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Kyrgyzstan: Closer to democracy — and Russia
Praised by both Russian and European observers, the elections of 4 October 2015 are considered a
milestone in Kyrgyzstan's democratic transition of the country, consolidating the new political
system launched by the new constitution adopted after the 2010 revolution. With seats split
between six pro-Moscow parties, the results entail the formation of a coalition government in the
fractured parliament, and herald further rapprochement to Russia.

Background: transition to parliamentary democracy
Once regarded as an 'island of democracy' in Central Asia, Kyrgyzstan has a turbulent political history. The
first president of independent Kyrgyzstan, Askar Akayev, was toppled in political unrest, known as the Tulip
Revolution, in April 2005. The European Parliament (EP) resolution of 12 May 2005 called on Kyrgyz
authorities to begin a genuine democratisation process, welcoming the launch of an inclusive process of
constitutional reform aiming to ensure fundamental change. Hopes for a democratic transition soon faded
with President Kurmanbek Bakiyev's increasingly authoritarian rule, as noted in a May 2006 EP resolution.
Bakiyev's ousting in April 2010, known as the 'second tulip revolution', presented a window of opportunity for
democratisation. A new constitution, adopted after the referendum in June 2010, transformed Kyrgyzstan
from an authoritarian presidential system to a relatively democratic semi-presidential one, combining
elements of parliamentary and presidential systems in addition to checks-and-balances mechanisms. As the
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) acknowledges, progress towards consolidation
continued with the legislative elections of October 2010. The presidential elections of October 2011 thus
constituted the final step in the post-Bakiyev transition process. Winning 62% of votes, Almazbek Atambayev
was elected president for a six-year period. President Atambayev is limited by the constitution to one term in
office, during which his membership of any political party is suspended.

Parliamentary system and electoral law
The number of seats in the parliament, Jogorku Kenesh (Supreme Council) increased to 120 seats, from 90
before the 2010 constitutional reforms, which also empowered the legislature and circumscribed the
president's power. After 2007 elections marred by alleged fraud and falling short of democratic standards,
President Bakiyev's Ak-Jol Party held an overwhelming majority — a majority which came to an end in the
first elections after the switch to a parliamentary system. The October 2010 elections, welcomed by the OSCE
as 'a further consolidation of the democratic process', established a multi-party parliament in which five
political parties were represented: Ata-Jurt (28 seats), the Social Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan (SPDK) (26),
Ar-Namys (25), Respublika (23) and Ata-Meken (18). The next five years saw five coalition governments,
raising concerns about political stability.
Members of parliament are elected for five years through a proportional party-list system. In order to be
represented in the parliament, parties must secure 7% of the votes nationwide and 0.7% of votes in each of
the seven regions and in two cities, Bishkek and Osh. In order to prevent a return to a one-party regime,
parties are capped at 65 seats, regardless of their share of the votes. Kyrgyz electoral law (adopted in 2011,
amended in 2015) includes quotas to ensure the representation of women, ethnic minorities, young people
and those with disabilities. Thus, no party list can comprise more than 70% of candidates of one sex and at
least every fourth candidate on the party list must be of the other gender. Party lists must include at least
15% of candidates from ethnic minorities, which constitute nearly 30% of the population. A youth quota
requires at least 15% of candidates to be under 35 years old, while the quota for disabled persons requires
party lists to include at least two disabled people, one of them in the top 50. After the 2010 elections, 28 of
the deputies (23%) were women.
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2015 election results
For the first time in Central Asia, voters were required to pass an electronic fingerprint check, contributing to
reduced fraud allegations and ensuring election security. OSCE's preliminary findings, endorsed by the EP
Election Observation Delegation headed by Vice-President Ryszard Czarnecki, recognised that the elections
were competitive, characterised by lively campaigning and offered voters a wide range of choice. Breaking a
decade-long pattern of early elections which gave incumbents an unfair advantage and were criticised by
Western observers as being neither fair nor free, the October 2015 elections were held on the normal expiry
of the parliament's term of office. Although 34 parties declared their intention to run in the elections, only
14 of them fulfilled the requirements for registering and were able to enter the race. According to the official
results released on 15 October 2015, voter turnout was 57.6%, and six political parties entered parliament.

The SDPK, which is closely associated with its former chair,
President Atambayev, captured 27.6% of the votes and 38 seats
to become the largest party. The relative stability in the country
since the inauguration of the parliament under the new political
system was principally attributed to the SDPK, the main partner
in all the coalitions formed since 2010, and President Atambayev.
The Uzbek minority, victimised disproportionately during the 2010
ethnic clashes which left 470 people dead, overwhelmingly voted
for the SPDK, on the grounds that only the SDPK is capable of

preventing the recurrence of inter-ethnic violence. In second place – with 20.2% of the votes and 28 seats –
was Respublika/Ata-Jurt, formed by an October 2014 merger of the pro-business Respublika Party, founded
and led by Omurbek Babanov, and the pro-Bakiyev nationalist Ata-Jurt Party. The frontrunner in the 2010
elections, Ata-Jurt, lost popularity largely due to the arrest of its leader Kamchibek Tashiev on charges of
attempting to overthrow the government by force, following his failed attempt to storm the parliament in
October 2012. Another reason their combined seats fell from 51 to just 28, was the founding of three
splinter parties by three former members of Respublika. Both led by former Respublika MPs, Onuguu
(Progress) and Bir Bol (Unity) passed the threshold with 9.4% and 8.6% of the votes respectively, and gained
25 seats in total. In the biggest surprise of the election, another newcomer, the Kyrgyzstan Party, founded
only in May 2015 by another former Respublika member, came third with 13.1% of the votes. Capturing
7.1% of votes, the socialist Ata-Meken (Fatherland) Party fell to sixth place, while the Ar-Namys (Dignity)
Party did not pass the threshold.

The European Union stated that the 2015 elections 'stood out in the regional context and marked an important
milestone in the democratic transition of the country', indicating the EU's endorsement of the gradual
improvement in Kyrgyzstan's electoral process since the parliamentary elections of 2010 and presidential
elections of 2011, both of which were criticised due to the shortcomings observed.

Outlook: difficult negotiations likely to produce a pro-Moscow government
SDPK consolidated its power in parliament and is to form a coalition. The Bir Bol and Respublika/Ata-Jurt
would like a return to a presidential system, whereas the SPDK and the other parties are in favour of
maintaining the current parliamentary system. Thus, the SDPK is likely to turn first to the Kyrgyzstan Party to
build a coalition. While this process will be far from easy, one certainty is that the new government will seek
closer ties with Russia, as all six of the elected parties are united by a pro-Moscow stance, including their
belief that membership of the Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union is essential for Kyrgyzstan. At the same
time, Kyrgyzstan's relations with the West, particularly the USA, have weakened since the closure of the US
airbase in Manas, formerly used to support operations in Afghanistan. Paradoxically, while its transition to a
democratic form of government is inspired by Western democracies, Kyrgyzstan's dependence on Russia,
especially in foreign policy, is increasing. Domestic issues will also be a cause for concern in the West. The
new parliament is expected to debate controversial draft laws on 'homosexual propaganda' and 'foreign
agents', inspired by similar Russian legislation but postponed from the previous term of office. The EU, along
with human rights observers, has criticised the bills on the grounds that they violate human rights. The EP
resolution of 15 January 2015 on the homosexual propaganda bill urged the Kyrgyz authorities to end
criminalisation of homosexuality. Western countries will also closely monitor the country's negotiations with
Canada-based Centerra Gold on the Kumtor gold mine, which constitutes a significant part (7.4% of GDP and
23.1% of industrial output) of the Kyrgyz economy.
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