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The government of Uzbekistan estimates the population of the country at around 34
million people. Between 88 and 96 percent of people identify as Sunni Muslim; one percent
identify as Shi’a Muslim; 2.2 percent identify as Russian Orthodox Christian; and 1.8
percent identify as atheist, Baha’i, Buddhist, Catholic, Jehovah’s Witness, Jewish,
Protestant, or a member of the International Society of Krishna Consciousness.
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Freedom of speech and the media experienced clear setbacks, with authorities targeting
outspoken and critical bloggers, including Otabek Sattoriy, who was sentenced to six-and-
a-half years in prison in May. Authorities continued to deny registration to independent
human rights groups and to criminalize consensual same-sex relations. Authorities used anal
exams, a form of torture, in prosecutions of gay men. Impunity for ill-treatment and torture

remained the norm.

Freedom of Speech

Although media activity in Uzbekistan has increased considerably since 2016, there was
a notable decline in respect for speech and media freedoms in 2021. Journalists faced
harassment, prosecution, and assault. Defamation and insult remain criminal offenses,
despite President Mirziyoyev’s decriminalization pledge in 2020. In March, Uzbekistan
adopted legislative changes criminalizing online criticism of the president. Radio Ozodlik,
the Uzbekistan branch of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, remains blocked. In June the
Foreign Affairs Ministry denied accreditation to Agnieszka Pikulicka, a Tashkent-based
foreign correspondent, and in November blocked her entry to Uzbekistan.

Authorities have targeted multiple bloggers with criminal or administrative charges. In
May, a Surkhandaryo court sentenced the outspoken blogger Otabek Sattoriy to six-and-a-
half years in prison following a dubious conviction on slander and extortion charges.
Despite significant public outcry, his sentence was upheld on appeal in July. A Tashkent-
based blogger, Miraziz Bazarov, was attacked by unidentified assailants outside his home
in late March and had to be hospitalized.
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Men in Uzbekistan who engage in consensual same-sex sexual conduct face arbitrary
detention, prosecution, and imprisonment under art. 120 of the criminal code, which carries
a maximum sentence of three years in prison. Gay men also face threats and extortion by
both police and non-state actors. Uzbekistan’s draft criminal code, pending further review,
retains the offense under article 154, with the wording unchanged.

Uzbek police and courts have relied on the conclusions of forced anal examinations
conducted between 2017 and 2021 to prosecute men for consensual same-sex relations.
Such exams are a form of violence and torture, according to the World Health Organization
(WHO).
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In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Uzbekistan began to trend negatively. The
government of Uzbekistan in some ways departed from its forward-leaning religious
freedom reform agenda and resumed the use of certain repressive policies against Muslims
and those who advocate on their behalf. Research by USCIRF found that the government
continued to imprison approximately 2,200 political prisoners in connection with their
religious activities or real or alleged religious affiliations. Although many of these prisoners
were sentenced under the previous regime, the current administration has done little to
review their cases systematically or release those wrongfully imprisoned. Moreover, the
government added to that figure through the detention, arrest, and imprisonment of
unknown numbers of Muslim individuals for peaceful religious activities such as possessing
religious literature or meeting to pray. Notably, and particularly following the Taliban’s late
summer takeover in Afghanistan, authorities in Uzbekistan detained hundreds of individuals
with purported links to the Islamic group Hizbut-Tahrir, often based on allegations related
to their peaceful religious activity, association, or expression without evidence of the use or
advocacy of violence. Over the course of the year, prisoners were allegedly subjected to

beatings and other forms of torture at the hands of prison authorities.
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