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Kyrgyz political landscape ahead of elections 
Kyrgyzstan is the most democratic but also the least stable of the former Soviet Central Asian republics. The most 
recent upheaval resulted in the cancellation of the October 2020 parliamentary elections. New elections 
scheduled for November 2021 are likely to consolidate the position of Sadyr Japarov, the country's new 
president. A controversial new constitution raises concerns over the future of Kyrgyz democracy. 

Revolutions, elections and referendums 
In contrast to the authoritarian regimes of the other four ex-Soviet Central Asian states, Kyrgyzstan is at 
least partially democratic, but it is also the most unstable country in the region. Since independence, the 
country has seen three revolutions (in 2005, 2010 and 2020), and violent clashes after the 2010 uprising 
between Kyrgyz and ethnic Uzbek, leaving hundreds dead. To limit the risk of authoritarian rule, the 2010 
constitution transformed Kyrgyzstan from a presidential to a parliamentary system and limited presidents 
to a single six-year term of office. 2017 saw the first peaceful transfer of power from one democratically 
elected president to another, raising hopes for the consolidation of Kyrgyz democracy. However, a feud 
soon broke out between President Sooronbay Jeenbekov and his predecessor and former ally, Almazbek 
Atambayev, both of them from the Social Democratic Party (which has since split into smaller factions). 
After a shoot-out, in which one police officer was killed, Atambayev was arrested and jailed. 
Pro-government parties claimed an overwhelming victory in the October 2020 parliamentary elections. 
Huge protests broke out over alleged vote buying. In the ensuing chaos, protesters freed (among other 
prisoners) Sadyr Japarov, a politician from the nationalist Ata Jurt party who had been jailed for kidnapping 
a regional governor. A few days later, at a session attended by less than half the parliament, deputies 
appointed Japarov as prime minister. The results of the October elections were declared invalid, and 
Jeenbekov stepped down, to be replaced by Japarov as acting president. 
In January 2021, an election to choose the country's new president was held simultaneously with a 
referendum to decide whether Kyrgyzstan should become a parliamentary or a presidential republic. 
Japarov won the presidential vote by 79 %, and a similarly large majority supported the change to a 
presidential system. OSCE observers confirmed that the two votes were competitive and transparently 
administered, but also noted that campaigning and media coverage were one-sided, strongly favouring 
Japarov. In April 2021, 79 % voted in favour of a hastily drafted new constitution in a second referendum. 
Japarov has promised to root out endemic corruption and end Kyrgyzstan's economic crisis. Support for 
him and his constitutional reforms reflect widespread disillusionment with the failure of the country's 
former leaders to tackle long-standing problems such as poverty. Like many other populists, Japarov 
derives much of his support from impoverished voters in rural areas and provincial towns, whereas 
opponents are concentrated in the urban middle class. 

A controversial new constitution strengthens presidential powers 
Japarov and his supporters argue that parliamentary democracy has failed to address the country's 
problems. Therefore, the new constitution formally transfers executive power from the government to the 
president, who can now serve up to two five-year terms, instead of a single six-year term under the previous 
constitution. The president appoints the prime minister (who is also the head of the presidential 
administration), and the rest of the government ministers. The president also gains powers to initiate 
legislation, as well as to appoint and dismiss judges, the prosecutor general, election commission, and 
numerous other officials. Parliament loses the right to pass a vote of no confidence in the government. 
Many Turkic countries have a historic tradition of kurultais, assemblies of elders in nomadic clans. The 2010 
constitution gave citizens the right to convene kurultais, but did not give such assemblies any formal 
powers. However, the new constitution establishes a permanent National Kurultai. Its tasks include advising 
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the government on 'social development' issues, issuing recommendations to the president on dismissing 
ministers and other senior figures, and presenting legislative proposals. 
The OSCE/ODIHR, the Venice Commission and Human Rights Watch NGO are among the many critics of the 
revised constitution. Sweeping presidential powers over judicial appointments threaten the independence 
of the courts (admittedly, politically motivated justice was already a serious shortcoming under the old 
constitution); new restrictions on unspecified 'activities that contradict moral and ethical values and public 
conscience' bode ill for freedom of expression. The role and the composition of the National Kurultai remain 
unclear; in the past, similar unelected assemblies were filled with presidential loyalists, allowing them to 
interfere with the parliamentary oversight of the executive. The legitimacy of the constitution, hastily 
adopted by a parliament whose term of office had expired several months earlier and with no real 
opportunity for public debate, is questionable. While 79 % voted in favour of the new constitution, turnout 
was just 37 %, meaning that just one in six Kyrgyz citizens supported it. 

Parliamentary elections likely to consolidate support for Japarov 
Parliamentary elections, now overdue by more than a year, will finally take place on 28 November 2021. In 
contrast to the 2015 and 2020 elections, in which 120 seats were contested on the basis of proportional 
representation, this time the number of deputies has been reduced from 120 to 90, of which 54 will be 
elected by proportional representation and 36 from single-member districts on a first-past the post basis. 
Twenty-one parties have registered to participate in the elections. A September 2021 poll by the 
International Republican Institute (IRI) suggests that the two most popular are Mekenchil and Ata-Jurt, both 
formerly linked to Japarov (who as president is constitutionally barred from belonging to any party), 
supported by 8 % and 5 % of respondents respectively. However, neither will take part in the elections (the 
newly formed Ata-Jurt Kyrgyzstan will campaign in Mekenchil's place). The same poll identifies Japarov 
(35 % of respondents), former Japarov associate Security Chief Kamchibek Tashiyev (20 %), and Islamist 
Nurjigit Kadyrbekov (7 %), leader of the Yiman Nuru party, as the country's three most trusted politicians. 
Kyrgyz political parties lack distinct agendas but currently fall into two main camps: of Japarov allies and 
opponents. Ata-Jurt and three other pro-Japarov parties top the list for campaign spending, and are widely 
expected to prevail, ensuring that the president can count on a solid parliamentary majority. 

Mixed prospects for Kyrgyzstan 
Although recent IRI polls show unusually high levels of optimism since last year's revolution (in September 
2021, 69 % felt the country was heading in the right direction), the situation remains as daunting as ever. 
The lack of economic opportunities has forced one-quarter of the country's workforce to emigrate (mainly 
to Russia), while with a per capita GDP of just US$1 174 Kyrgyzstan is one of the poorest countries in Asia. 
Economic weaknesses are exacerbated by a severe pandemic-related downturn (-8.6 % in 2020, and only a 
modest 2.3 % growth forecast for 2021). Survey respondents identify the high cost of living, unemployment 
and corruption as the three main problems. 
In 2021, Freedom House's 'Freedom in the World' ranking downgraded Kyrgyzstan from 'Partly Free' (39 out 
of 100 points) to 'Not Free' (28 points), in view of the 'deeply flawed parliamentary elections, … significant 
political violence and … irregular seizure of power by a nationalist leader and convicted felon'. As already 
mentioned, there are also serious concerns about the new constitution and its legitimacy.  
Following 2020's failed parliamentary elections, vote buying is still rampant – one in seven report having 
been offered incentives in exchange for their vote during the April 2021 local elections. Despite such flaws, 
there is still a striking contrast between the country's pluralistic politics and neighbours such as Kazakhstan, 
where a stage-managed vote virtually guarantees victory for the party of power. 
Japarov remains highly popular for now. However, the precedents of the previous three revolutions point 
to a real danger of renewed future turbulence, especially if resentment builds up over failure to tackle long-
standing problems or perceived authoritarian tendencies. 

European Parliament position. In the aftermath of the October 2020 elections, Fulvio Martusciello (EPP, 
Italy), chair of the European Parliament's Delegation for Central Asia, called for a democratic Kyrgyzstan, 
based on the rule of law and free and fair elections. The Parliament, which sent observers to Kyrgyzstan in 
2017, will not participate in this year's OSCE/ODIHR mission. 
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