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Kazakhstan: human rights situation
Kazakhstan has a poor human rights record which includes areas of concern such as freedom of
expression, women's rights, the prevention of torture and ill-treatment of detainees, the regulatory
framework for civil society organisations, and freedom of religion or belief. The European
Parliament continues to call on the EU to closely monitor developments in the country.

Current situation
Since gaining independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, the Republic of Kazakhstan's political landscape
has been dominated by President Nursultan Nazarbayev and his ruling Nur Otan Party, which was originally
founded in 1999. Section III of the Kazakhstani Constitution concentrates power in the Presidency; changes
or amendments to the constitution require Presidential consent. The President controls the legislature and
the judiciary, as well as regional and local governments. As stated by the Organisation for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the 15 January 2012 parliamentary elections for the Mazhilis (or Majilis, the
lower house of parliament) did not meet the fundamental standards of a democratic election, nor did the
3 April 2011 presidential election, in which President Nazarbayev received 95.55% of votes.

Human rights
Prevention of torture and ill-treatment of detainees
Despite having ratified the main UN human rights treaties and committed to implementing its obligations
through the adoption of a National Action Plan on Human Rights, Kazakhstan still has problems concerning
the torture and the rights of detainees, including the right to liberty and security of the person. These are
amongst the most pressing human rights concerns within the country at the moment, according to the
Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human Rights (KIBHR).
Violence in Zhanaozen
There is a broad prohibition on the right to strike. On 16 December 2011, security forces swept into the
western city of Zhanaozen to put down a protest by striking oil workers that had lasted seven months. At
least 12 protesters were shot dead. In a mass trial at which detailed allegations of torture were ignored
37 oil workers were convicted of organising the riots. Vladimir Kozlov, leader of the unregistered opposition
party Alga, and two co-defendants were convicted in October 2012 of inciting social hatred against the
government to create conflict in Zhanaozen. Kozlov was sentenced to seven and a half years in prison.
Press freedom
The office of the OSCE's Media Freedom Representative has recommended that the Kazakhstani authorities
remove disproportionate penalties against the media from the country’s Code on Administrative Offenses.
For example, the Pravdivaya Gazeta was closed down by a court in February 2014 after receiving three
warnings relating to technical issues in one year. In April 2014, the Assandi Times was ordered by a court to
stop its activities after being found to constitute a 'structural part' of the opposition Respublika newspaper,
which was banned for alleged 'extremism' in late 2012. The new Administrative Code that enters into force
in January 2015 retains sanctions in the form of the suspension and closure of media outlets for violations of
a technical nature. In its World Press Freedom Index 2014, Reporters without Borders ranked Kazakhstan
161 of 180 countries.
Women's rights
According to a recent UNESCO working paper on the situation of women in central Asia, violence against
women (including domestic violence) appears to be prolific and pervasive, particularly in rural areas. Even
where formative advancements have been made, such as the enactment of the Strategy for Gender Equality
2006‐16, implementation has been erratic and substantive change negligible, notes UNESCO. Kazakhstan
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continues to be used as both a source and destination country for the trafficking of human beings,
particularly of young women. Women face distinct economic hardship and employment discrimination.
There is a lack of female representation in public life and decision-making bodies, in spite of a 30% quota
being legally required in political institutions.
Regulatory framework for civil society organisations
In Kazakhstan, NGO registration is compulsory. Authorities enjoy wide discretion to deny such status and to
close down groups for alleged violations of the law. The Constitution prohibits 'unlawful interference' in the
activities of state agencies by public associations without clearly defining this term. Human rights activists
believe that the Kazakhstani authorities may follow the example of Russia in their efforts to further regulate
NGO activities, where the recently introduced so called 'foreign agents law' has been widely used as a means
of clamping down on independent civil society organisations. The new Criminal Code adopted on 3 July 2014
and coming into force in January 2015 contains provisions that human rights groups believe could be used to
harass NGOs and their members, and to hamper their activities.
Freedom of religion
Although its constitution proclaims the country a secular state and guarantees all citizens freedom of
religion, Kazakhstan maintains legal and government restrictions on religious organisations and practice. In
an effort to curb religious extremism, the 2011 Law on Religious Activity and Religious Associations stipulates
that in order for a group to register at local level, it needs to have 50 adult members; 500 at regional level;
and 5 000 at national level. Several minority religious groups do not have the required numbers. The State
Agency on Religion is a central executive body overseeing religious activities. The NGO Forum 18 notes that
criminal cases continue in Kazakhstan against at least two individuals ; the retired Presbyterian Pastor,
Bakhytzhan Kashkumbayev, accused of charges which have not been made clear, but apparently include
praying and singing, and the atheist writer Aleksandr Kharlamov, accused of fuelling religious discord.

UN human rights instruments
As a UN member since 1992, Kazakhstan has ratified most UN human rights conventions with the exception
of the Second Optional Protocol aimed at the abolition of the death penalty, the Convention on the
protection of the rights of migrant workers and their families and the Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities. In a March 2014 report, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against
Women expressed concern about the lack of legislation criminalising all forms of violence against women,
including stalking and rape. The committee also criticised the fact that Kazakhstan is still a country of origin,
transit and destination for trafficked women and girls, mainly for sexual exploitation and forced labour.
Continued occupational segregation between women and men in the labour market and women's weak
participation in political and public life are two other areas where concrete measures are needed, indicates
the UN Committee. The UN has also expressed concern about the situation of non-Kazakh ethnic groups.

Kazakhstan and the EU
Political relations between Kazakhstan and the EU are deepening. On 12 September 2014 in Astana, the
European Union and the Republic of Kazakhstan concluded negotiations on the EU-Kazakhstan Enhanced
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement replacing that of 1999. The EU is the principal trade and investment
partner, and Kazakhstan is also by far the EU's biggest trading partner in central Asia. The significant oil and
gas reserves are of particular interest to the EU. The EU and Kazakhstan hold regular Human Rights
Dialogues. The sixth round took place in Brussels on 12 November 2014 during which a broad range of issues
were addressed, including freedom of expression, women's rights, prevention of torture and ill-treatment of
detainees, the regulatory framework for civil society organisations, and freedom of religion or belief.

On 18 April 2013, the EP adopted a resolution that raised serious concerns about Kazakhstan’s human rights
record, in particular about the closure of the Alga Opposition party and media outlets, and the imprisonment of
activists including Vladimir Kozlov. The resolution stressed the importance of workers’ rights and called for a
review of religious legislation. It also called for the EU to closely monitor developments in Kazakhstan. From 26 to
29 March 2014, an EP delegation from the sub-committee on Human Rights paid a visit to Astana and Almaty,
which provided an opportunity to further explain to the Kazakh authorities the priorities and concerns of the
European Parliament. On 10 October 2014, a written question to the Commission (Vice-President/High
Representative) was tabled by several members of the ECR group concerning the situation of the democratic
opposition in Kazakhstan.
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