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Clinton and Rakhmon, right, walking Saturday in the garden of the Palace of the Nation in Dushanbe,
Tajikistan. Kevin Lamarque

TASHKENT, Uzbekistan — U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton warned Tajikistan
and Uzbekistan that efforts to crack down on religious freedom might backfire and lead
to increased sympathy for radical views.

Clinton met Tajik President Emomali Rakhmon and Uzbek President Islam Karimov
on Saturday to thank their Central Asian countries for their cooperation in the U.S.-led war
in Afghanistan. 

She stressed to both that freedom of religious expression was tied to the region's future
security, U.S. officials said.

"I disagree with restrictions on religious freedom and shared those concerns," Clinton told
a news conference after meeting Rakhmon in Dushanbe.



She said efforts to regulate religion "could push legitimate religious expression underground,
and that could build up a lot of unrest and discontent."

Clinton's visit to the two countries came after a trip to Afghanistan and Pakistan that was
focused on U.S. efforts to find a political solution to the decade-long Afghan conflict.

She also promoted greater regional economic integration under a plan U.S. officials have
dubbed "the New Silk Road."

Karimov and Rakhmon have moved to limit religious freedom. 

Tajikistan introduced laws in August to ban youths from praying in mosques, churches
and other religious sites. Rakhmon has said tough measures are needed to stop the spread
of religious fundamentalism.

"You have to look at the consequences," Clinton said in Tajikistan. "We would hope there
would be a rethinking of any restrictions going forward, because we think it will increase
sympathy for extremist views that would in turn threaten the stability and security of the
country."

U.S. officials said Clinton also raised the issue during a 2 1/2-hour meeting with Karimov as
one of a number of human rights concerns, which also included press freedom, human
trafficking and political reforms.

Karimov, who has said he intends to make reforms, repeated these pledges to Clinton, one
U.S. official said.

"He said he wants to leave a legacy for both his kids and his grandchildren," the official said.
"The secretary welcomed that, and said that would help to build a long-term foundation
for Uzbekistan but also for our cooperation."

Clinton defended her meeting with Karimov.

"If you have no contact, you have no influence," she said. "And other countries will fill that
vacuum who do not care about human rights, who do not care about fundamental freedoms.
So despite the challenge, I would rather be having meetings raising these uncomfortable
issues, pressing for change, than to be totally outside and let others come in that only want
commercial, political and other advantages."

Human Rights Watch has called on her to link improvements to continued U.S. engagement. 
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