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On 8 October, the lower court in the western Kazakh city of Aktau 
sentenced Vladimir Kozlov, a most prominent opposition figure and 
leader of the unregistered political party Alga!, to 7 and a half years in 
prison and confiscated his property and some of his party's. Kozlov was 
convicted for 'inciting social hatred' and blamed for organising the 
December 2011 demonstrations of oil workers in the western city of 
Zhanaozen, which followed more than seven months of peaceful strikes 
by miners and workers of the oil and gas industry. The Zhananozen revolt 
left at least 17 people dead (16 in Zhanaozen itself and 1 in Shetpe)1. 
Kozlov, who had met with the striking workers, was found guilty of acting 
on the orders of the exiled oligarch Mukhtar Ablyazov, an opponent of 
Kazahstan's President, Nursultan Nazarbayev. Kozlov's co-defendants, 
Akzhanat Aminov and Serik Sapargali, pleaded guilty and were sentenced 
to five and four years' probation respectively. 

Background to Kozlov's trial 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Limited pay and difficult working conditions sparked labour disputes and 
strikes in the oil and gas industry of the western regions from May through 
December 2011. More than 2000 workers2 were dismissed during the 
strikes, with the International Labour Organization (ILO) calling these 
retaliatory dismissals 'illegal discrimination'. In the last month of 2011, 
striking oil workers clashed repeatedly with security forces. In addition to 
the 17 deaths and scores of injuries, more than 40 participants were 

                                                               
1 The number of persons killed and injured in the Zhanaozen revolt varied depending on 
the media source. 17 fatal victims is a widely accepted figure even by the Kazakh 
Government, although some NGOs argue that, in reality, there were more than a 
hundred casualties. 
2 This figure, mentioned by several media (Reuters, the Guardain, etc), coincides with the  
reports coming from several human rights organisations (HR watch, Impunity watch, etc)  
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The strike of oil workers in 
western Kazakhstan had 
continued for six months 
before being violently put 
down by authorities. At least 
17 demonstrators were 
killed in the clashes. 

arrested; they face up to six years in prison. The authorities declared a 
state of emergency, denying journalists and independent observers 
access to Zhanaozen, and enforcing an increasing internet censorship. 
Reports that detainees were subject to torture and ill-treatment were 
widespread, and in June 2012, 34 detainees were convicted3. A number of 
reports of cite violations of the principle of fair trial4. On 15 October.  
Alexander Bozhko, a witness to the clashes who claimed that investigators 
tortured him so that he would testify against defendants in the trials, was 
found dead 5 

Trial 
 
 
 
Charged with attempting to 
overthrow the government, 
Vladimir Kozlov was 
sentenced to seven and a 
half years in prison and his 
property was confiscated. 
Several international NGOs 
observed violations of due 
process in his trial. 
 

The related trail of three prominent opposition leaders —Kozlov, Sapargali 
(a social activist in the 'Khalyk Maidany,' or People's Front) and Aminov (the 
leader of the 2011 strike movement) — opened on 16 August 2012. The 
defendants faced similar charges, including, 'inciting social hatred' and 
'calling for the overthrow of the constitutional order'.  

Kozlov had been arrested in January 2012 shortly after visiting the 
European Parliament, the European Commission and the EEAS in 
Brussels.6 Kozlov, who had been invited by the EU institutions, made 
statements to the Parliament that were then used against him in the trial: 
his remarks in Parliament were made at open meetings and had been 
noted by diplomats from Kazakhstan's mission to the EU. 

The Open Dialog Foundation (a Polish-based NGO on human rights much 
specialised in Kazakhstan) considered that the trial began 'with gross 
violations of international standards for fair trail7. Yet Vladimir Kozlov was 
also unexpectedly allowed to express his views about political repression. 
The entire trial was closely monitored by Freedom House which released 
three comprehensive reports on the subject, including their observations 
on 'flagrant violations calling into question the independence of the court, 
the presumption of innocence, and the right to defense.'8 There were 
indications that the evidence was falsified by the persecution. The 

                                                               
3 HRW, Kazakhstan: Oil Workers Convicted in Flawed Trial, June 2012.. 
4 Human Rights Watch released on a comprehensive report on the events 10 September 
2012, http://www.hrw.org/reports/2012/09/10/striking-oil-striking-workers-0 
5http://www.rferl.org/content/kazakhstan-zhanaozen-riots-witness-dead/24739983.html.  
6 European Parliament resolution of 15 March 2012 on Kazakhstan.  

7http://www.odfoundation.eu/en/publications/974/kazakhstan_the_trial_of_the_oppos
itionists_began_with_gross_violations_of_international_standards_for_fair_trial. 
8http://www.freedomhouse.org/article/third-monitoring-report-shows-grievous-
violations-right-fair-trial-kozlov-process.  
9 In an interview with Russia's Channel One on the 7 October Nursulat Nazarbayev stated 
'It was a crime. The puppeteers sat on the sidelines and directed all of these actions. But 
they have all been arrested. The process is ongoing. The investigation and the judicial 
process are approaching the end and we will make an announcement. Everything is calm 
in Zhanaozen now. People are working. Until the process is finished, I won't say anything. 
Although I could say. But we already know.' 
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Freedom House reports point to the fact that Article 164 of Kazakhstan's 
Criminal Code, which describes 'incitement of social enmity or discord' 
under which Kozlov was indicted, lacks a clear definition of the term 
'social'. Among the violations also listed by Freedom House were improper 
treatment of the accused in detention, evidence presented during the 
prosecution's final statement that was not presented during the trial, the 
prosecution's presentation of the testimony from witnesses who are not 
made available for questioning by the defense, and prejudicial statements 
by the President of Kazakhstan9. 

Reactions 

Governments and non-
governmental organisations 
have expressed reservations 
about Kozlov's prosecution 
and verdict. Their criticism has 
been refuted by the Kazakh 
authorities. 

Although the European Parliament has so far not taken a position on 
Kozlov's verdict, its resolution of 15 March 2012 expressed 'indignation at 
the incarceration of opposition leaders and journalists' and called for 'the 
release all persons incarcerated on political grounds, including the leader 
of the Alga! party Vladimir Kozlov'10. The Parliament noted a general 
decline in human rights in Kazakhstan and urged the Kazakh authorities to 
improve the situation11. The EU's High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy and Commission's Vice-President, Catherine Ashton, 
issued a statement on Kozlov's trial on 9 October 2012, saying that its 
'processes did not provide clear insight into the investigation of the events, 
prove the guilt or direct involvement of Mr Kozlov in the violence in 
Zhanaozen. Therefore, Mr Kozlov's sentence seems disproportionate and, 
given his political activities, seems to carry political overtones.'12 Elmar 
Brok, Chairman of the European Parliament’s Foreign Affairs Committee, 
sent a letter on 16 October to Kazakhstan's Ambassador to the EU, 
expressing deep concern about the outcome of the trial. Brok wrote he 
hoped that the Kazakh authorities would ensure a fair appeal process. 

The US embassy in Kazakhstan also remarked on 'the prosecution of 
Vladimir Kozlov and the apparent use of the criminal system to silence 
opposition voices.'13 Human Rights Watch commented on the verdict, 
saying that 'the authorities are silencing an outspoken opponent and 
muzzling the Alga! party, one of Kazakhstan’s few alternative political 
voices.'14 According to Mihra Rittmann, a Central Asian researcher for 
Human Rights Watch, the court provided numerous indications that its 

                                                               
10 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-
2012-0089+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN.  
11 Ibid.  
12http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/132776.p
df.  
13 http://kazakhstan.usembassy.gov/st-10-09-12.htm.  
14 http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/10/09/kazakhstan-opposition-leader-jailed.  
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sentence was politically-motivated. 

Such criticism was categorically refuted by the spokesman of Kazakh 
Foreign Ministry, Altay Abibullayev, who countered that the trial was fair 
and respected the defendants' rights.15 

Outlook 

Kozlov's trial points to a 
growing unease among 
Kazakh authorities 
regarding the opposition. 
Political opposition 
members face increasing 
repression, although strong 
international pressure has 
sometimes worked to 
release prominent 
individuals. 
 

According to Rico Isaacs, a lecturer in International Studies specialising in 
Kazakh politics at the Oxford Brookes University, 'Alga! as the only party 
which provides regular scrutiny and oversight of the Kazakh authorities, 
will most likely cease to exist'16. The party's disappearance would 
strengthen Kazakhstan's reputation as a one-party state, which, as 
Freedom House's Eurasia Editor Susan Corke describes, 'brooks no genuine 
dissent'. Kazakhstan is rated 'not free' in Freedom House’s annual survey of 
fundamental freedoms, and only 'partly free' in its 2012 Freedom on the 
Net index17. According to Andrei Grishin of the independent Kazakhstan 
Bureau for Human Rights and Rule of Law, the authorities feared not only 
Kozlov's criticism of the authorities but also the possibility that he would 
trigger mass rallies behind opposition slogans. Grishin believes that Kozlov 
and his co-defendants were used to deflect attention from the authorities' 
wrongdoings in the Zhanaozen18.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kazakhstan is not entirely immune to international pressure when it comes 
to political opponents and human rights activists. For example, the 
authorities released Igor Vinyavskiy, editor of a newspaper critical of the 
government on the same day that the European Parliament adopted a 
resolution on Kazakhstan19. Another member of the opposition, Vadim  
Kuramshin, may have been released as a result of pressure on Kazakh 
authorities by the EU and international community; Kuramshin faced 14 
years' imprisonment20. Bolat Atabayev, a Kazakh theatre director and 
opposition figure who had also been jailed for his alleged involvement in 
the Zhanaozen events, believes he was freed thanks to international 
pressure.  

 

                                                               
15 http://mfa.kz/en/#!/news/article/8357.  
16Kazakhstan: Political Trial Fails to Provoke Pussy Riot-Style Outcry, 
http://www.eurasianet.org/node/66032. 
17http://www.freedomhouse.org/article/kozlov-conviction-kazakhstan-miscarriage-
justice.  
18 http://iwpr.net/print/report-news/kazakstan-opposition-activist-jailed.  
19http://www.odfoundation.eu/en/urgents/1010/-
kazakhstan_trials_of_the_oppositionists_as_in_the_times_of_the_polish_people_repub
lic.  
20 Ibid. 
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It remains to be seen whether or not Kozlov's verdict signals the Kazakh 
authorities' growing intolerance towards opposition, as is claimed by 
human rights defenders. The EU's margin of influence upon Kazakh 
authorities is also unclear. Kozlov's sentence may well be the proof that the 
EU's once tenuous power in this domain is vanishing. 

 


