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I would like to draw your attention to 
an op-ed by Senator John McCain on 
U.S. policy towards Uzbekistan, “When 
Decency and Expediency Clash,” in 
today’s Financial Times (see below). Sen. 
McCain argues that the “brutal crack-
down” last month in eastern Uzbeki-
stan, where Uzbek forces may have 
killed hundreds of unarmed protestors, 
should prompt a clear and direct re-
sponse from Washington:  
 
"Either the government of Uzbekistan 
must make immediate, fundamental 
changes in the way it operates, or 
America's relations with it must change 
fundamentally.... To do otherwise risks 
damaging America’s credibility as the 
US puts even greater priority on the 
promotion of human rights and democ-
racy abroad.... 
 
"Using sticks and carrots to encourage 
positive change may not be successful, 
but it would put the US on the right 
side of history. It would show the 

Uzbek people that we support their 
freedom, not simply our narrow secu-
rity interests, and would actually 
strengthen our security in the long run. 
For if we have learnt any lesson from 
the attacks of September 11 2001, it is 
that, where repression and despair rule, 
extremism and violence breed." 
 
However, it is clear from press reports 
(see “U.S. Opposed Calls at NATO for 
Probe of Uzbek Killings,” Washington 
Post, June 14, 2005) that Bush admini-
stration officials are divided on what to 
do about Uzbekistan. The Defense De-
partment is skittish about rocking the 
boat with the Uzbek government and 
losing access to an important military 
base being used to support the war on 
terror. Meanwhile, other elements 
within the administration are worried 
that ignoring the brutal behavior of the 
Uzbek government will significantly 
damage the credibility of President 
Bush’s policy of promoting democratic 
governance around the world. 
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Admittedly, there is no easy choice 
when such foreign policy priorities 
come into conflict with each other. And 
it is a fact of history and statecraft that 
difficult choices and compromises must 
sometimes be made. But, that said, the 
fundamental question to be asked in 
this case is whether the American mili-
tary’s use of the Uzbek base is a neces-
sity or not. It might be useful; but is it 
necessary? If it’s not, then as Sen. 
McCain writes, “the US has no choice 
but to re-evaluate all aspects of its rela-
tionship with Uzbekistan.” 

 
"When Decency and Expediency 

Clash" 
Financial Times (London, England) 

Senator John McCain 
June 14, 2005 

 
In the wake of a brutal crackdown last 
month in the eastern Uzbek city of 
Andijan, American policymakers seem 
to face a dilemma. On the one hand, the 
US must vigorously protest against the 
killing of hundreds of unarmed dem-
onstrators and reaffirm that we stand 
for freedom, not repression. But on the 
other hand, the US has important mili-
tary interests in Uzbekistan, including 
the use of a regional base that assists 
our efforts in Afghanistan. What is to 
be done? 
 
While many commentators have de-
scribed this as a complex problem, I 
believe the solution is simple. Either the 
government of Uzbekistan must make 
immediate, fundamental changes in the 
way it operates, or America's relations 
with it must change fundamentally.  
 
First, a few facts. Last month the secu-
rity services of Islam Karimov, Uzbek 
president, fired on demonstrators after 
protesters stormed a prison and local 
government headquarters. The gov-
ernment contends that fewer than 200 
people were killed by the troops, all of 

them armed Islamic militants. Eyewit-
nesses, journalists and independent 
groups tell a darker, much different, 
story. They estimate the dead at some-
where between 500 and 1,000, and say 
the vast majority were unarmed men, 
women and children protesting against 
the government's corruption, lack of 
opportunity and continued oppression. 
In addition to those killed, many others 
were wounded, and at least 500 fled 
across the border into Kyrgyzstan. 
 
Two weeks ago, senators Lindsey Gra-
ham, John Sununu and I travelled to 
central Asia, stopping briefly in Uz-
bekistan. There we saw photographs 
and heard other evidence that was as 
compelling as it was shocking, and it is 
clear that the Uzbek government's ac-
count of the events in Andijan simply 
does not add up. It is also apparent that 
the killings were just the latest and 
most dramatic example of government 
repression in Uzbekistan. 
 
In that country today there are no in-
dependent media or true opposition 
parties. The government's human rights 
record is appalling, and political rights 
are virtually unknown. Often in the 
name of fighting Islamist terrorism, the 
government rounds up those opposed 
to its rule, sometimes subjecting pris-
oners to torture. 
 
The government has provided genuine 
assistance to the US in the war on ter-
ror, and was particularly helpful during 
the height of our operations against the 
Taliban. But in a recent editorial in The 
Weekly Standard, Stephen Schwarz and 
William Kristol point out: "The Uzbek 
regime that was part of the solution in 
2001 is now, with its bloody suppres-
sion of protests, part of the problem." 
They are right. Uzbekistan today does 
have a real problem with violent Is-
lamic extremism, but this will worsen 
because of the regime's record of re-
pression, not in spite of it. The Karimov 
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regime must alter its governance radi-
cally, and it should begin by accepting 
an international inquiry into the Andi-
jan events. 
 
Unfortunately, the only change one sees 
today is movement in the wrong direc-
tion. Since Andijan the regime has 
rounded up opponents, refused to al-
low the European Union's human 
rights envoy to enter the country, de-
nied the Red Cross access to the 
wounded and imprisoned, and forced 
the termination of the American Peace 
Corps operation in Uzbekistan. During 
our brief visit two weeks ago, no gov-
ernment official would agree to meet 
us. 
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If this trend continues, the US has no 
choice but to re-evaluate all aspects of 
its relationship with Uzbekistan, and 
this includes our military relations. 
While we review our policy, we should 
suspend any talk of a long-term basing 
arrangement and look very critically at 
our continued presence at the Karshi-
Khanabad air base. 
 
To do otherwise risks damaging Amer-
ica's credibility as the US puts ever 
greater priority on the promotion of 
human rights and democracy abroad. 
We cannot remain idle while a gov-
ernment with which we have close ties 
so blatantly contravenes the ideal of 
freedom. This does not mean that we 

simply walk away - in fact, allowing 
Uzbekistan to retreat into isolation 
poses its own dangers - but it does im-
ply a different kind of relationship, one 
in which the US explicitly and publicly 
presses Mr Karimov to change. 
 
Using sticks and carrots to encourage 
positive change may not be successful, 
but it would put the US on the right 
side of history. It would show the 
Uzbek people that we support their 
freedom, not simply our narrow secu-
rity interests, and would actually 
strengthen our security in the long run. 
For if we have learnt any lesson from 
the attacks of September 11 2001, it is 
that, where repression and despair rule, 
extremism and violence breed. 
 
This is a lesson that applies just as 
much to Mr Karimov's government as it 
does to the US government. And so I 
hope his regime will realise that the 
only way to true security is to embrace 
fundamental freedoms and human 
rights. But if the US cannot induce 
change in Uzbekistan, we can at least 
avoid a close and continuing relation-
ship with its current government. The 
world will expect no less of us, and we 
should expect no less of ourselves. 
 
The writer is senior US senator from 
Arizona and a member of the Senate 
Armed Services Committee.  
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