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- “Why does Uzbekistan turn off
the supply of natural gas in the
height of winter?”
-”Why does Kyrgyzstan demand
money for water, which Uzbeki-
stan uses for irrigation? Water is a
gift of God, after all!”
-”And gas, isn’t it a gift of God?”
-”Why does Uzbekistan lay mines
along the Uzbek-Tajik border?
Peaceful people get killed on these
mines!”
-”Why do Tajikistanis violate the
visa mode?”

Where would these issues be
brought up? During a summit of
the Heads of Central Asian
states?  At a meeting of the
Regional Security Council?  At
a regional commission for
distribution of hydropower re-
sources? Actually,  these
questions were posed between
journalists that participated in the
international conference “Coun-
tries of Central Asia after Events
of September 1” organized by CI-
MERA in November 2001, in
Tashkent. It was an impressive
meeting. Expert journalists and
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In Central Asia, information on neighboring countries is
scarce.  For this and other reasons, the media is not yet in a
position to provide versatile and objective information on the
most important problems in the facing the region .

political scientists from Switzer-
land, Russia, Germany, and the
republics of Central Asia attend-
ed the Conference. Among many
things, the Conference dealt with
security issues in the Central
Asian region following the Af-
ghanistan crisis, the media’s role
in crisis situations, and possible
regional consequences of the war
in Afghanistan. In the course of
the Conference discussion topics
frequently changed as the jour-
nalists attempted ‘to clear the air’
between themselves.

Kyrgyz journalists were
concerned why Uzbekistan cut
off delivery of natural gas during
cold periods, while Uzbek jour-
nalists asked why Kyrgyzstan
began demanding money for
water.  Their Tajik counterparts
asked questions on the mining
operations along the Tajik-Uzbek
border. Some journalists set
questions, while others hit
verbally back. The situation in the
hall was heated, and the disputing
parties found no common ground,
instead trading mutual

reproaches and insults. “I’m
amazed to hear that the journal-
ists in their speeches represent
their states,” said the Director of
the Central Asia mass media
support project, Andre Loersch.
“In my opinion they have forgot-
ten that they represent not the
officials of their countries, but
journalists. Our seminars are in-
tended to provide rapprochement
of journalists in the region,
overcoming of misunderstanding
between them, and prevention of
conflicts. If the journalists are
interested in the listed questions,
why not then put them before
their governments and assist one
another in collecting information
from their  sources.  The
journalists’ task is to cover
objectively international
relations, rather than from their
governments’ position.”

FAMILY REPROACHES
The exchange of mutual in-

sults reminded me of the first
conference of the Central Asia
mass media support project in
January 2000, in Tashkent.
Myself and other Tajik journalists
took a whole day to get to the
Conference. First we flew to
Khudjand, and from there hitch-
hiked to the Tajik-Uzbek fron-
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tier post ‘Bekabad,’ then to trav-
el some five hours in a car to the
Uzbek capital. This trip could
take two hours. But  at least 15
militia checkpoints controlled
part  of the road.  At each
checkpoint we had to stop for the
car to be checked and show our
documents. Nowadays, aircraft
plough the route between Dush-
anbe and Tashkent.

Later that day, sitting in a cozy
restaurant in the center of the
Uzbek capital and listening to
songs in the pure Tajik language,
we felt at last at home. We could
relax. A friendly chat at the table
with colleagues from Kyr-
gyzstan, Kazakhstan and Uzbeki-
stan made us firmly convinced
that we were not in hostile terri-
tory, but with our friends. This
conclusion, however, was prema-
ture.

 NEW SITUATION
By the beginning of the Con-

ference, all former goodwill dis-
appeared. Maybe because our
colleagues knew little about
Tajikstan, they gave us many pro-
vocative questions on the
country’s situation. Topics were
raised concerning the war in
Tajikistan, the terrorist training
camps located in this republic,
the drugs trafficking and how
this threatened the security of
Uzbekistan and the region, etc.
Myself and the other Tajik jour-
nalists had to explain about the
socio-political situation in our
country. We had to point out that
that we were not living in 1992,
but in 1995.  And that in those
three years there was an agree-
ment signed to establish peace,
which provided a national con-
sensus between the government
and the Tajik opposition parties.
The burning of homes and infra-
structure had ended, and refu-

gees repatriated to their homes.
It was true that peace in Tajiki-
stan was very fragile! But we all
paid a high price for peace, and
were looking forward, not back-
wards.

SPEECH DISTORTED
However, our explanations

were taken as  propaganda.
Others simply did not trust us.
Added to this was the fact that
some Tajikistans among us could
not understand why in the
neighboring countries (where
there was no war and their
industries had not been ruined
and plundered) the standard of
living of the population was as
low as a war scarred country.
This was misunderstood, and one
Uzbek journalist, who preferred
to remain anonymous, said,
“Therefore, we are told, that we
should thank God that, despite of
our low standard of living, we
have no wars as in Tajikistan.”
Another example of the poor
attitude to Tajik journalists was
exhibited in the youth channel
‘Davr’ during their news pro-
gram.  They interviewed Tajik
journalist, Mrs Galina Nazarova,
on the necessity of legal educa-
tion of journalists in Tajikistan.
However,  the synchronized
translation into the Uzbek lan-
guage distorted what she said.
Further harsh attitudes predomi-
nated at the Conference. A rep-
resentative of an ecological non-
governmental organization ques-
tioned Tajik journalists about
their silence when a Tajik alumi-
num factory was polluting the at-
mosphere over parts of Uzbeki-
stan.

What is clear is that the inter-
national image of Tajikistan is not
absolutely favorable because of
drug trafficking, high crime rates,
etc. However, at the Conference,

my colleagues were so anxious
in their attempts to parry ques-
tions, they had forgotten the pur-
pose of the Conference and
themes of discussions. Mr Viken
Cheteryan, the past Director of
the Central Asia mass media sup-
port project, had to mention at
the beginning of the Conference
the state of press analysis in Cen-
tral Asian republics, in order to
drive discussions in the proper
direction.

PROXY POLITICIANS
At a regular conference for

journalists, that took place in
May 2001 in Bishkek and Osh,
the themes for the debates had
been defined on the first day,
with accompanying folders and
hand-outs. Among them were
two cartoons published in the
Kyrgyz press.  One of them
pictured Uzbek President Islam
Karimov with a cunning smile on
his face, cutting off a large
‘piece’ of Kyrgyz land. Again at
this Conference, the discussions
on problems of journalism every
now and then were driven in
other directions, mainly towards
subjects such as Uzbekistan and
Kyrgyzstan bilateral relations,
frontier problems, and hydro-
power resources. Again, the
journalists voluntarily had
assumed the position of being
politicians and heads of states.

Over the past two years,
along with Tashkent and
Bishkek, seminars within the
Central Asia media support
project framework have been
held in Dushanbe and Almaty.
The monthly bulletin CAMEL
(Central Asian Media Electronic
List) was issued. Each time the
journalists exchanged emails and
telephone numbers, promising to
correspond with one another and
exchange information. It seemed
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that the organizers managed to
pull together the journalists of the
region and establish cooperation.
However,  two years later
journalists gave a hostile
reception to one another, with
confrontation as before. Why?

MISUNDERSTANDING?
The reasons for the failure to

see eye to eye do not lie with the
journalists directly, but more so
from the environment in which
they are constrained to live and
work in. Journalists are not
informed on events taking place
in the neighboring countries. It
is  not  a secret  that  Uzbek
journalists have to work in con-
ditions of severe censorship,
both for distribution, and also for
gathering information. We are
told about this, in particular, in the
issue of the Media Insight
Central Asia (#20, October
2001) in the article by Karim
Bakhriev ‘Uzbekistan: the Ethics
mean Less than Freedom’ and
Iskandar Khamroh’s ‘Acts of
Terrors in USA in a Mirror of
Mass Media of Uzbekistan.’ I
witnessed this for myself during
a discussion between a Uzbek
journalist and his Kyrgyz
counterpart.  In reply to the
Uzbek’s questions, the Kyrgyz
said: “Go on speaking, maybe
from you we will learn about
what Kyrgyzstan claims from
Uzbekistan, because nowhere
else can we can hear about
them.” Mr Sergei Kuklin, Direc-
tor of the Fund for Information
Support of Social and Economic
Development of Kyrgyzstan,
Bishkek, said, “The degree in
which our journalists are

informed of neighboring coun-
tries leaves much to be desired.
In recent years, due to energy
supplies and water usages
problems, the relationship be-
tween Kyrgyzstan and Uzbeki-
stan have aggravated. These
problems have been covered only
from one side both by Kyrgyz and
Uzbek journalists. We do not
obtain information from Uzbek
sources, first, because in Bish-
kek it is impossible to subscribe
to any Uzbek newspaper and,
second, even if it could be possi-
ble, information would be biased.
What the Kyrgyz journalists
write and tell  about the
neighboring states bears a char-
acter of xenophobia. The xeno-
phobia even is heated up by our
journalists in a pursuit of person-
al purposes, to raise the paper’s
circulation etc.”

Here again, we have to return
to the collapse of the Soviet
Union, which now reminds me of
a broken mirror.

The mirror was broken into
pieces, and each piece has felt
itself independent, and no one can
repair it anymore. Therefore, no
matter how the former Soviet re-
publics attempt to unite in various
communities like CIS, the
‘Shanghai Six’, and the ‘Customs
Five,’ the Agreement on collective
security, or the Central Asian
economic union etc., the process
of estrangement cannot be
stopped. If the governments of
these countries cannot come to
an agreement among themselves
in various ‘commonwealths’ and
‘communities’, separating from
each other with visa restrictions,
mines, mutual territorial claims,

then what can we demand from
journalists, who themselves re-
quire psychological adaptation.

In the opinion of Dmitry
Merezhko, Media Viability Fund in
Moscow, the reasons of dissocia-
tion of Central Asian journalists are
much more deeper than just that
people are products of their
surroundings.  He says that,
“People, not use to the present bor-
ders, and who were before in a
single country, now see their new
conditions as confining themselves
within internal borders. They have
been convinced by their govern-
ments of such conditions, and the
internal borders appear in their
consciousness, which they cannot
cross.”

In this period in Central Asia
there are more separating factors,
rather than integrating ones. We
realize that today this directly
influences both the state and the
work of the mass media, and how
we understand the role of the
journalist.

Nevertheless, the tendency of
substitution by journalists to the
position of a politician is fraught
with continued dissociation of
mass media in the region, which
will create an ‘information vacu-
um’ as far as the neighboring
countries are concerned.

Journalists are to return to their
direct role: be a mediator between
the society and the powers, be-
tween two opponents, provide the
audiences with versatile informa-
tion on current events, and at the
same time be above politics and
private interests.

* The title, introduction, con-
clusion and subtitles in the arti-
cle have been prepared by the
Media Insight Central Asia edi-
torial office.


