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TASHKENT, Uzbekistan -- Uzbekistan's highest court on Monday convicted 15 men of organizing a May uprising that ended when troops fired into the crowd, killing 187 people.
Human-rights groups denounced the tightly controlled proceedings as a "show trial," saying much of the testimony was coerced through torture.

Five of the defendants, who were the first to face trial for their alleged role in the May 13 unrest in Andijan, were sentenced to 20 years in prison, one was sentenced to 18 years, three to 17 years, two to 16 and the remaining four to 14 years. The punishments were largely in line with requests from prosecutors, who had called for sentences ranging from 15 to 20 years.

The men all pleaded guilty to organizing an armed uprising in a bid to establish an Islamic state under the guise of a popular revolution. The defendants admitted they lured civilians into participating in demonstrations and opened fire at government troops. They said they had received funds from Islamic terrorists, including the notorious leader of the Islamic Movement of Turkestan, Tohir Yuldosh, and unidentified "external destructive forces."

Uzbek authorities say 187 people were killed in the shooting that ended the uprising. Human-rights groups say several hundred people, mostly unarmed civilians, were killed.

Andrea Berg, a researcher for New York-based Human Rights Watch in Uzbekistan, said the group had serious concerns about the fairness of the trial. "The defendants didn't have access to active and good defense. They didn't have a chance to speak to their lawyers privately and the lawyers were appointed by the state," she said.

Judge Bakhtiyor Jamolov said the trial was "conducted in line with the law, and the verdict was based on an objective assessment of the testimony from many witnesses and defendants themselves."

In the verdict, Judge Jamolov said the uprising organizers had planned to blow up the Kamchik mountain pass, which links the eastern Fergana valley with the rest of the country. He also repeated prosecutors' earlier accusations that Western journalists were biased, portraying the uprising as a peaceful demonstration instead of an attack by militant Islamists.

The verdict focused in part on the origins of the Akramia group, which is accused of being behind the alleged plot to destabilize the government. It linked the group's jailed alleged leader Akram Yuldashevto 1999 bombings in Uzbekistan's capital, Tashkent, and armed incursions by Islamic militants in 1999-2000.

President Islam Karimov visited Moscow on Monday to sign an alliance treaty with Russian President Vladimir Putin, who had supported the government's handling of the Andijan unrest, in contrast to the harsh Western condemnation.
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