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AKIpress:  Dear journalists, we are glad to welcome you in the AKIpress center.  We would like to thank Ambassador of the United States of America Stephen Young for agreeing to speak at the press conference.  Today’s press conference is dedicated to the Kyrgyz-American relations.  Afterwards you will be able to ask your questions.  Please introduce yourselves before asking questions.  Thank you.

U.S. Ambassador Stephen Young:  Thank you.  Good morning.  I would like to apologize for speaking English because I want everything said to be accurate and correct.  First of all I want thank AKIpress for its support, expecially my friend Marat Tazabekov, who is an active member of the Board of Trustee of the American University-Central Asia.  He is also a leading figure of the Economic Policy Institute.  I also would like to introduce our new Press Attaché William James.  He arrived in September from Moscow.  We are glad that he is here today with us.

It has been more than a year since I came to Kyrgyzstan, so I thought it was a good time to meet you again and talk about the U.S.-Kyrgyz relationship.

I was able to accompany President Akayev on his trip to the U.S. and I was very impressed by the forward progress in bilateral relationship that we were able to demonstrate during that visit. I wish more of you had been along on the trip because there were a lot of interesting stories, but I guess it was limited to pro-government press.  Anyway, I think our relations are very dynamic today.  We are entering a period of great importance not only for U.S.-Kyrgyz relations, but also for the future of Kyrgyzstan.  When I arrived here I stated that it was the goal of the U.S. Embassy under my leadership to promote the development of a prosperous, modern, stable and democratic Kyrgyz society.  In that regard we have a lot of activities going on which I want to briefly touch upon in my opening statement.

In the security relationship, first and foremost there is the very strong symbolic presence of the Coalition Airbase at Manas airport.  I was pleased to hear President Akaev publicly praising the base yesterday during his comments at the 60th anniversary celebration of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  I believe that the Coalition Airbase is playing a very significant role in increasing stability not only in Kyrgyzstan, but also throughout Central Asia.  We are also engaged in a variety of other important programs to strengthen security in this country.  Through training, exchanges, and delivery of equipment we have been trying to create better capabilities for the security forces of Kyrgyzstan to protect their borders and guard against such threats as terrorism, narcotics trafficking, and other destabilizing acts.  For example, the transfer of two helicopters to the Ministry of Defense last January to strengthen defense of Kyrgyztan’s mountainous borders is a very significant part of our security program.

In the economic area, we have been very active working with various ministries and the President’s office to try to strengthen the reform programs of Kyrgyzstan, and I think there has been a lot of progress in that area.  For example, during President Akayev’s visit to the United States, his delegation met with businessmen and businesswomen in Salt Lake City, Utah, as well as in Boston, Massachusetts.  In both places I think there was growing interest toward possible trade and investment opportunities in this country.  Our embassy is very actively involved in trying to improve the investment climate here for both domestic and certainly for foreign investors, and we are also working on the process of good governance, which to me means the battle against corruption.  I am a member of the council for promoting investment and also the council on good governance, both chaired by President Akayev.  And in each forum I have continually stressed that it is important not only to speak about these problems but also to act.  My colleagues in the international community who are also members of these councils have the same attitude, that it is not enough to speak in rhetorical terms about these problems; you also have to take concrete measurable steps to improve the situation.  

Corruption is a problem not only in this country but throughout the entire former communist world, particularly the former Soviet Union.  There has been progress: we are pleased by some of the legislation that has been passed, for example the requirement that high level officials and their families now are required to declare their income.  But these laws will only be effective if they are fully implemented.  In that regard I am very proud of the American effort in the educational sphere.  We have supported merit-based testing for university admissions now for nearly three years.  And we’ve also been pioneering a program in universities and secondary schools to create academic integrity councils which are teaching both students and faculty to be more aggressive in combating the climate of cheating, corruption, bribes and so forth, that has been a part of the education system in the past.  When I meet the young people that are involved in these councils it gives me a great confidence in the future of Kyrgyzstan.

The third is a political activity.  I think this is probably the most difficult and most important focus of U.S.-Kyrgyz relations these days.  It of course involves a lot of activities on our part: the support of democracy generally, the support of human rights and a free press in this country and also the growth of civil society, which is, I think, one of the most positive aspects of the Kyrgyz political evolution these days.  The next year, 2005,  is I think a critical year for Kyrgyzstan.  Kyrgyzstan has the possibility, the opportunity to preside over the first peaceful democratic transition in all of Central Asia.  Not only the United States, but I think the international community as a whole, wants to support and strengthen the quest of the people and the Government of Kyrgyzstan to see that these elections are free, fair and transparent.  One of the things that has concerned me is that some articles not only here in this county, but in some other countriesin the region, have suggested that somehow democracy is an “American value” that is being forced upon Kyrgyzstan.  In fact, the quest of ordinary people to have a voice in the affairs of their society is as old as human civilization.  Of course each society can develop its own type of democracy; that’s certainly very legitimate.  But to suggest that democracy is somehow an alien concept here in Kyrgyzstan is simply wrong.  Another argument that I sometimes hear, which I totally reject, is the argument that there has to be a choice between democracy and stability in Kyrgyzstan.  To me, without continuing development toward a fuller democracy here in Kyrgyzstan, there will no be stability.  And we intend to work with our friends in Kyrgyzstan, as well as other organizations like the United Nations, the OSCE, and the very active NGO community here, both international and domestic, to support these values.  I have been impressed by what I’ve seen of the local elections which were just held this past weekend in Kyrgyzstan.  I think that there were a lot of good signs that suggest the upcoming parliamentary and presidential elections can also be held in a free, fair, and transparent manner.  For example, the Election Code that was passed and signed last winter has allowed the active participation of NGOs and observers and the local precinct election commissions in managing these elections.  There are some lessons to be learned from these elections as well.  One of the concerns we had is that there still seemed to be some deficit of training of local precinct officials, and of some of the other observers.  We’d like to continue our work, as the American Embassy, to support that training before the parliamentary and presidential elections.  Also, as far as I understand there were still some instances of what we called duplicate or multiple voting by individuals.  This has been a problem in past Kyrgyz elections.  But we have a solution for that, and it’s one that, I’m pleased to say, has been supported by your Parliament and your President, and that is the use of indelible ink.  President Akayev and I discussed this during his trip to the United States, and he said he would sign the bill that was recently passed by the Parliament, for which I applaud him.  And I promised him that the United States Government would fully fund the cost of providing indelible ink for the parliamentary and presidential elections.  In a word, we are very eager to continue to work with both the Government and the people of Kyrgyzstan to support the development of democracy in this country over the next twelve months.  One thing is certain:  my Government, my Embassy, and I personally will continue to be actively engaged in this process working with you in the media, working with the Government, working with civil society on all these goals.  With that I would like to open the floor to questions.  But before I do that I want to thank Ms. Nazgul Akisheva for her translation of my remarks today.

Rina Prizhivoit, MSN: Mr. Ambassador, you explained to President Akaev during his trip to the U.S., that he could become the “lighthouse” of the peaceful transfer of power.  Do you really believe that he will listen to your advices and keep his words?  Apparently referendum is being prepared and signatures are already gathered.

Stephen Young:  Simply put, I take the president at his word.  And I have told him and I am telling you that we still support his decision and we will work both with the government and people of Kyrgyzstan to ensure that the process both for the parliamentary elections in February and presidential elections in October is open, transparent, and free.

Igor Shestakov, Interfax:  First question.  During his visit to the U.S., President Akaev initiated to cancel debt for mountainous countries within the UN framework.  What do you think of this?  Second question.  During the recent local elections it was a paradox of seeing a growing civil society and low turnout for elections.  You comments?

Stephen Young:  Well, in terms of the first question, I think that the next focus in on the Paris Club, which will be meeting early in 2005.  I know that Kyrgyzstan is hoping for debt relief there. We would like to support that, assuming that all the conditions have been met for Paris Club debt relief to be offered to Kyrgyzstan.  But we are only one of a number of players in that process, and particularly bilateral debtors like Russian and Japan have got to play their role.  But we will be discussing this with all the parties.

As far as your second question, I really do find great encouragement in the growth of civil society in this country.  Whenever I travel around the country, I visit the NDI Information Centers, I think there are 18 or 19 of them.  Every time I walk into a room I find maybe 20 or 30 local citizens, who are engaged in the most marvelous work.  This happens in Naryn, in Batken, in Jalalabad, in Kerben, in Talas, wherever you go, there is activity of this sort.  It reflects the desire of local citizens to be more involved in their society and in political life.  They represent almost every issue you can imagine.  They represent an interest in fighting HIV/AIDS, in supporting veterans’ rights, in improving environmental conditions in the country, in protecting women’s and children’s rights, in combating narcotrafficking, all of which are aspects of human rights and all of which are important to the growth of a modern society here in Kyrgyzstan.  This is one of Kyrgyzstan’s greatest achievements and is not paralleled to that extent anywhere else in Central Asia. 

Regarding your second question, we are encouraging people to participate.  In fact one of the things we would like to support is efforts to create a better understanding among common people, and of course through you, of the opportunities that the new election code offers to individual citizens.  I know there are a lot of Kyrgyz organizations that want to get this information out about the rights of individual citizens, and we think it is a very good idea.  But I think you in the media can help as well.  I think encouraging people to participate in politics and to participate in elections is a very important part of it.

Kadyr Toktogulov, AP:  Mr. Ambassador, you engagement with opposition groups is often seen as support for the opposition.  There is concern among officials about the role of international organizations and international community in the upcoming elections.  Are you going to address this issue?

Stephen Young:  Well, I think it is my obligation as American ambassador to deal with all sections of the political sphere here in Kyrgyzstan.  That includes the opposition, but it also very demonstrably includes active connections with the government and Presidential Administration.  They are all part of development of democracy in this country.  As far as delegations of political leaders that we have sent, I think in each case you can see we tried to pick a balance of people across the political spectrum.  There is simply no truth in the argument that there are only opposition delegations.  For example, in March they included Mr. Muraliev, who is the Minister of Economic Development, Industry and Trade.  There was also former Prime Minister Mr. Bakiev, former Foreign Minister Mr. Imanaliev, as well as Parliamentary deputy Mr. Tekebaev and Mr. Aliev from Ar-Namys Party.  As for the group we are preparing to send this month to observe our election process, the head of the Alga, Kyrgyzstan party Mr. Begaliev is one of participants.  So, I think we have been very balanced, and that is the way we should be working in this country, because as I say all of these players have a role in the development of a multiparty democracy in Kyrgyzstan. 

Pyramida TV:  Mr. Ambassador, last week the U.S. Embassy released a warning to Americans in Kyrgyzstan about possible terrorist acts against American citizens and organizations.  Can you please share the source of this information, how realistic is the threat, and what is the U.S. Embassy doing to secure its citizens?

Stephen Young:  Well, as the Ambassador of the United States of America here in Kyrgyzstan, I have an obligation to all of my citizens in this country to provide them with updated information about the security environment.  I think particularly after the attacks in Tashkent in late March and July, it is evident that there continue to be active groups that may harm our interests in this part of the world, particularly because in late July one of the attackers, a suicide bomber, blew himself up outside our Embassy in Tashkent.  We believe that there continue to be people who act here in this country against our interests, whether it is the Coalition Airbase at Manas airport, or my embassy, or American interests throughout the country.  So we simply thought it was prudent to remind our American citizens here of the dangers and encourage them to be careful.  In that respect I would like to underscore that I believe we enjoy very good support from the government of Kyrgyzstan in addressing these security concerns, and I think that it is a very strong guarantee of our safety here in the country.

Bektash Shamshiev, Azattyk Radio (RFE/RL):  You said that while meeting the President you told him that rhetoric are not important, but actions.  Can you assure that the President will not stay in power?  Will it affect the course of the Kyrgyz-U.S. relations?

Stephen Young:  In a sense I would like to correct you that my specific comment had to do with the battle against corruption and improving the investment climate, but I will take your question anyway.  I think that the reason we have such a strong relationship with Kyrgyzstan is because it has been one of the leaders in this area of the world in promoting reform and democracy.  And like President Akaev I look to the future with optimism.  As I have suggested already I have confidence about where things are headed in 2005 and my goal at this point is to provide all the assistance that my embassy and my country can provide to those processes, which are being driven by the Kyrgyz people.  I think it is clear that the strong support the United States gave given to Kyrgyzstan, including over $700 million worth of assistance since 1991, is premised upon continuation of those positive trends.  In that regard I would like to mention that the United States has a very ambitious program called the Millennium Challenge Account, to which Kyrgyzstan is a possible beneficiary.  In this last fiscal year, which ended in September, there were 16 countries around the world that were chosen to be participants in this process, and $1 billion of assistance was going to be divided among them.  For coming fiscal year which just began on the 1st of October, President Bush has asked Congress for $2 billion more.  Kyrgyzstan was not one of the 16 countries picked in this last year, although Georgia and Armenia were.  I have told people in the government and in the society this is very positive news because the fact that both Georgia and Armenia qualified proves that you do not have to be perfect.  What you have to do is to demonstrate progress in the criterion areas for the Millennium Challenge Account.  Three areas Kyrgyzstan could demonstrate progress in the coming year are promotion of democracy, progress in the fight against corruption, and improvement of press freedoms.  If there is progress in these areas, I think Kyrgyzstan has a very strong chance of qualifying for funds under the Millennium Challenge Account.  I would like to work with the government in that direction.

Leila Saralaeva, Institute of War and Peace Reporting:  The international printing press is functioning in Kyrgyzstan with the help of the U.S. Embassy and Freedom House.  Recently, government newspaper Slovo Kyrgyzstana published an article titled “American printing press:  money desires everything,” in which the newspaper accused the printing press of being founded for only one newspaper, that is MSN.  Having a possibility of printing at cheap prices, MSN sells its newspapers at low prices, as a result of which destabilizes the country, damages the newspaper market, and serves the interests of its donors. How would you comment this opinion of the government?

Stephen Young: Let me say a few words about the printing press.  It was less than a year ago, last November, that many of us here were together at the opening of the printing press with the presence of some dignitaries from the State Department.  I think that it is possible nearly a year later to provide a very positive assessment of the work of the Freedom House Printing press and I think it has offered a viable alternative to the state-run printing press Uchkun that offers all of you and your management a choice.  Last time I spoke with the manager of the printing press, he indicated that they were publishing nearly 40 different publications here in Kyrgyzstan.  As I made clear when I was here at my last press conference.  I stressed that this is not a give-away organization. This is an organization that needs to charge market prices so that it can be competitive and provide for its budget.  But not only has it begun publishing many of your newspapers, it has also created a better of level of quality with the printing press that was imported for that purpose.  I think it is significant that the government has been supportive of this process and that in fact Foreign Minister Aitmatov and Presidential Advisor Januzakov are members of the board of the Freedom House printing press.  I am committed, as is my government, to the support of the free press here.  I think this was a positive step in a still difficult process.  I am not familiar with all of the details of the MSN case, so I want to be careful not to comment directly on it.  But I would hope that nothing is done to encroach upon the continuing tolerance of press of all varieties, independent or opposition, in this country.  It that regard, I think it is worth noting that after a number of cases in 2003 involving honor suits against various newspapers that this particular practice, which we believe was harmful to the development of an open press, has been less evident in this last year.  I have had a number of conversations with government officials where I have told them that in their country public figures should be prepared to be criticized and that this is not a matter that should lead willy-nilly to lawsuits against newspapers.  There should be higher standards for public officials than there are for ordinary citizens in terms of libel and slander.  But we will continue to be very vigilant and supportive of the development of the free press here in Kyrgyzstan.

BBC:  What is the role of Kyrgyzstan compared to other countries in the region in terms of importance for the United States?  What makes the relations with Kyrgyzstan important?

Stephen Young:  Well, I guess I have to say that every country has its own special qualities and as I am the ambassador here, so I am a little prejudiced toward Kyrgyzstan.  But I would say that in the areas we have been discussing, including the development of civil society, promotion of opposition political parties, and development of an open press, Kyrgyzstan has been a leader in Central Asia.  We would like to continue our support of that tendency, because I think that Kyrgyzstan can lift the standards for its neighbors.  And that is why the electoral process next year is so important.  Because if there is in fact the peaceful democratic transition we hope to see, it would be a very encouraging sign for all of your neighbors.  I think that the special relationship Kyrgyzstan enjoys with the international community is tied to all of that.  I think it is no secret that per capita assistance here is a bit higher than that to some of its neighbors.  That is because we see such positive results from that investment.

Agence France Press:  What is the total U.S. assistance to Kyrgyzstan for the last year?  Will assistance increase for the next year? Will the Coalition Airbase be increased?

Stephen Young:  It’s always hard for me to get an exact figure of our assistance because there are many pots of money, many accounts that provide assistance to Kyrgyzstan.  But I think for the past fiscal year the total amount was somewhere around 50 or 55 million dollars.  There have been budget pressures in the United States because of our deficit.  But Kyrgyzstan has fared better than some of its neighbors precisely because, as I just said, we believe that our assistance is so effective here.  So, we are looking at very close to the same figure for the fiscal year that just began on October 1st.  We are prepared to spend whatever we can to support the striving for free, fair, and transparent elections, so that might actually add a little bit of additional money to this figure.  The wild card is if Kyrgyzstan in the coming months could qualify for Millennium Challenge funds, that could create a significant increase in the amount of money available for programs here in Kyrgyzstan.  

As far as the airbase at Manas, it actually has been a little bit of busier in the last couple of months because we’ve been providing extensive support to preparations for the Afghan elections that were held this last weekend.  I was pleased to see that Spain and the Netherlands had sent contingents to operate out of Manas in the last couple of months.  But I think that this is a temporary surge in the numbers or in the activity there designed to ensure that the security situation in Afghanistan was as good as possible in the run-of to the presidential elections that occurred on Saturday.  And I think generally that the long-term trend is not to increase the amount of activity but to continue it at the level that provides for the security of the situation on the ground in Afghanistan.  I would like to draw attention to comments President Akayev made yesterday at the 60th anniversary of the Foreign Ministry concerning the Russian and the American airbases here in Kyrgyzstan.  He said there is no competition.  There is no rivalry between the two.  I fully agree.  I think what the Russians are doing at the airbase in Kant and the Coalition, not only American, but Coalition forces at Manas are doing is to try to strengthen security in this country and in this region.  As I’ve said before, the base at Manas will stay as long as the situation in Afghanistan requires it, and as long as the Kyrgyz Government welcomes it.  In that regard I would like to note that President Akayev presided over the signing by State Secretary Ibraimov and Under Secretarty of State Grossman two weeks ago in New York of an agreement that provides further protection for our military people serving here in Kyrgyzstan.  We welcome that.  So, that’s yet another recent accomplishment in U.S.-Kyrgyz relations. 

Because I’ve got you here I would like to tell you that the airbase in Manas also does some wonderful humanitarian work with orphanages, with pensioners, with children around the base and around Kyrgyzstan.  I would welcome your interest in that, and draw attention because not only are they providing security for the people of Kyrgyzstan, but they are also doing humanitarian outreach, which I think is very appreciated by the recipients of that assistance.                   

Rina Prizhivoit, MSN:  While smiling and talking about freedom of press, our government is doing everything to limit it.  Anti-monopoly department found our newspaper to carrying dumping policy and advised other newspapers to sue MSN so that we compensate the damage we have allegedly made.  What do you think of this?

Stephen Young:  Well, again I will not comment on that individual case, because I do not have enough details on it, but I will say once again that anything that encroaches upon the ability of the media to operate independently is a concern to us, and we will speak out about it.  I think that Mr. James, and myself, and my colleagues in the Embassy will try to follow these events closely and try to speak out as I am doing today and as I do when I meet with government officials concerning the critical importance of fostering an independent and free press here in this country.  I mean not only newspapers, but also television, radio, and all aspects of mass media.  I do not deny for a minute that there are problems in terms of the development of the independent media here in Kyrgyzstan.  So, we have work to do.  I know you got angry with me last winter, when I said responsibility falls on both sides of the fence.  But I will say again that there is a great obligation on the media as well as the government to respect each other and to create conditions for the further development of a free and open media here in Kyrgyzstan.  You will find the American government and embassy your close colleagues in this continuing process.

I would like to again thank AKIpress for giving me opportunity to come again today.

AKIpress:  Thank you

