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 Mr. Chairman, Members of the Commission, it is an honor to appear before you today to 

discuss whether Kazakhstan  is “As Stable as Its Government Claims?” at a pivotal 

moment in that nation’s history.  I am also pleased to appear today in distinguished 

company with Ambassador William Courtney and Dr. Sean Roberts.  

 

During my years in the State Department’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and 

Labor, I worked in common cause with Helsinki Commission staff and Freedom House 

before, during, and after Kazakhstan’s Chairmanship of the Organization for Security 

Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). In particular, we worked together to press for human 

rights improvements  before Kazakhstan assumed the Chairmanship and continued to 

hold the spotlight up throughout the year highlighting where the government continued to 

fall short of its human dimension commitments. On the civil society side, Freedom House 

helped establish a coalition of leading Kazakhstani NGOs, the OSCE 2010 coalition that 

produced numerous reports on Kazakhstan’s flawed human rights performance as 

chairman. 

 

Just over one year ago, Kazakhstan, in concluding its OSCE Chairmanship, hosted an 

OSCE summit in Astana, where Foreign Minister Kanat Saudabayev proclaimed that 

“this is a sign of the objective recognition by the international community of 

Kazakhstan’s impressive successes in its socio-economic and democratic development 

during the years of independence and convincing evidence of the leadership of 

Nursulatan Nazarbayev and his contribution to ensuring regional and global security… 

We have endeavoured to fully live up to our motto – trust, tradition, transparency and 

tolerance {4 T’s} – and be worthy of the confidence placed in us by the participating 

States and meet the expectations of the OSCE community.” 

 

Unfortunately, as we gather today to consider the questions of Kazakhstan’s stability and 

its adhesion to human rights commitments and its own 4Ts’ motto, it seems that the 

nation is not deserving of the OSCE community’s confidence. While those who 

supported Kazakhstan’s chairmanship argued that it could galvanize human rights 

reform, more than a year after its chairmanship, it has failed to do so. In our recently 

released annual Freedom in the World report Kazakhstan continued to earn its “Not Free” 

ranking. 

 

This week, as we take stock of the situation, additional harsh and repressive measures 

have been launched in Kazakhstan, including raids of the opposition Alga party offices 

and detentions of opposition activists and journalists.  This follows the OSCE’s critical 

assessment the recent parliamentary elections lacked plurality, transparency, safeguards 

against fraud, and respect for electoral procedures.  

 

Our Freedom House office in Almaty, led by Mr. Vyacheslav Abramov, is a small but 

dedicated staff continuously reporting on and working to improve respect for human 

rights.  I will focus today primarily on the current human rights situation as gathered from 

their reports and recent events. From what we have heard from our office and our 

partners, Kazakhstan is heading down a path of increasing instability. But the recent riots 

http://www.freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/inline_images/FIW%202012%20Booklet--Final.pdf
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and violence are not simply a random outburst. The Kazakhstan International Bureau for 

Human Rights and the Rule of Law, a leading NGO, documented the growth of civic 

engagement in Kazakhstan in 2011, and the emergence of ordinary citizens as the leading 

organizers of public assemblies; 78 percent of these were demonstrations on socio-

economic problems of citizens, many of whom had avoided political activity in the past. 

The government severely restricts freedom of assembly; 91 percent of assemblies were 

not authorized by the government. This signals that there is growing societal discontent 

and that more people are willing to challenge the government to have their voices heard. 

And if the government continues on its repressive path, more peaceful protests will turn 

to violent ones. 

When a government is dedicated to systematically thwarting democratic reforms and 

failing to observe citizens' fundamental rights, it is sowing the seeds for instability. 

President Nazarbayev has ruled Kazakhstan with an iron fist since independence in 1991, 

and as demonstrated again in the recent parliamentary elections, his administration 

remains fixed on retaining power and on withholding it from other parties, even as 

Nazarbayev reaches the ripe age of 72. When stability is defined as keeping the lid on, 

and silencing its citizens, it is only a matter of time before the pot starts to boil over. By 

denying moderate voices, the regime is opening the door to extremism and violence. 

Zhanaozen: Social Unrest 

The international community watched, taken aback, as violence erupted December 16 in 

the city of Zhanaozen (Zhe-na-oh-ZEN), the day of Kazakhstan’s 20th year of 

independence from the Soviet Union. For those who have been paying attention to 

Zhanaozen, however, the pot had been simmering for a while, and there had been long-

standing underlying elements of social unrest. An oil strike has been going on since April 

2011, when a large group of oil workers in the western Mangistau region of Kazakhstan 

began to demand higher wages and better working conditions. While Kazakhstan has 

several billionaires, there is not much of a middle class, and these strikes signaled that 

uneven distribution of the country’s resources was sparking a backlash. Starting in May, 

many workers began camping in the city square in an indefinite protest, a challenge to a 

government that had tried and succeeded in squelching dissent.  A court found the 

workers’ strike illegal, and hundreds were subsequently fired from their posts. In August, 

Natalia Sokolova, a labor lawyer and activist, was accused of inciting social discord and 

sentenced to 6 years’ imprisonment for doing nothing more than providing counsel to 

several of the striking workers. Freedom House issued a statement and expressed concern 

that Kazakhstan was using the judiciary as a means to silence oppositional voices. 

Despite the strikers’ increased coverage in the international media, as organizations like 

Freedom House and celebrities like Sting condemned the government’s actions, officials 

began to harass journalists trying to cover the strike, and in October, two journalists were 

brutally attacked by unknown assailants.   

 

On December 16, the situation in Zhanaozen took a deadly turn. While local officials 

claimed police fired at the ground to disperse troublemakers interfering with 

Independence Day celebrations, videos on the Internet showed police firing with lethal 

force at fleeing crowds. 18 people were reportedly killed.  It is not clear where the riots 

http://www.bureau.kz/
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began or who initiated them, but a correspondent from Russia’s Novaya Gazeta 

newspaper reported that 3,000 oil workers, families,  and onlookers were in the square 

when authorities brought additional residents there for the celebration. Then, from noon 

until late into the night, over a thousand people reportedly attacked the square and burned 

down the city hall, the offices of oil companies, and shops. On December 17 similar 

events spread to the village of Shetpe, where police also opened fire and killed one 

person. 

 

The next day, President Nazarbayev took decisive steps to try to regain “stability.” In 

Zhanaozen he imposed emergency rule, which he extended until January 31 (and 

essentially cut off communications to the outside world). The government promised to 

find jobs for the oil workers. Nazarbayev also dismissed his son-in-law, the head of the 

holding company to which state-owned oil company KazMunaiGaz belongs. He 

demanded a public inquiry into the events in Zhanaozen, and vowed to severely punish 

the perpetrators. The Prosecutor General later said that Kazakhstan is ready to allow a 

United Nations expert group to investigate, but at the moment the city remains closed to 

public defenders and journalists, who may enter the city only if official permission is 

granted. Human rights organizations have only now been able to begin fully monitoring 

events and conducting a public investigation of law enforcement’s firing onto crowds. 

 

The presidential administration, while it was swift in trying to usher in stability, shows no 

real signs of understanding or addressing the root causes of the instability.  Nazarbaev’s 

political advisor called the disorder in Zhanaozen a provocation against the president and 

then continued to say that criminals caused the trouble December 16. “The president dealt 

with it, and the situation is back to normal,” he said. “There will be a detailed criminal 

investigation.”  These labor strikes originated in social and economic grievances, but as 

they gathered steam became a political challenge. If Nazarbayev wants to prevent a 

repeat of this violence, he would be wise to pay heed to the calls of his people. 

January 15
th

 Elections and the Aftermath  

Besides failing to address the root issues of instability in Zhanaozen, following a 20 year 

tradition of holding elections that Western observers have continually deemed unfair, 

Kazakhstan failed again to observe democratic norms in the January 15 parliamentary 

elections. The OSCE’s election observation mission issued a statement that the “early 

parliamentary vote did not meet fundamental principles of democratic elections” and 

expressed disappointment that the election was a sham effort to meet stated goals of 

increasing the number of parties in parliament. In the style of authoritarian elections, 

there was a high voter turnout (75%), and observers reported standard abuses such as 

ballot stuffing and misuse of absentee ballots.  

 

Two days after the election, Nazarbayev issued a fast rebuttal, revealing what he really 

thinks about political modernization and dialogue with the West, saying that Kazakhstan 

would no longer invite international experts who criticize its elections. This was 

interpreted as unambiguous criticism of the OSCE. The government of Kazakhstan’s 

rhetoric touting transparency and fulfillment of OSCE commitments thus seem to be only 

applicable when there is good news to share and not on the day-to-day level.  
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In looking to place blame for the growing instability, the opposition was the obvious 

target for the government.  In December the leaders of the unregistered Alga party in 

Astana and in the Mangistau region were both arrested.  After the election, Vladmir 

Kozlov, the leader of Alga in Almaty, predicted that Kazakh authorities would continue 

to try to blame the opposition for the Zhanaozen events. The website "Republika" posted 

an anonymous message stating that the authorities have chosen the path of repression, 

that many opposition politicians and civil society activists will be arrested.   

 

On Monday, police and the Committee on National Security (KNB) organized a search in 

at the central office of the Alga party and at the homes of Kozlov, his deputy, several 

party activists, and a youth leader. Several were detained, including Kozlov, who was 

then accused of inciting social discord.  The National Security Committee said the raids 

against the Alga party were part of an investigation into last month's fatal clashes 

between police and striking oil workers in the town of Zhanaozen.  But this latest 

clampdown on the opposition figures contravenes the government’s promises of political 

reform and liberalization.   

 

By tightening the screws rather than allowing for political competition or dissent, 

Nazarbayev and his administration on some level are admitting their own weakness and 

vulnerability. A confident leader would not need to resort to such tactics. 

 

Religious Extremism and the Government Response 

Throughout 2011, the country was shaken by several attacks, mostly in Western 

Kazakhstan, that were blamed on religious extremists, and the government responded by 

abruptly passing new legislation broadly tightening religious freedoms and public 

expression.  

 

When I visited Kazakhstan last August, there was a palpable sense of unease and fear 

about what this uptick in religious extremism would mean for Kazakhstan.  Citizens and 

the government had been proud of its stability and peace in a restive neighborhood and 

had often touted the nation as a model for religious harmony. Human rights activists I 

spoke with warned that speaking publicly about the rise in extremism would cross a 

redline that they feared would provoke the government. There was already a sense that 

the government planned to clamp down tightly on religious freedom in response to the 

attacks and that restrictive legislation was underway. The resultant legislation, rushed 

through parliament in only 3 weeks in spite of protests from the OSCE and human rights 

organizations, gives the government unprecedented authority to regulate the activities and 

structures of religious communities and forbids prayer or religious expression in 

government institutions.  Some additional provisions of the law on religion include: 

 Religious literature, as well as groups’ registration documents,  now have to be 

examined in a specially created Agency for Religious Affairs; 

 religious associations must agree on the appointment of leaders of organizations 

with a state agency; and  

 all religious groups should be re-registered within one year of the law’s adoption.  
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Similar to analogous legislation in neighboring countries, the specifics of the laws are 

poorly defined, leave much room for interpretation to local authorities, and empower 

special “anti-terror” task forces to police mainstream religious groups. Authorities say the 

new law on religion will help combat extremism, but critics warn that restrictions under 

the new law could backfire and fuel extremism rather than combat it. How the law is 

implemented needs to be carefully monitored.  Authorities express confidence that the 

new law does not violate the rights of believers and religious groups and is directed 

against the Muslim extremist groups. 

 

Law on national security 

Shortly on the heels of the new religion law, with little fanfare or room for analysis, the 

new National Security Act was signed by the president this month. The law not only 

provides for the empowerment of special services, especially for operations to combat 

terrorism, but it allows for blocking of the Internet, as well as disabling fixed and mobile 

communications.  In addition, the law imposes a vague restriction on allowing people 

“recognized to be destructive” to enter Kazakhstan; according to a clause, those who 

“harm the image of Kazakhstan in the international arena” can be considered 

“destructive.” There is an obvious concern that this law will thus be directed against the 

human rights organizations and politicians who criticize the country at international fora. 

 

Trying to Keep the Lid on Freedom of Expression 

Unlike the government’s previously -mentioned hasty steps  to crack down on dissent and 

unrest,  the new Broadcasting Act was signed by the president in January after a year of 

disregarding recommendations made by the OSCE and Kazakhstani civil society 

organizations.  

 

While human rights groups were urging the president to veto the law, the new law was 

eventually passed, at least officially, in connection with the transition of television and 

radio broadcasting to digital format, but it contains a number of troubling regulations that 

give the state additional control over television and radio channels, thereby violating 

citizens’ rights to freely receive and impart information. All foreign television and radio 

stations will be required to be registered with an official Kazakh entity, and 50 percent of 

the broadcasts of foreign channels must contain domestic content by 2018. One of the 

more bizarre restrictions is that the government will now license all satellite devices, and 

local authorities may prohibit placement of satellite dishes on rooftops if they are not 

attractive to the eye.  Human rights groups believe that the law is directed primarily 

against the opposition K+ TV channel, which is broadcast via satellite in Kazakhstan, 

funded by Mukhtar Ablyazov and extremely popular in the regions.  

 

The new restrictive measure occurs in a media environment that is already under siege. 

The government has repeatedly harassed or shut down independent media outlets. Libel 

is a criminal offense, the criminal code prohibits insulting the president, and self-

censorship is widespread. Most media outlets, including publishing houses, are controlled 

or influenced by members of the president’s family and other powerful groups.  In 2011, 

the government expanded attempts to identify websites with supposedly “destructive” 
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content, blocking the popular blogging sites livejournal.com and liveinternet.ru along 

with some 20 other sites in August on charges that they contribute to “terrorism.” 

 

The human rights situation in Kazakhstan has eroded in many areas over the past year, 

but following the parliamentary election, the situation has become more urgent. Our 

office in Almaty said that the common belief is that NGOs will be raided next by the 

government. Civil society in Kazakhstan had already operated under tightly controlled 

and repressive conditions, with government harassment, including police visits and 

surveillance, of NGO offices and personnel.  Real civil society efforts have been 

squeezed out by the GONGOs, which the government mobilized to create the impression 

of a thriving Kazakhstani civil society in the West.  Kazakhstan’s most-prominent human 

rights defender, Evgeniy Zhovtis, remains in prison. The expectation now is that things 

are only going to get worse. 

 

While in 2010 Kazakhstan’s human rights record was under the spotlight during its 

OSCE chairmanship, in 2012 the international community moved its focus elsewhere, 

which has proved to be a dangerous miscalculation and which has let the situation 

unravel all the more.   

 

Kazakhstan has preferred to view democracy and freedom as public relations slogans to 

boost prestige. It spared no expense in promoting itself with advertisement campaigns 

and high-level consultancies with Tony Blair and lobbyists. Admittedly, this has paid 

some dividends for Kazakhstan on policy fronts. The international community hoped that 

giving Kazakhstan the carrot of a prestigious OSCE leadership role as well as the 

accompanying glare of the international spotlight, would lead to significant 

improvements in the country’s human rights implementation. This has not been the case.  

 

Despite trying to tout a multi-ethnic population which lives in relative harmony 

(especially in comparison with its neighbors in the Ferghana Valley), an essential truth 

was revealed in yet another authoritarian government: governments that cannot meet the 

political and material aspirations of their citizens lose legitimacy. When citizens have 

legitimate grievances without an outlet, when freedoms are denied in the name of 

stability, instability and extremism are likely to increase.  

 

Kazakhstan’s “stability” was based on the precarious assumptions that dissent could be 

stifled and there was no need to enable a peaceful rotation of power among alternative 

political forces. The lesson of the past year is that stability will not be enhanced through 

further repression. It is time to address the political stagnancy and lack of an apparent 

heir after Nazarbayev, officially deemed “Leader for Life.” It is time for pro-democratic 

forces within Kazakhstan and the international community to start thinking about how to 

catalyze a more democratic and more stable future for the country. Given its strategic 

importance, how Kazakhstan approaches the immediate future should be a cause for 

concern for American, Russian, Central Asian, and European policy-makers.  

 

I would now like to offer five specific recommendations, which have been developed in 

consultation with civil society in Kazakhstan: 

http://livejournal.com/
http://liveinternet.ru/
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 It is important to publicly, at high levels, continue to hold the Kazakh authorities to 

their international obligations – particularly the fundamental freedoms of expressions 

and assembly - and to require their implementation. Kazakhstan must earn positive 

attention not buy it.  

 It is important to express support for civil society in Kazakhstan in cases of direct 

repression against NGOs and their activists. 

 The time is now to increase material support for civil society in Kazakhstan - through 

funding and participation in various programs. Freedom House’s office in coalition 

with other domestic and international NGOs has worked hard to try to build space in 

a repressive environment. They need our help more than ever. 

 It is important to put pressure on the Kazakh authorities, demanding an investigation 

of the events Zhanaozen openly and transparently, including any searches, detentions 

and arrests. 

 It is important to press the government of Kazakhstan to put words into action and 

allow political pluralism and not paint the opposition as the enemy. The opposition 

has announced on January 28 it will hold a massive protest rally in Almaty and will 

try to contest the election results in courts. The West should pay attention.  


