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*** 

This briefing paper provides an overview of current key concerns regarding the protection of freedom of 

expression and the media, freedom of association and assembly, as well as other fundamental rights in 

Kazakhstan. It is based on the findings of monitoring conducted by Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human 

Rights and Rule of Law (KIBHR) and has been prepared together with International Partnership for Human 

Rights (IPHR) within the framework of the project “A Transnational Civil Society Coalition in Support of 

Fundamental Rights in Central Asia.” This project is jointly implemented by KIBHR, Nota Bene, Turkmen Initiative 

for Human Rights and IPHR. 

Contacts: 

 

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

www.bureau.kz   

 

International Partnership for Human Rights (IPHR) 

www.IPHRonline.org 

 

Nota Bene 

www.notabene.tj  

 

Turkmen Initiative for Human Rights (TIHR) 

www.chrono-tm.org 
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Brief comment on the overall situation 

While the Kazakhstani government is promoting an international image of Kazakhstan as a politically 

progressive country, the human rights situation in the country remains highly problematic. The government 

has further stepped up its crackdown on free speech and dissent in the context of the current economic 

downturn, which appears to have made those in power wary of growing protest sentiments among the 

population. There is currently little space for expressing alternative views and openly discussing issues of public 

concern in the country. This could also be seen during the campaign leading up to the March 2016 early 

parliamentary elections, which cemented the ruling pro-presidential party’s grip on power.  

 

Lack of political pluralism 

The political opposition has been close to eliminated in Kazakhstan, resulting in the absence of pluralism within 

the country’s political system.  

 

The election campaign ahead of the early parliamentary elections held on 20 March 2016 was dominated by 

the ruling Nur Otan party and the elections offered no genuine political choice. The international election 

observation mission led by the OSCE Office of Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), which 

monitored the elections, stated: “While the participation of six parties appeared to provide political variety and 

choice, the parties’ campaign platforms and rhetoric were (…) aligned with the president’s long-term strategies 

and refrained from proposing political alternatives.” The mission also concluded: “The dominant position of the 

ruling party at all levels of government and administration for many years now has effectively blurred the 

distinction between the State and party, which is at odds with international commitments.”1 In accordance with 

the results of the elections, only Nur Otan and two other pro-presidential parties will be presented in the new 

parliament, similarly to in the previous parliament.2 

 

All recent parliamentary and presidential elections in Kazakhstan have been ahead of the scheduled election 

date, and none of them has been deemed free and fair by independent international observers.  

 

Last year the opposition Communist Party was closed down by court because it allegedly did not have the 

number of members that is required for the registration of political parties. The leader of banned  opposition 

Alga party, Vladimir Kozlov remains imprisoned on charges considered politically motivated (see more below 

under “Political prisoners”). 

 

Recommendations 

The Kazakhstani authorities should be requested to take the following steps: 

 Stop repressing the political opposition and allow political opposition parties to register and carry out 

their activities without hindrance. 

 Take concrete measures, in accordance with the recommendations of international human rights 

bodies, to ensure an environment in which alternative political views can be freely expressed and free 

and fair elections can take place.  



  

2 

  

2 

Repressive media and free speech climate  

As highlighted in a resolution adopted by the European Parliament on 10 March 2016, the current climate for 

media and free speech in Kazakhstan is of serious concern.3 Major problems include pressure on independent 

and opposition media, blocking of websites, and criminal prosecution of journalists, bloggers, activists and other 

individuals exercising their right to freedom of expression.    

 

In recent years, a number of media outlets have been closed down on questionable grounds. For example, the 

ADAM bol magazine -- well-known for its frank coverage of corruption and other politically sensitive issues -- was 

closed down by court in December 2014 over an article about the Ukraine conflict deemed to contain “war 

propaganda”. ADAM bol’s journalists subsequently initiated a new magazine, ADAM. However, in October 2015, 

a court ruled that ADAM bol, ADAM, as well as ADAM’s Facebook page constituted a ”unified media outlet” and 

banned ADAM from publishing its materials in any form off- or online. 

 

Defamation suits are used as a means of retaliation against media outlets and journalists reporting on issues 

of public concern. For example, last summer, the Nakanune.kz news portal -- known for its criticism of 

authorities – lost a massive defamation suit. The portal was ordered to pay 20 million Tenge (about 75 000 EUR 

at that time) in compensation to Kazkommertsbank, the country’s largest private bank, over an article about 

corruption allegations. This decision brought it to the brink of bankruptcy. Later on, Nakanune.kz’s journalists 

have been subjected to renewed pressure (see more below). 

 

Cases of blocking of news, social media and other websites are regularly reported. The Committee on 

Communications and Information of the Ministry of Investment and Development closely monitors online 

content and initiates measures against websites featuring content deemed unlawful. According to existing 

legislation, this committee may request providers to block access to internet resources based on either a court 

decision or a simple request from the General Prosecutor’s Office. It is highly problematic that access to 

websites may be fully blocked because of allegations that certain material posted on them is illegal. A glaring 

example is that of the popular blog platform LiveJournal, which was blocked for four years for allegedly hosting 

“extremist” content before access to it was restored in November 2015. In other cases, websites have been 

blocked in the country, although the owners of these sites have not received any official explanation of the 

reasons. For example, the independent information portals Ratel.kz and Zonakz.net were inaccessible for 

several months as of September 2015 and the regional Fergana News site has been inaccessible since August 

2014, when it reported on an inter-ethnic incident in southern Kazakhstan. 

 

In alarming trend, a series of arrests and criminal cases have recently targeted journalists, bloggers, activists 

and other outspoken individuals. It is of particular concern that a growing number of cases have been initiated 

under broadly and vaguely worded Criminal Code provisions that may be implemented to restrict the legitimate 

exercise of freedom of expression and other fundamental freedoms, in violation of international human rights 

law. These provisions include, above all, Criminal Code article 174, which bans “inciting” social, national or other 

discord and article 274, which prohibits “deliberately spreading false information.” Defamation also remains 

criminalized, with special protection afforded to public officials. 

 

These are some recent cases of concern4: 

 In December 2015, law enforcement authorities searched the office of the Nakanune.kz news portal, 

as well as the homes of several of its journalists after a criminal case on “deliberately spreading false 

information” was opened against the portal over an article in relation to which it previously was 
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convicted of defamation (see above). The portal’s editor Guzyal Baydalinova was arrested a few days 

after the searches and currently remains in pre-trial detention.  

 In a development that has prompted widespread concern within the country’s journalist community, 

Chair of the Union of Journalists and National Press Club Head Seytkazy Matayev and his son 

independent KazTAG News Agency Director Asset Matayev are under investigation on accusations of 

embezzling state funds and tax fraud. Matayev the older was arrested on 22 February 2016 and has 

remained under house arrest since then, while his son was placed under house arrest on 28 March.  In 

a joint appeal, a group of journalists stated that this case “may be interpreted as an attempt to restrict 

freedom of speech and put an end to the activities of the KazTAG information agency and the National 

Press Club.”5 KazTAG is a private news agency, while the facilities of the National Press Club are 

frequently used for press conferences held by NGOs, opposition members and other public figures.  

 In one of the most notorious recent free speech cases, on 22 January 2016, activists Ermek Narymbaev 

and Serikzhan Mambetalin were convicted of “inciting national discord” and sentenced to two and three 

years in prison, respectively, and prohibited from engaging in public activities for five years. The charges 

against the two activists concerned Facebook posts where they shared a supposedly offensive text 

posted elsewhere. Both of them are known as vocal government opponents on social media, and the 

real reason for the charges against them appear to have been their on- and offline engagement on 

social and political issues.6 On 30 March, an appeal court changed the prison sentences of the two 

activists into restricted freedom for 3 years (Narymbaev) and 1 year (Mambetalin), respectively. During 

this time, they will be subjected to court-imposed restrictions. The appeal court upheld the five-year 

ban for them to engage in public activities.  

 Another activist, Bolatbek Blyalov was also convicted of “inciting discord” in late January 2016 and 

sentenced to three years of restricted freedom, during which time he will be subjected to limitations on 

his freedom of movement and participation in public activities. The charges against Blyalov concerned 

YouTube posts where he expressed his opinion on issues such as social problems and nationalism. 

There are reasons to believe that he was prosecuted for his civic activities. He has, among others, 

provided legal assistance to victims of house demolitions and campaigned against the launching of 

Russian space rockets from Kazakhstan’s Baikonur Cosmodrome. 

 In November 2015, social media administrator Igor Sychev was sentenced to five years in prison for 

“propagating separatism” (Criminal Code article 180), an offense that is also so vaguely worded that it 

may be used to unduly restrict freedom of expression. He was charged for sharing a survey asking 

visitors of the VKontakte page he administers to express their opinion as to whether the East Kazakhstan 

Region should join Russia. According to Sychev, he did not create this survey, but only posted it and 

removed it from the VKontakte page after concerns were raised about it. His sentence was upheld on 

appeal. 

 Lawyer Bulat Baytyakov was convicted of defaming a judge (Criminal Code article 411) and sentenced 

to one year of restricted freedom in June 2015. The charges against him were brought because of 

appeals he filed in a labour dispute in court, in which he requested that the lawfulness of the actions of 

the judge hearing this case be investigated. As pointed out in a statement issued by KIBHR, IPHR and 

four other NGOs7, Baytyakov’s case is of concern both in the light of freedom of expression and the 

right and duty of lawyers to protect the interests of their clients. A legal opinion on his case issued by 

the International Commission of Jurists also found an interference with these rights.8 Several appeals 

filed by Baytyakov against his sentence have been rejected.  
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In a rare not guilty verdict, on 29 February 2016, Nakanune.kz journalist Yulia Kozlova was acquitted of narcotics 

possession charges, which were brought against her after police allegedly found a prohibited substance in her 

apartment. The judge also ordered an examination into flaws in the investigation of the case that were revealed 

during the trial. While this was a welcome development, there are serious concerns that other journalists and 

activists have been convicted, although the proceedings against them have been marred by fair trial and due 

process violations. The trial against Ermek Narymbaev and Serikzhan Mambetalin was particularly egregious in 

this respect. As documented by KIBHR, the trial was biased in favour of the prosecution, the principle of equality 

of arms was seriously violated, and motions filed by the defence were routinely rejected or dismissed without 

consideration. The trial also went ahead in spite of urgent health issues of the defendants. 

 

Recommendations 

The Kazakhstani authorities should be requested to take the following steps: 

 Put an end to the trend of forced closures of independent and opposition media outlets; allow media 

and journalist to operate freely and without interference; and establish upper limits for the amounts of 

moral damages that can be awarded in any defamation lawsuits.  

 Stop arbitrarily blocking websites and ensure that any measure to limit access to online content 

deemed unlawful is strictly necessary, limited to that specific content and sanctioned by court in full 

accordance with due process standards. 

 Revoke or revise Criminal Code provisions that are incompatible with international standards protecting 

the right to freedom of expression, in particular articles 174 and 274, and ensure that no one is 

arrested, criminally charged or convicted for legitimately exercising this right.  

 

Political prisoners 

Some individuals have been in prison for years in Kazakhstan after being convicted in unfair trials on charges 

considered politically motivated. They include the following three individuals:  

 

 Alga opposition party leader Vladimir Kozlov continues to serve a 7.5-year prison sentence for his 

alleged role in the 2011 Zhanaozen events. A request by him for release on parole, for which he may 

qualify after serving out half of his sentence, was rejected by court in December 2015. Last summer he 

was placed under a stricter prison regime characterized by serious restrictions on communication and 

contacts with family after being accused of violating prison rules. In mid-March 2016, Kozlov’s lawyer 

reported that a prison commission had deemed that her client is no longer an “offender” of prison 

rules, as a result of which he should have the right to be re-transferred to a regular prison regime. 

However, as of the beginning of April, he had yet to be transferred to such conditions.  

 Imprisoned human rights defender Vadim Kuramshin has also been subjected to stricter prison 

conditions because of alleged violations of prison rules. Kuramshin, who was sentenced to 12 years in 

prison on extortion charges believed to be retaliation for his human rights work in 2012, has 

complained about pressure by prison authorities and has launched a number of hunger strikes to 

protest his treatment.   



  

5 

  

5 

 Poet and dissident Aron Atabek, who is serving an 18-year sentence for allegedly organizing riots in 

2006, has submitted numerous complaints to court about his treatment in prison, including lengthy 

solitary confinement. In October 2015, the Supreme Court declined to review his complaint, in which 

he requested that his treatment in prison be deemed cruel and degrading.  

 

In its recent resolution on Kazakhstan,9 the European Parliament recognized that Vladimir Kozlov, Vadim 

Kuramshin and Aron Atabek have been convicted on political grounds and demanded that they receive 

immediate access to necessary medical treatment and are allowed regular visits by family members, legal 

representatives and representatives of human rights and prisoners’ rights organizations. 

 

Recommendations 

The Kazakhstani authorities should be requested to take the following steps: 

 Ensure that no one is convicted and imprisoned for politically motivated reasons and release those 

who are currently behind bars for such reasons.  

 Ensure that no prisoners are penalized for alleged violations of prison rules as a form of retaliation.  

 

Problematic NGO and trade union legislation  

The new Criminal Code that entered into force in January 2015 contains a number of provisions that threaten 

the freedom of association of NGOs. Among others, it sets out penalties for members of public associations for 

“unlawful interference” in the activities of state agencies and characterizes “leaders” of public associations as a 

separate category of offenders.  

 

New NGO legislation that entered into force in mid-December 2015 also contains a number of problematic 

provisions, the implementation of which risk resulting in undue restrictions on the activities of NGOs.10 In 

particular, the new law grants the Ministry of Culture and Sports broad powers to oversee NGO activities, 

including by managing a new government database on NGOs. If NGOs fail to provide required information, or 

provide “incorrect” information for this database, they could be fined or have their activities suspended for three 

months. The new law also tasks a so-called operator with allocating both state and non-state grants to NGOs 

without providing any guarantees for the impartiality and transparency of this body. International and foreign 

organizations may channel grants through the operator “on a voluntary basis”. 

 

Prior to its adoption, the new NGO legislation was widely criticized by civil society. Representatives of the 

international community, including the office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and the UN 

Special Representative on the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association likewise warned that it 

may result in violations of international human rights standards.11 In a statement issued in February 2016, the 

EU expressed regret that the Kazakhstani authorities have not consulted international experts on the 

implementation of the new law, in spite of promises to the contrary, and called on them to take into account 

civil society recommendations made in this respect.12  

 

A deadline for NGOs to provide information for the new database to be established expired at the end of March 

2016. NGO representatives have objected to the requirement to provide information for this database, pointing 

out that it duplicates extensive reporting obligations and provides for discriminatory treatment of NGOs in 
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relation to other types of legal entities. Questions have also been raised with respect to the resources of the 

Ministry of Culture and Sports to deal with tens of thousands of reports from NGOs operating in in the country. 

The NGO International Legal Initiative has filed a complaint with court about the requirement for NGOs to 

provide information for the new database, arguing that it violates Kazakhstan’s Constitution. Two local Astana 

courts have already returned the complaint; now the organization has appealed to the Astana City Court.  

 

The new Trade Union Law that entered into force in July 2014 requires mandatory affiliation of trade unions to 

regional, branch or federal trade union structures, depending on the level on which they operate. Among 

others, the UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association has 

criticized the requirements of the new law, saying that it “denies trade unions the right to freely form and join 

labour organizations of their choice”.13 For many trade unions, it has proven a difficult endeavour to re-register 

under the new law. For example, the Confederation of Free Trade Unions of Kazakhstan (CFTUK) has reported 

about the repeated failure of this federation and its member unions to obtain re-registration. Finally, in February 

2016, the legal successor of the CFTUK, the Confederation of Independent Trade Unions of Kazakhstan (CFIUKR) 

was registered as a new federal-level trade union. 

 

Other independent trade unions such as Aktau and Zhanarty remain unregistered. Independent trade union 

members in the Mangistau region have also reportedly faced intimidation and pressure by employers to join 

state-controlled trade union structures.  

 

Recommendations 

The Kazakhstani authorities should be requested to take the following steps: 

 Amend provisions of the new Criminal Code that impose restrictions on freedom of association that 

are incompatible with Kazakhstan’s international human rights obligations. 

 Ensure that the new legislation on NGOs is not implemented so as to restrict the activities and access 

to funding of NGOs in violation of international standards protecting the right to freedom of association; 

and revise this legislation to bring it into line with the requirements of international human rights law.    

 Revise the Law on Trade Unions to ensure that it corresponds to international standards on freedom 

of association and trade union rights and allow trade unions to obtain registration and operate without 

obstruction. 

 

Violations of the right to freedom of peaceful assembly  

While current legislation requires the organizers of assemblies to obtain permission in advance, permission is 

often denied on different pretexts or protests are only allowed in remotely located venues that have been 

specifically designated for this purpose. Peaceful unauthorized protests are regularly dispersed by police and 

organizers and participants are detained and brought to justice, resulting in warnings, fines and administrative 

arrests. Trials in these cases are frequently marred by fair trial and due process violations.  

 

In the past year, numerous peaceful protests held on socio-economic issues, such as the de-evaluation of the 

national currency, mass dismissals, problems facing mortgage-holders, and forcible evictions have been 

dispersed and participants detained. Children have sometimes been apprehended along with their parents 
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when participating in protests, and journalists have repeatedly been detained when covering unauthorized 

assemblies. Authorities also continue to use the tactics of “preventive” detentions of civil society activists ahead 

of planned protests. 

 

As documented by KIBHR through its monitoring,14 the number of protests held in the country decreased 

significantly in 2015 in comparison to previous years. This was mainly the result of repressive measures 

targeting the political opposition and outspoken civil society activists. Forty percent of all protests monitored by 

KIBHR in 2010 were organized by the political opposition, but not a single opposition rally was held in 2015.  

 

Following his visit to Kazakhstan in January 2015, the UN Special Rapporteur on the freedom of peaceful 

assembly and of association concluded that the government’s approach to regulating assemblies “deprives the 

right of its meaning”.15 He called on the Kazakhstani authorities to adopt a new law on assemblies that complies 

with international human rights law.16 A similar recommendation was made by the presidential Human Rights 

Commission in October 2015.17  

 

Recommendations 

The Kazakhstani authorities should be requested to take the following steps: 

 Elaborate a new Law on Assemblies in close cooperation with civil society to ensure a legal framework 

that serves to uphold this right. 

 Allow peaceful protests to take place without undue interference by authorities; and refrain from 

penalizing the organizers and participants in assemblies held without prior authorization. 

 Take concrete and effective measures to implement the recommendations made by the UN Special 

Rapporteur on freedom of peaceful assembly and of association in his 2015 mission outcome report.  

 

Restrictions on freedom of religion and harassment of religious minorities  

The 2011 Law on Religious Activity and Religious Associations has been widely criticized both nationally and 

internationally. As highlighted in a report issued by KIBHR at the end of 2015,18 this law provides for serious 

restrictions on religious activities, including worship, missionary activities and the distribution of religious 

literature. It sets out excessive membership requirements for religious communities to obtain registration, while 

banning activities of unregistered religious groups. These provisions are not compatible with international 

human rights standards. In its monitoring of the application of the religion law, KIBHR has also documented a 

pattern of violations of the rights of believers, as well as discrimination, stigmatization and harassment of 

religious minority communities.  

 

This is a recent case of concern involving a religious minority community:  

 Law enforcement authorities carried out searches of the premises of the New Life Pentecostal Church, 

as well as the homes of its leaders in Almaty on 25 March 2016, the day the community was marking 

Good Friday. During the searches, computers, financial documents and church funds were confiscated. 

According to information from the police, the searches were sanctioned by court already in January 

2016 and were carried out as part of a criminal case on fraud that was opened last summer on the 

basis of complaints filed by private individuals. The church had not previously been informed about any 
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criminal case against it and has denied any wrongdoing. No community member has been arrested or 

charged with any crime. The New Life Pentecostal Church has previously been subjected to harassment 

by authorities. 

 

The following case forms part of a worrying trend of using charges of “inciting discord” against individuals 

exercising their fundamental freedoms (see the section on “Repressive media and free speech climate” above): 

 In November 2015, a local Astana court found Seventh Day Adventist Yklas Kabduakasov guilty of 

“inciting religious discord” and sentenced him to seven years of restricted freedom, featuring court-

imposed restrictions. The following month, his conviction was upheld on appeal and his sentence 

increased to two years’ imprisonment in a labour camp. The charges against Kabduakasov were 

brought because of his peaceful efforts to discuss his faith with others and share religious literature 

with them, which are crucial elements of the right to freedom of religion.19 

 

Recommendations 

The Kazakhstani authorities should be requested to take the following steps: 

 Revise the Law on Religious Activity and Religious Associations to bring it into compliance with 

international human rights standards. 

 Ensure that religious minority communities and their members to practice their right freedom of 

religion without intimidation and harassment.  
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