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Abstract 

Uzbekistan is witnessing a transformation of its political economic structure owing to 

President Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s ambitious agenda of bringing reforms in the hitherto one 

of the most closed states of the Central Asian region. Ever since the independence of 

Uzbekistan in 1991 in the aftermath of dissolution of the Soviet Union, the country has 

been witnessing a repressive autocracy whose roots got only strengthened in Islam 

Karimov’s long dictatorial regime. This paper discusses how Mirzyoyev’s regime 

surprised the world and even Uzbek citizens by embarking on the agenda of political 

economic reforms and also discusses its impacts on the Uzbek state so far. The paper, 

based on the effectiveness of reforms, makes an attempt to critically inspect the 

possibility of the reforms culminating into a nascent democratic set up in the near future.  
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Introduction 

Uzbekistan’s President Shavkat Mirziyoyev is spearheading the agenda of reforms 

whose origin lies pretty much within his service at his earlier portfolio, i.e. Prime 

Minister of Uzbekistan (2003-2016). There exists a stark contrast between the approach 

of Mirziyoyev and late president Islam Karimov towards the state’s political economic 

structure which shall be highlighted in this paper. 

The contrast between the two presidents is an important study in order to understand 

the origin of the reforms as both Karimov and Mirziyoyev faced different situations and 

challenges too. The origin of the ongoing reforms owes a great deal to the repressive 

regime of Islam Karimov under which both the political structure and economy remained 

closed at large. His strictly autocratic and repressive regime spanning over two and a 

half decades, became a factor in the birth of a new agenda that aimed at a fresh 

beginning for the country, which was unknown until Mirziyoyev’s ascension to the all 

powerful portfolio of the country following Karimov’s death in 2016.  

The reforms have been positively impacting on both the society and economy of the 

country and Mirziyoyev’s regime has appeared more stable than it was being anticipated 

earlier by many after the death of Karimov. The clouds of despondency hovered over 

Mirziyoyev regime’s ability to steer the country towards stability, shunning Islamic 

fundamentalist forces which have always been favouring a theocratic state system and 

ethno-nationalists who were not allowed any space in Karimov’s regime, however 

Mirziyoyev has been successful in his resolve towards opening the society and economy 

while consolidating power at the same time. It is pertinent to state that the regime’s 

stability is not jeopardised by any of the two factors or groups mentioned above. As for 

the secular dissenters, there is still not enough space available and whether or not a 

real opposition will emerge in Uzbekistan in the upcoming years, in a democratic fashion, 

is subjected to how much Mirziyoyev would allow Uzbekistan’s social contract to be open 

and tolerant.  
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Mirziyoyev struggled to reform the most powerful security agency National Security 

Service (SNB) which had been operating of security and survival of regime with impunity, 

crushing human rights under Karimov’s regime. Mirziyov’s reforms have succeeded in 

the reorganisation of the security service as the old chief who had been heading the 

service was fired and the name of the service was also changed to State Security 

Service (SGB). President ensured checks over the country’s once all power security 

service and even shifted its headquarter to the outskirts of the capital. Another great 

move was the transformation of the notorious Tashkent Prison run by SNB into a park. 

All these reforms have ushered a new era of social freedom in Uzbekistan.  

Since 2016, Uzbekistan has witnessed liberalisation of economy in five primary sectors 

which are Textile, Agriculture, Industry, pharmaceutical and tourism. The country has 

embarked upon four key reforms to ensure ease of business which have significantly 

improved the business climate and the potential to lure Foreign Direct Investment. The 

country now ranks at 69 which is a significant improvement from 87 in Ease of Doing 

Business Rankings 2016.  

Uzbekistan’s opening has been welcomed by the West, in the hopes that the reforms 

would transform the state from being a harshly autocratic one to a semi-democratic, if 

not democratic state. The indicators of the progress towards such an ambition are 

positive but Uzbekistan has a long way to Democracy and a lot still depends on how 

Mirziyoyev would steer the reforms and not on the masses.  
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Historical Background of Reforms  

Islam Karimov, the first president of Uzbekistan had his political career grounded in 

communism. He was the first secretary of the Central Committee of Uzbek Socialist 

Soviet Republic in the USSR. In 1991, when the country became independent, he became 

the president, a leader who would carry the legacy of the Soviet Union’s autocratic 

nature of state right on his shoulders. His rule over the country spanned over 25 years, 

which marked the consolidation of power for the president to an incredible extent. The 

repressive regime of Karimov, on the one hand; was the legacy of the Communist party 

which was authoritarian, autocratic and a vanguard of closed society and economy; 

while a response to the challenges faced by the nascent state of Uzbekistan on the other.   

The challenges faced by Islam Karimov, after independence of Uzbekistan, are pertinent 

to the origins of Mirziyoyev’s reforms because there is a lot of change in the environment 

and challenges today and a space therefore, for reforms, has been created in the socio-

economic fabric of both the state and the society. After independence, Uzbekistan was 

faced with massive pressures coming from within and the forces around the country. 

The Western world was pressurising the Karimov regime to open the socio-economic 

fabric of the country to the rest of the world, where as the country remained fragile, 

facing insecurity from Islamists and ethno-national forces. Under such circumstances, 

the only goal to focus was the survivability of the newly independent Uzbekistan by 

shunning radical Islamism and ethno-nationalism and running a state-controlled 

economy.  

There were three main sectors of the Uzbek Socialist Soviet Republic, which were also 

of great significance to the Soviet economy. Uzbekistan’s cotton production was the 

backbone of Soviet Agricultural sector while industries in Tashkent contributed to the 

Soviet Defence Industry by building military equipment as well as airplanes. The third 

most important sector was mining of natural resources including Gold, natural gas and 

uranium. Privatisation of these sectors, which were hitherto strictly state controlled, 

meant trouble for the economy as the fragile economy could not risk instability in these 
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crucial years which would determine the future of Uzbekistan. Hence, Karimov moved 

forward with a centralised economy, in order to ensure maximum sovereignty.  

Uzbekistan also faced foreign pressures, most of which came primarily from Russia, the 

most powerful state in the former USSR region and whose influence could not be denied 

because of Uzbekistan’s dependency on it. Similar pressure was from the United States 

which was interested in exporting democracy to the newly independent state, an 

ambition which was utterly disliked and resisted by Karimov’s regime. A regional 

organisation GUAAM (Georgia, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Moldova) was established to 

counter Russian influence in the region and Uzbekistan had also joined it in the bid to 

minimise Russian influence vis a vis its sovereignty but later decided to quit it. In the 

meantime, Uzbek Foreign policy towards the other Central Asian Republics remained in 

shambles primarily because of the fact that Uzbekistan bordered with all Central Asian 

Republics and had vowed to make no compromise on its territorial sovereignty. This 

resolve of Uzbekistan, along with the personality clashes existing among the autocratic 

leaders of the neighbours of Uzbekistan, paved way for negative patterns of interactions 

among Central Asian States, which made regional cooperation a distant dream, at least 

in the early years of the independence of Central Asian Republics. In a nutshell, 

Uzbekistan, under Karimov remained a repressive society, a closed economy which was 

largely under state controlled and centralised while its foreign policy remained a sum 

of manoeuvres aimed at balancing Russia, USA and other forces in the region, in an 

attempt to exercise maximum sovereignty.  

Karimov’s visit to United States is very much relevant to his approach towards 

transformation of the country, a task which is being fulfilled after his death by his 

successor Shavkat Mirziyoyev. In his discussion with a US Congressman, Karimov 

expressed his desire to transform Uzbekistan into a more dynamic society and open its 

market to the rest of the world, however he believed that the country needed more time 

before such reforms would come. Whether Karimov wanted to seriously transform the 

country’s political economic structure is a matter of another debate but the fact that he 

appointed Shavkat Mirziyoyev, his prime minister in 2003 shows that he did see such 
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reforms and gradual transformation was inevitable and that he would better guide the 

direction himself.  

Mirziyoyev’s Reforms as Prime Minister (2003-2016)  

The origin of Mirziyoyev’s reforms can be traced to his appointment to the post of Prime 

Minister in 2003. He was forty-six when he joined the portfolio and stuck to it until his 

ascension to the presidential post after Karimov’s death in 2016. His thirteen-year tenure 

as the Prime Minister under the shadow of Islam Karimov was not devoid of his reform 

agenda that he wished to pursue. It is imminent to mention that his reforms during his 

tenure as Prime minister were backed not only by the then president Islam Karimov but 

largely by ministers and members of the national parliament (Oliy Majlis). Therefore, 

Mirziyoyev’s reforms during this period should be seen as product of various forces 

acting in that direction.  

During his tenure as the Prime Minister, Mirziyoyev initiated five projects that reflected 

a contrast between his approach and Karimov’s towards the socio-economic structure 

of the country.  

The first of these was the strategy to improve life standard of the people of Uzbekistan 

with the help of Uzbek officials working with the Asian Development Bank and United 

Nations Reports on poverty alleviation in Uzbekistan. The strategy spanned over a period 

of two years, 2004-2006 and aimed at macroeconomic gains. The reports which formed 

the basis of the strategy, had largely criticised the lack of modernisation in the 

agriculture sector and absence of privatisation which has been a major hurdle in the 

development of the agricultural sector. Mirziyoyev’s strategy remained largely 

rhetorical but disclosed the fact that a change in the economic sector was inevitable, 

even if it would take another decade, because the strategy had pointed out flaws in the 

agriculture sector and suggested diversification of it too, as it heavily relied on cotton.  

The second important project was improvement of labour conditions, specifically within 

the agricultural sector of Uzbekistan. Prime Minister Mirziyoyev specially emphasised 

on the project from 2005 to 2008. The most important change was the collaboration with 
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ILO (International Labour Organisation) whose observers were given unrestricted 

access to Uzbekistan. The ILO emphasised on mitigating the sufferings of Uzbekistan’s 

labour by addressing the problem of child labour, social protection of the labours, 

improvement of working conditions as well as addressing work-related problems. 

Uzbekistan’s Oliy Majlis enacted legislation on labour rights in 2017 which was based on 

developments in the 2005-2008 era, which marked the beginning of collaboration with 

the ILO.  

The third major initiative was Prime Minister Mirziyoyev’s emphasis on addressing the 

challenges faced by the country on ecological front, particularly those which were 

directly related with the consequences of shortage of water in the Aral Sea. Not only did 

Mirziyoyev lead an International Conference on the problem but also presented the 

recommendations in World Water Council which approved them.  

Mirziyoyev’s fourth special project was to improve rural life specifically by upgrading 

rural housing. This was important in order to cope up with the soaring up migration of 

Uzbek population from rural to either urban areas within the country or abroad. The 

project significantly improved the lifestyle in the rural areas, particularly after 2016 when 

Mirziyoyev got $1 Billion approved in terms of grant by the Asian Development Bank, 

Islamic Development Bank and Saudi Development Fund. As a result of the initiative, 

Mirziyoyev succeeded in creating new jobs and private construction firms saw a boost. 

The last major initiative during his term as Prime Minister was the improvement of small 

business and entrepreneurship by providing soft loans via National Bank of Uzbekistan. 

Women population largely benefited from the scheme along with private farms which 

boosted the agriculture sector’s expansion to a great extent.  

Mirziyoyev’s Reforms as President (2016-2019)  

Indeed Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s thirteen year tenure as the Prime Minister marked the 

beginning of a change but the real transition began to be witnessed in Uzbekistan after 

his ascension to the presidency in 2016. The President announced his reforms policy in 
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February 2017 which involved major transformations in five areas on priority in a span 

of five years (2017-2021) 

First priority of president Mirziyoyev was to transform the state system. The government 

announced that e-government project would be launched to bring about a digital 

revolution in Uzbekistan and create convenience for the public. This very initiative could 

also be taken in terms of democratisation and modernisation of the state.  

The second major focus would be law and judiciary as Mirziyoyev realised that the 

country was plagued by rampant corruption and unaccountability and the only way to 

mitigate the negative impacts of such parasitic traditions would be a ruthless 

accountability and establishing the rule of law via appropriate legislation and 

independent judiciary to capitalise on such legislation.  

The third area, the most important in this regard was opening up economy to the world 

via liberalisation. By the time Mirziyoyev roes to power in 2016, forces of liberalisation 

had been activated but were severely hampered by strict state control over crucial 

economic sectors. Another hurdle was the SNB (National Security Service) which 

controlled the economic activity by monitoring capital flows. The SNB was a major 

beneficiary of the shadow economy which was being generated and strengthened owing 

to business protection money received by the agency.  

Economic Liberalisation reforms promised transformation in five major sectors. These 

included Textile Industry, Manufacturing, Agriculture, Pharmaceuticals and Tourism. 

Cotton production and processing account for almost 25% of the entire GDP of 

Uzbekistan.  

The fourth priority of Mirziyoyev government in the 2017-2021 reforms scheme would be 

the development of Uzbekistan’s social sphere according to which, the government 

would identify and prioritise the uplift the society. Last on the list was mitigating the 

conflicts prevalent at religious and ethnic levels among Uzbek population in a bid to 

generate harmony and achieve national integration and develop a constructive foreign 

policy for the country.  
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As Shavkat Mirziyoy embarked on his agenda to transform the country, the biggest 

hurdle became the SNB (National Security Service), which hitherto had been allowed a 

walk in the park as it tightened its grip over power in all areas of state and its influence 

penetrated deep in the socio-economic structure of Uzbekistan. In the years of Karimov 

regime, SNB was a powerful instrument used to suppress dissenters and opposition 

forces as no legislation placed barriers on its powers. General Inoyatov was the 

spymaster running the show for the past 23 years with impunity as he was loyal to Islam 

Karimov’s regime, but the new regime had other plans for him.  

In his attempt to deal with the state structure and economic liberalisation, Mirziyoyev 

headed towards confrontation with the SNB and dismissed its chief General Inoyatov. 

He also publicly admitted the government had been suppressing the rights of public in 

the past and vowed to prevent it from happening against. A massive reorganisation 

campaign was launched by Mirziyoyev to reform the all-powerful National Security 

Service of Uzbekistan.  

Not only was the spymaster dismissed, the SNB was cleansed as Mirziyoyev transferred 

its personnel and installed new personnel loyal to his regime and policies. The president 

also made sure that proper legislation exists which would check the powers of SNB. Its 

headquarters were shifted from the centre of the capital to the outskirts and the agency 

was renamed to State Security Service (SGB). The legislation made the transformed 

agency accountable not just to the president but also to the cabinet. Its powers to use 

kidnapping and torturing as instruments with impunity were withdrawn as such 

practices were declared legally prohibited and punishable offense. As a result of the 

confrontation, the old SNB which was major stakeholder in power in Tashkent was 

minimised to a security body that would only look after matters vital to national security. 

In September 2019, President Mirziyoyev shut down the most historic as well as 

notorious, Jaslyk Prison in Tashkent and the government intends to replace its structure 

with a public park. This development is largely symbolic but will have strong impact on 

both the Uzbeks and the outside world, as it shows president Mirziyoyev is keen on 
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converting Uzbekistan into a robust civic society where rule of law and human rights 

would be fully observed.  

Another important sphere of Mirziyoyev’s reforms is the ‘Concept of Administrative 

Reforms’. The concept is an attempt to make bureaucracy more efficient and more 

protective of the rights of the citizens. Through such reforms, President Mirziyoyev aims 

at making the government more accountable to the public as well as curb the menace 

of corruption in the country. Mirziyoyev’s criticism of Ministry of Finance led to the 

sacking of 562 officials of the ministry. Similarly, a mayor was fined by the government 

for misbehaviour with a citizen. Mirziyoyev also dismissed the Chief Prosecutor General 

of his post, who was also one of the most feared persons in Uzbekistan. This was the 

second great dismissal followed by dismissal of SNB head General Inayatov, as 

mentioned already. In 2017, Oliy Majlis passed an amendment to an earlier piece of 

legislation that allowed direct election of the mayor of Tashkent. All these developments 

are a solid move towards a new future, previously unimagined by the Uzbek population 

under Karimov regime.  

Mirziyoyev also reformed the foreign policy of Uzbekistan and made the country more 

open not only to its Central Asian States but also to the global powers. This most 

important move in this regard came after Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan came closer and 

entered into a new era of collaboration. As Uzbekistan opens itself to the world, in a bid 

to lure foreign investment, Kazakhstan whose economy is three times greater than the 

former, sees a positive competition but the indicators of the recent interactions between 

the two states are positive. The two countries have launched a project of regional 

integration across Central Asia, in collaboration with each other. Since Shavkat 

Mirziyoyev’s ascension to presidency in 2016, the bilateral trade between Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan as seen a massive increase of $1 billion in just two years and has risen from 

$1.5 billion to $2.5 billion.  

Uzbekistan’s foreign policy posture towards other Central Asian Republics has also 

become very much positive under Mirziyoyev’s regime, in a sharp contrast with Karimov. 

Mirziyoyev visited all neighbours in the first year of his presidency, which evinced his 
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resolve towards regional integration and cooperation. Most notable aspect of this 

reformed foreign policy towards Central Asia was Mirziyoy’s approach towards 

Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, where a large Uzbek diaspora resides, and ethnic conflicts 

have been a major contributor towards negative pattern of interaction among the three 

states. Under Mirziyoyev’s regime, border crossings were open, water sharing 

agreements were signed and direct flights were resumed. Uzbekistan’s bilateral trade 

with Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan saw a boost as the trade volume with the former 

increased by 85% and with the latter by 70% in 2017 alone.  

Mirziyoyev cannot neglect Russia which has been a dominant external force in the 

country since its very independence. However, it is also keen to keep this influence in 

check via diplomatic manoeuvring. Russia is a chapter in Mirziyoyev’s foreign policy 

where things have not changed at large, compared with Karimov’s regime. Mirziyoyev’s 

collaboration with Russia remains largely security oriented, whereas influence of other 

forces provides the leverage to Uzbekistan to keep Moscow at bay. However, Mirziyoyev 

has efficiently enacted and portrayed a posture of neutrality towards Moscow. Russia 

would like to have closer ties and would look to convince Uzbekistan to re-join CSTO 

(Central Security Treaty Organisation) and EEC (Eurasian Economic Council). Uzbekistan 

is already considering return to Eurasian Economic Council but yet no formal decision 

to join the economic bloc has been made.  

During Mirziyoyev’s regime, engagement with China has seen a massive increase. As of 

2018, the bilateral trade was recorded above $6 billion. Currently, more than 1000 

Chinese firms are operating in Uzbekistan and Beijing’s direct investment in the country 

stands at $500 million. China is also working to improve business climate in the region 

in its bid to contribute to opening of the Uzbek economy. Chinese firms are also working 

in construction of large-scale infrastructure under Beijing’s BRI (Belt and Road 

Initiative). A major development is the Central Asia-China gas pipeline project which 

connects Turkmenistan with China via Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan and makes the 

transport of gas easier across 7000 kilometres.  
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Mirziyoyev’s opening reforms in Uzbekistan have changed Western perception towards 

the country and the first country willing to assist Mirziyoyev in achieving sustainable 

goals via reforms is United States. The US also has had strategic interests in Uzbekistan 

owing to its engagement in the Afghan war, in which Uzbekistan could always play a vital 

strategic role. However, the prospects of US Foreign Direct Investment in Uzbekistan 

look grim, particularly in the aftermath of US businessmen suffering losses in 2018. The 

European Union is also willing to collaborate with Uzbekistan and a positive pattern of 

interaction is shaping up between the bloc and Uzbekistan under Mirziyoyev’s regime.  

The reforms regarding Human Rights are also significant in improving the social 

contract in Uzbekistan. Since Mirziyoyev’s rise to power in 2016, a major change was 

seen in the sphere of human rights. After an intense wrangling with the SNB, Mirziyoyev 

succeeded in reducing its unbridled powers. The transformation of the security service 

made a huge difference and in 2017, president Mirziyoyev allowed Human Rights Watch, 

complete access to visit the country, conduct research and provide suggestion and 

assistance to the Uzbek government. Another landmark move was removing of 40 

prisoners who were abducted under Karimov’s regime by the security service on 

charges largely political. As a result of these developments, the number of civic 

societies in the country have risen considerably and a step towards more open and 

tolerant society has been taken in practical terms by the president.  

Future of Uzbekistan under Mirziyoyev  

Basing the argument on the efficiency of Mirziyoyev’s reforms in the past two years, it 

is imperative to state that Uzbek president has achieved a huge success in transforming 

the political economic system of the country. However, it is important to consider that 

the legacy of a quarter-century repressive and completely authoritarian and brutal 

regime of Islam Karimov cannot be undone immediately. Despite many positive 

developments towards openness and democracy, Uzbekistan is still distant from 

democracy. There are a number of reasons to support this argument.  
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First, the reformed and renamed security service SGB, although weakened significantly 

in terms of power as a result of Mirziyoyev’s reforms, penetrates deep in the society. 

The security service continues to misuse article 157, to abduct citizens on sedition and 

treason charges. There are still thousands of prisoners in jails who have been arrested 

on charges which are largely political. Human Rights Watch reported that the security 

service is cracking down on the dissenters. In a huge number of cases, prisoners are 

not allowed to appeal for overturning the conviction. Medical assistance to prisoners 

remains absent and the government has no rehabilitation policy or programme for the 

prisoners released.  

Second, Mirziyoyev regime is not encouraging political plurality beyond rhetoric, which 

makes democracy a distant dream in Uzbekistan. Without dissenting voices having 

opportunity to campaign against the sitting government and freely participating in the 

electoral process, the society cannot become dynamic in its true spirit. The fear among 

masses, still exists and opposition is virtually non-existent. The first factor also 

contributes to this uncertainty and fear.  

Third, Notwithstanding the expansion of media, freedom of speech remains highly 

restricted. The Media also remains largely under the control of Mirziyoyev regime. 

Journalism is marred by strict censorship. The public access to internet has increased 

but is not without restrictions as various news sites and other websites remain 

inaccessible to the public. However, it is noteworthy that the freedom of media has seen 

an improvement in the past two years and is heading towards further freedom, albeit at 

a snail’s pace.  

Fourth, Mirziyoyev regime has opened doors for foreign investment but forced labour is 

a phenomenon that still plagues the society. There are hundreds of thousands of 

workers who have been forced to pick cotton, in sheer violation of the international law 

and there is no positive indication of the numbers coming down, since Mirziyoyev regime, 

on a practical level, does not appear keen to address the problem.  
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Lastly, the restrictions imposed by government over NGOs and civil societies. Even 

though the number of civil societies registered under Mirziyoyev regime has increased, 

the state’s dealing with the societies and NGOs remains strict. In 2018, the Government 

had announced a policy to ease restriction over NGOs and civil societies in the country, 

however, the new rules came up with further restrictions and registration of new NGOs 

has become even more difficult.  

Conclusion  

Islam Karimov’s autocratic rule spanning over more than 25 years spared no space for 

dynamic society and economy, however Mirziyoyev has made a good progress in this 

regard. The origin of his reforms lies in his appointment as prime minister in 2003. His 

thirteen-year tenure lasted till 2016 which saw some reforms in five major spheres. 

When he rose to presidency after Karimov’s death in 2016, he embarked upon an agenda 

of swift reforms to transform political economic system of Uzbekistan. His major 

reforms covered five priorities which were state system, judicial system, liberalisation 

of economy, social uplift, and harmony among various ethnic and religious groups. His 

other reforms included transformation of civil administration and improvement in 

human rights conditions in the country. A careful inspection of the reforms show that 

although he succeed largely in liberalising the economy and constructing a multi-vector 

foreign policy that opened the country to foreign investment, Mirziyoyev faces an uphill 

task in providing civil liberties to the citizens. The indicators are positive, as 

improvements have been witnessed by Human Rights bodies operating with free access 

in the country, however, they do not appear to be guiding Uzbekistan towards democracy 

soon. The reforms may have loosened the social contract and made the regime more 

accountable to the public, but the consolidation of power remains largely under 

president’s seat, who can run the country alone. 
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