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Executive summary

Uzbekistan has undergone visible change since President Shavkat Mirziyoyev
came to power in 2016. Public life is more open; religious expression is more visi-
ble, journalism and blogging have expanded and civil society has cautiously awak-
ened. At the same time, the reform process has not produced systematic liberalisa-
tion, and the Uzbek state remains authoritarian and with a high centralisation
around the presidency. The reforms are described as uneven, selective and to one
extent increasingly stalled, with improvements in practice not matched by durable
legal safeguards, independent courts or effective limits on executive and security-
service power. Although Uzbekistan has moved away from the most overtly coer-
cive practices of the Karimov period, it retains a flexible, discretionary control sys-
tem in which openings coexist with authoritarian safeguards and targeted repres-
sion.

Uzbekistan’s political system remains centered on the president and genuine politi-
cal pluralism is absent. Registered parties are loyal to the government and opposi-
tion parties cannot operate legally, leading to elections that do not offer voters a
real choice. The 2023 constitutional amendments strengthened presidential power,
extended the presidential term and reset term limits, reinforcing the conclusion that
reforms have consolidated rather than diluted executive authority.

With regards to religious practice, Islam has become more visible in everyday soci-
ety, e.g. through the reopening of mosques, the public call to prayer, online reli-
gious discourse and a broader piety movement. Outward expressions of faith, in-
cluding hijabs and beards, are more tolerated than in the past. However, the state
continues to manage religion through assertive secularism and a state-sanctioned
interpretation of Islam. All religious groups must register, unregistered religious
activity remains criminalised, private religious education is prohibited, and reli-
gious literature and sermons are subject to state approval. The Committee for Reli-
gious Affairs, the Muftiate, mahallas, police and the State Security Service oversee
religious institutions, clerics, online spaces and private gatherings.

Religious activity outside state-approved boundaries carries risk for believers. In-
dependent imams, religious bloggers, unregistered groups, informal study circles,
minority faith communities and persons associated with unofficial religious figures
face greater exposure than ordinary worshippers attending state-sanctioned
mosques. Enforcement is selective, discretionary and shaped by factors such as vis-
ibility, perceived influence, geography, local rivalries and security assessments.
Vague extremism provisions allow the authorities to treat non-violent religious de-
bate, online sharing, possession of unapproved material or alleged links to pro-
scribed groups as security threats. Although violent extremist activity inside Uz-
bekistan is assessed as limited, with recruitment of Uzbek nationals occurring
mainly abroad, the threat of extremism remains a central justification for broad
control over religious and political expression.
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A similar pattern is evident in the area of political freedoms and civic space. Free-
dom of speech, press, association and assembly are formally guaranteed, but re-
main severely restricted. The early reform period opened space for media outlets,
bloggers and civic initiatives, particularly in certain areas. More recently, however,
although not a return to the level of repression under Karimov, clear backsliding
has taken place. For instance, in tightening of legislation and increasing intolerance
of criticism, growing self-censorship, tighter control over online discourse and an
increase in legal cases against journalists and bloggers. Critical discussion is possi-
ble only within formal or informal ‘red lines’, however there is no unison picture
among the consulted sources regarding exactly what these red lines entail and
whether they are clearly defined, suggesting a degree of unpredictability.

Civil society is under strict formal constraint, state interference and dominance of
government-organised NGOs. Independent human rights organisations face major
obstacles to registration, while activists working on politically sensitive issues risk
harassment, surveillance, administrative charges or criminal prosecution.

The Uzbek authorities use a broad legal toolkit against perceived critics. Defama-
tion or insult, including of the president, dissemination of false information, extor-
tion, attacks against the constitutional order, separatism and extremism-related pro-
visions are examples of legal provisions used to punish dissent. Punishments range
from administrative detention, fines and short-term punishments to forced psychiat-
ric detention to imprisonment. Informal pressure includes ‘prophylactic chats’, in-
timidation of relatives, blacklisting, physical attacks and online smear campaigns.
Torture and ill-treatment persist as serious problems, especially in politically sensi-
tive detention contexts, as illustrated by the aftermath of the 2022 Karakalpakstan
unrest.

The Uzbek state’s view on migration has undergone a substantial shift since the
Karimov era. The requirement for exit visas has been abolished, and labor migra-
tion is structurally embedded in Uzbekistan’s economy and broadly accepted as
necessary. Ordinary residence, study or work abroad is generally perceived with
little suspicion. However, certain factors may trigger dubiety, among these — alt-
hough not exclusively - the duration and country of residence, political or religious
activity abroad, online conduct, diaspora contacts and perceived security risks. The
Uzbek authorities closely monitor its diaspora abroad. While no documented cases
of returnees suggest that the mere act of seeking asylum in itself carries risk upon
return, surrounding factors connected to the individual at question, alongside the
Uzbek authorities view that religious radicalization mainly occurs abroad are im-
portant elements to consider. In this regard, the general backsliding in the area of
fundamental freedoms and civic space should also be taken into consideration, to-
gether with the lack of uniformity within the Uzbek authorities.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

In 2020, the Swedish Migration Agency (SMA) published a series of reports on the
situation in Uzbekistan, covering the political development and the situation in the
human rights area, vulnerable groups, and functioning of the justice- and security
sector, and migration and return.

This report is product of a joint project carried out by the SMA and the Danish Im-
migration Service (DIS), aiming to provide updated information on a relevant se-
lection of topics related to the current situation in Uzbekistan. Alongside this re-
port, the project includes a report on the functioning of the justice- and security
sector in Uzbekistan.

1.2 About the report

1.2.1 Aim, scope and limitations of the report

The aim of this report is to describe relevant aspects of the current situation in Uz-
bekistan in relation to religious practice and religious freedom, political freedoms
and civic space, and matters related to migration and return.

Since 2016, Uzbekistan has undergone extensive reforms and major changes. The
reform process encompasses important economic aspects, but the changes are un-
doubtedly broader and more far-reaching than the economic dimension alone, and
also include important aspects of easing of authoritarianism in the areas of funda-
mental freedoms and rights. For this reason, the report includes two relevant refer-
ence points when describing the development and patterns of change that have
taken place and are taking place; the first being the death of former President Kari-
mov in 2016 and the assumption of power by current President Shavkat Mir-
ziyoyev, and the other being the period that followed from 2020 onwards.

The report aims to provide an overview of the religious landscape in Uzbekistan,
including the spread of violent Islamist groups. It examines the legal framework as
well as how religious freedom is applied in practice, with a particular focus on un-
registered religious groups and the consequences for individual religious practition-
ers. It further examines state control of religion in contemporary Uzbekistan, such
as registration requirements for religious groups and the regulation of religious
clothing and personal expressions of faith, as well as the application of anti-ex-
tremism legislation. In addition, it addresses surveillance and arbitrary enforcement
as tools for suppressing independent religious discourse.

Furthermore, the report aims to provide an overview of the situation in Uzbekistan
related to relevant aspects of fundamental political rights and civic space. The re-
port traces back to the initial years of Mirziyoyev’s rule with reforms relating to
freedom of expression, assembly and association and examines the continued tra-
jectory in these fields from 2020 to the present. In addition, it aims to provide a
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general description of the current situation for political opposition, civil society,
and media, journalists and bloggers. It also aims to exemplify how the legal system
is used to target certain individuals who exercise their fundamental political free-
doms and rights, as well as other potential consequences such individuals may face.

The report also examines migration from and return to Uzbekistan, with the aim to
describe the Uzbek state’s changed perception on migration and the situation for
returning migrants. The report covers patterns of migration amongst Uzbek citizens
as well as targeted monitoring of returnees, including asylum seekers and individu-
als with certain religious profiles, as well as state scrutiny of returnees based on a
variety of factors such as residence abroad, activity and perceived security risks.

The report is not an exhaustive account of all aspects linked to the issues and topics
mentioned above, but should primarily be seen as a description highlighting the
most general aspects and relevant patterns, based on assessments and examples
provided by consulted sources on the respective topics. If any particular aspect or
pattern is not mentioned in this report, this does not mean that the aspect or pattern
is not of relevance.

1.2.2 On availability of information

The availability of information on the situation in Uzbekistan has for a long time
been limited. Since the end of the Karimov rule, independent journalists and inter-
national organizations have been permitted to operate in the country, and the Uz-
bek media landscape has to a degree undergone a transformation to where it is
more open. As a result, domestic media has started to express more critical views.
However, self-censorship is still widespread, and there are still serious limitations
in the areas of freedom of speech and expression and civic space, which affects the
availability of information.

In 2019, the Swedish Migration Agency (SMA) conducted a fact-finding mission
(FFM) to Uzbekistan. In 2026, a joint FFM was carried out by the SMA and DIS,
where official Uzbek sources alongside international and local organisations, and
diplomatic sources were consulted. Furthermore, a number of interviews and meet-
ings have been carried out with well-informed sources (such as journalists, aca-
demic researchers and NGOs) outside of Uzbekistan. This report draws primarily
on findings from the FFM in 2026 and on the interviews conducted in 2025 and
2026. The report to some extent also draws on information from written sources, as
well as findings after the 2019 FFM.
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2. Religious practices and religious
freedom

2.1 Soviet legacies and institutional continuity

Uzbekistan’s approach to religion remains profoundly shaped by Soviet institu-
tional legacies.! Under Soviet rule, religion was not separated from the state. In-
stead, it was tightly controlled. Religious practice was allowed in private, but pub-
lic gatherings, independent sermons, and religious organisations were closely mon-
itored by the authorities.?

Many of the structures created in that period continue to influence how the Uzbek
state manages religion today. The system can be described as a form of assertive
secularism: religious practice is permitted, but it operates under state supervision.®
Many officials in the security services were trained in Soviet-era institutions, and
their working methods have remained largely unchanged. Although the security
service has been renamed and some senior figures replaced, much of the institu-
tional framework remains in place.*

Soviet-era practices remain deeply embedded in coercive methods within the secu-
rity apparatus. Preventive conversations (profilakticheskaya beseda), reminiscent
of Soviet informal warnings, are still employed to ensure compliance. Moreover,
structural safeguards capable of constraining executive overreach or providing ef-
fective judicial remedies remain largely absent. Coercive interrogation techniques
and quota-driven enforcement reflect administrative cultures inherited from Soviet

security governance.®

According to one source, these continuities help explain current policies on reli-
gion. Historical memories also matter. In public debates, some people draw paral-
lels with earlier Soviet campaigns to reshape society, such as the hujum campaigns
of the 1930s that sought to change women’s roles through state-led modernisation.
Because of this history, present-day disputes about religion, identity, and moder-
nity often carry wider cultural and historical meaning.®

2.2 Today’s religious landscape of Uzbekistan

Although 94 % of Uzbekistan's population officially follows Islam, many individu-
als identify as culturally Muslim rather than active practitioners. Under the govern-
ance of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, there has been a notable increase in active
adherence to Islamic norms, which sometimes diverge from official state interpre-
tations. However, the government still enforces strict controls, through the Mufti-
ate, the Muslim spiritual council led by a mufti and a council of ulema (Islamic

1 Journalist A, interviews 2026; Edward Lemon, interview 2026

2 Edward Lemon; Uzbek Forum for Human Rights, interview 2025
3 Edward Lemon

4 Researcher C, interview 2026

5 Researcher C

6 Researcher C

10
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scholars) over religious practices to preserve a secular public sphere and uphold a
singular, state-sanctioned interpretation of Islam.’

Since Shavkat Mirziyoyev assumed the presidency in 2016, Uzbekistan has experi-
enced a visible, albeit limited, degree of liberalisation regarding the governance of
religion.? Initial reforms, presented as part of a broader modernisation strategy, fa-
cilitated a greater public presence of Islam and a relaxation of enforcement prac-
tices against expressions of religiosity, such as the wearing of religious clothing or
beards.’

Signs of religious revival are visible in the growing number of religious bookshops,
cafés, and online platforms.'® Furthermore, Muslim civil society organisations have
expanded their charitable operations, serving as alternatives to state welfare. Online
religious discourse has likewise grown.!! Yet these developments should not be in-
terpreted as evidence of systemic liberalisation, as such entities remain vulnerable
to arbitrary inspections and closures by state security and tax authorities.'?

Recent developments underscore the fragility of earlier openings. The prosecution
of prominent religious figures and bloggers under broadly defined offences, such as
incitement to social discord, demonstrates that the legal and administrative infra-
structure for stringent state control over religious life remains firmly in place. Pre-
viously tolerated unregistered organisations are also facing renewed pressure.™

Statistical indicators lend some support to this picture of relative opening. Accord-
ing to several sources, the number of individuals imprisoned on political and reli-
gious grounds decreasing from approximately 12,000 in 2012 to between 2,000 and
2,200 by 2021, though those released frequently face enduring criminal records
that hinder social reintegration.'® Other reports suggest that as many as 16,000 indi-
viduals imprisoned on suspicion of religious extremism have been released, though
figures vary across sources.®

Outward expressions of faith, such as the broadcasting of the call to prayer (azan),
women wearing hijabs, and men wearing beards, are significantly more tolerated
today.!” However, there is broad consensus among observers that these early
measures have primarily served to improve domestic and international perceptions
of Uzbekistan's human rights trajectory rather than drive deeper structural reform,
which has subsequently stalled.'®

" The Diplomat, Uzbekistan’s Tightrope Between Individual Religious Expression and Secular Govern-
ance, 27 August 2024, url; OrientXXI, In Uzbekistan, an Islamic revival under strict surveillance, 19 No-
vember 2025, url

8 Edward Lemon; SWP Research Paper, Religious Policy in Uzbekistan, August 2023, url

® Edward Lemon

10 Researcher C

11 SWP Research Paper, Religious Policy in Uzbekistan, August 2023, url

12 Researcher C

13 Edward Lemon

14 Edward Lemon; Researcher D, interview 2025

15 Researcher D

16 OrientXXIl, In Uzbekistan, an Islamic revival under strict surveillance, 19 November 2025,
17 OrientXXIl, In Uzbekistan, an Islamic revival under strict surveillance, 19 November 2025,
18 Edward Lemon; Luca Anceschi
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Outward expressions of faith remain tightly regulated.'® The authorities actively
signal that religious practice must be confined to the private sphere, extending their
intervention into socio-economic activities.?’ For instance, security services have
reportedly exerted pressure on businesses in Tashkent that refused to serve alcohol
on religious grounds. Ultimately, religious life is permitted exclusively within
boundaries established and monitored by the state.?

Moreover, the state's top-down promotion of a secularised Islam largely fails to
resonate with the broader population and has instead inadvertently catalysed wider
societal Islamisation.?? The official religious establishment nonetheless actively
supports this approach: Grand Mufti Nuriddin Kholignazarov has publicly advo-
cated for moderation in religious practice, with such guidance disseminated
through local imams and platforms such as Telegram.?

Religious life in Uzbekistan is governed by a state-managed hierarchy operating in
coordination with the State Security Service ?*, which continues to view religion
primarily through the lens of public order and potential extremism.?® To manage
constituencies receptive to conservative or fundamentalist ideologies, the state em-
ploys a calculated strategy of containment rather than outright suppression.?® The
authorities promote officially approved religious bloggers who function as gate-
keepers, delineating the boundaries of acceptable religious discourse. Potentially
problematic conservative narratives are tolerated, provided they are articulated
through these controlled channels by state-sanctioned figures.?’

For example, a prominent former cleric, despite facing criticism for his views on
gender and social conduct, retains significant influence, operates freely, and has
even initiated legal action against secular bloggers. Conversely, independent actors
who attempt to engage in religious debate without official approval face severe
constraints.”®

2.3 Legal framework on religious freedom

Under the Constitution (adopted in 1992, revised in 2023), Uzbekistan is formally a
secular state with a strict separation of state and religion. While freedom of con-
science is constitutionally guaranteed (article 35), the Constitution simultaneously
empowers the state to restrict religious freedoms?®:

19 Edward Lemon; Joanna Lillis, interview 2026; OrientXXI, In Uzbekistan, an Islamic revival under strict
surveillance, 19 November 2025, url

20 Edward Lemon; The Diplomat, Uzbekistan’s Tightrope Between Individual Religious Expression and
Secular Governance, 27 August 2024, url

21 Edward Lemon

22 SWP Research Paper, Religious Policy in Uzbekistan, August 2023, url

2 The Diplomat, Uzbekistan’s Tightrope Between Individual Religious Expression and Secular Govern-
ance, 27 August 2024, url

24 Journalist A

% SWP Research Paper, Religious Policy in Uzbekistan, August 2023, url

% Journalist A; Uzbek Forum for Human Rights

27 Journalist A

2 Journalist A

29 egal Clarity, Religion in Uzbekistan: Rights and Regulations, 13. December 2025, url; LexUZ, The
Constitution of the Republic of Uzbekistan, 1. May 2023, url
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Article 71.

The formation and functioning of political parties and other non-profit non-govern-
mental organizations, aiming to do the following, shall be prohibited: changing the
existing constitutional system by force, coming out against state sovereignty, terri-
torial integrity and security of Uzbekistan, advocating war and social, national, ra-
cial and religious hostility, or encroaching on the constitutional rights and free-
doms of citizens, encroaching on the health and morality of the people, as well as
armed associations and political parties based on the national and religious prin-
ciples. - Secret societies and associations shall be banned.*

This provision has been drawn on extensively by the government to regulate the re-
ligious sphere through legislation and decree, typically invoking the prevention of
extremism and the promotion of a state-sanctioned form of "traditional" Uzbek Is-
lam.®

The legal framework on religious practice is based on the 1998 Law on Freedom of
Conscience and Religious Organisations and the 2018 Law on Combating Extrem-
ism, both of which, according to one source, fall short of international freedom of
religion or belief (FORB) standards.*

All religious groups are still legally required to register with the Ministry of Justice
(MolJ); unregistered religious activity is criminalised. Registration requirements are
stringent, including a minimum of 50 founding members who are citizens over 18
residing in the same district, a formal charter, and a legal address.*

Organisations seeking to operate nationally must demonstrate a permanent pres-
ence in at least 8 of the country's 14 administrative units. Content is subject to
equally strict controls: all religious literature must be approved by the Committee
for Religious Affairs (CRA) prior to use, private religious education is prohibited,
and instruction is restricted to officially sanctioned institutions and state-approved
teachers.®

The limitations of the reform process are most evident in the underlying legal and
institutional architecture.®® In July 2021, the government adopted a new Law on
Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organisations.

Although it removed certain prior restrictions, the legislation continues to fall short
of international human rights standards, mandating comprehensive state regulation
of religious institutions, educational facilities, and media.*’

30 LexUZ, The Constitution of the Republic of Uzbekistan, 1. May 2023, url

31 Legal Clarity, Religion in Uzbekistan: Rights and Regulations, 13. December 2025, url

%2 Freedom for Eurasia, interviews 2025 and 2026

33 Legal Clarity, Religion in Uzbekistan: Rights and Regulations, 13. December 2025, url

34 Legal Clarity, Religion in Uzbekistan: Rights and Regulations, 13 December 2025, url

% Researcher D

36 LexUZ, Law of the Republic of Uzbekistan, On liberty of conscience and religious organizations, 26
June 2021, url; HRW, Uzbekistan: Backsliding on Religious Freedom Promises, 24 May 2023, url

37 HRW, Uzbekistan: Backsliding on Religious Freedom Promises, 24 May 2023, url; SWP Research
Paper, Religious Policy in Uzbekistan, August 2023, url, p. 29
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In 2023, the Uzbek authorities introduced article 184.4 of the Administrative Code,
which penalises individuals for wearing face coverings in public that obstruct per-
sonal identification.® This law has frequently been used to target women wearing
the niqab® and men with ungroomed or "messy" beards, which the courts define as
covering the face. Nearly 800 people have been charged under article 184.4 and re-
ceived administrative fines in less than a year (2023-2024). Over 52 % of these
cases occurred in the densely populated and historically more religious region of
Andijan.*

Robust legal protections for individuals or groups operating outside state-sanc-
tioned structures remain absent.*! Furthermore, legislative developments since
2017 indicate an ongoing consolidation of control mechanisms designed to mitigate
the effects of liberalisation, aiming to suppress 'non-traditional' or 'extremist' doc-
trines while institutionalising a state-sanctioned, 'traditional' Hanafi Islam.*?

2.3.1 Extremism legislation and enforcement

The legal framework governing extremism in Uzbekistan is characterised by its
breadth and flexibility, affording the authorities extensive discretion in the regula-
tion of religious and political activities.** Human rights monitors have noted that
the statutory definitions are excessively vague, facilitating the prosecution of jour-
nalists, critics, and religious adherents, rather than being strictly limited to actors
demonstrating violent intent.*

This framework is further characterised by a frequent blurring of extremism and
terrorism.* The authorities maintain lists of proscribed organisations, including
groups such as Hizb ut-Tahrir and Islamic State, though these lists are not always
publicly accessible, and removal from them is rare.*® The mere possession, produc-
tion, or dissemination of materials deemed extremist, such as certain online content
or religious chants (nasheeds*’), can incur criminal liability.*®

Consequently, according to one source, individuals may face prosecution for ser-
mons, sharing, reposting online commentary, or institutional criticism, even in the
absence of evidence indicating violent intent. In practice, enforcement is often

38 LexUZ Konekc Pecny6nukm YabekuctaH 06 agMUHUCTPaTUBHON OTBETCTBEHHOCTM, CTaTbs 1844,
HaxoxpeHune B 06LLeCTBEHHbIX MecTax B BUAe, He MO3BONALEM NAeHTUdMUMPOoBaTbL NNMYHOCTL, 11.
April 2025, url; The Diplomat, Uzbekistan’s Tightrope Between Individual Religious Expression and Sec-
ular Governance, 27 August 2024, url

39 Nigab is a veil covering the face except for the eyes

40 The Diplomat, Uzbekistan’s Tightrope Between Individual Religious Expression and Secular Govern-
ance, 27 August 2024, url

4l Researcher D

42 SWP Research Paper, Religious Policy in Uzbekistan, August 2023, url
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47 Nasheeds are Islamic vocal chants or hymns, typically performed a cappella or with mini-mal percus-
sion, with lyrics drawing on religious themes such as praise of God or the Prophet Muhammad.
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contingent upon an individual's public visibility, perceived social influence, and
state security assessments, rather than demonstrable evidence of violence or
threat.*

Although large-scale mass arrests have decreased under President Shavkat Mir-
ziyoyev compared to the Karimov era, extremism provisions remain a primary in-
strument for managing religious activity.*® Unregistered religious activities, rang-
ing from private gatherings and home-based study circles to informal instruction,
may attract administrative penalties, whilst alleged affiliations with groups pro-
scribed as extremist typically result in criminal charges.® Such trials frequently
lack transparency, and defence access to case materials is often restricted.>? This
enforcement apparatus impacts both the Muslim majority and minority faiths, such
as Shi’a Muslims, Jehovah’s Witnesses and Protestant Evangelical Christians, en-
suring the state retains pervasive authority over religious and political expression.>®
2.3.2 Legal ambiguity and the regulation of religious clothing

The state's regulation of religious clothing exemplifies the legal ambiguity inherent
in Uzbekistan's approach to religious expression.> For instance, while there is no
explicit statutory prohibition on the hijab, the Ministry of Education enforces
school dress codes that effectively function as a quasi-legal regulatory framework.
Consequently, the permissibility of the hijab is largely subject to the discretionary
authority of school and university administrators, an issue which frequently reig-
nites public debate at the start of the academic year.® Enforcement appears to vary
considerably across the country, though generalisations about regional patterns are
difficult to sustain. Whilst some rapidly expanding suburban districts and the old
city of Tashkent have largely ceased to enforce dress codes, other areas, including
certain rural localities, have in recent years been at the centre of enforcement con-
troversies, with documented cases of school directors pressuring female students to
remove the hijab. The picture is, in short, uneven and difficult to predict on the ba-
sis of geography alone.®

While the plat0k57, a traditional headscarf that leaves the neck uncovered, is
broadly accepted as a regional custom, more explicitly religious forms of dress oc-
cupy a precarious legal space where they are tolerated in some contexts but dis-
couraged in others.® The regulation of personal appearance has historically ex-
tended to men, particularly regarding the wearing of beards.*® However, the sys-
tematic police scrutiny and forced trimming prevalent under Islam Karimov have
largely stopped under the Mirziyoyev administration. Although individuals with

4 Freedom for Eurasia

%0 Edward Lemon
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%6 Researcher C

57 Platok/Mnatok: Russian word for the Islamic Headscarf
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particularly conspicuous beards may still attract official attention, direct interven-
tions are now significantly less frequent.5

Freedom for Eurasia paints a less optimistic picture, however. While Mirziyoyev
initially pursued reforms that relaxed some of the religious restrictions inherited
from the Karimov era, these improvements have, according to more recent reports,
been substantially rolled back. Ten years into his presidency, incidents in which
police detain men wearing long beards and forcibly shave and fine them are said to
still be occurring.®*

More broadly, religious observance has become increasingly visible within every-
day public life. There has been an expansion of Islamic clothing retailers, and the
nikah (Islamic marriage ceremony) is widely practised.®?

Despite the increased societal acceptance and visibility of the hijab, and the fact
that beards generally attract less attention than previously, outward markers of re-
ligiosity continue to feature in state profiling practices. Distinctive religious cloth-
ing or specific prayer habits may still attract attention from the authorities.®®

2.4 The existence of violent, extremist religious groups

While several [slamist extremist organisations possess historical or contemporary
links to Uzbekistan, their operational presence within the country is currently lim-
ited.®* Historical entities, such as the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) and
the Islamic Jihad Union (IJU), alongside networks associated with Hizb ut-Tahrir,
have largely been dismantled domestically.%

Furthermore, Uzbek factions that emerged during the Syrian conflict have predom-
inantly been absorbed into larger armed coalitions, reducing their independent
role.®® In 2026, the primary security concern is probably the Islamic State, which
predominantly targets Uzbek nationals for recruitment among migrant communities
abroad, notably in the Russian Federation.®’

Nevertheless, the Uzbek authorities continue to actively disrupt suspected local ex-
tremist cells and utilise the existence of groups such as Hizb ut-Tahrir and the Is-
lamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP) to justify stringent domestic oversight.%®
This approach reflects a delicate balance between projecting religious soft power
and maintaining strict internal control.®®
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2.4.1 Patterns of extremism and radicalisation

Domestic radicalisation remains minimal, with no major terrorist attacks within
Uzbekistan in recent years and no clear increase in extremist activity inside the
country. "® According to journalist B (specialised in Central Asia), the overall pic-
ture since 2021 has been one of continuity rather than major change, with reliable
data scarce but the general trend pointing to low levels of domestic mobilisation.™
Most cases involving Uzbek nationals instead occur outside the country, with radi-
calisation tending to follow a transnational pattern shaped by labour migration,
online networks, and difficult living conditions abroad.”

In the 1990s, groups such as Al-Qaeda and the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
attracted some Uzbek recruits. This was linked to a mix of factors: the collapse of
the Soviet system, strong repression under Islam Karimov, and a broader religious
revival among young people. In 2026, the situation is different, according to one
source. While some underlying pressure remains, they no longer produce the same
level of militant activity inside Uzbekistan.”

The government’s response has focused partly on economic stability. The idea is
that better job opportunities and investment, particularly from countries like Rus-
sia, China, Tiirkiye, and Gulf states, can reduce the risk of people turning to ex-
tremist groups.’™

2.4.2 Recruitment outside of Uzbekistan

Although domestic activity is limited, recruitment linked to Islamic State still takes
place online, especially on platforms like Telegram. This mainly affects Uzbek la-
bour migrants abroad, particularly in Russia. Many of these migrants face eco-
nomic hardship, social isolation, and discrimination. As visible Muslim minorities,
they can feel excluded, which makes them more open to messages that offer iden-
tity, belonging, or purpose.”

As a result, much of the radicalisation process happens outside Uzbekistan. Attacks
involving Uzbek nationals in cities such as Moscow and Istanbul show this pattern:
individuals were often recruited and influenced abroad, not at home. Cases involv-
ing returning fighters carrying out attacks inside Uzbekistan remain relatively
rare.’®

2.5 Non-sanctioned religious practices

In Uzbekistan, as already stated, all religious activities must be formally registered
with the state; any unregistered group or practice is categorised as non-sanctioned
and is subject to penalisation, including fines, shutdowns of religious organisations

70 Edward Lemon; OrientXXI, In Uzbekistan, an Islamic revival under strict surveillance, 19 November
2025, url
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and places of worship, and criminal charges.”” This regulatory framework applies
across all faiths, affecting minority groups such as Christians and Sufi networks,

and is designed to maintain comprehensive state control over organised religious
life.”®

As outlined above non-sanctioned religious practices remain subject to significant
legal and administrative constraints. Legislation mandates a licence for religious
instruction, a requirement that is interpreted broadly to encompass the facilitation
of small prayer groups, home churches, study circles and informal home-based reli-
gious discussions.”® Although enforcement is comparatively less severe than under
the Karimov administration, more broadly, visible religious minorities such as e.g.
Jehovas Witnesses continue to face higher levels of enforcement than other
groups.®

Formal oversight is exercised by the Committee for Religious Affairs (CRA),
which defines the parameters of permissible practice. While certain organisations,
such as Hizb ut-Tahrir, are strictly prohibited, all officially sanctioned religious ac-
tivities are stringently managed. According to researcher D, with expertise on Uz-
bekistan, sermon content is scrutinised by the State Security Service and the Mufti-
ate, ensuring that the increased public visibility of Islam under President Shavkat
Mirziyoyev represents a strategically curated visibility rather than a genuine liber-
alisation of religious autonomy.®

The current administration has increasingly co-opted Islamic heritage into a
broader civic-national narrative, promoting a state-sanctioned, civilisational Islam
alongside a legacy of assertive secularism.®? Within this paradigm, the relationship
between religious actors and the state is contingent upon political loyalty rather
than theological orthodoxy.®® Independent imams may operate with relative free-
dom provided they demonstrate allegiance to the regime; conversely, mild criticism

of the state-aligned establishment can lead to serious legal consequences.?*

At the same time as, a rapidly expanding piety movement, characterised by strict
literal observance, has emerged independently of foreign institutional control, en-
compassing an estimated 10-15 % of the population. The authorities generally tol-
erate such adherents, provided their practices remain apolitical, discreet, and with-
out attempting to convert others.®

More broadly, the state exercises expansive authority to suppress perceived reli-
gious extremism in both public and private domains. This strict definition of per-
missible conduct is further reinforced by absolute prohibitions on criticising the

7 Edward Lemon; Joanna Lillis; Researcher C; Researcher D; Freedom for Eurasia

8 Freedom for Eurasia
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president or his family, alongside the criminalisation of public support for LGBT
rights, which are deemed contrary to national traditions.® See more on red lines in
section 3.5.

2.5.1 Potential consequences of adhering to or practicing non-
sanctioned religion
Participation in unsanctioned religious practices carries significant legal risks. The
possession of unapproved religious literature, independent study of Arabic for reli-
gious purposes, and unregulated religious education abroad are scrutinised as po-
tential conduits for uncontrolled influence.®” The conditional nature of the state's
tolerance is evidenced by reports indicating that the government ordered the demo-
lition of approximately 400 unregistered mosques in 2023.%

Furthermore, the possession of unapproved religious literature, participation in un-
registered gatherings, or associations with independent religious groups can trigger
official investigations. Therefore, while overt expressions of faith are tolerated to a
greater degree than in the past, religious life remains constrained by a system of
discretionary oversight, permitting the state to intervene whenever it deems neces-
sary &

Religious activity in Uzbekistan operates within an environment of pervasive sur-
veillance and stringent institutional control.®® The State Security Service exercises
comprehensive oversight over religious institutions, including the vetting of clerics
and the pre-approval of sermons, with non-compliance potentially resulting in
criminal prosecution.®

The threshold for state intervention is in any case rapidly crossed by individuals
engaging in unsanctioned practices: independent religious instruction, unregistered
gatherings, or informal study circles frequently result in administrative penalties or
criminal prosecution, particularly where sermons touch on politically sensitive top-
ics, criticism of the government, or jihad.%

According to one source, risk tends to build up over time. Being connected to unof-
ficial religious figures, especially online, can increase attention from the authori-
ties. Overall, enforcement is selective and depends on behaviour, context, and
whether someone is seen as challenging state control.*

Surveillance and online monitoring

The surveillance architecture is both transnational and digital in scope: the authori-
ties are reported to closely monitor online religious forums, social media, and mes-
saging applications, while also tracking diaspora communities and refugees
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abroad,” though individuals practising religion in exile typically attract less atten-
tion than those engaged in political activism, such as dissidents connected to the
Karakalpakstan issue (see section 3.4.6).%% According to Uzbek Forum for Human
Rights, this has resulted in individuals facing imprisonment or psychiatric deten-
tion for minor digital activities, such as 'liking' religious content or participating in
private messaging groups.®®

This monitoring apparatus extends beyond officially sanctioned venues to encom-
pass unregistered gatherings, private residences, and minority faith groups, such as
Christian congregations, Buddhist centres, and Jehovah’s Witnesses.®” At the local
level, outward expressions of religiosity are scrutinised by mahalla (neighbour-
hood) committees, police officers, and counter-terrorism units, primarily to ensure
that religious affiliation does not challenge state authority and hierarchical loy-
alty.%®

Risks for ordinary believers

While Islam is recognised as part of the national culture, authorities focus primarily
on organisers and leaders rather than ordinary worshippers, meaning that adherents
attending state-sanctioned mosques generally face minimal risks. Thus, the level of
risk for ordinary believers depends less on personal belief than on compliance with
state regulations.®®

However, Freedom for Eurasia assesses that ordinary believers nonetheless remain
vulnerable to local rivalries, opportunistic behaviour, and extortion, with families
allegedly having been pressured in some cases to pay bribes to secure the release of
detained relatives, though the full extent of such practices remains difficult to ver-
ify‘loo

Visibility and religious minorities

Public visibility is a critical risk factor; prominent independent imams, civic activ-
ists, and religious bloggers with large audiences are particularly vulnerable to tar-
geting.1® The authorities routinely classify such independent activities as extremist
or terrorist, utilising expansive lists of designated organisations as legal mecha-
nisms for control rather than as indicators of genuine militant threats.%2

According to Freedom for Eurasia, minority interpretations of Islam, notably Shia
communities, appear to encounter acute pressure, as illustrated by the imprison-
ment of a blogger for administrating a Shia online group. Freedom for Eurasia fur-
ther argues that this scrutiny equally affects prominent Sunni figures operating
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outside state structures, with the authorities reportedly justifying such prosecutions
by referencing broader regional instability in order to frame independent religious
authority as a threat to political order. 1

Bureaucratic and regional differences

The enforcement of religious legislation is shaped not only by security considera-
tions but also by systemic bureaucratic imperatives and localised dynamics.% Law
enforcement agencies reportedly operate under informal arrest quotas, frequently
conducting sweep operations to meet bureaucratic performance metrics rather than
in response to actual security threats. This practice often leads to surges in deten-
tions following major international incidents, such as the Crocus City Hall attack in
Russia.’®

Furthermore, risk exposure varies significantly by geography and demography. The
Ferghana Valley, particularly the Namangan region, historically records higher
rates of prosecution due to a concentration of independent religious activity and
stringent local enforcement.'% Similarly, rural areas are subject to denser surveil-
lance networks compared to the relative anonymity of larger urban centres like
Tashkent, and ethnic minorities, such as Tajik communities in Samarkand and Bu-
khara, occasionally experience heightened official suspicion.1%
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3. Political freedoms and civic space

3.1 General background

Fundamental political freedoms such as freedom of speech and expression, free-
dom of press, freedom of association and freedom of assembly are formally guar-
anteed by the Uzbek constitution. In practice, however, they are severely re-
stricted.®®

3.1.1 A centralised political system revolving around the president
Uzbekistan is a republic with presidential rule,'% and the political system remains
centred around president Mirziyoyev, who is described as the subject of a ‘well-
maintained personality cult’.**® Recent constitutional amendments extended the
president’s power, and reduced the role of the legislature,!*! which is described as
loyal to the president,''? and merely serving as a ‘rubber stamp’ for the executive
branch.!*® In 2024, cautious steps towards political pluralism in the country’s sys-
tem took place through the president requiring that the role of the opposition in par-
liament be strengthened.'!* Still, however, political pluralism does not exist in Uz-
bekistan, and real political opposition is not tolerated by the state.!!®

3.1.2 Early developments during the post-Karimov rule of President
Shavkat Mirziyoyev

When gaining power in 2016, president Shavkhat Mirziyoyev embarked on ambi-

tious political and economic reforms,!® announcing a move towards what is re-

ferred to as the “New Uzbekistan™'’. Mirziyoyev repeatedly expressed support for

freedom of speech and encouraged critical reporting,'® and fundamental changes
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were initiated in the human rights area,''° signalling a greater tolerance for public
criticism and personal expression.?

The changes included the already mentioned release of a large number of political
and religious prisoners,'?! declarations of openness for civil society organisations
and international media,'?? laws to ease restrictions of speech and assembly,'?® and
measures to strengthen the judiciary.?? In addition, media was encouraged to en-
gage in critical debate, and various channels for public criticism of officials were
established.!®

According to Bertelsmann Stiftung, independent journalism, although in its early
stages, is making steady progress. Furthermore, independent bloggers are becom-
ing an increasingly important part of the media landscape and there has been a
gradual awakening of civil society, with local populations having begun to protest
regional abuse of power and openly voice frustrations over certain issues.'?® In this
light, Uzbek citizens currently enjoy a greater degree of freedom than at any previ-
ous point in the country's history, in an Uzbekistan that bears little resemblance to
the country under Karimov.?’

3.1.3 Constraints on the reform progress

President Mirziyoyev has continued to speak out in favour of free speech,'?® and re-
forms promoting fundamental political freedoms and rights are officially still pre-
sented as a priority. As an example, and as outlined in the ‘Uzbekistan — 2030 strat-
egy’,'?° priority areas include ‘making protection of human rights and freedoms the
main criteria for judicial and legal reforms’, ‘strengthening the independence of the
judiciary and ensuring its openness’, and ‘furthering developing a free civil society

and the activities of the mass media’.**

Simultaneously, the political reforms are reported to have faltered across many ar-
eas, and the democratisation and liberalisation process is described to fluctuate
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between forward movement and setbacks.?3 According to a diplomatic source, the
reform programme stalled approximately five years ago, and some of the ‘new’
freedoms have been reversed, although not to the level of repression under Kari-
mov.'® The reforms are criticized for lacking in depth, consistency,'*® implementa-
tion'* and sincerity. The reforms are criticized for lacking in depth, consistency,**®
implementation™®® and sincerity. One academic researcher describes the reform
process in Uzbekistan through the concept of ‘authoritarian modernisation’, stating
that although the overall situation has improved since the Karimov era, any lacking
progress in the human rights area should be understood as deliberate, and attributa-
ble to the intentions of the political leadership.®*” The reform agenda is halted by
vested interests,® and some sources claim that the reforms are mainly driven by a
wish to improve Uzbekistan’s international ratings.* Following this logic, the de-
cline in international attention to human rights related issues among many Western
countries has been accompanied by a reduced prioritization of such issues in Uz-
bekistan,* with the initial reform momentum following Karimov's death having
largely stalled.*!

Despite the government’s proclaimed commitment to human rights protection and
its engagement with international human rights institutions, sources further indicate
that there has been noticeable backsliding in the human rights area in the past few
years,*? showcased by strengthened authoritarianism?*, growing intolerance of
criticism, and an increase in legal cases against journalists, activists, social media
influencers and religious figures.'**

Despite the ten years of intensive reforms since the death of Karimov, Uzbekistan
is still described as an authoritarian state, ruled by a government that, according to
Utrikespolitiska Institiutet (UI) persecutes, imprisons and forces dissidents into ex-
ile.} Freedom House labels Uzbekistan a ‘consolidated authoritarian regime’, cat-
egorises as ‘Not Free’, and with few signs of democratisation, scoring 12/100 in
the Freedom in the World 2025 index (including 2/40 for political rights and 10/60
for civil liberties).*6
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3.1.4 Recent legislative changes related to fundamental freedoms and
civic space
Since 2020, a series of legislative changes impacting the areas of fundamental free-
doms and civil liberties have been observed. In April 2023, controversial constitu-
tional amendments were pushed through,*’ strengthening the powers of the presi-
dent, extending the presidential term and resetting the existing two-term presiden-
tial limit, allowing for Mirziyoyev to stand for re-election and stay in office until
2040.18 Although the new constitution contains language protecting freedom of
speech and the press, the implementation of these protections is lacking,'*° and the
constitutional changes have been criticised for being carried out with the main ob-
jective of serving the personal interests of Mirziyoyev.!*®

In 2020, legislative changes regarding dissemination of false information were
made to the Administrative Code (article 202-2%°! and the Criminal Code (article
244-6'%?) respectively, making it an offense punishable with fines or restriction of
freedom up to three years.'®® The law has been criticised for limiting public debate
and was early identified as a concern for further self-censorship of journalists.?>*

In 2021, another criticised amendment was made to the Criminal Code (article 158-
31%9), establishing criminal liability for publicly insulting or slandering the presi-
dent online,*®® an offence punishable with up to five years imprisonment.’

In 2024, the so-called ‘Undesirable Foreigners Law’ was signed, allowing for de-
portation and entry bans for foreigners designated as ‘undesirable’ for ‘discredit-
ing’ the republic of Uzbekistan. Critics highlight the law’s vague wording and fear
that it could be misused by the authorities to target e.g. journalists, researchers and
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human rights monitors,'*® and preventing foreign civil society activists from oper-
ating in the country.®

3.2 Political parties and political opposition

3.2.1 Political parties

Uzbekistan lacks a strongly society-rooted party system,'® and no genuine opposi-
tion parties operate legally in the country. Although some parties formally play the
role of opposition in elections, all registered parties are loyal to the government. %
The five registered parties include:

e Uzbekistan Liberal Democratic Party (O zLidep),

the People’s Democratic Party of Uzbekistan (XDP),

the Justice and Social Democratic Party (Adolat),

the Uzbekistan National Revival Democratic Party (Milliy Tiklanish)

162

the Ecological party.

All five parties hold a special niche, as if they were specialised state agencies ra-
ther than real political parties.'®® There are no registered parties representing the in-
terests of specific ethnic or religious minority groups,'®* and religious parties are
not allowed.'®®

3.2.2 Unregistered political groups

The requirements for party registration are ardous,'® and the authorities have a rec-
ord of rejecting registration of political opposition parties, forcing them to operate
unofficially.’®” Broad legal grounds are also used for suspending party activities,*®®
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and political opposition often meet bureaucratic obstacles, law enforcement or arbi-
trary arrests when trying to organise or attend party activities.*6®

Unregistered opposition groups exist primarily in exile.}”® Among these are the
secular parties Unity (Birlik) and Freedom (Erk); both with a democratic, nearly
liberal approach. Amongst newer movements is Free Farmers (Ozod Dehgonlar).
All of these parties are banned in Uzbekistan.!"

In the presidential election 2021, the Erk party attempted to register, nominating a
well-known Uzbek singer as its candidate. The singer, after falling victim to threats
and attacks, withdrew from the process.}”? Another oppositional group, The Truth
and Development party (Hagiqat va Taraqqiyot), was also harassed as it tried to or-
ganise, and ultimately failed to obtain registration.!’®

According to Freedom House’s Election Watch for Uzbekistan 2024, Uzbek politi-
cal opposition is suppressed through arrests and legal action against e.g. bloggers,
journalists and ordinary individuals expressing criticism online. Websites and so-
cial media platforms that host political and social content are routinely blocked and
filtered by the authorities, and persons criticising the government are at risk of fac-
ing attacks, violent assaults and torture while in detention. Uzbek authorities em-
ploy coordinated networks to spread disinformation, smear critics and counter neg-
ative commentary about the government online.'’*

3.2.3 Election integrity

Despite reforms related to Uzbekistan’s electoral framework, Uzbek elections fail
to meet international standards and fundamental freedoms, leading to critique from
international election observers.!” An “invisible state control” has been described
at each stage of the election process,'’® including in the information landscape,'’’
leaving voters without a real choice.!™
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As an example, the constitutional referendum in 2023, criticised for merely serving
to enable Mirziyoyev to prolong his presidency,”® fell short of genuine political
pluralism and competition, with no organised opposition to the constitutional
amendments.'® Sources describe social and political pressure in relation to the ref-
erendum, with civil servants and university students being pressured to participate
in the vote,'®! and activists and journalists being pressured by authorities not to op-
pose the referendum. 82

3.3 Media, journalists and bloggers

3.3.1 Expansion of media and emergence of bloggers

After the death of Karimov, the Uzbek media sphere opened up,'®® and independent
media outlets emerged and gained popularity.'® By the transformation program for
‘New Uzbekistan’, and with Mirziyoyev’s expressed support for freedom of speech
and the encouragement of critical reporting, independent journalism, online com-
mentary and debates started to burgeon. Discussions on a wide range of social, eco-
nomic and political topics were initiated.'®®

Another development attributable to Mirziyoyev’s rule is the emergence of a
sphere of independent bloggers, still growing in both number and capacity.'® Mir-
ziyoyev saw bloggers as a means to expose local and regional shortcomings,*®” and
they are becoming an indispensable part of civil society.'® Social media platforms
have become increasingly popular as a means to access news and information out-
side of state-sponsored media, and serve as an important platform to voice opinions
and grievances about topics in the public interest.'®® Bloggers are described as 'citi-
zen journalists','*® and together with independent journalists they have disclosed

many cases of abuse of office.!%

Between 2016 and 2024, the total number of magazines, TV channels and online
media outlets increased substantially, together with the number of internet users
and vocal online activists.!®? One source describes the media as more professional
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and diverse [than under Karimov],'*® and Freedom House reports that a slight re-
duction in media repression can be noted, with media outlets today cautiously dis-
cussing social problems and criticising local officials.!%

At the same time, the transformation of the media and information landscape has
been explained to lack sincerity.'®® One source describes this transformation as pri-
marily an exercise in image-building on the part of Mirziyoyev.'*® Another source
conveys that the promotion of private media outlets is part of an intentional gov-
ernment strategy, as they are able to reach a broader audience than traditional state-
owned media. While encouraging bloggers, the president has also expected their
loyalty, using them as a means to reshuffle government and justify his reforms.%

3.3.2 Increased targeting of critical voices

Several sources point out that the second half of Mirziyoyev’s rule has been char-
acterised by backsliding in the area of freedom of speech and expression.'® A few
different turning points in time are highlighted, among these the Covid-19 pan-
demic in 2020, the arrests of bloggers emerging in the information environment
from 2021, Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and the unrest in Kara-
kalpakstan in 2022.1% One source describes how some of these developments and
events strengthened the security arm of the state and increased the president’s reli-
ance on it, and that since then it is difficult to identify positive changes.?®® The
backsliding is further explained as a move by the authorities to regain control over
information and public opinion.?®! Sources describe a resumed targeting of critical
voices, which is manifested through a rise in administrative and criminal prosecu-
tion, harassment and pressure against bloggers, journalists and human rights de-
fenders critical of the president or the government.?’? One well informed NGO rep-
resentative describes that one must exercise a higher degree of caution when writ-
ing or reporting about politically sensitive matters.?*

In 2026, Reporters Without Borders ranked Uzbekistan at 147" place on their
World Press Freedom Index?%, a deterioration from its ranking a few years
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earlier.?®® Simultaneously, their designation of the Uzbek press freedom environ-
ment has gone from “difficult” in 2023 to “very serious” in 2026.2%

3.3.3 State control over media content and self-censorship

The Uzbek authorities exercise tight control over media,?’” and journalists operate
under significant restrictions with regards to what they may publish.?® Police and
security services subject journalists to arrest, harassment, and intimidation, and
warn them against publishing critical articles or covering topics deemed sensitive
by the authorities.?® Journalists also face criminal penalties for a variety of of-
fenses.?!? For more information on potential consequences for critics, see section
3.6.

There are special legal limitations on criticising the president,?!! and bloggers criti-

cal of the president have faced arrest.?*? The law also specifically prohibits publica-
tion of material that “incites religious conflict and ethnic discord” or that “advo-
cates for subverting or overthrowing the constitutional order”, and according to US
Department of State (USDOS) reporting covering 2023, the government uses these
provisions to silence dissenting voices.?* In 2025, a number of media outlets were
forced to shut down following attempts to publish material on the mistreatment of
religious groups, and criminal cases were initiated against journalists working for
the same media.?'*

Formal state censorship was abolished in Uzbekistan in 2002, but self-censorship
amongst journalists is widespread,?!® and growing.?'® Reporters Without Borders
(RSF) convey that criticism of those in power remains ‘very complicated’,?'” and
most media outlets refrain from criticism, such as e.g. openly criticising Mir-
ziyoyev and the government.?*® According to RSF, there are five jailed journalists
in Uzbekistan as of May 2026,%° but this “relatively low’ number of jailed journal-
ists is explained by a ‘system of self-censorship’®? and the awareness amongst
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journalists of what topics are not acceptable to report on.??* The number of journal-
ists subject to intimidation or fines is described to be higher.??

There are also examples of journalists being required to submit articles for ap-
proval by the security services before their publication,??® and independent online
media outlets being blocked or prevented from publishing their work.??* Further-
more, there are cases of journalists being pressured by the authorities to delete al-
ready published material.??® Journalists wanting to publish matters related to reli-
gion have to obtain permission from the authorities. There are examples of cases of
news outlets and bloggers being fined, administratively prosecuted or jailed for
online posts with religiously related content.?”® Media platforms also risk being
shut down by the authorities.??’

The situation for foreign journalists in Uzbekistan is described as ‘difficult’, with
examples of journalists being denied media accreditation, deported from and/or de-
nied entry to the country.??® Even sharing information with independent media out-
lets in exile is described to carry risks.??

Furthermore, independent media is hampered by funding restrictions, especially by
foreign-based organisations that support free press, and journalists are under eco-
nomic pressure and face corruption from officials. The reduction in funding from
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) has reportedly
had a negative impact on the press situation in the country, further weakening inde-
pendent media outlets.?*°

3.3.4 Bloggers and social media users

Bloggers often raise local issues and, although they are not always known nation-
ally, they are often popular within their local communities. This focus on local is-
sues often renders them unpopular with the local authorities.?! Bloggers raising is-
sues on local levels are subject to harassment, surveillance and threats of prosecu-
tion.?2
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Many regional bloggers have stopped their activities due to harassment and pres-
sure from local authorities,?*® and one source states that there are examples of blog-
gers who ‘have diminished’ after exposing provincial shortcomings.?** One well-
known case includes a blogger, arrested after reporting on corruption related to
land-confiscation in 2022 and released in 2024, but has since disappeared from the
public view.?*

There are also examples of bloggers being forcibly committed to psychiatric facili-
ties after publishing critique against public officials on social media.?%

The Uzbek government engages in extensive surveillance of electronic communi-
cations,?®’ observes online activities and closely monitor social media discourse,
both inside and outside Uzbekistan.?*® Websites and social media platforms that
host political and social content are routinely blocked,?®® among these are examples
of prominent news websites and websites belonging to human rights organisa-
tions.?*® Sources indicate that the authorities systematically target speech dissemi-
nated on digital platforms and in social media,?** and social media accounts with
content ‘not sitting well with the authorities’ have been subject to closure.?*? The
government also restricts internet access during times of unrest, which was seen
under the Karakalpakstan protests in 2022.24

3.4  Civil society and activists

3.4.1 A limited awakening of civil society

The Uzbek reform agenda is described to have led to a slow awakening of civil so-
ciety, with an expansion of social networks and local populations now daring to
openly express dissatisfaction in certain areas.?** According to Bertelsmann
Stiftung, there is demonstrated enthusiasm among some NGOs and individuals for
advancing public and private interest and voicing specific social needs, and a
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gradual expansion of e.g. environmentalists, youth organisations and social media
networks.?%

Simultaneously, civil society in Uzbekistan is generally described as weak,?*® and
the spread of real grassroots campaigns and civil society pluralism is effectively
hindered by political control and the state.?*’” Furthermore, the country lacks a gen-
uine civil rights movement,? and a civil society structure as understood in the
Western context.?4®

In Uzbekistan, associations tend to be based on kinship, traditional forms of organi-
sation and welfare support that fill niches which the state has left unaddressed. The
most traditional form of community based public association within the Uzbek
civil society is the mahalla, which function as self-governing bodies playing an im-
portant role in maintaining the community and resolving family and neighbour dis-
putes. Although serving as a foundation for civil society participation in one re-
gard, Bertelsmann Stiftung describes that the mahalla also limits the space for inde-
pendent activism and critical discourse outside of the mahalla structure.?®® Further-
more, the mahalla is described as oppressive in character, combining the functions
of a parish council, neighbourhood watch, and security service.?**

Since 2020, different government initiatives and legal measures have been under-
taken to enhance and develop the role and space for civil society in Uzbekistan.
Among these is a presidential decree on the development of civil society?®?, a dedi-
cated chapter on civil society organisations in the new constitution,?®® the an-
nouncement of a planned Code of Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), and a
designated Public Chamber.?>* However, the effects of these initiatives are limited,
either due to lacking operationality or lacking implementation.?®

Simultaneously, legislation limiting the operational space for civil society has also
been introduced, including e.g. specific obligations and limitations targeting organ-
isations receiving international funding.?®
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3.4.2 Registration and governmental control with NGOs

NGOs must be formally registered with the Mol in order to operate legally.?’ Op-
erating without registration can lead to administrative or criminal prosecution, with
punishments ranging from fines to imprisonment for up to five years,?® and unreg-
istered NGOs have faced severe repression and harassment.?*°

There are 12,644 legally registered NGOs in the Uzbekistan.?®® However, the ma-
jority of these are mahallas or government organised non-governmental organisa-
tions (GONGOs), with ties to the state and the political leadership.?®* Other types
of registered NGOs are either small, weak or carry out work in areas outside the
sphere of government concerns.?®? The number of GONGOs is growing each year
and such organisations are often mobilised by the government to serve their politi-
cal interests for different purposes, also internationally.?®3

NGOs face burdensome challenges and administrative requirements when seeking
registration, rendering the process both difficult and time consuming. Denials can
be based on questionable technicalities such as grammatical errors, or vague and
unclear grounds forcing organisations to resubmit applications several times. The
ardous registration process hinders even prominent and respected organisations
from obtaining registration,?®* and the process is described as instrumentalised
when denying registration for organisations engaged in politically sensitive or hu-
man rights related issues.?%®

One source conveys that it is in practice impossible to register an independent hu-
man rights organisation, and although there are numerous NGOs carrying out hu-
manitarian or charitable work, they do not threaten the government’s position.?®
Another source notes that no new human rights organisations have been registered
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the past three years.?” Some prominent international NGOs, such as e.g. Human
Rights Watch, are banned from operating in Uzbekistan.?®®

The authorities also exercise control and interference in the operational sphere of
NGOs. Everyday work and activities require the compliance of several procedures
such as informing the authorities in advance — and in some cases receive their ap-
proval - which in practice restricts the operational ability of many organisations.?®
Failure to adhere to these processes might lead to legal repercussions such as ad-
ministrative charges.?”® Organisations also adhere to limitations and requirements
related to financial funding. Foreign funding must be approved beforehand by the
competent authorities.?’

3.4.3 Activists

At the highest political level, the government does not openly impose significant
restrictions on assembly and associations, but at the local level, executives often
target certain associations and activist groups with intimidation and harassment.?’?
Activists risk coming into conflict with law enforcement or ending up in court on
vaguely defined grounds, purely for conducting legitimate activities to hold power
to account.?”® According to HRW, in 2024 the authorities increasingly targeted in-
dependent activists with unfounded criminal charges and blocked independent
monitors’ access to the country.?’* There are also more recent examples of activists
being accused of administrative violations, something which observers claim is po-
litically motivated and reflects a broader systematic issue with the country’s treat-
ment of civil society, where authorities ‘deploy legal traps’ to suppress and dis-
courage independent voices and dissent.?’®

Human rights activists are also reportedly being subjected to psychological intimi-
dation and harassment by the authorities,?’® and one well-known human rights de-
fender had their passport destroyed in order to prevent them from travelling abroad
and attending an international award ceremony. Human rights organisations were
also denied access to major international events held in Uzbekistan for arbitrary

‘security reasons’.?’’
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3.44 Lawyers

The space for independent lawyers is very small, particularly those working on po-
litically sensitive cases or human rights-related cases. One source conveys that law-
yers are exposed to quite a significant risk of being harassed, surveyed or losing
their licences.?’® Qualification commissions have the authority to revoke advocates’
licences for alleged disciplinary violations, which can sometimes be based on polit-
ically motivated grounds. For this reason, lawyers in politically sensitive cases
rarely give media interviews and generally limit themselves to providing formal le-
gal representation. 2°

3.4.5 Protesting

Freedom of assembly is severely restricted in Uzbekistan,?® and public assemblies
are uncommon.?! Practically all unsanctioned gatherings are broken up by the au-
thorities and participants are subject to detention.?®? The procedure to legally or-
ganise protests include a number of regulatory documents and requirements, and
human rights observers convey that unclarities in legislation means that virtually
any peaceful gathering can be interpreted as a violation of the procedure for hold-
ing assemblies.?®

According to one source, spontaneous protests are not often seen in Uzbekistan -
regardless of the issue.?8* Another source conveys that smaller protests that are not
critical of the government or the president can be seen, e.g. when it comes to en-
ergy issues.?®® A diplomatic source assesses that the possibility to assemble groups
is determined by what issues are at stake; certain issues are acceptable to congre-
gate around, , while other issues remain effectively off limits.?®® For information on
the ‘red lines’ limiting the space for critical discourse, see section 3.5.

3.4.6 The Karakalpakstan unrest of 2022

In July 2022, mass protests erupted in the Uzbek province of Karakalpakstan, trig-
gered by proposed constitutional amendments aiming to downgrade the province’s
autonomous status. In response, the authorities initiated a swift and violent crack-
down, deploying police and special forces and using lethal force against protesters.
A one-month emergency was declared in the province, and mobile network cover-
age and internet access was restricted.?’
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According to official statistics, 21 people were killed and hundreds were wounded
during the unrest, including members of the security forces.?®® Karakalpak civil so-
ciety groups, however, estimate that the deaths far exceed those reported offi-
cially.?

During and after the protests, more than 500 people, including journalists, bloggers
and activists, were reportedly arrested,?®® and the unrest has been referred to as ‘a
defining moment’ in the president’s approach to freedom of expression,?®! and as a
significant test of the reform agenda, failed by the authorities. 22 The arrests in-
cluded excessive use of force, arbitrary detentions, torture and ill-treatment. Many
of the arrested were released after administrative charges, but several dozen faced
criminal charges in trials reported to fall short of international standards.?*

According to HRW, 61 persons were criminally prosecuted for their alleged in-
volvement in the protests.?®* Some trial hearings were collective,?® one being held
in January 2023, with more than 20 persons being presented charges, including for
“conspiracy to overthrow the constitutional order”, and several received lengthy
prison sentences.?®® Some of them have reportedly endured abuse, including tor-
ture, while in custody.?®” Human rights groups have denounced these trials as polit-
ically motivated.?®

The Uzbek government tasked a parliamentary commission to investigate alleged
human rights violations, but, according to HRW, their findings have not been made
public and besides from the prosecution of two police officers, the authorities have
not acknowledged any responsibility or taken accountability for the excessive use
of force.?®® Other human rights organisations also criticise the lack of information
and accountability. 3%

In the years following the protests, authorities have put effort into continued target-
ing of persons with real or perceived connections to the unrests.** Sources indicate
that civil society working in Karakalpakstan has been significantly affected, and
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that there are still significant risks to work with or speak out on what happened, in-
cluding for journalists, lawyers and civil society representatives.%

Furthermore, local administrations and university leaders have reportedly threat-
ened students expressing support for the protests, and their social media is moni-
tored by the authorities.3®® The Uzbek authorities are also targeting Karakalpak ac-
tivists in the diaspora with legal charges.3%

3.5 ‘Red lines’ limiting the space for critical discourse

Sources indicate that in today’s Uzbekistan, compared to under Karimov, a certain
level of criticism is tolerated, as long as specific red lines are respected.®® There
are, however, differing perceptions regarding where these red lines go, what they
contain and whether or not they are clearly defined.

Some sources state that the red lines of acceptable criticism are well established,
and clearly understood.?*® According to one source, there are only three ‘taboo ar-
eas’ in relation to sensitive topics to voice opinions about: critique against the pres-
ident or his family, raising religious issues such as e.g. political Islam, and cover-
ing LGBTI-issues. This point is underlined by what the source explains as the prev-
alence of criticism of low- and mid-level state officials across Uzbek social me-
dia. 3’

Other sources stress that the lines of acceptable criticism are not always clear or
well defined, leading to a level of uncertainty amongst e.g. bloggers and activists as
to which topics they may safely address.3® Critique that does not threaten the au-
thorities’ power position”,** or risks developing into ‘real opposition or people or-
ganising™!° is described as more likely to be accepted. One source also explains
that, when an issue ‘bubbles up’ in the debate, it is often because somebody ‘wants

it to bubble up’, implying a level of prior acceptance.®!

Sources highlight corruption as a sensitive topic for public debate, with examples
of e.g. journalists and bloggers being jailed for publicly speaking out on corruption
related issues.?'? Other sensitive topics raised by the sources are e.g. critique
against projects or development managed by persons connected to the ruling elite,
the president’s family or oligarch interests®®® and expressions of dissatisfaction
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with the government on a national level 3 Another source conveys that it may also
carry risks to criticise local authorities if ‘they are on the president’s side’.®!® The
limited space for expression and speech is described to have led to the emergence
of various ‘framing strategies’ when raising sensitive issues,® as well as a ten-
dency to veil criticism of e.g. corrupt officials by simultaneously praising the presi-
dent.3

Although the information space on religious questions has opened up, religious
matters are still sensitive to engage in debate about®® and the lines of acceptance in
relation to religious debate are described as unclear by one source.®*® For more in-

formation on religious practices and religious freedom, see section 2.

Other topics serving as examples of what sources have identified as sensitive to en-
gage in debate about is critique against Russia and Russia’s full-scale war in
Ukraine, *?° international investment and expansion in Uzbekistan,**! and issues re-
lated to housing rights and urban development. *?? The latter is described to have
become more politically sensitive and difficult to address since 2025.3?® Further-
more, reporting or debating on issues related to Karakalpakstan is also combined
with risks.3** For more information on the Karakalpakstan unrest in 2022; see sec-
tion 3.4.6.

3.6 Potential consequences for individuals perceived as
critics

3.6.1 Administrative and criminal prosecution

A series of legal provisions in the Uzbek Administrative Code (O ’zbekiston Respu-
blikasining Ma’amuriy Javobgarlik To g risidagi Kodeksi**®) and the Criminal
Code (O zbekiston Respublikasining Jinoyat Kodeksi**®) are reportedly used by the
authorities to target dissent and critical voices.3%’

According to one well-informed source, there has been a ‘slew of administrative
charges’ against human rights defenders in recent years,*?® also with examples of
individuals being targeted for carrying out civil activism lawfully.3?® The
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organisation Justice for Journalists reports that administrative prosecution and
‘mild’ punishments such as detentions for up to 15 days are actively used against
e.g. media workers. 3%

Speech related offences

Charges involving alleged defamatory speech are some of the most common crimi-
nal prosecutions in Uzbekistan,**! and they are reportedly used on a regular basis to
punish e.g. journalists, human rights activists, and others critical of the president or
the government.33

Uzbek media, with reference to information from the Uzbek Supreme Court, re-
ported that in the first 10 months of 2024, over 30,000 people were prosecuted for
defamation or insult.®* According to Freedom House, several of these cases con-
cerned online speech.®3* Most of the cases involved administrative charges (under
articles 40 and 42 of the Administrative Code) and led to fines for those convicted.
However, 572 cases involved criminal charges (under articles 139 and 140 of the
Criminal Code) with sentences ranging from fines to correctional labour and re-
striction of freedom.**® Out of these, Uzbek Forum for Human Rights reports that
92 were sent to prison.3%

For initial violations of defamation or insult, administrative penalties typically ap-
ply, while criminal charges are reserved for e.g. aggravated cases or repeated of-
fenses.®*’ In insult related cases, disproportionate punishment and selective justice
are particularly noticeable.**® One exemplifying case regards a blogger and human
rights activists who was sentenced to forced psychiatric detention in December
2022 after criminal charges for defamation and insult due to a post on social media
about a high-ranking official. In April 2026, she was still reported to be forcibly
committed to a psychiatric facility.3*®

Since the introduction of the provision criminalising public insult or slander against
the president in the Criminal Code in 2021, the number of criminal cases related to
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this legislation is estimated to a dozen.**° The provision has been used against peo-
ple making negative comments about the president or his family on social media®*
and blogs, but also in privately sent text messages, including audio, video and
photo material >*? Sentences range from forced psychiatric hospitalisation to prison
for up to five years.3*® Observers have criticised the law [article 158-3 of the Crimi-
nal Code] for its vague provisions, not distinguishing between malicious and de-
famatory speech, and legitimate critique of the president.®** The law is also criti-
cised for having a chilling effect on bloggers, social media users and journalists.3%

In speech related legal cases, the authorities make use of linguistic expert anal-
yses,**® where the alleged offensive or insulting speech is analysed in relation to
the relevant legal provision. These analyses are conducted almost exclusively by
state employees,*’ and one source estimates that these trials tend to always lead to
convictions. >

Use of extortion charges against critics

Extortion related criminal charges are also commonly used for targeting critical
voices,* and is a fairly new pattern described to have started approximately in
2021.3%0 Extortion cases are used intentionally as a means to de-politicise cases,**
being brought against activists and bloggers to avoid the political dimension and
make it appear as an ordinary criminal offense.®? A diplomatic source describes
these cases as often being fabricated, where authorities invent or enlarge wrongdo-
ing in order to open up a case.®* Furthermore, extortion cases are described as easy
to fabricate and do not require the presentation of material evidence.***

Freedom House reports on examples of journalists and activists being sentenced to
lengthy prison sentences on charges of alleged extortion.®*® One well-documented
case concerns a teacher and human rights activist who exposed corruption within
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the education sector, and was convicted of extortion in 2024. Human rights organi-
sations describe this case as politically motivated.**®

Other examples of criminal prosecution

Other examples of criminal articles used against perceived critics are those crimi-
nalising attacks against the constitutional order, which carries the stiffest penalties,
and dissemination of materials containing threat to public security and order.®” Ac-
cording to Amnesty International, in 2025, a minimum of 30 individuals were
criminally convicted for allegedly spreading “separatist” propaganda online, some
of them for sharing online material related to the Karakalpakstan unrest.>%®

Legal provisions related to extremism are also reportedly used to regulate political
activities.®® Their definitions are excessively vague, facilitating the prosecution of
e.g. journalists and critics rather, than being strictly limited to actors demonstrating
violent intent.>*°

3.6.2 Informal methods of targeting dissent

The Uzbek authorities also enact in less formal targeting of perceived critics, one
example being through so-called ‘prophylactic chats’, where the person (or their
family members) is invited to informal conversations with security service officers,
and subjected to intimidation, threats or pressure due to their ‘unwanted’ activities.
Representatives from a diplomatic source emphasises one specific and exemplify-
ing case of a prominent and well-known activist, who was brought in for such a
conversation in connection to work carried out in the human rights area during
2025.%1

Other forms of informal punishments include the ‘blacklisting’ of persons, render-
ing it difficult for them to e.g. open bank accounts.**?> One source also raises exam-
ples of journalists being subjected to physical attacks by ‘mafia like organisations’
or organised criminal groups, coordinated and managed by the state security ser-

vice.%63

3.6.3 Physical ill-treatment and torture

In its 2026 World Report, HRW states that torture and ill-treatment persist as seri-
ous problems in Uzbekistan, citing repots of physical violence conducted by police
officers and prison authorities, as well as the deaths and injuries of prisoners.®*
Freedom House reports that critics of the government, including journalists, regu-
larly face attacks, violent assaults and torture while in detention. 3% Amnesty Inter-
national highlights the allegations that detained protesters in Karakalpakstan were
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tortured, and convey that the Uzbek authorities have continued to delay legal re-
forms addressing impunity for perpetrator of torture and ill-treatment, and to estab-
lish genuinely independent mechanisms for monitoring detention conditions.*®® Ac-
cording to UI, relatives of victims of torture are often subjected to threats or harass-
ment from the police.*’

3.6.4 Transnational repression

The Uzbek government engages in transnational monitoring of persons engaging
in, or related to persons engaging in, political activism and oppositional activities
outside of Uzbekistan.®®® As already stated, the authorities also track diaspora com-
munities and refugees abroad.®® Uzbek citizens and bloggers living abroad have
reportedly been subject to legal charges in Uzbekistan,*® including for accusations
of insulting the president, with cases of individuals being extradited to Uzbeki-
stan.®”* There are also examples of citizens living abroad being subjected to revoca-
tion of their identity documents, with the aim of jeopardising their legal status, re-
stricting their movement and provoking their detention.>’?

366 Amnesty International, Uzbekistan 2025, 21 May 2026, url

367 Utrikespolitiska Institutet (Ul), Demokrati och rattigheter [paywall] 7 May 2026, url

368 US Department of State, 2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Uzbekistan, 22 April
2024, url; Researcher D

369 Researcher D; Researcher A; Journalist B; OrientXXl, In Uzbekistan, an Islamic revival under strict
surveillance, 19 November 2025, url

370 |PHR and AHRCA, Freedoms under Threat as Uzbekistan Continues to Put Pressure on Journalists
and Human Rights Defenders, 1 July 2025, url

71 OC Media, Azerbaijan extradites man accused of insulting Uzbek President Mirziyoyev, 25 July
2025, url; Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2024 — Uzbekistan, 29 February 2024, url

372 US Department of State, 2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Uzbekistan, 22 April
2024, url

43


https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/eastern-europe-and-central-asia/uzbekistan/report-uzbekistan/
https://www.ui.se/landguiden/lander-och-omraden/asien/uzbekistan/demokratiska-fri--och-rattigheter/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/uzbekistan/
https://orientxxi.info/In-Uzbekistan-an-Islamic-revival-under-strict-surveillance
https://iphronline.org/articles/freedoms-under-threat-as-uzbekistan-continues-to-put-pressure-on-journalists-and-human-rights-defenders/
https://oc-media.org/azerbaijan-extradites-man-accused-of-insulting-uzbek-president-mirziyoyev/
https://freedomhouse.org/country/uzbekistan/freedom-world/2024
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/uzbekistan/

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN INFORMATION Report number: 50151

4. Migration and return

4.1 Migration trends

Uzbekistan faces a structural imbalance in its labour market, with approximately
600,000 young people entering the workforce annually against a significantly
lower number of available domestic positions, producing a substantial net deficit
that constitutes a key structural driver of outbound labour migration.3"

Uzbekistan has a well-established pattern of labour emigration, which is primarily
characterised by circular migration involving seasonal or temporary employment
abroad followed by return to Uzbekistan.®’* The vast majority of this migration, es-
timated at approximately 95 %, takes place through informal channels, relying on
personal contacts and community-based networks rather than formal or state-man-
aged recruitment mechanisms.3"

4.2  General view on migration and labour migration policy

Migration in Uzbekistan is widely acknowledged by both the authorities and the
general population as a necessary and structurally embedded feature of the national
context.*”® Although not considered desirable in principle, it is generally regarded
as essential for maintaining economic stability and social balance.’” This percep-
tion is underpinned by enduring domestic economic constraints, including high un-
employment, low wage growth, and the potential for social tension linked to insuf-
ficient job creation.3™

Despite having a larger and more diversified economy than neighbouring states
such as Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan remains unable to absorb the full la-
bour supply.®”® Consequently, seasonal and cyclical labour migration has become a
structural necessity.3 Migration flows have shown resilience, continuing during
the COVID-19 pandemic and remaining largely unaffected by the ongoing war in
Ukraine, particularly with regard to movements to Russia.!

Remittances from Uzbek nationals employed abroad, notably in Russia and Tii-
rkiye, represent a substantial source of income at both the household and national
levels. Such transfers support a range of economic activities, including construction
and small-scale enterprise development. From the perspective of the Uzbek
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authorities, outward labour migration is regarded as economically beneficial, pro-
vided it does not generate security-related concerns.2

As a result, the authorities have adopted a generally proactive approach to legal mi-
gration.®® Following the abolition of the exit visa requirement, emigration is
largely unrestricted for the broader population,®®* while monitoring and constraints
are applied selectively, primarily in relation to politically sensitive individuals.3

The government has also sought to direct migration towards more economically
beneficial destinations. Through bilateral arrangements and quota systems, it pro-
motes access to higher-wage labour markets, framing such efforts as “high-value
migration” that can enhance domestic economic performance.*® Under the admin-
istration of Shavkat Mirziyoyev, migration policy reflects a broader pragmatic ori-
entation characterised by pro-investment and pro-business reforms. The Uzbek di-
aspora is increasingly portrayed as a strategic resource, with officials engaging di-
aspora communities abroad, including business networks in cities such as New
York City, to attract investment and expertise.38’

At the societal level, mahalla affiliation and regional identity continue to constitute
important structuring forces within Uzbek society, where social pressure is perva-
sive and communal norms remain strongly collectivist in orientation.®®® It is within
this context that Uzbek men frequently perceive labour migration as a social obli-
gation tied to expectations of providing financial support for their families. The
mahalla system plays a correspondingly central role in facilitating the migration
process, functioning both as a mechanism of social regulation and as a source of
practical assistance for prospective migrants.3%

Nonetheless, migration has produced observable social impacts in certain areas.
Evidence suggests that prolonged parental absence due to labour migration has af-
fected family structures, with some children growing up without one or both par-
ents for extended periods. Such patterns underscore the social costs that accompany
the economic benefits of labour mobility.®

The authorities maintain oversight of the Uzbek diaspora’s geographic distribution,
residence patterns, and social networks, reflecting both security considerations and
the scale of the migrant population.®*
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4.3 The abolishment of exit visas

Uzbekistan formally abolished exit visas in 2019, representing a significant expan-
sion of freedom of movement compared to the Karimov era. Citizens are now gen-
erally able to travel abroad provided they hold a valid passport, and, where re-
quired, a visa for specific destinations. The majority of Uzbeks possess passports,
particularly as travel to key migration destinations such as Russia requires one.3%

This reform builds on earlier measures under President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, in-
cluding the abolition of the propiska system®, which previously restricted internal
mobility. Collectively, these changes reflect official recognition of the importance
of both internal and international movement.*** In general, the state does not hinder
departures; however, isolated cases indicate that certain individuals, particularly
activists or critics of government policy, may encounter restrictions, such as delib-
erate obstruction of passport or visa applications, as a form of extrajudicial pres-
sure.>%

Although the exit visa requirement was abolished in January 2019, individuals who
departed Uzbekistan for third countries without the requisite documentation prior
to the reform remain liable to prosecution upon return. At the time, travel without
an exit visa was permitted only to CIS countries; however, some individuals trans-
ited through Georgia or Armenia in order to travel further abroad without obtaining
the required documentation.®%

Uzbek authorities continue to pursue such cases on the grounds that the violations
were committed while the rules were still in force.®’ A case from 2024 demon-
strates that this provision remains active: upon returning to Uzbekistan, an individ-
ual who had previously travelled to Iran without an exit visa was convicted both of
insulting the president and of violating exit visa regulations.3%®

The source argues that such prosecutions raise questions regarding the retroactive
application of legal reforms, contending that penalising conduct no longer prohib-
ited is arguably inconsistent with general principles of legality, though the practical
enforceability of such cases remains uncertain. 3%

The denial of passport issuance has effectively replaced historical exit visas as an
administrative tool to restrict the mobility of activists, critics, and protesters.*® One
illustrative case involved a labour rights activist in the cotton sector whose passport
was deliberately damaged during transit, preventing her from attending an award
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ceremony abroad, suggesting that state actors may impede movement without re-
sorting to formal charges or detention.*

4.4  Uzbek citizenship and issuance of passports

While Uzbekistan does not formally recognise dual nationality, citizens who ac-
quire foreign citizenship, such as Russian nationality, remain legally regarded as
Uzbek citizens unless they complete formal renunciation procedures. Conse-
quently, individuals who engage in armed conflict abroad, such as the war in
Ukraine, remain subject to domestic prosecution and potential extradition.*%?

Although formal revocation of citizenship for political reasons is documented, it re-
mains exceptionally rare and lacks systematic application. Nevertheless, disputes
concerning dual or former citizenship generate significant legal uncertainty, partic-
ularly for targeted demographics such as Karakalpak activists residing in Kazakh-
stan.®

Furthermore, Uzbek law mandates that citizens residing abroad, with the exception
of those in the Russian Federation, register with their respective consulates. Under
Article 25 of the Law On Citizenship of the Republic of Uzbekistan, failure to en-
ter the permanent consular register within seven years without good reason consti-
tutes grounds for the deprivation of citizenship; however, the practical enforcement
of this provision remains opaque due to a lack of publicly available data.*%*

Fundamentally, the legislation governing citizenship and consular registration re-
mains deeply rooted in the Soviet legal framework, preserving broad administrative
discretion over the legal status of individuals.*%®

Generally, Uzbek citizens can obtain passports inexpensively and without diffi-
culty, and the state does not routinely restrict foreign travel. However, the right to
travel is occasionally instrumentalised as a mechanism of state control.*%

For citizens residing abroad, obtaining or renewing passports can present signifi-
cant difficulties. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) may decline to renew a
passport or confirm citizenship status without providing any justification, leaving
affected individuals unable to establish their legal standing through official chan-
nels. The authorities appear to handle such cases on an individual basis. When indi-
viduals are deemed to be of particular political or strategic interest, the state may
facilitate their repatriation, occasionally offering assurances of amnesty or non-
prosecution. Conversely, administrative measures, including passport denial, con-
tinue to be applied discretionarily, reflecting a persistent lack of substantive institu-
tional reform within the broader migration framework.*%’
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4.4.1 lllegal exits

Prior to the abolition of the exit visa regime in 2019, exceeding the permitted pe-
riod of stay abroad could lead to criminal charges for illegal border crossing.*%® II-
legal departures remain uncommon and rarely documented, with administrative
fines representing the most common outcome in cases involving irregular border
crossings.*®® Under Article 223 of the Criminal Code, illegal exit from or entry into
Uzbekistan is punishable by a fine of 50-100 minimum monthly wages or impris-
onment from three to five years.*° Prolonged absence, irregular migration histo-
ries, or failure to maintain valid biometric documentation may nonetheless still
give rise to suspicion.*!?

45 Return

Information on the situation of returnees to Uzbekistan remains largely anecdotal,
drawing on migrant networks, social media exchanges, and individual accounts ra-
ther than systematic data collection. While the level of state coercion is generally
assessed to have decreased compared with the period prior to 2016, some inter-
viewed sources argue that the duration and location of residence abroad continue to
constitute relevant factors upon return, suggesting that extended stays in Western
countries, particularly when combined with political or religious activity, may in-
crease the likelihood of scrutiny, though the extent to which this translates into
concrete consequences remains difficult to verify.*!?

Return migration is officially encouraged at a symbolic level. President Shavkat
Mirziyoyev has publicly invited long-term expatriates and former exiles to return,
promoting a narrative of reconciliation and national reintegration. In practice, how-
ever, returnees may be subject to scrutiny. Available information indicates that se-
curity services monitor certain individuals, including through the examination of
personal devices and social media activity. 43

While there is limited evidence of systematic monitoring or sanctioning of ordinary
returnees, religious practices or political engagement abroad may be interpreted as
risk indicators and attract increased scrutiny. This reflects a dual approach whereby
the state presents itself as supportive of its diaspora while maintaining vigilance to-
wards individuals considered politically or ideologically sensitive.*4

The majority of citizens returning from abroad encounter no obstacles, provided
they retain their Uzbek citizenship, as dual citizenship is not formally recog-
nised.*™® According to journalist A, specialised in Central Asia, there is greater for-
mal acceptance of international mobility compared with the Karimov period. Resi-
dence in Europe, the United Kingdom, or the United States for study or
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professional employment is generally less likely to arouse suspicion, particularly
where such movement aligns with state-supported labour migration policies. The
same source suggests that temporary employment in Western countries, such as
work as a long-distance driver, would ordinarily be regarded as economically ad-
vantageous and unlikely to trigger adverse measures.*

Nevertheless, Luca Anceschi, a researcher with expertise on Uzbekistan, argues
that migration to the West is perceived by the authorities as carrying distinct politi-
cal sensitivities, with official concern that exposure to Western liberal values could
introduce ideologically destabilising influences domestically. Anceschi further con-
tends that the state consequently monitors information flows and ideological ex-
changes within the diaspora. The source acknowledges, however, that tracking the
activities of migrants in Western countries remains practically more challenging
than monitoring the larger and more concentrated communities in Russia.*!

Periodic concerns have arisen regarding the potential for large-scale return migra-
tion, particularly following external shocks affecting Russia, which remains the
principal destination for Uzbek labour migrants. Events such as the 2008 global fi-
nancial crisis, the imposition of sanctions on Russia in 2014, economic disruption
during the COVID-19 period, and the 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine have
prompted speculation about mass returns. While the number of Uzbek migrants in
Russia has fluctuated, there is no evidence of sustained, large-scale return move-
ments.*!8

Nevertheless, policymakers and researchers have highlighted potential challenges
related to the reintegration of returning migrants, particularly young men of work-
ing age. Specific concern is directed towards individuals who have spent prolonged
periods in conflict affected environments such as Syria or Iraq. State monitoring
mechanisms within Uzbekistan, often based on administrative and community level
structures, are more effective domestically, whereas extended residence abroad is
perceived to reduce oversight and potentially increase exposure to criminal or ex-
tremist networks.*!°

In this context, individuals who have established residence abroad are not, in gen-
eral, compelled to return. Opportunities for effective legal redress in relation to past
grievances remain limited. Economic migrants who have relocated in pursuit of
employment or improved living conditions are considered to have exercised indi-
vidual choice and are not typically subject to pressure to repatriate. However, indi-
viduals facing potential risks linked to political, religious, or security related fac-
tors may encounter particular vulnerabilities upon return, as assurances of protec-
tion cannot be guaranteed.*?
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4.5.1 Duration of residence abroad

The situation of returnees to Uzbekistan is influenced primarily by the duration and
geographical context of their residence abroad, as well as by any political or social
activities undertaken during that period. Long-term migrants, particularly those ab-
sent for extended periods, may be perceived as having adopted foreign, including
Western, norms or political views, which can result in increased scrutiny upon re-
turn.#2

The length of absence constitutes a key factor upon re-entry. Individuals who have
resided abroad for many years are more likely to attract attention from the authori-
ties.*?2 A lengthy stay may prompt questioning, particularly where official docu-
ments are missing; however, in the absence of prosecutable offences, individuals
are generally admitted after brief interrogation.*® Acquisition of foreign citizen-
ship, particularly where Uzbek nationality has been formally renounced, may also
prompt questioning upon return.*?

These contemporary practices must be understood against the backdrop of a signif-
icant reduction in overt coercion since 2016. During the Karimov era, entry into
Uzbekistan was frequently accompanied by thorough inspections and interroga-
tions at passport control, especially for persons associated with opposition groups
abroad. In countries such as Sweden, which hosted a sizeable Uzbek opposition
community, security personnel reportedly attempted to pressure travellers into act-
ing as informants, and members of the diaspora were at times compelled to monitor
one another.*?®

Researcher A, with expertise on Uzbekistan, assesses that since 2017, such prac-
tices appear to have largely diminished, with interactions at border crossings re-
ported to be less intrusive and fewer indications of attempts to recruit returnees for
intelligence purposes abroad. While researcher A characterises this as a notable re-
duction in coercive practices, the source nonetheless notes that selective scrutiny of
certain categories of returnees persists.*?®

4.5.2 Country of residence

Beyond destination alone, the decisive factor in the authorities' assessment of re-
turning nationals is the nature of activities undertaken abroad.*?” Political demon-
strations, public criticism of the government, or engagement with activist networks
may provoke closer examination upon return.*?

Residence in Western Europe, North America, or Australia is generally associated
with greater scrutiny than time spent in Russia, Kazakhstan, South Korea, or, in
many cases, Tlrkiye, reflecting official concerns regarding possible political
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opposition links or ideological influence acquired abroad. Longer stays, particu-
larly in Western jurisdictions, tend to increase suspicion further.*?

Travel to states such as Pakistan or Egypt, particularly for study or religious pur-
poses, may give rise to enhanced scrutiny, including temporary detention at the air-
port or placement on confidential watch lists.** The scale of the Uzbek diaspora in
Russia, however, renders comprehensive surveillance operationally unfeasible, as
noted by researcher C, with expertise on Uzbekistan.*3!

Practical factors further shape this differentiation. Heightened security concerns re-
lating to Tiirkiye, by contrast, stem from reports of small jihadist networks alleg-
edly engaged in recruiting Uzbek nationals in that country.*3

While many returnees experience only brief questioning, isolated cases have in-
volved arrest at Tashkent airport, including individuals returning from Australia
and, more rarely, from Sweden.*® There are also less publicised accounts of return-
ees from Africa and other regions who were reportedly detained on arrival and sub-
sequently disappeared. In certain high-profile instances, arrest followed immedi-
ately upon entry.**

The authorities appear mindful of maintaining the formal impression that return is
permissible, with prospective returnees often advised to obtain documentation from
Uzbek embassies abroad, enabling advance risk assessment. Individuals without
deportation orders or prior criminal cases generally encounter minimal interfer-
ence, though researcher C notes that partner organisations have documented cases
in which assurances of amnesty were reportedly provided prior to return, only for
the individual to be arrested thereafter.*®

In cases involving deportation from a third country due to violations of migration
agreements, the Uzbek Ministry of Foreign Affairs indicates that a prohibition on
exiting Uzbekistan of up to one year may be imposed. The Ministry frames this not
as a punitive measure but as a disciplinary one intended to discourage breaches of
agreements or domestic law.*%

4.6 Procedures and screening at the border

Screening and monitoring of returnees constitute established practices in Uzbeki-
stan, though scrutiny is targeted rather than universal.**” The majority of returnees
pass through passport control without incident.*® Those most likely to face ques-
tioning include deportees, individuals perceived as politically sensitive or of
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security concern*®, and those who have resided abroad for extended periods, par-
ticularly without documentation.*4

Muslims who had fled Uzbekistan under President Karimov fearing religious per-
secution were in some cases arrested and prosecuted on religious extremism-related
charges upon their return, despite prior assurances given to them or their relatives
by police that they would not face prosecution. Rejected asylum seekers may be
subjected to intense interrogation by the security services on arrival. Their treat-
ment is likely to depend on their activities abroad, including any connections to
critics or religious figures outside Uzbekistan, as well as criticism of the authorities
or religious activities conducted online.**

Interrogations are conducted selectively, most prominently at Tashkent Interna-
tional Airport. Depending on whether the individual has been flagged by the secu-
rity services, questioning may subsequently continue through local police struc-
tures and mahalla committees. Border officials report directly to the security ser-
vices and are trained in interrogation procedures.**

Mobile telephones and computers are frequently examined, with particular atten-
tion to digital communications, social media subscriptions, and engagement with
politically or religiously sensitive content. Even limited engagement with diaspora
networks or online discussions may be interpreted as indicative of political or reli-
gious association.**® Even where detention does not follow, individuals may remain
under surveillance to ensure they refrain from activities perceived as oppositional
to the state.***

The authorities' approach reflects a calibrated risk assessment rather than automatic
sanction, with factors considered including the duration of stay abroad, the nature
of activities undertaken, perceived political or religious identity, and social associa-
tions.*4®

4.6.1 Asylum seekers including failed asylum seekers

Some sources suggest that the Uzbek authorities maintain a markedly negative
view of citizens who have applied for asylum abroad, with the act of seeking asy-
lum, particularly on political or religious grounds, frequently interpreted as disloyal
and hostile to the state.**® One of the sources further states that human rights practi-
tioners generally consider that individuals returned following unsuccessful asylum
applications cannot be assured of safe treatment and may face a significant risk of
arrest solely on the grounds of having sought asylum.**’
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Simultaneously, other sources state that the mere fact of applying for asylum does
not automatically result in prosecution, and scrutiny appears more closely linked to
pre-existing concerns such as political affiliation, religious association, or minority
status.**® According to one source, asylum claims framed in economic terms or pri-
vate disputes generally attract less attention,**® and research from Uzbek migrant
communities abroad indicates that some applicants have exaggerated religious
claims, with no legal consequences upon return typically following where such as-
sertions prove unfounded.**

Reliable data on returnees remain limited due to restricted access for independent
monitoring. No documented cases were identified in which individuals previously
granted asylum abroad faced specific legal penalties solely on that basis upon vol-
untary return.*! Furthermore, no documented cases in which failed asylum seekers
faced legal prosecution upon return solely on the basis of seeking asylum abroad
have been identified in the research for this report.

4.6.2 Return of religious believers and monitoring

According to Freedom for Eurasia, cases have been documented involving Uzbek
religious believers who fled to Europe following the outbreak of war in Ukraine,
having previously resided in Ukraine.**?

Several subsequently faced allegations related to extremism, including outstanding
charges dating back to the Karimov period, and were returned to Uzbekistan with-
out full procedural safeguards; practitioners report that some of these returnees
later disappeared into the Uzbek prison system. In Freedom for Eurasia's assess-
ment, these cases illustrate the heightened vulnerability of religious believers
whose profiles intersect with allegations of extremism, particularly where prior
charges remain active or can be reactivated upon return.**

Researcher C notes that monitoring practices are embedded within administrative
and security structures that allow for discretionary identification of individuals
deemed politically or religiously sensitive, with inclusion on wanted lists, whether
public or confidential, capable of triggering interrogation, surveillance, or arrest.
The source further observes that these mechanisms operate with limited transpar-
ency and are difficult to assess independently due to restricted access for external
observers.**

4.6.3 Official lists of wanted persons

The Ministry of Internal Affairs maintains an official public register of wanted per-
sons, internally referred to as the ROZISK, administered in coordination with the
State Security Service, with criteria for inclusion determined by these authorities
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rather than established legal standards.*®® This public list does not encompass all
individuals sought by law enforcement, functioning primarily as an alert system
prioritising those accused of serious offences such as murder, terrorism, or major
criminal activity, with minor offences generally excluded.**

In addition to the public register, researcher C notes that the authorities reportedly
maintain internal lists used for monitoring and suspicion. Inclusion on such lists
may stem not only from formal investigative criteria but potentially from the atten-
tion of individual security officials, who may initiate adverse measures affecting
not only the person concerned but also their relatives or business interests.*’

A notable example is the so-called blacklist of suspected religious extremists,
whose existence was officially denied until 2017; although announcements were
made that individuals would be removed, the source reports that subsequent re-ar-
rests of former members of groups such as Hizb ut-Tahrir suggest that similar
mechanisms were reconstituted. The source further argues that designations of ex-
tremism lack narrowly defined legal parameters, are applied with considerable dis-
cretion, and that expert testimony in judicial proceedings tends to align with gov-
ernmental determinations.*%®

Overall, researcher C assesses that the system of official and unofficial wanted
lists, combined with broader monitoring practices, constitutes a flexible administra-
tive framework through which the state retains the capacity to identify and sanction
individuals, particularly religious believers, whose activities or affiliations are re-
garded as threatening to public order or state authority.**°

4.7 Surveillance and monitoring of returnees

Oversight of Uzbek citizens abroad is assessed to be selective, targeting individuals
considered potentially problematic rather than the broader diaspora.*® Researcher
C notes that towards the end of the Karimov presidency, leaked materials indicated
that the security services maintained a regularly updated database of citizens resid-
ing abroad for extended periods, and that while monitoring practices are reported to
have become less systematic in recent years, similar mechanisms remain in place
and have reportedly been utilised in subsequent legal proceedings. The consular
registration requirement applicable to Uzbek citizens residing abroad provides an
additional administrative tool through which authorities may track individuals con-
sidered politically sensitive, including dissidents and asylum seekers in Europe and
North America.*®!

Researcher C further argues that the capacity for transnational surveillance appears
constrained by logistical and resource limitations, with Uzbekistan lacking the
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global monitoring capability of larger states. In Russia, oversight is facilitated indi-
rectly through cooperation with Russian authorities, including the sharing of regis-
tration data, whereas in Western countries, where formal cooperation is more lim-
ited, information gathering may occur through diplomatic channels, embassy or
consulate contacts, or monitoring of relatives remaining in Uzbekistan, particularly
in cases involving individuals of heightened political relevance.*®?

4.7.1 European databases and exit visa considerations

Where the Uzbek authorities flag an individual as a security or public threat, this
classification may carry implications extending beyond Uzbekistan's borders. Such
designations/listings may be transmitted through international cooperation frame-
works and result in entries in international databases, including the Schengen Infor-
mation System. Once recorded, removal of such alerts is procedurally complex,
and the practical consequences for the individual may be considerable. Even where
the underlying allegations are contested or arguably politically motivated, the indi-
vidual concerned may face long-term impediments with respect to cross-border
travel, residence rights, access to financial services, and employment.*6
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