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RUSSIA'S PUTIN OFFERS SUPPORT TO NEW UZBEKISTAN LEADERSHIP
- 07.09.2016

Reuters, 06 September 2016

Russian President Vladimir Putin pledged his support to the man emerging as the likely next leader
of Uzbekistan on Tuesday, during a visit that put a stamp on Moscow's claim to be the ex-Soviet
republic's closest ally.

Putin flew into the Central Asian state to pay his respects to President Islam Karimov, who died
from a stroke on Sept. 2 aged 78. Putin was shown on state television embracing Prime Minister
Shavkat Mirziyoyev, 59, the favorite to succeed the authoritarian leader.

In contrast, the United States, which vies with Russia for influence in Uzbekistan, has pressed its
new leaders to improve the country's record on human rights and sent a mid-level diplomat after
Karimov's death.

"Of course, we hope that everything Islam Abduganiyevich (Karimov) had started will be
continued," Russia's Rossiya-24 channel showed Putin telling Mirziyoyev, after laying flowers on
Karimov's grave in the city of Samarkand.

"For our part, we will do everything to support this path of mutual development and the people
and leadership of Uzbekistan. You can fully count on us as your most reliable friends."

His words appeared to be a call to Karimov's successors to continue the tough line that he pursued
against internal dissent during his more than 25 years at the helm.

Karimov died without publicly designating an heir.

But the way Putin's visit was stage-managed pointed strongly to Mirziyoyev having already taken



on the mantle of his successor.

Mirziyoyev carried out the role of Putin's principal host. The two were shown chatting at the
graveside, and embracing warmly at Samarkand airport. Putin also met Karimov's widow, Tatiana,
and his younger daughter, Lola Karimova-Tillyaeva.

Mirziyoyeyv, in turn, told Putin his visit "says a lot".

"We will continue to develop that bridge which you had been building together with Islam
Abduganiyevich for so many years in order not to break it, but to further solidify it," he said.

The visit by Putin highlighted the competition among world powers for influence in resource-rich
and strategically-located Central Asia, the region in which Uzbekistan is located.

Hours before Putin's arrival, Daniel Rosenblum, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Central Asia at the
U.S. Department of State, told reporters in Tashkent he had met Uzbek Foreign Minister Abdulaziz
Komilov the previous evening.

Karimov had for years presented himself as a bulwark against a possible surge of Islamist
militancy in Uzbekistan, which borders Afghanistan.

He successfully maneuvered between Russia and the United States to win backing for his
sometimes harsh policies at home despite criticism from human rights groups and misgivings
among Western governments.

Under his rule, Uzbekistan managed to forge close relations with Washington, which used Uzbek
air bases to resupply its forces in Afghanistan. There were also periods of estrangement when the
United States accused him of crushing dissent.

Karimov distanced Uzbekistan from Moscow in 2012 when Tashkent suspended its membership in
the Russia-led Collective Security Treaty Organisation, which groups several ex-Soviet nations and
is seen by some analysts as a regional counterbalance to NATO.

But Uzbekistan, Central Asia's most populous nation, remains heavily dependent on Russia
economically. At least 2 million Uzbeks are estimated to work abroad, mostly in Russia, to provide



for their families.
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