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Uzbekistan man sentenced
to five years for 'homosexual

conduct’

Human Rights Watch believes gay
journalist and human rights activist
forced to plead guilty

by John Shook

TASHKENT, Uzbekistan — On August 13
an Uzbekistan court sentenced Ruslan
Sharipov, 25 — an openly gay, independent
human rights activist and journalist — to five
and a half years in prison. Sharipov had been
a fearless critic of police corruption and
human rights abuses in the former Soviet and
predominanatly Muslim Uzbekistan.

Police arrested Sharipov on May 26 and
charged him under Article 120 of the
Criminal Code of tjie Republic of
Uzbekistan, which punishes “besakalbaz-
lyk” (homosexual conduct, defined as “con-
sensual satisfaction of the sexual needs of
one man with another man”) with up to
three years in prison. After taking him into
custody, police also charged Sharipov under
Article 127 (involving minors in “antisocial
behavior”) and Article 128 (having sexual
relations with minors).

Until August 8, Sharipov had denied the
charges and declared that they were fabri-
cated in an attempt to silence him and put a
stop to his human rights work. That day, he
read a written statement in court waiving
his right to counsel, declaring his intention
to plead guilty on all charges, and asking
that the only outside observer to the pro-
ceedings — his mother — be dismissed
from the courtroom.

Sharipov further offered to publicly beg
for the forgiveness of President islam
Karimov, the Minister of the Interior and
local police and retracted all articles critical
of the government that he had written from
2001 to 2003.

“He was probably beaten and destroyed
as a person if he plead guilty to something
he didn’'t do and was ready before to fight
against,” his brother, Aleksei Sharipov, said
in an article written by freelance gay jour-
nalist Rex Wockner. “I don't even want to
think how they could keep him without food
or do something — maybe say that some-
thing can happen to his mother to be able to
break his will.

“| lived there and | know that country and
[the] Uzbek way of democracy. | every day

say thanks to God that | had [the] chance to
move to [the] USA.”

Previously Ruslan Sharipov had pub-
lished a number of articles about harass-
ment of human rights activists and tor-
ture and ill-treatment by Uzbek Ilaw
enforcement agencies. He has worked
alongside several international human
rights organizations.

In 2001 and 2002,
he was questioned by
members of the Uzbek
National Secret Service
about his journalistic
activities. He was
detained in August,

2001 and accused of
membership in a ter-
rorist organization.

Police interrogating Openly gay
him reportedly con- Uzbekistan
fronted him about sev-  journalist Ruslan
eral of the articles he Sharipov

had written on human rights violations in
Uzbekistan, shouting at him and threatening
him with rape and suffocation. Sharipov also
claimed that he had been beaten by police
officers.

The interntaional organization Human
Rights Watch fears that Sharipov’s August
8 statements were coerced and is deeply
concerned that he faces continued threat
of physical and psychological abuse while
in prison.

Matilda Bogner, an Uzbek Human Rights
Watch researcher said August 12 that she
believes authorities either tortured Sharipov
or threatened him with torture to make him
plead guilty. Sharipov said in earlier letters
from prison that he had been under heavy
psychological pressure.

“Ruslan Sharipov has been a forthright
critic of Uzbek government policies for years,
and has faced steady threats and harassment
as a result,” said Elizabeth Andersen, execu-
tive director of Human Rights Watch'’s Europe
and Central Asia division. “He should be
freed, and Article 120 of the Criminal Code
should be repealed.”

Only three of the 15 former Soviet
republics still ban gay sex — Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan and Turkmenistan.

— Wire reports contributed to this article.
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