
At a glance
September 2015

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service
Author: Konur Alp Kocak, Members' Research Service

EN
Disclaimer and Copyright: The content of this document is the sole responsibility of the author and any opinions expressed therein do not necessarily represent the official
position of the European Parliament. It is addressed to the Members and staff of the EP for their parliamentary work. Reproduction and translation for non-commercial
purposes are authorised, provided the source is acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. © European Union, 2015.

eprs@ep.europa.eu – http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) – http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) – http://epthinktank.eu (blog)

Data source: World Bank. Data source: World Bank.

Data source: UNDP

Kazakhstan: Social situation
Kazakhstan’s rapid economic growth, coupled with government reforms in areas such as education
and health, has paved the way for notable improvements in the social situation, advancing the
country to the 'high human development' level. Kazakhs now enjoy a healthier and longer life with
less poverty and inequality. However, the Aral Sea environmental disaster causes extreme concern.

Background
Economic growth stimulates social welfare
Kazakhstan, the largest economy in Central Asia, experienced rapid
economic growth in the 2000s, largely thanks to its abundant natural
resources, particularly oil and gas. In 2014, Kazakhstan became an upper-
middle-income country, ranked 43rd in the world in terms of GDP at
purchasing power parity (PPP). This economic growth had a positive
impact on social indicators. Positive trends in all aspects of human
development are reflected in the country's improving Human
Development Index (HDI) level, which assesses the three dimensions of human development; health,
education, and standard of living. As a result of improvements in all three areas, Kazakhstan's index position
rose from 0.686 to 0.757, a 10% increase between 1990 and 2013, which brought the country to 70th place out
of 187 countries in the 'high human development' category.
Demography: A diversified and young population
Hosting 125 ethnicities and nationalities, Kazakhstan's diverse society has a population of some 17.3 million as
of 2014 – about 53% of which live in urban areas. Thanks to its youthful population – 26% aged below 15 years,
while over 65s represent a mere 7% – the ratio of dependents (people younger than 15 and older than 64 to
the working-age population) is around 49%. According to the 2009 national population census, 63.1% of the
population is Kazakh, while Russians, Uzbeks, Ukrainians and Uighurs constitute 23.7%, 2.9%, 2.1% and 1.4% of
the population, respectively. This ethnic diversity is reflected in religious beliefs; around 70% of the population
declaring themselves Muslim (Sunni) and 26% Christian (Orthodox). Human rights watchdogs, including the
United Nations (UN) Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, UN Special Rapporteur on
Freedom of Religion or Belief and Human Rights Watch, report some concerns regarding discrimination based
on race and religion (see EPRS At a glance 'Kazakhstan: human rights situation').

Employment, poverty and income equality
Kazakhstan's economic growth has impacted positively on employment and poverty indicators. Of the total
labour force, 5.2% was unemployed in 2013, indicating a 50% decrease from 2001. The youth unemployment
rate also decreased, from 9.2% in 2001 to 4.5% in 2013. As the employment situation improved, the ratio of
the population living in poverty fell, from
46.7% in 2001 to 2.9% in 2013. By
international standards, the percentage
of people living on less than US$5 a day
fell from 76.6% in 2001 to 34.7% in 2009.
This trend is also reflected in the share
of prosperity among the richest and
poorest sections of Kazakh society. The
income share held by the lowest 20%
was 7.5% in 1993 while the highest 20%
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held 40.4% – a gap of 32.9%. In 2010, this gap had narrowed to 28.8%. Consequently, Kazakhstan's Gini index
position decreased steadily from 35.3 in 1996 to 28.6 in 2010, reflecting the more equal distribution of wealth.

Education: Investing in human capital
Many reforms have taken place to improve the quality and structure of the education system, and the
government is embarking on measures such as a transition to free and compulsory 12-year education by 2020.
At present, four years of primary education are followed by five years of basic secondary and two years of
senior secondary state school education, provided free of charge.
The education system provides access to education for all children, regardless of nationality and religion.
Alongside the Kazakh language schools, there are schools teaching in the Russian, Uzbek, Uighur and Tajik
languages. The share of Russian language schools has declined, as the government urged a shift from Russian
to Kazakh. Additionally, as the number of those wishing to receive a religious education increased after
independence, the government established free-of-charge madrasahs, where 60% of the curriculum is devoted
to religious studies and the remainder to general subjects.
Aiming to become one of the most competitive countries in the world, in December 2010, Kazakhstan adopted
the 'State Programme of Education Development for 2011-2020' (SPED) by Presidential decree, envisaging
heavy investment in human capital. Kazakhstan came top in the 'Education-for-All Development Index' by
achieving near-universal levels of primary education (99%), adult literacy (99.6%), and gender parity (99.3%).
The government has targets for Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) rankings which reflect the quality of the education
system. For instance, Kazakhstan ranked 17th in Maths and 20th in Science among 8th-graders from
42 countries in TIMSS 2011 rankings, and aims to attain 10th-12th position for both subjects by 2020. A gradual
increase in budget expenditure for education is expected to reach to the average level for developed countries
– 5.6% of GDP for OECD members – by 2020.

Health: Longer and healthier life for all
The Kazakh Constitution stipulates that citizens have the right to health
protection, and they are entitled to free, guaranteed and extensive
medical assistance. While most hospitals are state-owned and people
have free access to healthcare, the private sector share is increasing.
Kazakhstan has taken major steps towards reforming its health system. A
reform package was introduced with the National Programme for Health
Care Reform and Development 2005-10, and with the new Code on the
Health and Health Care System adopted in September 2009.
In November 2010, a State Programme of Healthcare Development for 2011-15 was adopted with a view to
improving health indicators and ensuring the country’s stable socio-demographic development. Health
expenditure per capita increased tenfold between 2000 and 2013, reaching US$580. Life expectancy
increased 3.6% since 2010, to reach 71.6 years in 2015. Another key indicator, the infant mortality rate, went
down from 38 (per thousand live births) in 2000, to 15 in 2013. These positive trends are reflected in the
UNDP Health Index, where the country's score is improving since 2000.

Environment: Aral Sea Disaster
Yale University's Environmental Performance Index ranks countries with regard to their performance on
environmental issues in two areas: protection of human health from environmental harm and protection of
ecosystems. The index specifies nine issue categories such as air quality, water resources, health impacts,
biodiversity and habitat. In 2014, Kazakhstan ranked 84th among 178 countries. While its score in air pollution
is very high (ranking first), its score in biodiversity and habitat was very low, ranking 160th, largely due to the
Aral Sea disaster. Once the world's fourth largest lake, the Aral has shrunk by almost 90% since the 1960s, due
to human activity (e.g. river water diversion for irrigation) and climate change. In 2014, its eastern lobe dried
up completely for the first time in 600 years. Regarded as 'one of the planet's worst environmental disasters', it
causes social, economic and ecological problems, including soil pollution, biodiversity loss, and public health
issues. Regional states are also in conflict over water management in the Aral Sea basin. Kazakhstan is taking
steps to improve the situation, but cross-border cooperation is required to secure sustainable regional
development.
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