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Found Guilty: Uzbek Photographer denied Freedom of Expression 

Johannesburg. 11 February 2010. Uzbek photographer, Umida Akhmedova, was 
found guilty of “libel” and “insult” charges for her photographic and cinematographic work 
documenting the lives and culture of the Uzbek people. The criminal charges against her 
were initiated in late 2009 by the Uzbek government Agency for Press and Information, 
and on Wednesday after two days of trial she was found her guilty on both charges 
under article 139, part 3, paragraph (g) of the Criminal Code "Libel for mercenary or 
other base motives" and article 140, part 2 "Insult in print or any other method of 
reproduction of text or media information." The decision however was followed by a 
recommendation for an immediate amnesty. Uzbekistan had issued amnesty in August 
2009 in connection to the 18th anniversary of its independence and Umida was found 
eligible for this amnesty by the court. 
 
The court reached its verdict based on expert testimonies presented by the prosecution. 
Based on information gathered from observers in the court room, five out of the eight 
experts testified against Umida, but none of them seemed to have any fine arts 
qualifications. One was reportedly a specialist in Russian literature, another in 
mathematics and physics and one other in religion.  

Akhmedova and her lawyer have announced that they will appeal against this 
verdict  The court‟s decision essentially remains a signal that artists like Umida will no 
longer be able to conduct their work without fear of persecution. “This decision not only 
affects Umida, but the cultural development of Uzbekistan, its artists, the legacy of the 
country and the fundamental right of freedom of expression,” said Netsanet Belay, Civil 

Society Watch Programme Manager of CIVICUS.  

CIVICUS is deeply concerned and expresses solidarity with Umida Akhmedova, whose 
right to freedom of expression has been grossly violated. Freedom of Expression is a 
fundamental right enshrined within the constitution of Uzbekistan, Article 19 of 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and Article 19 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, both of which Uzbekistan is a party. The international 
human rights law allows limitations on this right only on prescribed grounds like 
protecting the rights and reputations of others, national security, public order, health or 
morals. However as elaborated by the UN Human rights committee, in its General 
Comment 10, it is clear that international human rights demands that limitations on these 
rights can only be legitimate if they are „imposed by law‟, „based on prescribed grounds‟ 
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and „necessary in a democratic society‟. There is little evidence, neither from the facts of 

the case nor from the court‟s reasoning, that this standard has been met. 

 CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation is a global movement of civil society 
with members and partners in over a hundred countries. The Civil Society Watch (CSW) 
programme of CIVICUS tracks threats to civil society freedoms of expression, 

association and assembly around the world. 
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