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Kazakhstan's long-held stability threatened
Russia's annexation of Crimea and the conflict in eastern Ukraine are worrying Kazakhstan, given its
large Russian minority in the regions bordering Russia. Kazakhstan's proximity to Afghanistan exposes
the country to threats such as religious extremism, drug trafficking and terrorism, particularly after
NATO's withdrawal from Afghanistan. Russia is increasing its influence in regional security matters
and pushing Kazakhstan for greater cooperation in the fight against shared threats.

Kazakhstan's multilateral security alliances
Kazakhstan belongs to all the main regional organisations in the post-Soviet space – the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS), the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO), the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO), and the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU). To avoid becoming overly dependent on Russia,
Kazakhstan pursues a multi-vector policy, developing close ties with other partners including the European
Union and NATO. For instance, it participates in the EU-Central Asia High-Level Security Dialogue. In addition,
alongside its close military relations with Russia, Kazakhstan conducts Steppe Eagle exercises, thus sustaining
ties with NATO, especially through the Individual Partnership Action Plan, which urges democratic control and
institutional reform in the security apparatus. Kazakhstan is a candidate for a non-permanent seat at the
United Nations Security Council for 2017-2018 and has signed an agreement with the International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) to host the low enriched uranium (LEU) Bank, thus contributing more to global security.

Kazakh armed forces
Kazakhstan did not have its own armed forces until it became independent in 1991. In 1992, along with its
armed forces, Kazakhstan established an independent intelligence apparatus, the National Security Committee
(KNB), replacing the Soviet-era KGB. With military assistance from both NATO and CSTO, Kazakhstan has made
greater progress in security-sector reform than any of the other Central Asian states. In Global Peace Index
2015, ranked 87th of 162 countries, Kazakhstan came out as the most peaceful country in Central Asia.
Kazakhstan's 2011 military doctrine envisages the development of a highly mobile and technologically
equipped military, expected to be fully professional and composed of contracted soldiers by 2016, gradually
ending conscription. Kazakhstan's armed forces personnel decreased from 100 000 in 2005 to 70 000 in 2013.

Data source: SIPRI Military Expenditure Database.

Challenges to security and stability
Ukraine crisis and annexation of Crimea
Russian President Vladimir Putin has used 'protection of Russian speakers and their interests' as a justification
for annexing Crimea in 2014 and supporting separatists in eastern Ukraine. This move recalled the Karaganov
doctrine justifying Russian interference in other CIS countries. There has also been a revival of imperialist
rhetoric in Russian politics. There are concerns that Kazakhstan, which has some 4 million ethnic Russians
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(23.7% of the 2009 population) living in the north of the country along the 6 846 km-long border with Russia,
could become a 'second Ukraine'. For example former Russian Minister Valery Tishkov suggests that 'Northern
Kazakhstan, which is primarily populated by Russians, could overtake the fate of the southeast of Ukraine'.
Similar remarks by Vladimir Zhirinovsky, Deputy Speaker of the Russian Duma, sparked protests by the Kazakh
government. As speculations on northern Kazakhstan's annexation intensified and Putin belittled Kazakhstan's
statehood, President Nursultan Nazarbayev, alluding to his country's membership of the EEU, warned that
'Kazakhstan will not be part of organisations that pose a threat to [its] independence.'
NATO withdrawal from Afghanistan
Afghanistan, the most fragile and instable country in the region, is increasingly challenged by drug trafficking,
religious extremism and terrorism, following the withdrawal of NATO forces from the country at the end of
2014. Kazakhstan is concerned about security threats from Afghanistan (e.g. Kazakh militants returning home
from the country). In order to cope with these growing challenges, Kazakhstan needs to collaborate with other
Central Asian states and regional organisations, such as the CSTO and SCO. President Nazarbayev argued that
with the withdrawal of NATO forces from Afghanistan and the new threats associated with ISIL/Da'esh, the
CSTO must become an 'analytical centre that can control the situation'. Kazakhstan is intensifying cooperation
with both the CSTO and SCO, opening the door to stronger Russian influence in the region. On the other hand,
as a response to growing threats to security and Russia's increasing role in the region, the US Secretary of State
John Kerry visited the Central Asian States in November 2015, just two weeks after the US policy shift
announced by President Barack Obama – keeping 5 500 troops in Afghanistan after the initially planned
withdrawal. President Nazarbayev reiterated Kazakhstan's support to building peace in Afghanistan in his
meeting with Afghan President, Ashraf Ghani, on 20 November 2015.
Uncertain succession raises the risk of instability
Nursultan Nazarbayev became the president of Kazakhstan in 1989 and has ruled ever since. Elected for the
fifth term by an overwhelming majority in April 2015, Nazarbayev shows no concrete signs of stepping down. In
the absence of a democratic opposition, and with power entirely concentrated in the hands of a small elite
centred on Nazarbayev (and his family), it is uncertain who could succeed the 76-year-old President if he
becomes incapacitated or dies in office. The deterioration of the economic situation due to slumping oil prices
is another risk for political instability. Worried by the social discontent, President Nazarbayev called snap
elections, scheduled for 20 March 2016, to refresh the legislature before introducing new anti-crises measures.

Religious extremism and terrorism
Although Kazakhstan has no tradition of religious extremism, observers argue that it has recently become a
growing security threat. Following the first-ever suicide bombing in the country (in May 2011) targeting KNB
headquarters, the government initially blamed gangsters, but its claims that the attack had nothing to do with
terrorists were unconvincing. It was followed by other terror incidents – an unprecedented series of events in
the country. The government's attempts to crack down on extremism inadvertently exacerbated militant
activity and sparked new terrorist attacks. For instance, after the adoption of a controversial law on religious
activities aimed at curbing extremism, a religious extremist group, Jund-al Khilafah (soldiers of the Caliphate),
attacked police officers, killing two in protest at the law.
In response to growing challenges, the government has introduced some measures. Kazakhstan, in addition to
its law on countering terrorism from 1999, adopted the law on combatting financing of terrorism in 2009. It
also established a Committee on Financial Monitoring tasked with combating money laundering and financing
of terrorism, in May 2008. Under the new counter-terrorism and extremism strategy, approved in October
2013, the government took further steps, such as establishing new institutions (e.g. an Anti-Terror Centre,
under the KNB) and increasing security budgets. In recent years, with an estimated 150 Kazakh jihadists fighting
alongside ISIL/Da'esh and other militant groups abroad, Kazakhstan has launched several operations against
the suspected religious extremists, punishing them in line with the Criminal Code (Article 233), which was
supplemented by new provisions in 2011 with regard to 'financing terrorist or extremist activities' and
'recruitment or training of persons or supply of weapons to a terrorist or extremist'. Kazakhstan designated
ISIL/Da'esh as a terrorist group in November 2015, coinciding with John Kerry's visit to the country.
The European Parliament resolution of 12 September 2012 underlined the importance of EU dialogue with Central
Asian states on regional security matters, especially in the context of the situation in Afghanistan. The June 2015
Council conclusions on the EU Strategy for Central Asia called for reinforced security cooperation with the regional
states. The EU and Kazakhstan signed the Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement on 21 December 2015.
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