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The news of the establishment
of the Uzbekistan Union of Inde-
pendent Journalists traveled fast
across the internet, and was noted
not only by Uzbekistani reporters
but others throughout the Cental
Asian region. One of those who
reported on the Union was Oleg
Panfilov, head of Russia’s Center
for Journalism in Extreme
Situations, seeing it as a very brave
and resolute step made by a young
reporter, Ruslan Sharipov, in the
face of press control and rigid
censorship.

UNION FOR FREE SPEECH
According to Sharipov, the

creation of the Union was
imperative considering that the
undemocratic regime in
Uzbekistan increasingly cracks
down on freedom of speech and
journalists’ liberties. Sharipov
himself has experienced
government attacks on this work.
He wrote a letter to Uzbekistan
President Islam Karimov on this
matter, and informed the foreign
media and human rights organiza-
tions. “In spite of all my efforts,
I’m still under surveillance. There
have been attempts to access my
email box so that I have to change
my passwords regularly,” says
Sharipov. He asserts that although
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Founded in April 2001, the Uzbekistan’s Union of Indepen-
dent Journalists has staged a number of events in support of
journalist’s rights. Though overburdened with censorship and
control, media workers are not jumping to join the Union.

journalists are being persecuted for
writing objectively and criticizing
local-level authorities (to say
nothing of the national govern-
ment), there are still many who are
resolved to write truthfully about
life in Uzbekistan. “Actually, all of
them are treated as outlaws by
today’s regime in Uzbekistan,”
adds Sharipov.

Authorities act with immunity
as they crack down on journalists.
This is one of the factors behind
the establishment of the Union.
However, Sharipov has not
registered the Union with
Uzbekistan’s Justice Ministry.
When asked why, Sharipov
answered that although the
government ostensibly encourag-
es the creation of non-governmen-
tal non-profit organizations, the
registration of the Union of
Independent Journalists calls for
enormous legal effort and consid-
erable capital that the Union does
not have. “Yet, you cannot say with
assurance that after the
preparation and presentation of all
appropriate documents the Justice
Ministry will register the
organization and allow its
operation,” emphasizes Sharipov.
He insists that the Union, even in
its present shape, has done a lot to
achieve its goals and targets, and

has become a serious association
of Uzbekistani journalists seeking
to defend not only reporters but the
whole concept of freedom for
Uzbekistan’s mass media.

UNION ACTION
The middle of last year saw ties

established with the Union of Jour-
nalists of Azerbaijan. At the same
time, the Union voiced support for
Tulkin Karayev, who had been
sacked from the Tashkent bureau
of Radio Ozodlik (Liberty) for
disobeying the censorial
requirements imposed by the
bureau’s director, Aziz Jurayev.
Although the Union failed to help
Tulkin Karaev get reemployed, he
was offered a job in another foreign
news organization after the news
of the dismissal spread. In August
2001, the Union of Independent
Journalists arranged a press con-
ference for Bobomurod Abdullaev,
another reporter also fired from
Ozodlik Radio following his criti-
cism of censorial activities prac-
ticed by Juraev. Apart from
reporting the incident on the
Internet, the Union sent a letter of
protest to the Ozodlik
management. After departing
from the radio, Abdullaev was
offered a position with the
international non-governmental
organization ‘Internews-
Uzbekistan’ to participate in the
organization’s projects. These and
other endeavors the Union has
made so far to defend journalists’
rights did not remain unnoticed by
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various international organizations.
Sharipov says the Union was
quickly recognized by some of
foreign embassies in Tashkent.
Union members are also regularly
invited to various international
seminars to discuss freedom of the
media.

SHORT OF SUPPORT
There is some criticism against

the Union’s activities. According
to Atanazar Oripov, secretary of
the Erk (Will) democratic party,
now banned in Uzbekistan, Shari-
pov pursued noble goals but the
means he eventually chose for the
achievement of these goals were
wrong. “Although there are a lot
of reporters in Uzbekistan, those
whom Sharipov invited to the Union

are few,” says Atanazar Oripov.
Sharipov accepts the criticism.
Currently, the Union has only 32
members. In the Union’s opinion,
this is mainly because journalists
are afraid of the persecution they
may be subject to if they join an
unregistered organization. Director
of the international non-govern-
mental organization ‘Internews-
Uzbekistan,’ Joshua Mahleder,
believes the small membership is
the result of fear. Mahleder
believes the Union can
successfully function even without
formal registration by the Justice
Ministry. “Firstly, in Uzbekistan
today it is very difficult to go
through the registration procedure,
and secondly, in cases like this one
you can manage relying on recog-

nition and support from internation-
al organizations,” says Mahleder,
adding that, “Many organizations,
including human rights agencies,
are successfully operating in this
country without official registra-
tion, and drawing support from in-
ternational organizations and for-
eign embassies”.

According to Mahleder, the
Union should be more active in or-
ganizing useful seminars and con-
ducting training for the country’s
journalists. But above everything
else, he says that the “Creation of
a union like this is a milestone event
in the life of the journalists and the
news media of Uzbekistan. I be-
lieve the outlook for the Union of
Independent Journalists in Uzbeki-
stan are good.”


