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Who Will Be Uzbekistan's Next
President?
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People gather along the road under the Uzbekistan's national flag with a black ribbon to watch the
funeral procession of President Islam Karimov in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, Sept. 3, 2016. Umida
Akhmedova / AP

After days of speculation about hisBhealth, Islam Karimov, the first and only president of
independentBUzbekistan, was pronounced dead on Sept. 2.

Karimov’s death has cast the countryBinto uncertainty; analysts have predicted a surge of
IslamicBfundamentalism, ethnic and regional disputes, confrontation betweenBpolitical
clans, and even civil war.

The president’s passing has, perhapsBmost importantly, touched off a succession crisis:
because KarimovEdid not designate an heir, a political battle to assume the throne isBunder
way in Tashkent. Three men stand out as potential successors:BPrime Minister Shavkat
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Mirziyoyev, First Deputy Prime Minister andBFinance Minister Rustam Azimov, and National
Security Service (SNB)BEchief Rustam Inoyatov.

While Mirziyoyev and Azimov are publicBfigures who seem to be ready to run for president
(an election isBsupposed to be held within three months), Inoyatov may act more as aBgrey
cardinal, manipulating Mirziyoyev—his close associate—ratherBthan seeking elected office.

Perhaps the most likely candidate toBmove into the presidential palace is the fifty-nine-
year-oldEBMirziyoyev, a candidate known for his hot temper. It is said that heBroutinely
insults and hits his subordinates. According to reportsBfrom human rights activists, when he
was governor of the DzhizakBregion, Mirziyoyev beat a local college teacher to death for
refusingBto bring his students to work in the cotton fields in the pouringBrain.

Mirziyoyev is said to be close to theBentire Karimov family, as well as to Rustam Inoyatov.
There are algreat number of theories purporting to explain the alliance betweenEthe prime
minister and the SNB head, including that Inoyatov plantedEBMirziyoyev in Karimov’s inner
circle so that he would be able toBinfluence the president.

Inoyatov has been at the helm ofBUzbekistan’s security service for more than twenty years
andBcontrols all of Uzbekistan’s major military and securityBstructures; Inoyatov has his
own army that includes Uzbekistan’sBmost combat-ready detachments. What’s more, some
reports suggestBthat Inoyatov’s people in the presidential administration kept aBclose eye
on Karimov’s communications with the heads of regions andBministries.

The third potential candidate toBreplace Karimov is Rustam Azimov, who became finance
minister in 1998Band whose knowledge of free market principles helped him become
aRfixture on Karimov’s team. To many in Uzbekistan and the émigréBcommunity, Azimov’s
name is associated with liberalism: he has aBmaster’s degree from Oxford, which probably
makes him the mostBwell-educated man in the government.

That being said, he isn’t altogetherBdifferent from other Uzbek leaders who ascended to
power underBKarimov; he just never directly persecuted political dissenters, likeRInoyatov,
or drove people to the cotton fields en masse, likeBMirziyoyev.

What matters most is these three men’sBability to agree on who will be the next president of
Uzbekistan; aBprotracted power struggle could prove disastrous. One ofBthem —perhaps,
Azimov—may be eliminated. It’s also possibleBthat, as in Turkmenistan, the president will
be replaced by a second-Hor even third-tier government official.

In any case, the caution with whichBofficials in Tashkent handled information about the
president’sBgrave medical condition and death suggest that the struggle for powerBmay be
only just beginning.

Petr Bologov is an internationalBcolumnist at Slon.ru.
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