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Fundamental Freedoms in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan

 Twenty years after the Soviet Collapse

 

In Kazakhstan power has been firmly in the hands of President Nursultan Nazarbaev throughout 

independence.  He was re-elected in April 2011 elections that offered no real choice and his ruling party 

remains essentially unchallenged even if parliamentary elections held 

monopoly in the law-making body. The opposition Communist Party was prevented from running in the 

parliamentary elections because of a court decision that suspended its activities on questionable grounds. 

 

Attacks on freedom of expression in the media have recently increased, and in particular opposition media 

have come under growing pressure through criminal and administrative charges, civil defamation suits 

involving excessive claims for damages, and intimidation and ob

sites containing information critical of the authorities are regularly blocked and vague allegations of 

“extremism” have increasingly been used to justify restrictions on online content. New legislation from e

2012 provides for enhanced government control of electronic media.

 

The authorities’ response to the recent oil worker protests, which began in western Kazakhstan in May 2011, 

has highlighted long-standing challenges to fundamental freedoms. In the co

actions held by oil workers were forcefully dispersed and participants detained and brought to court; leading 

figures in the labor protest movement were criminally convicted in politically motivated trials; and political 

opposition activists were harassed for showing solidarity with the workers. New disturbing developments 

have taken place in the aftermath of the 16 December 2011 unrest in the strike region. Actions taken during 

the investigation into these events have given r

for a new crackdown on the labor protest movement, the political opposition, as well as opposition media. A

series of detentions, interrogations and spurious criminal charges have targeted 

opposition members and journalists who have supported them.

 

A new harsh Religion Law was adopted in October 2011 despite strong national and international criticism. 

The law introduced new restrictions on religious activities and reta

communities, while making the process of registration more difficult and open to arbitrary implementation. 
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Summary: 

power has been firmly in the hands of President Nursultan Nazarbaev throughout 

elected in April 2011 elections that offered no real choice and his ruling party 

remains essentially unchallenged even if parliamentary elections held in January 2012 formally ended its 

making body. The opposition Communist Party was prevented from running in the 

parliamentary elections because of a court decision that suspended its activities on questionable grounds. 

edom of expression in the media have recently increased, and in particular opposition media 

have come under growing pressure through criminal and administrative charges, civil defamation suits 

involving excessive claims for damages, and intimidation and obstruction of the work of journalists. Internet 

sites containing information critical of the authorities are regularly blocked and vague allegations of 

“extremism” have increasingly been used to justify restrictions on online content. New legislation from e

2012 provides for enhanced government control of electronic media. 

The authorities’ response to the recent oil worker protests, which began in western Kazakhstan in May 2011, 

standing challenges to fundamental freedoms. In the course of 2011, peaceful protest 

actions held by oil workers were forcefully dispersed and participants detained and brought to court; leading 

figures in the labor protest movement were criminally convicted in politically motivated trials; and political 

sition activists were harassed for showing solidarity with the workers. New disturbing developments 

have taken place in the aftermath of the 16 December 2011 unrest in the strike region. Actions taken during 

the investigation into these events have given rise to concerns that the authorities are using it as a pretext 

for a new crackdown on the labor protest movement, the political opposition, as well as opposition media. A

series of detentions, interrogations and spurious criminal charges have targeted labor activists, and 

opposition members and journalists who have supported them. 

A new harsh Religion Law was adopted in October 2011 despite strong national and international criticism. 

The law introduced new restrictions on religious activities and retained the ban on unregistered religious 

communities, while making the process of registration more difficult and open to arbitrary implementation. 
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Already prior the adoption of the law, so-called non-traditional religious communities were increasingly 

subjected to harassment.  

 

*** 

 

2.  Kazakhstan  

2.1.  Political and human rights context 

When Kazakhstan was granted the OSCE chairmanship for 2010, it was argued that this would boost 

democracy and human rights reform in the country. However, as Kazakhstan’s chairmanship period has 

come and gone, the human rights situation in the country remains poor and has recently deteriorated in a 

number of respects (some of which are discussed in the subsequent sections of this chapter).   

 

Kazakhstan continues to be ruled in an authoritarian way by President Nursultan Nazarbaev, who has held 

power throughout the country’s period of independence. Nazarbaev was re-elected with a reported 96% of 

the vote in early presidential elections held in April 2011, which were criticized by local and OSCE observers 

for the lack of any real alternative. None of the other candidates challenged the incumbent president, and 

no opposition candidate was running.
1
 

 

Early parliamentary elections held on 15 January 2012 formally brought an end to the monopoly of the pro-

presidential Nur-Otan party in the lower chamber of parliament. However, the two other parties that gained 

representation are also loyal to the current regime.
2
 An OSCE-Council of Europe election observation mission 

concluded that the elections “did not meet fundamental principles of democratic elections” and that the 

authorities failed to provide “the necessary conditions for the conduct of genuinely pluralistic elections”.
3
 

The opposition Communist Party was prevented from running in the elections after being suspended by 

court on spurious grounds (see more under section 2.3), while the Alga opposition party could not 

participate since it has been repeatedly denied registration. As a result, only one moderate opposition party 

(the Azat party) took part in the race. This party did not make it into parliament.
4
  

 

In a development that has highlighted broader social issues related to the unequal distribution of the profits 

from Kazakhstan’s prosperous oil industry, thousands of oil workers began striking in the natural resource 

rich Mangistau region in May 2011. The oil workers demanded fair pay, adequate work conditions and an 

end to restrictions on trade union activities. The authorities refrained from mediating in the labor conflict 

and resorted to repressive measures in an attempt to stifle the workers’ protests. The strikes were declared 

illegal by court and striking workers were fired. The authorities also broke up peaceful protest actions staged 

                                                
1
 For a detailed report see  OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) Elections Observation Mission Final 

Report, 16.6.2011, http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/78714 
2
 These are the Democratic Party of Kazakhstan Ak Zhol (8 seats) and the Communist People’s Party of Kazakhstan (7 seats) (note 

that the latter is a different party from the opposition Communist Party). 
3
 Statement of Preliminary Findings and Conclusions by the OSCE ODIHR, the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly and the Parliamentary 

Assembly of the Council of Europe, 16.1.2012, http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/86985 
4
 This party got less than two percent of the votes. 
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by striking workers and detained and brought to court both strike movement participants and political 

opposition members expressing solidarity with them. (See more below under setion 2.3). 

 

On 16 December 2011 unrest broke out in the center of the city of Zhanaozen, which had been the site of 

continuing peaceful worker protests since the summer. Clashes with police took place, a number of buildings 

were set on fire and banks and stores were looted. In order to put down the riots police used firearms. 

According to official information, 14 people died and 99 were wounded, including 35 police officers.
5
 Eye 

witness accounts and video material disseminated on the internet suggest that police used excessive force 

when responding to the unrest and shot at unarmed oil workers and other residents without warning. The 

authorities initially dismissed such claims. However, in late January 2012, the General Prosecutor’s Office 

acknowledged that the use of force was disproportionate “in some cases,” resulting in deaths and injuries of 

people.
6
 

 

Immediately after the unrest President Nazarbaev instructed law enforcement authorities to thoroughly 

investigate it. He also stated “the labor dispute of oil workers must not be mixed in with the acts of bandit 

elements who sought to abuse the situation.”
7
 Human rights groups welcomed these statements, but have 

expressed concern about the conduct of the investigation. As individuals suspected of involvement in the 

unrest were arrested en masse in the days that followed it, allegations of torture and ill-treatment of 

detainees surfaced. There is also reason to fear that individuals later charged with organizing or participating 

in the riots may have been forced to “confess” under duress.
8
 Moreover, the course of the investigation has 

given rise to concern that the authorities are exploiting it for a new crackdown on the labor protest 

movement, the political opposition and opposition media (see more below under sections 2.3 and 2.2).   

2.2.  Freedom of expression and the media 

Attacks on freedom of expression in the media and in the internet have increased in the recent period, and 

in particular media associated with the political opposition have come under growing pressure. 

 

A new controversial Law on Television and Radio Broadcasting was adopted by parliament in December 2011 

and signed by the president in January 2012. When elaborating the law, the government and parliament 

ignored proposals made by journalist organizations, expert conclusions and recommendations put forward 

by the OSCE. The law, which has been criticized both inside the country and internationally
9
, increases 

government control in the area of electronic media and provides for a non-transparent management regime 

that is lacking in public oversight and other adequate safeguards against abuse. It infringes the rights of 

                                                
5
 See Statement by Kazakhstan’s General Prosecutor’s Office on the Zhanaozen events of 16 December 2011, 25.1.2012, 

http://prokuror.kz/eng/bm/main/novosti/?cid=0&rid=1360 (the Russian version is available at 

http://prokuror.kz/rus/bm/main/novosti/?cid=0&rid=4282).  
6
 The Office also said that several police officers will be criminally charged with exceeding their powers, but gave no details as to the 

cases for which they are being held accountable. See Statement by Kazakhstan’s General Prosecutor’s Office on the Zhanaozen 

events of 16 December 2011. 
7
 Remarks by President Nazarbaev, 17.12.2011, 

http://www.akorda.kz/en/news/2011/12/segodnya_v_akorde_pod_predsedatelstvom_glavy_gosudarstva 
8
 The authorities have announced measures to investigate and punish those responsible in the case of a man who died from wounds 

he apparently sustained in custody, but other torture allegations remain unaddressed.  
9
 “OSCE media freedom representative expresses concern over newly-adopted broadcasting law in Kazakhstan,” 28.12.2011, 

http://www.osce.org/fom/86713 
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private broadcasters and limits the constitutionally protected rights of citizens to receive and impart 

information.
10

  

 

The authorities continue their efforts to control the use of the internet
11

, including by recently introducing 

new restrictive rules that apply to internet café visitors and by trying to track down the IP-addresses of 

internet users. Access to internet sites containing information critical of the authorities is regularly blocked, 

either temporarily or on an ongoing basis. During the events in Zhanaozen in December 2011 (see section 

2.1), access to Twitter was blocked for three days. The opposition related socialismkz.info, respublika.kz and 

guljan.org, as well as other sites that published independent information about the events also became 

unavailable. Journalists reported experiencing difficulties in gaining access to Zhanaozen after the unrest, as 

well as obstruction by law enforcement authorities when working there, e.g. by being held under 

supervision. A state of emergency that was introduced in Zhanaozen after the unrest provided for 

restrictions on entering, leaving and moving around in the city and allowed for limitations on the use of 

recording and broadcasting equipment.
12

   

 

Kazakhstan’s general prosecutor has publicly spoken out in favor of increased control of social networks in 

the fight against “extremism,” and a mechanism for this purpose is reportedly being developed within the 

Collective Security Treaty Organization, a military cooperation body in the former Soviet Union to which 

Kazakhstan belongs.
13

 As of late 2011, more than 100 web sites had been blocked by court on accusation of 

“extremism” in Kazakhstan.
14

 Among these was the popular blog and social media platform Live Journal, 

which was suspended by court for three months as of mid-August 2011 for allegedly spreading “extremist” 

propaganda. No evidence to support this claim was presented and no previous request had been made to 

Live Journal to remove such content. As of this writing the site remained unavailable.  

 

A new law that entered into force in late January 2012
15

 further reinforced concerns about the readiness of 

the authorities to restrict freedom of expression in the name of protecting national security. The law defines 

as a major security threat acts to “influence public and individual consciousness” by distributing “distorted” 

and “unreliable” information “to the detriment of national security.” Human rights defenders fear that these 

vague formulations may be used to depict criticism of authorities as a security threat.   

 

Insult and slander remain criminalized and punishable by imprisonment, with special protection afforded to 

public officials. Further to amendments to the Criminal Code that entered into force in February 2011, 

                                                
10

 See joint appeal by media organizations, 29 December 2011, http://www.adilsoz.kz/news/obrashhenie-obshhestvennyx-

organizacij-kazaxstana-v-svyazi-s-prinyatiem-zakona-o-teleradioveshhanii/ 
11

 For more information, see the chapter on Kazakhstan in International Partnership for Human Rights (IPHR), the Netherlands 

Helsinki Committee (NHC), Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human Rights and Rule of Law (KIBHR), Turkmen Initiative for Human 

Rights (TIHR), and the Initiative Group of Independent Human Rights Defenders of Uzbekistan (IGIHRDU), Central Asia: Censorship 

and Control of the Internet and other New Media, November 2011, 

http://www.iphronline.org/uploads/9/0/2/7/9027585/ca_internet_20111128_e.pdf. A press release about the report is available at 

http://www.iphronline.org/ca_internet_20111128_e.html 
12

 The state of emergency was introduced on 17 December 2011, initially for a period of 20 days. Later it was prolonged until 31 

January 2012. 
13

 See the chapter on developments at the regional level in IPHR, NHC, KIBHR, TIHR, IGIHRDU, Central Asia: Censorship and Control of 

the Internet and other New Media. 
14

 See the chapter on Kazakhstan in IPHR, NHC, KIBHR, TIHR, IGIHRDU, Central Asia: Censorship and Control of the Internet and other 

New Media. 
15

 Law on National Security in the Republic of Kazakhstan as signed by the president on 6 January 2012. The law is available (in 

Russian) at http://online.zakon.kz/Document/?link_id=1002220460 
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defamation offenses that carry a maximum penalty of two years’ imprisonment only give rise to criminal 

liability if repeated within a year. However, this change did not really improve the situation since the 

offenses to which it applies still remain punishable as administrative offenses.
16

 At the annual OSCE Human 

Dimension Implementation Meeting in September 2011, Vice Minister for Communication and Information 

Nurai Urazov stated that Kazakhstan has undertaken to fully de-criminalize defamation in relation to media 

by 2014.
17

 

 

In the course of 2011 more than a dozen journalists were criminally charged with defamation,
18

 and two 

journalists were convicted on such grounds. Journalist Valerii Surganov was convicted for an online article 

that reported crime allegations against a police official (see more below), while Adilet Chief Editor Kuanybek 

Botabekov was given an 18 months’ suspended prison sentence for an article detailing corruption allegations 

involving two businessmen.  

 

Civil defamation legislation also remains problematic for freedom of expression.
19

 In practice, defamation 

suits often take aim at independent media and journalists, who publish articles about corruption and other 

controversial issues. In 2011 more than 60 defamation suits were brought against media outlets and 

journalists, out of which 24 were initiated by government officials.
20

 All suits brought by government officials 

were satisfied by court. Excessive claims for damages in defamation cases against media remain a major 

concern, in spite of a recent legal amendment that prohibited legal entities from requesting damages
21

. The 

total amount of damages sought in the 2011 suits was around 3 billion Tenge (about 15 million EUR).
22

  

 

A series of harassment has recently targeted the independent and opposition-associated online video portal 

Stan TV, which has covered the oil worker strike on an ongoing basis and reported on the December 2011 

events in Zhanaozen from on the ground:   

 

� In September 2011, local Almaty authorities sued Stan TV and the information agency Namistan, 

from which its sublets its office, for alleged violations of sanitary and safety regulations identified 

during unscheduled checks carried out in the office premises of the two organizations. The activities 

of both organizations were suspended by court until the violations have been corrected.
23

 The 

suspensions were upheld on appeal. While questioning the basis for the complaints against it, Stan 

TV has nevertheless taken steps to comply with the court orders. It has terminated the contract with 

its internet provider (since the internet antennas leased from it allegedly damaged the health of 

                                                
16

 For more information see briefing paper prepared by KIBHR, IPHR and the NHC for the review of Kazakhstan by the UN Human 

Rights Committee in July 2011, http://www.iphronline.org/uploads/9/0/2/7/9027585/kazakhstan_brief_un_20110712_e.pdf. A 

related press release is available at http://www.iphronline.org/kazakhstan_brief_un_20110712_e.html 
17

 «Казахстан декриминализирует в отношении СМИ клевету и оскорбления до 2014г – Минсвязи», 28.9.2011, 

http://www.newskaz.ru/society/20110928/1943248.html  
18

 See Adil Soz statistics of violations against media and journalists in January-October 2011, 

http://www.adilsoz.kz/en/newsen/statistic-of-violations-of-rights-of-media-outlets-and-journalists-of-kazakhstan-in-january-

october-2011/ 
19

 For more information see briefing paper prepared by KIBHR, IPHR and the NHC for the review of Kazakhstan by the UN Human 

Rights Committee in July 2011. 
20

 See Adil Soz statistics of violations against media and journalists in January-October 2011. 
21

 For more information see briefing paper prepared by KIBHR, IPHR and the NHC for the review of Kazakhstan by the UN Human 

Rights Committee in July 2011. 
22

 Ibid. 
23

 For more information, see chapter on Kazakhstan in IPHR, NHC, KIBHR, TIHR, IGIHRDU, Central Asia: Censorship and Control of the 

Internet and other New Media. 
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residents in the building where its office is located) and replaced office equipment (since the old one 

allegedly emitted more radiation than allowed). However, although it informed the relevant 

authorities about these measures in late October 2011, it had received no response as of the 

beginning of 2012. 

On 26 October 2011, Stan TV journalists Orken Bisenov and Asan Amilov were physically attacked in 

the city of Aktau, where they were working on story related to the oil worker strike. Four unknown 

assailants fired rubber bullets at the two men and hit them with a baseball bat as they were getting 

ready to take a taxi. Both men sustained injuries requiring treatment. In November 2011, police 

announced that two suspected perpetrators had been identified, criminally charged and declared 

wanted under an international arrest warrant.
24

 Statements made by a police representative later 

the same month suggested that police was treating the attack exclusively as a robbery, thereby 

dismissing the possibility of political motives.
25

   

Following the unrest in Zhanaozen in December 2011, several Stan TV journalists were summoned 

for questioning and requested to hand over copies of all material filmed by the video portal during 

the events. Law enforcement authorities were particularly interested in a video clip circulated on the 

internet that showed police shooting at unarmed protesters.  

In the course of 2011, Stan TV journalists also repoted being obstructed by law enforcement 

authorities when covering developments related to the oil worker strike, as well as receiving 

intimidating phone calls from unknown individuals.
26

 

 

Other media associated with the political opposition have also been subject to pressure: 

 

� The online news outlet guljan.org was the target of cyber attacks in July and September 2011.
27

 In 

connection with the unrest in Zhanaozen, access to the site was blocked.  

On 7 November 2011, an Almaty district court convicted guljan.org journalist Valerii Surganov on 

criminal defamation charges. Surganov was charged on the basis of a complaint from a high-ranking 

economic police official, who objected to a July 2011 guljan.org article that reported allegations that 

he was guilty of rape and had used his influence to avoid prosecution. Surganov was sentenced to 18 

months of “restriction of freedom,” which involves, inter alia, observing a daily curfew and 

restrictions on travel. He was also ordered to pay 100.000 Tenge (about 500 EUR) in damages and to 

publish a retraction. 

On 9 December 2011, the same court satisfied a civil defamation suit against guljan.org and its Chief 

Editor Gulzhan Ergalieva. The suit had been filed by the spouse of the head of Kazakhstan’s agency 

for the fight against economic crimes over articles alleging that she possesses elite property and 

large bank assets abroad. The court ordered the defendants to publish a retraction and pay 5 million 

Tenge (about 25.000 EUR) in moral damages. 

 

                                                
24

 Ibid. 
25

 See «Ограбление по-актауски», 24.11.2011, http://www.time.kz/index.php?module=news&newsid=24706 
26

 For more information, see chapter on Kazakhstan in IPHR, NHC, KIBHR, TIHR, IGIHRDU, Central Asia: Censorship and Control of the 

Internet and other New Media. 
27

 Ibid. 
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� On 8 July 2011, an Almaty appeal court upheld a defamation conviction of the newspaper Vzgliad, 

according to which the newspaper should pay 15 million Tenge (close to 80.000 EUR) in 

compensation to a medical doctor for an article detailing patient complaints against him.   

As part of a broader anti-opposition raid carried out in connection with the investigation into the 

Zhanaozen events (see also section 2.3), security services in Almaty searched the office of Vzgliad, as 

well as the home of Chief Editor Igor Viniavskii on 23 January 2012. Viniavskii was detained and 

three days later a local court sanctioned his arrest for two months on charges of calling for the 

overthrow of the constitutional order (article 172 of the Criminal Code). He is accused of publishing a 

leaflet containing anti-Nazarbaev slogans, which was confiscated by police in April 2010.  

After organizing a press conference in Igor Viniavskii’s support in Almaty on 30 January 2012, Golos 

Respubliki Deputy Chief Editor Oksana Makushina, Viniavskii’s lawyer Sergei Utkin and his wife Lana 

Viniavskaia were all summoned for interrogation by security services. They were threatened with 

criminal charges for distributing xerox copies of the leaflet over which Viniavskii has been charged. 

Even if no criminal charges were brought against Makushina or the two others, the office of Golos 

Respubliki was raided and documents and computer equipment were confiscated. 

 

The following two cases have further highlighted the dangers of criticizing the authorities in Kazakhstan:  

 

� On 17 February 2012, KIBHR director Evgenii Zhovtis and Vremia journalist Tokhniiaz Kuchukov were 

released under a general amnesty adopted on the occasion of Kazakhstan’s 20
th

 independence 

anniversary. Both men were convicted of violating traffic rules, resulting in the death of pedestrians, 

and sentenced to four years’ imprisonment in 2009 trials fraught by procedural irregularities. In 

particular the case against Zhovtis raised strong suspicion that a tragic incident was exploited in an 

attempt to silence a well-known critic of the authorities. Zhovtis was subjected to discriminatory 

treatment in relation to other prisoners and was rejected early conditional release twice because of 

alleged violations of prison rules.
28

 While expressing relief that Zhovtis and Kuchukov were finally 

released, KIBHR and its partners regret that their cases have not been reviewed in fair trials.
29

 

 

� Independent journalist Ramazan Esergepov was released on 6 January 2012 after serving a three-

year prison sentence on charges of disclosing state secrets. He was convicted in a 2009 trial held 

behind closed doors for publishing information that showed the actions of security services in a bad 

light.
30

  

 

                                                
28

 For more information, see IPHR, NHC, KIBHR, TIHR and IGIHRDU, Freedom of Assembly and Association and the Role of Civil Society 

in the Protection of Human Rights in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, September 2011, 

http://www.iphronline.org/uploads/9/0/2/7/9027585/final_hdim_intervention_september_2011-1.pdf 
29

 See press release issued by KIBHR and OSI on the occasion of Zhovtis’ release, 

http://www.bureau.kz/data.php?page=0&n_id=4143&l=ru 
30

 For more information see briefing paper prepared by KIBHR, IPHR and the NHC for the review of Kazakhstan by the UN Human 

Rights Committee in July 2011. 
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2.3.  Freedom of association and assembly 

Kazakhstan’s Law on Assemblies contains numerous problematic provisions.
31

 Among others, it requires the 

organizers of public actions to apply for permission in advance (rather than just providing notice), while 

granting local authorities wide discretion to restrict or prohibit the conduct of such actions. According to the 

National Action Plan on Human Rights for 2009-2012, new legislation to protect freedom of assembly will be 

drafted during the period this plan covers. However, as of early 2012, it remained unclear whether the work 

on such legislation had begun. 

 

Members of political and civil society movements that are critical of authorities are often denied the right to 

hold assemblies on different pretexts or only allowed to organize such actions at the outskirts of cities. While 

some unsanctioned peaceful protests can take place without interference by law enforcement authorities, 

others are dispersed and participants detained, brought to court and fined or sentenced to administrative 

arrest for up to 15 days (under article 373 of the Administrative Code). In the following case, political 

opposition activists who tried to participate in a public parade were met with a harsh response (even if none 

of them were held administratively responsible this time):    

 

� The local authorities of Almaty organized a large-scale parade on 1 May 2011 on the occasion of the 

Day of Unity of the Peoples of Kazakhstan. Students and employees of state institutions and large 

businesses were reportedly pressured to participate in the parade under the threat that they may 

otherwise face negative repercussions such as expulsion from university, dismissal or withdrawal of 

various benefits. However, while the parade was announced to be open to all interested groups, the 

opposition Communist Party, the association “Let’s leave accommodation for the people” (“Ostavim 

narodu zhil'e”) and the organization Talmas were denied permission to participate in it without any 

reasons being stated. When some 30 activists from these movements still joined the procession, 

police forcefully removed them. As a result, Talmas leader Ainur Kurmanov received injuries to his 

spine and required hospital treatment for a week. A complaint about the behavior of police filed by 

the participating activists was dismissed by court. 

The authorities’ response to peaceful oil worker protests in the Mangistau region is of particular concern. In 

several cases in the summer and fall of 2011, peaceful protest actions staged by striking workers were 

dispersed by police with the use of force and participants were brought to court and given administrative 

penalties for organizing or participating in unsanctioned assemblies.  

 

� The largest protest action related to the oil worker strike took place on 5 June 2011, when some 500 

workers from the Karazhanbasmunai company gathered in the city of Aktau to call for the release of 

lawyer Natalia Sokolova (see below) and the reinstatement of striking workers who had been fired. 

After gathering at the city bus station, the workers set out toward the offices of the state regional 

administration. On their way there, they were, however, stopped by police, who dispersed the 

protest, detained participants and reportedly beat some of them. Police also attempted to 

confiscate photo and video cameras from journalists who were present. About 30 people were 

brought to court the following day and fined for participating in an unsanctioned assembly.  

                                                
31

 For more information see briefing paper prepared by KIBHR, IPHR and the NHC for the review of Kazakhstan by the UN Human 

Rights Committee in July 2011. 
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Moreover, in the summer months of 2011, a number of leading figures in the strike movement in the 

Mangistau region were criminally charged with allegedly violating the procedure for organizing assemblies 

(article 334 of the Criminal Code), resisting police (article 321) and “inciting social hatred” (article 164). 

Three activists were convicted in what appeared to be politically motivated trials:  

 

� Trade union leader Akzhanat Aminov, who had represented protesting workers in Zhanaozen, was 

convicted on 17 August 2011 on criminal charges of violating the procedure for organizing and 

conducting assemblies. He was given a one-year suspended prison sentence.  He spent almost two 

months in pre-trial detention before the sentence was handed down.
32

  

 

� On 8 August 2011, an Aktau court convicted lawyer Natalia Sokolova, who had addressed and 

provided legal advice to striking workers from the Karazhanbasmunai company, on criminal charges 

of “inciting social hatred” and organizing and conducting unsanctioned assemblies. She was 

sentenced to six years in prison. Prior to being criminally charged, Sokolova was twice 

administratively sanctioned for allegedly violating rules for organizing assemblies.
33

 The sentence 

against her was upheld on appeal in September 2011. In January 2012, she filed an appeal with the 

Supreme Court.  

 

� Another strike leader, Kuanysh Sisenbaev, was convicted on criminal charges of organizing and 

conducting unsanctioned assemblies in connection with the peaceful workers’ protest that took 

place in Aktau on 5 June 2011 (see above). In a trial held on 13 July 2011, he was sentenced to 200 

hours’ public work. Previously he had already been fined on the same grounds.
34

 

 

In the course of 2011 political opposition activists who publicly expressed support for the striking oil workers 

also faced harassment, including dispersal of peaceful pickets, detention and administrative penalties.
35

 

 

� On 17 August 2011, three activists from Kazakhstan’s Socialist Movement held a protest outside the 

Almaty office of the ruling Nur-Otan party to express solidarity with the striking oil workers and to 

call for the release of Natalia Sokolova (see above). The three activists, Dmitrii Tihonov, Arman 

Ozhaubaev and Zhanna Baitelova were detained by police and sentenced to administrative arrest by 

court for holding an unsanctioned assembly. Tihonov and Ozhaubaev were given five days’ arrest, 

and Baitelova 14 days’. According to Baitelova, she was unfairly sentenced to a longer sentence 

because police falsified the arrest protocol against her so as to make it look like this was a repeat 

offense for her in the course of one year. A complaint filed by her on this issue was dismissed.  

Among the targets of harassment were members of the People’s Front opposition movement, which was 

established in the summer of 2011 by members of the Communist Party and the unregistered Alga party and 

soon became popular among the striking oil workers. In what appeared to be a politically motivated 

decision, the Communist Party was punished for this initiative: 

� On 4 October 2011, an Almaty court found that the involvement in the People’s Front of Communist 

Party leader Gaziz Aldamzharov and other members of his party were in violation of the law (under 

                                                
32

 For more information, see KIBHR and IPHR, Repression of labor protests in Kazakhstan, October 2011, 

http://www.iphronline.org/kazakhstan_20111018_e.html 
33

 Ibid. 
34

 Ibid. 
35

 Ibid. 
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article 374 of the Administrative Code, which prohibits participation in the activities of non-

registered public associations). Aldamzharov was fined some 15.000 Tenge (about 75 EUR), and the 

activities of his party were suspended for six months. As a result of this decision, the Communist 

Party was not able to run in the January 2012 parliamentary elections. 

 

Following the December 2011 events in the city of Zhanaozen (see section 2.1), there have been new 

disturbing developments. In spite of President Nazarbaev’s public call for the unrest in this city not to be 

confused with the oil workers labor conflict, actions taken during the investigation into the events have 

given rise to concern that the authorities are using it as a pretext to go after labor activists and their 

supporters. Many active participants in the oil workers strike have been detained and accused of 

involvement in the riots, while strike leaders Roza Tuletaeva, Talgat Saktaganov and Maksat 

Dosmagambetov have been criminally charged with “organizing mass disorders” (under article 241 of the 

Criminal Code). The details of these cases are unclear, and there is reason to suspect that strike leaders and 

participants have been targeted for their efforts to promote workers’ rights. Moreover, representatives of 

the political opposition and opposition media, who have sided with the oil workers in their struggle, have 

been accused of instigating the riots. 

 

� On 23 January 2012, security services in Almaty carried out a targeted operation related to the 

investigation into the Zhanaozen events. They searched the office of the opposition Alga party, as 

well as the homes of several of its staff members and other individuals associated with this party and 

the People’s Front movement. A number of people were detained, and others were summoned for 

questioning.
36

  

As of mid-February 2012, Alga party leader Vladimir Kozlov, as well as People’s Front activists Serik 

Sapargali, Bolat Atabaev and Zhanbolat Mamai had all been charged with “inciting social hatred.” A 

the time of writing, Kozlov and Sapargali were held in custody on the basis of an Almaty district court 

decision sanctioning their arrest for two months, while Atabaev and Mamai had been ordered not to 

leave Almaty. Another Alga party and People’s Front activist, Aizhangul’ Amirova, was held in 

custody in Zhanaozen likewise on charges of “inciting social hatred.” Additional activists were under 

investigation on the same grounds. 

In a statement issued in late January 2012, the General Prosecutor’s Office claimed that charges of 

“inciting social hatred” had been brought in response to the “active efforts of some individuals to 

persuade fired workers to continue their protest and violently oppose the authorities.” According to 

the office, such efforts were “one of the reasons” of the unrest in Zhanaozen.
37

   

 

In the aftermath of the Zhanaozen events there have also been new cases where political opposition 

activists have been penalized for participating in peaceful protests that have not been sanctioned by 

authorities. 

 

� On 28 January and 25 February 2012 unsanctioned assemblies held under the banner of “The Day of 

Disagreement” took place in the center of Almaty. These actions, each of which was attended by 

some 1.000 people, were organized by the political opposition to protest the results of the 

parliamentary elections (see section 2.1), developments related to the Zhanaozen unrest and the 

                                                
36

 See KIBHR reports from 23.1.2012 and 24.1.2012, http://www.bureau.kz/data.php?page=1&n_id=3999&l=ru, 

http://www.bureau.kz/data.php?page=1&n_id=4003&l=ru 
37

 See Statement by Kazakhstan’s General Prosecutor’s Office on the Zhanaozen events of 16 December 2011. 
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arrests of political activists. Following both protests, organizers and participants were brought to 

court and given administrative penalties for violating the procedure for organizing assemblies. A 

number of Azat party leaders were sentenced to administrative arrest, while other participants were 

fined.  

 

� On 17 January 2012, some 400 opposition members gathered for a rally at Republic Square in Almaty 

to protest the results of the parliamentary elections. The same evening and the following morning a 

total of 12 opposition activists, Azat party leaders and journalists working for the socialism.kz and 

guljan.org sites were fined by court for participating in an unsanctioned assembly.  

 

� On 17 December 2011, some 300 members and supporters of opposition parties and movements 

gathered at Republic Square in Almaty in honor of the victims of the shootings in Zhanaozen. When 

part of the participants set out toward the office of the ruling Nur-Otan party to continue their 

protest there, they were stopped by special police and about 20 people were briefly detained. Later 

one of the activists, Serik Sapargali, was sentenced to 15 days’ administrative arrest for violating 

rules on holding assemblies. Moreover, the three opposition activists Dmitrii Tihonov, Arman 

Ozhaubaev and Larisa Boiar were “preventively” arrested in their homes in the morning of 17 

December and released only in the afternoon when the rally was over. A fourth activist, Zhanna 

Baitelova, was held under house arrest during this time.
38

  

 2.4.  Freedom of religion 

A new restrictive “Law on Religious Activity and Religious Associations” (hereafter Religion Law), as well as 

related amendments to other laws were signed by President Nazarbaev on 11 October 2011.
39

 Two weeks 

later this legislation entered into force. 

 

The new Religion Law, which was adopted in a quick process and without any real public consultation, was 

criticized by religious groups, human rights defenders and the international community. The Director of the 

OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), Ambassador Janez Lenarčič stated that 

the new law is “poised to limit” the exercise of freedom of religion in Kazakhstan and expressed 

disappointment that it did not take into account comments made by ODIHR on an earlier draft law that 

included similar provisions.
40

 

 

Like the previous “Law on Freedom of Worship and Religious Associations,” the new Religion Law bans 

activities by religious communities that have not been registered with authorities. Violations of this ban may 

result in harsh penalties under the country’s Administrative Code. The new law establishes a several tier 

registration system (with different requirements for registration at the local, regional and national level) and 

requires religious communities that already are registered to re-register within a year. If they do not, they 

risk liquidation.  

                                                
38
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When applying for registration or re-registration, religious communities will be subject to an “expert review” 

aimed at determining whether their statutes, programs and other materials are consistent with the 

requirements of the law. Concerns have been expressed as to whether this review will be done in an 

objective way, and there are fears that registration may be rejected on arbitrary grounds, in particular as the 

language used in the new law often is vague and open to interpretation. No time line has been set for how 

long an expert review may last.   

 

Among other problematic provisions of the new Religion Law are: missionaries, including foreign ones, are 

also required to register with the authorities and present the material they use for “expert review”; the 

distribution of religious literature is only allowed in places of registered worship, religious educational 

institutions and special places determined by local authorities, while the import of religious material for 

distribution is only allowed after this material has been analyzed and approved; the construction or opening 

of new places of worship requires permission by both local and national authorities; and certain restrictions 

are imposed on where religious services and ceremonies can take place, e.g. they are as a rule not allowed in 

schools, prisons, and public hospitals.
41

 

 

On the basis of a presidential decree from May 2011, a new state body called the Agency of Religious Affairs 

was established. This body has been mandated to participate in the elaboration and implementation of state 

policies in the area of religious practice and relations between religious groups. It will, among others, 

oversee the conduct of religious “expert reviews” (which have been given an important role under the new 

Religion Law).
42

 The diplomat appointed head of the agency, Kairat Lama Sharif, caused controversy right 

from the start by expressing support for the principle “one nation, one religion” and suggesting that the 

body would elaborate a concept for the development of moderate Islam in Kazakhstan.
43

 In response, 

human rights defenders cautioned against attempts by the authorities to promote certain religious beliefs, 

as well as to define these beliefs. 

 

In the recent period so-called non-traditional religious communities such as independent Muslim 

communities (that function outside the state-backed Muslim Board), different Protestant communities and 

Jehovah’s Witnesses have been subject to increasing pressure. These communities face, among others, raids 

on their meetings, confiscation of religious literature, requests to provide detailed information about their 

members, and warnings and fines. Even before the new Religion Law entered into force local authorities 

used its provisions to justify repressive actions. State and pro-state media have repeatedly carried articles 

aimed at discrediting non-traditional religious communities and the government financially supports the 

activities of public associations that counteract religious “sects”. 

 

� Baptist gatherings in the cities of Satpaev, Zhezkazgan, Temirtau and Shahtinsk, as well as the Kievka 

settlement in the Karaganda region were raided by law enforcement authorities in September 2011. 

In August-December 2011, three Baptist pastors in this region were fined and one warned for 

leading or participating in the activities of unregistered religious communities (under article 374-1 of 

the Administrative Code). A fourth pastor was fined for failing to obtain state registration (under 

article 375 of the Administrative Code). As he refused to pay the fines, he was later fined again and 

                                                
41
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sentenced to two days’ administrative arrest for failing to implement a court order. The Baptist 

communities in question have refrained from applying for state registration out of principle.  

 

� On 18 October 2011, a number of Jehovah’s Witnesses were detained by police in Almaty for sharing 

their beliefs with others in the street. They were told that the new Law on Religion prohibits such 

missionary activities. However, after they brought their registration documents to the police station 

where they were taken and explained that the new law had not yet entered into force, they were 

released.
44

 

 

� On 5 September 2011, a local court in the city of Taraz convicted Erzhan Ushanov, pastor of the 

Protestant New Life Church in this city, of causing serious damage to the health of a previous church 

attendee out of neglect (under article 111 of the Criminal Code). He was ordered to pay a fine of 

close to 200.000 Tenge (about 1.000 EUR). The case against Ushanov was opened on the basis of a 

complaint from Alexander Kireev, who claimed that he had developed psychological disorders after 

participating in prayers for healing conducted by the pastor as part of church services. During the 

investigation into the case, security services carried out a search of Ushanov’s home on 25 June 

2011, in the course of which they confiscated, among others, a book about hypnosis that later was 

used as “evidence.” According to Ushanov, this book did not belong to him but was planted by 

security officials after he was asked to leave the room. A week earlier security services had raided a 

New Life Church service after allegedly receiving a complaint about food poisoning in the building 

where the service took place.  

 

� With reference to information provided by police sources, media reported that more than 200 

individuals were detained for allegedly possessing religious “extremist” literature in the course of a 

special police operation carried out in Astana in mid-July 2011. According to police representatives, 

“preventive” discussions were held with those detained and some of them were subject to further 

investigation on suspicion of involvement in religious “sects”. It was not clear on what grounds 

literature was deemed “extremist.”
45

 

 

� On 12 April 2011, a district court in the Kyzylorda region convicted Bazyl Zhashibekov, a member of 

the local Protestant Grace Church, of leading or participating in the activities of a non-registered 

religious community. The court fined him about 150.000 Tenge (800 EUR). The charges against 

Zhashibekov were brought after police secretly filmed him when he was reading the Bible and 

praying with friends in his home. This film clip was used as “evidence” during the trial.  

Another member of the Grace Church, Mereken Moldaziatov, was fined the same amount for the 

same offense in a trial held on 19 June 2011. He was punished for “preaching” and “leading prayers” 

among guests in his home, which police raided without a warrant on 27 March 2011. His wife, who 

also was present on this occasion, was given a warning.  

According to community members, the Grace Church was closed down by court in June 2009 after 

some of its founding members were pressured by local officials to retract their signatures from the 

founding documents.
46

 

                                                
44

 See Forum 18 news release 19.10.2011, http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1627 
45

 See Tengri News, «Полиция Астаны выявила свыше 200 приверженцев религиозного экстремизма», 19.7.2011, 

http://tengrinews.kz/kazakhstan_news/192927/; Radio Azattyq, «В Астане ведут учет тех, у кого нашли «экстремистскую 

литературу», 19.7.2011,  http://rus.azattyq.org/content/extremism_literature_astana/24270112.html 
46

 See Forum 18 news release 7.6.2011, http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1577 



14 

 

In violation of the non-refoulement ban, in June 2011, the Kazakhstani authorities extradited 28 Uzbek 

refugees who had sought protection in Kazakhstan out of fear of religious persecution in Uzbekistan.
47

 

 

The full version of the report is available here. 

 

 

 

*** 

The organizations issuing this report are: 

International Partnership for Human Rights (IPHR)  

Brussels, Belgium 

http://www.IPHRonline.org 

 

The Netherlands Helsinki Committee (NHC) 

The Hague, the Netherlands 

http://www.nhc.nl/ 

 

Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human Rights and Rule of Law (KIBHR) 

Almaty, Kazakhstan (head office) 

http://www.bureau.kz/ 

 

Turkmen Initiative for Human Rights (TIHR)  

Vienna, Austria 

http://www.chrono-tm.org 

 

The Initiative Group of Independent Human Rights Defenders of Uzbekistan (IGIHRDU) 

Tashkent, Uzbekistan 
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