Soldiers on streets of Kyrgyzstan's second city as violence flares
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Armoured vehicles arrive in Osh, in southern Kyrgyzstan, after rioting in the city. Photograph: Reuters 
Kyrgyzstan today sent soldiers and armoured troop carriers on to the streets of the second city, Osh, after clashes between two ethnic groups killed at least 39 people and left more than 600 injured.
The transitional government – which took power in April after the president, Kurmanbek Bakiyev, was ousted in a popular revolt – declared a state of emergency in four southern areas after youths armed with guns, steel bars and rocks clashed across the city.
The violent clashes threatened worsening ethnic conflict across the region. The streets echoed with gunfire and gangs built barricades, looting and burning shops, cafes and boutiques.

The disturbances were the most serious since the government, led by the former diplomat Roza Otunbayeva, took power.
Both the US and Russia, which have military bases in the central Asian country, expressed concern amid fears the disturbances could spill over into nearby Uzbekistan.
"Regrettably for us, we're clearly talking about a standoff between two ethnicities," Otunbayeva, speaking in the capital, Bishkek, said.
"We need [to muster] forces and means to stop and calm these people down, and that is what we are doing right now."
Witnesses said Osh resembled a war zone today, with gangs roaming the streets, with the university and Cheremushki district tense flashpoints. Groups of up to 300 Kyrgyz youths went on the rampage in districts populated by ethnic Uzbeks. No police were to be seen, the witnesses added.
"Periodically, one can hear gunshots here. Helicopters are flying over the city, armoured vehicles are moving on the roads. But people are not dispersing," Dzhamilya Kaparov, who chairs an Osh human rights group, told the Russian Interfax news agency. She added: "There are many young people with assault rifles. They are not letting cars and people in there."
Osh and southern Kyrgyzstan represents Bakiyev's powerbase. He fled the country after his troops killed at least 85 demonstrators. His supporters briefly seized government buildings in the south on 13 May, defying the central authorities in Bishkek.
Today, Miroslav Niyazov, the former head of the country's security council, blamed the interim government for failing to quell the disturbances and said the country was edging towards all-out war.
"The government isn't in control. There is no political stability. We are seeing anarchy and criminal lawlessness," he told the Guardian, adding: "This is very dangerous for society and could flare up into civil war." Niyazov said similar clashes had taken place in the early 1990s, when hundreds of people were killed shortly before the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Ethnic unrest between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks is a concern in the Fergana valley, where Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan intertwine.
"There are several factors in play here. It's crime, money, and of course Bakiyev's supporters also play a role," Niyazov said.
Renewed turmoil in the poor former Soviet republic will fuel concern among regional players Russia, China and the US, which uses its Manas airbase near Bishkek – 186 miles from Osh – as an Afghan supply route.
The Russian president, Dmitry Medvedev, told a regional security summit in Uzbekistan's capital, Tashkent, that Moscow wanted a swift end to the unrest. The Chinese leader, Hu Jintao, echoed him, saying: "China continues to help Kyrgyzstan as much as it can."
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