstan, portrayed in the western media as a

in advancing a democratic model.

“Central Asian Switzerland,” represented the zenith of
early optimism about democratic prospects in Central
Asia, Tajikistan represented the nadir.  Islamic and
democratic forces had demonstrated against the old
Communist elite the previous fall. By the late spring of
1992 these demonstrations had resumed on a massive
scale in a prelude to civil war. The Soviet-era holdover
government led by Emomali Rahmonov, sensitive to its
image in Washington, sought and initially followed U.S.
advice to avoid bloodshed in dealing with peaceful
protest. Underscoring the popular good will toward
America in this turbulent period, even after fighting
erupted, both sides permitted U.S. humanitarian relief
convoys to reach besieged populations, waving convoys
manned by embassy personnel across the shifting battle
lines.

Pro-Democracy Leverage Wanes

In the mid-1990s, efforts to nurture democratic devel-
opment and respect for human rights faltered due to
diminishing U.S. attention to the region, just as Russian,
Chinese and Iranian influence was growing. Meanwhile,
growing domestic political challenges and economic dif-
ficulties, along with security threats posed by the Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan, impelled local leaders to resort
increasingly to Soviet-style authoritarian rule. Although
the Afghanistan-based IMU militants mainly targeted
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Uzbekistan, they also posed security problems for
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, through which they transited
from their Afghan sanctuary.

The initial approach of the Bush administration to the
region paralleled that of the Clinton administration: it
entailed limited dialogue and assistance, constrained in
part by concern over human rights problems and falter-
ing democratic reform. Ominously, the Afghanistan-
based fundamentalist Islamic insurgency in Central Asia
and massive illicit drug flow from Afghanistan through
Central Asia to European markets escaped serious atten-
tion or action by the Bush administration. The State
Department’s annual human rights reports echoed other
human rights reporting in candidly charting the deterio-
ration of human rights, but the Central Asian govern-
ments largely ignored the criticism because there was lit-
tle at stake: Early hopes of meaningful U.S. developmen-
tal and other assistance had been dashed. Moreover, U.S.
business investment, such as in oil and gas development,
went forward absent any consideration of burgeoning
human rights and democracy faults.

Central Asia Moves to Center Stage

The terrorist attacks on the U.S. on Sept. 11, 2001,
marked a watershed in the U.S. relationship with Central
Asia. Within weeks of the tragedy, military basing agree-
ments were in place or under negotiation with
Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, and senior U.S.
officials had launched intense bilateral dialogues focused
on security concerns. In support of the new military
arrangements the U.S. hastily revived diplomatic ties,
notably in Tajikistan, and proffered new economic and
technical assistance programs, many related to security
and the movement of illicit drugs.

This shift in U.S. perception of the region from a
problematic backwater to a zone of critical importance in
the war on terrorism prompted an urgent desire to enlist
the regimes as “partners” in a global anti-terror coalition.
That strategy, however, ran up against the reality of
endemic human rights abuse and stunted democratic
development that had cast a shadow over U.S. ties to the
region for most of the previous decade. Secretary of
State Powell acknowledged as much. Testifying before
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on Feb. 5,
2002, he noted: “We have a number of new friends, but
we’re not unmindful that a number of these new friends
— and I will say Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan,

Kazakhstan — do not have the kind of political systems
yet that we think are appropriate to the 21st century. And
we have no reservation about saying that to them.”

That testimony hinted at Bush administration sensitiv-
ity to criticism that, as in the Cold War, the U.S. was again
aligning itself with authoritarian regimes in service of a
global strategy; ie., a war against global terrorism.
Congressman Christopher Smith, R-N.J., a noted propo-
nent of human rights and chairperson of the Helsinki
Commission, stated in a March 2002 public hearing: “I
do think that Americans would be shocked to learn that
some of the allies that we've embraced in our fight
against al-Qaida and worldwide terrorism are at the same
time torturers who not only permit but use means for
extracting confessions, horrific beatings, coupled with
rapes and threats of rape against family members.” He
added: “We need zero tolerance for torture, and it seems
to me it starts at the highest level with President Bush.”
Rep. Smith called on U.S. leaders to speak out against
abuse “even if (they) are partners with us in fighting ter-
rorism.”

In response to concerns that human rights not be sac-
rificed for security and geopolitical advantages, the
administration developed a two-track approach.
Continuing its public criticism of deviance from democ-
ratic and human rights norms, the administration also
unveiled what was billed as a pro-active approach to
human rights and democracy promotion.

On June 27, 2002, Lorne Craner, assistant secretary of
State for democracy, human rights and labor, told the
Senate Subcommittee on Central Asia and the Southern
Caucasus: “Even while we ramp up our military cooper-
ation with governments that have troubling human rights
records, we also see this as an opportunity to enhance our
engagement and impact on issues of democracy and
human rights. ... Our firm message to the governments
and their leaders has been that [having] closer relations
with the United States brings with it a heightened level of
scrutiny and that, therefore, any deepening and broaden-
ing of our cooperation will depend on continual progress
in respecting human rights and democracy.”

Craner described “enhanced engagement” as entail-
ing closer cooperation in promoting an agenda of demo-
cratic reforms and human rights through a variety of ini-
tiatives, principally orchestrated through the State
Department/USAID apparatus. These included support
for media freedom; development of nongovernmental
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organizations; programs in civic advocacy, the judicial
sector, and the rule of law; and political party develop-
ment. The U.S. encouraged Central Asian regimes to
cooperate with the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development, the International
Committee of the Red Cross, and U.N. human rights
bureaucracies. The U.S. also pressed for registration of
opposition parties and improved treatment of prisoners,
and made public and private appeals on behalf of specif-
ic victims of brutality and repression.

“Engagement” on Rights and Democracy

While the invigorated U.S. democracy/human rights
agenda appeared ambitious, its results have been disap-
pointing. Echoing the foreboding from Congress and
others a year earlier, respected human rights observers,
including Human Rights Watch and Amnesty
International, are increasingly critical of the approach,
seeing it as more form than substance.

A Jan. 15, 2003, HRW report contends that the
administration’s “thetorical embrace of human rights has
translated only inconsistently into U.S. policy” and that
“the Bush Administration is fighting terrorism as if
human rights were not a constraint. ... [It] made repres-
sive governments in the former Soviet Union allies in the
global campaign against terrorism, without a consistent
policy of checking their proclivity for human rights viola-
tions. ... The U.S. failed to take full advantage of many
opportunities to use its influence with Central Asian gov-
ernments.”  While on occasion raising concerns diplo-
matically, the report notes, “the U.S. did not make clear
that there would be consequences for failure to make real
improvements.” Indeed, a doubling of aid to the region
in 2002 sent a contrary message.

In a 2002 report, HRW had zeroed in on the military
component of U.S. assistance, observing: “Modification
in the U.S. foreign military policy assistance program
makes it easier for known violators to acquire the tools of
abuse, thus implicating the United States in that result.”
More broadly, it noted, “the loosening of restrictions on
military assistance sets a dangerous example for arms-
exporting nations around the world.”
great imbalance in resources available to the Defense
Department and to the State Department led to an

Moreover, the

emphasis on security-related assistance relative to that
available for human rights and democratic development.
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A December 2002 review by Radio Free
Europe/Radio Liberty reached a similar conclusion,
describing human rights in Central Asia as “in decline.”
The review stated: “U.S. officials have pledged to put
human rights at the top of their Central Asian agendas.
But if anything, closer relations with the West seem to
have emboldened Central Asian leaders to continue a
region-wide crackdown on human rights in the name of
fighting terrorism and religious extremism.” That report
concluded that because of “grim” conditions and a con-
tinued isolation from the “democratic part of the world
... there is growing distrust and anti-Western feelings in
Central Asia.”

That anti-Western mood contrasts sharply with the
popular attitude of a decade earlier, when U.S. diplomat-
ic pioneers were warmly welcomed by local populations
hopeful that their arrival would usher in democratic
reform. The RFE/RL report quotes Aaron Rhodes,
executive director of the International Helsinki
Federation for Human Rights, as observing that “the
United States and other Western countries have lost
much of the moral authority they once enjoyed in Central
Asia and elsewhere.
that, in the framework of this so-called war on terror,
there is a sense of accepting the policies of repressive
governments. And that puts the U.S. and its allies really
on the wrong side of things.”

The RFE/RL report concludes with an assessment of

... The danger of the situation is

the costs of a strategy that deprioritizes democratic
reform and human rights: “The growing frustration of
the region’s peoples, combined with the authorities’
unwillingness to introduce reforms and to liberalize soci-
ety, might prove a recipe for unrest rather than for true
stability and prosperity.” Instability, in turn, will discour-
age private investment, which the last three administra-
tions have stressed are important to improving macro-
economic conditions in the region.

Deterioration Across the Board

In Tajikistan, President Emomali Rahmonov’s one-
party rule represses dissent, free media and peaceful
Islamic religious activity. Regime authorities brutalize
detainees, and Amnesty International notes that capital
crime trials have been held in secret. In its 2003 annual
report on Tajikistan, HRW observes that senior visitors
from Washington “referred to Tajikistan’s new political
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stability but neglected to highlight
torture and ongoing political
and religious repression.”  This
approach, the report points out,
“only served to embolden the gov-
emments repression.” Contacts in
the region report that President
Rahmonov is laying the groundwork
for an unconstitutional extension of
his rule to a second term. Still the
U.S. has embraced Rahmonov, who
was accorded a visit to Washington
in December 2002. And on Jan. 9, 2003, the State
Department announced the removal of arms sales
restrictions on Tajikistan that had been in place since
1993.

In Kyrgyzstan, the 2003 HRW report’s assessment is:
“With its increasingly close relationship to the U.S. and
heightened international profile, the government

A December 2002
review by Radio Free
Europe/RadioLiberty

described human rights
in Central Asia as

“in decline.”

appeared confident that repressive
measures would have no diplomatic
consequences.” As elsewhere in
Central Asia, the Bishkek regime
has repressed the Hizv-ut-Tahrir
(Party of Liberation), a nonviolent
Islamic group that seeks to establish
an Islamic state in Central Asia. As
in Kazakhstan, the Bishkek regime
has cooperated with the Chinese
government in expelling Uighurs
fleeing China’s Xinjiang province,
sending them back to China, where they face persecu-
tion. As this article goes to press, President Akayev
appears intent on eliminating opposition to his rule in the
nation’s bicameral parliament by abolishing it in favor of
a new unicameral body. Despite this record, the U.S.
embrace of the Akayev regime has been warm.
Kyrgyzstan reportedly received $50 million in U.S. assis-
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tance during 2002, and, in September, President Akayev
was accorded a visit with President Bush. HRW noted
that at that meeting, the U.S. failed to ask for specific
human rights improvements. The U.S. provides non-
lethal equipment and military training to Kyrgyzstan’s
military.

In Kazakhstan the Nazerbayev government is
increasingly authoritarian, according to HRW’s January
2003 report. The regime uses false arrest to intimidate
the media and opposition politicians.  President
Nazerbayev rigged a 1995 referendum and committed
electoral fraud in 1999 to strengthen and extend his
hold on power. The persistence of a moderate political
opposition in the face of such pressure underscores the
potential value of a U.S. reprioritization of human
rights and democratic development. Failure of the
U.S. to insist on democratic reform and respect for
basic human rights could enable Nazerbayev to snuff
out that peaceful, democratic opposition or drive it
Thus far, the U.S. has effectively
endorsed Nazerbayev’s authoritarian rule. In eight
years from 1992 to 2000, Kazakhstan received $610
million in U.S. assistance. And in January 2002, on the
heels of a rigged referendum extending Nazerbayev’s
rule, Assistant Secretary of State Elizabeth Jones

underground.

announced in Tashkent that the U.S. would triple its
economic assistance.

Uzbekistan is by far the most important Central
Asian state for the U.S., serving as it does as the princi-
pal platform for U.S. and international coalition opera-
tions in Afghanistan.
played by President Islam Karimov’s government was
reflected in his March 2002 visit to Washington. At the
same time, no state in the region can match the
Karimov regime for sheer brutality. The January 2003
HRW report describes human rights abuse in

The importance of the role

Uzbekistan as occurring on a “massive scale.” It notes
“gestures” by the regime such as allowing one political
party to register and admitting ICRC personnel and a
U.N. Human Rights Committee rapporteur. Officials
of the opposition Birlik Party have been allowed to reg-
ister but remain under tight police scrutiny. Formal
censorship rules have been replaced by an equally
effective system of self-censorship. A judicial reform
program, touted as progress by the State Department,
remains unimplemented. The report concludes that
these steps, undertaken to appease international
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human rights concerns, do not represent “fundamental
improvement.”

The government has also launched Soviet-style
repression of Muslims seeking to practice their faith,
falsely contending that its campaign of brutal repression
was a part of the war on terrorism. Uzbekistan’s 7,000 or
more political prisoners include minors who inhabit a
prison system that is notorious for its abuses and poses
conditions that are life-threatening. Forced child labor is
rampant in the important cotton sector. The 2003 HRW
Report observes that the U.S. “sometimes exaggerated
Uzbekistan’s progress in meeting its human rights com-
mitments,” citing an August 2002 State Department cer-
tification that Uzbekistan was making progress as
demanded by supplemental aid legislation. The decision
allowed the release of $16 million in military and securi-
ty assistance to the very security personnel enforcing
Karimov’s dictatorial rule. The administration has yet to
issue a biannual report established by Congress regarding
Uzbekistan’s “serious human rights violations” that is
required for the release of $173 million in aid.

In Turkmenistan, President Saparmurat Niyazov is
building a Stalin-like personality cult with attendant
powers. He persecutes all manifestations of religious
faith other than Islamic and Orthodox Christian. An
alleged assassination attempt targeting Niyazov at the
end of 2002 has led to a broadening purge, with show
trials reminiscent of the Soviet Union in the 1930s.
There are credible allegations of torture; family mem-
bers of the accused have been rounded up and diplo-
mats have been denied access to the trials. The
Niyazov government defends the broadening purge as
part of the international campaign against terrorism.

Altering the U.S. Course

Under the political and diplomatic cover accorded
by a strategy of intermittent public criticism and
“engagement,” the Bush administration is rendering
important and growing support to dictatorial regimes in
Central Asia. Doubling aid, with especially significant
increases in the security sector; empowering despots by
allowing them to visit Washington; and acquiescing to
claims by these regimes that their persecution of polit-
ical opponents and believers is a part of the interna-
tional war on terrorism, are all betrayals of the peoples
of the region who once placed great hope in the U.S.

Congress has attempted to correct the administra-
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tion’s course by tying assistance to requirements for
progress in the areas of human rights and democratic
reform. But the administration’s disingenuous claims of
progress, as in Uzbekistan, indicate that these legislative
provisions need to be strengthened.

The rights and welfare of the peoples in a vast and
increasingly restive region are not all that is at stake.
Repression and corruption have spurred ideological fun-
damentalism, ethnic and tribal divisions and drug-based
criminal enterprises. These developments could lead to
unprecedented instability in the Eurasian heartland,
which in turn would severely undermine our anti-terror-
ism efforts in Afghanistan and around the world.

The administration, in conjunction with Congress,
should identify benchmarks for progress that target the
most egregious and most pervasive abuse of human rights
and the greatest barriers to democratic development.
Benchmarks should be framed in specific terms, avoiding
formulations such as “making progress toward...”
Specific targets might include torture in detention in

Uzbekistan, religious persecution in Turkmenistan, and
intimidation of the media and political opposition gener-
ally. U.S. assistance as well as diplomatic/political sup-
port, excluding humanitarian assistance and the most
critical security cooperation programs, should be tied to
these benchmarks. U.S. support should be measured
against actual accomplishment and not on simple
pledges. Administration reporting to Congress regarding
achievement of those benchmarks should be timely and
candid, and should take into account reporting by
respected nongovernmental organizations and media.
Other coalition partners, especially the Russians, should
be urged to participate in the strategy, as well.

The U.S. cannot pursue human rights and democratic
development at the expense of security considerations
and cooperation with the Central Asian regimes in the
war on terror. But neither should the U.S., through a pol-
icy of empty rhetoric and cosmetic, ineffectual “engage-
ment” on human rights, conspire with these regimes in
their denial of fundamental rights to their citizens. B
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