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To:

President of the European Council, Anténio Costa
President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen
EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Kaja Kallas

Brussels, 15 June 2026

Re. Human Rights Issues for Visit of Kazakhstan's President

Dear President Costa,
Dear President von der Leyen,
Dear High Representative Kallas,

We are writing to you on behalf of International Partnership for Human Rights (IPHR), a Brussels-
based NGO that has promoted human rights in Central Asia for over 15 years, and Kazakhstan
International Bureau for Human Rights and Rule of Law (KIBHR), a leading Kazakhstani human
rights organisation that has operated for more than three decades. Ahead of the upcoming visit
of Kazakhstan's President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev to Brussels, we urge you to ensure that human
rights issues are addressed prominently and consistently in discussions with him.

President TokayeV's visit comes at a significant moment given the deepening relations between
the European Union and Kazakhstan, as well as growing engagement by the EU and its member
states in Central Asia. The EU is Kazakhstan's largest trade and investment partner, with
expanding cooperation in areas of strategic importance such as energy, critical raw materials,
connectivity, digital transformation and environmental protection. The EU has also sought
Kazakhstan's support on broader geopolitical and security challenges, including efforts to address
the circumvention of EU sanctions imposed on Russia.

As cooperation evolves further, it is essential that the EU continues to uphold the values
underpinning its partnership with Kazakhstan. The Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation
Agreement (EPCA), which has been in force since 2020, identifies respect for democratic
principles, human rights and the rule of law as essential elements of bilateral relations. In line
with these commitments, we urge you to ensure that human rights issues are integrated centrally
into discussions with President Tokayev other engagements with Kazakhstan’s government and



to convey that the EU expects concrete progress in addressing concerns, including through the
effective implementation of recommendations issued by UN hu man rights bodies and other
international human rights mechanisms.

In particular, we urge the EU to address the following issues:

Crackdown on critics of the constitutional reform process

A new constitution was approved in Kazakhstan through a nationwide referendum held on 15
March 2026. While presented as a new step toward political modernisation, the process leading
to its adoption was rushed, non-transparent and non-inclusive, providing little opportunity for
meaningful public debate or civil society participation. In addition, several dozen individuals who
criticised the draft constitution or sought to promote public discussion about it faced
intimidation and harassment, including detention, questioning and pressure to remove online
content, as well as fines and short-term deprivation of liberty for alleged administrative offences.
These developments reflect a broader pattern of reprisals against those who peacefully express
dissenting views regarding the government's political modernisation agenda.

In a case of particular concern, lawyer Orazaly Erzhanov was charged with allegedly
"obstructing the exercise of electoral rights" under a Criminal Code provision applied for the first
time, after advocating a "smart boycott" of the referendum by encouraging fellow citizens to
seek temporary exclusion from voter lists. On 22 May 2026, he was convicted and sentenced to
four years of restricted freedom, along with a five-year ban on engaging in public activities.

Restrictions on media freedom and digital expression

Independent reporting and access to information have come under increasing pressure in
Kazakhstan.

Independent news outlets have repeatedly been subjected to cyberattacks disrupting access to
their sites. In February 2026, several news sites experienced targeted attacks in connection with
their coverage of the constitutional reform process, rendering their sites temporarily unavailable.
For example, the website of the KazTAG news agency become inaccessible shortly after
publishing an interview with an expert critical of the proposed changes. In mid-May 2026,
websites operated by Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL) stopped opening across the
country following the publication of an investigation linking relatives of President Tokayev to a
construction company awarded major government tenders. A month later, the sites remained
unavailable. Internet providers stated the disruption was not attributable to their services, while
the Ministry of Culture and Information denied any involvement in restricting access.

Earlier, in November 2025, the independent news website Respublika.kz.news was blocked

across Kazakhstan in circumstances suggesting that the measure was prompted by its recent
reporting. In another troubling development, the popular independent YouTube channel Airan
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ceased operations in March 2026 after their sponsors reportedly came under pressure to
withdraw their funding.

In another alarming trend, a growing number of independent media outlets, civil society
organisations, journalists, bloggers and activists have reported the suspension or removal of
their social media accounts or content following apparently coordinated and unsubstantiated
complaints alleging copyright infringements or other violations of platform rules. While such
incidents peaked in the period leading up to the constitutional referendum, they have continued
afterwards. For example, in May 2026, Meta and Google removed materials related to the RFE/RL
investigation mentioned above from their platforms, citing complaints about alleged copyright
violations. These developments raise concerns about organised efforts to suppress critical online
content through the misuse of complaints mechanisms.

Persecution of journalists, activists and other critical voices

The increasing use of criminal law to target independent journalists, bloggers, human rights
defenders, opposition supporters and other critics is deeply troubling. Prosecutions are often
initiated under broadly worded Criminal Code provisions, such as those criminalising the
dissemination of "false information", "incitement of discord" and involvement in "extremist"
activities, all of which are open to abuse. Concerns are further reinforced by recurring due
process and fair trial violations, including the frequent use of closed proceedings without
adequate justification.

Targeted in a recent spate of arrests of journalists, the chief editors of Orda.kz and KazTAG,
Gulnara Bazhkenova and Amir Kasenov, remain under house arrest pending investigation on
"false information" charges linked to their investigative reporting on corruption, potential
circumvention of international sanctions against Russia, and other issues sensitive to those in
power. Setting a dangerous precedent, lawyer Murat Adam was stripped of his licence after
speaking out about procedural violations in Bazhkenova's case.

The leader of the unregistered Alga Kazakhstan! party, Marat Zhylanbayev, and journalist-
activist Duman Mukhamedkarim continue to serve seven-year prison sentences, which were
imposed on unsubstantiated extremism-related charges following closed and unfair trials. There
are ongoing concerns about their health and well-being in detention, reinforced by prolonged
hunger strikes, as well as reported restrictions on contacts with lawyers and family members. On
10 June 2026, another leading figure from Alga Kazakhstan!, Amangeldy Jahin, was similarly
sentenced to seven years' imprisonment on extremism-related charges following closed
proceedings, in a case mirroring those against Zhylanbayev and Mukhamedkarim.

In an alarming development, 19 activists associated with the Atajurt movement were convicted
of "inciting national discord" in April 2026 over a peaceful protest against the persecution of
ethnic Kazakhs in China's Xinjiang region and China's growing influence in Kazakhstan. Following
a non-transparent trial, 11 of the activists were sentenced to five years' imprisonment, while the
remainder received non-custodial sentences involving restrictions on their movement for similar



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vSqLTaDc1v0
https://iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/kazakhstan-digital-space-overview-may-2026.pdf
https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/pravovoy-media-tsentr-neizvestnyy-pytalsya-udalit-iz-google-a-nash-material-pro-azattyk-i-vd-stroy-inzhiniring/33778201.html
https://iphronline.org/articles/kazakhstan-joint-letter-to-president-tokayev-on-criminal-cases-against-journalists-and-pressure-on-independent-media/
https://www.azattyqasia.org/a/sud-v-almaty-lishil-advokata-murata-adama-litsenzii/33650511.html
https://iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/iphr-kibhr-briefing-for-eu-kazakhstan-human-rights-dialogue-february-2026.pdf
https://bureau.kz/goryachee/dzhahina-osudili-na-sem-let/
https://iphronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/iphr-kibhr-briefing-for-eu-kazakhstan-human-rights-dialogue-february-2026.pdf
https://iphronline.org/articles/kazakhstan-convictions-of-atajurt-activists-reflect-misuse-of-criminal-law-to-silence-dissent/

periods. They were all banned from public and political activities for three years. The fact that the
criminal case was initiated following a Chinese diplomatic note raises serious concerns about
external influence on the administration of justice. On 9 June 2026, the convictions were upheld
on appeal despite criticism by human rights organisations and representatives of the
international community, including the UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of
peaceful assembly and of association. In a separate case, Atajurt activist Gulnaz Serikbayeva is
currently on trial on similar charges related to social media activity.

Another highly worrying case is that of Orthodox priest Yakov Vorontsov, who was arrested on
drug-related charges in February 2026 in apparent retaliation for his opposition to Russia's war
against Ukraine — for which he was previously defrocked — and his efforts to establish an
independent Orthodox community in Kazakhstan. After spending nearly three months in pre-
trial detention, he was forcibly transferred to a psychiatric institution in mid-May 2026 despite
the absence of any diagnosis justifying such a measure and amid serious due process concerns.
As of the time of writing, he remained in this institution.

The cases outlined above are only some of the most prominent recent examples of the pattern
of using criminal prosecution to discourage peaceful criticism and silence independent voices.
For additional examples of this pattern, which warrants sustained attention by the EU, please
refer to our briefing paper for the EU-Kazakhstan Human Rights Dialogue held in March 2026.

Pressure on LGBTIQ+ advocates

The broadly worded ban on so-called "LGBTIQ+ propaganda", which was adopted in December
2025 despite widespread criticism, entered into force in March 2026. It could be used to restrict
virtually any public discussion of LGBTIQ+ issues and has already contributed to increased
pressure on activists and organisations working on equality and non-discrimination. LGBTIQ+
activists have been summoned and questioned over alleged propaganda, and an online resource
devoted to monitoring, analysis and awareness-raising on LGBTIQ+ issues was blocked on these
grounds. Initiatives advocating for LGBTIQ+ rights have continued to be denied registration on
unsubstantiated grounds, while their representatives have been subjected to harassment. In a
case of particular concern, Feminita co-founder Zhanar Sekerbayeva was convicted and fined in
April 2026 on assault charges stemming from an unfounded complaint filed by a prominent anti-
LGBTIQ+ activist.

Transnational repression and accountability concerns

There are persistent concerns regarding transnational repression. Two years after the killing of
Kazakhstani opposition journalist Aidos Sadykov in Kyiv, meaningful accountability remains
elusive. Kazakhstani authorities have failed to effectively cooperate with the Ukrainian
investigation despite the identification of two Kazakhstani nationals as suspects.

Meanwhile, Natalia Sadykova, who continues to run her and her late husband's YouTube
channel, has reported ongoing intimidation and surveillance. The defamation lawsuit brought
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against her in Ukraine by a prominent Kazakhstani businessman, whom she has publicly linked
to her husband's killing, raises further concerns about efforts to intimidate and silence her.

Declining civic space and lack of accountability

The overall environment for the exercise of civic freedoms is increasingly restrictive, with
Kazakhstan's civic space classified as "repressed" by the CIVICUS Monitor given a score of 30 out
of 100.

Hostile rhetoric targeting foreign-funded organisations has intensified, with national security
concerns invoked to justify restrictive measures. New regulations that entered into force in
January 2026 expanded state oversight of organisations receiving funding from abroad, including
by granting tax authorities broader powers to inspect their activities. In addition, the new
constitution approved through the March 2026 referendum requires NGOs to publicly disclose
all funding received from foreign sources. These measures risk further stigmatising NGOs that
rely on foreign grants and contributing to undue interference in their activities.

At the same time, freedom of peaceful assembly remains heavily restricted. Authorities continue
to deny authorisation for peaceful protests on various pretexts, while those gathering without
official approval, even for small-scale pickets, routinely face detention, fines and short-term
deprivation of liberty. Preventive detentions of activists ahead of anticipated protests also
persist. This ongoing clampdown has effectively curtailed the use of peaceful assembly as a
channel for dialogue with the authorities.

Finally, serious concerns persist regarding widespread impunity for torture, excessive force and
other human rights violations committed during the January 2022 events. While up-to-date
official statistics are lacking, available information indicates that the number of officials held
accountable remains disproportionately low compared to the several hundred complaints filed.
International human rights bodies, including the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and
Human Rights and the UN Human Rights Committee, have echoed civil society concerns and
stressed the need for renewed efforts to ensure justice and accountability in this context.

Recommendations

In light of the concerns described in this letter, we urge you to:

e Raise the cases highlighted above and call for the charges against individuals prosecuted
in retaliation for the peaceful exercise of their fundamental rights to be dropped, as well
as for the release of those currently detained on such grounds;

e Call for an end to the misuse of broadly formulated criminal offences such as "false
information", "inciting discord" and extremism-related provisions against journalists,
activists and government critics;
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e Express concern about restrictions on media freedom, digital rights and access to
information, including website blocking and coordinated efforts to remove critical online
content, and stress the importance of effective measures to address these concerns;

e Urge the authorities to take concrete steps to improve civic space, including by ending the
stigmatisation of and undue restrictions on organisations receiving foreign funding, as
well as by refraining from preventing, penalising or otherwise obstructing peaceful
protests;

e Call for the repeal of the so-called "LGBTIQ+ propaganda" ban and for LGBTIQ+ rights
advocates to be able to carry out their peaceful and legitimate activities without undue
interference, intimidation or harassment;

e Encourage Kazakhstan to effectively investigate cases of transnational repression and
cooperate fully with efforts to ensure accountability for attacks against critics abroad;

e Insist on full accountability for human rights violations committed during the January
2022 events and the implementation of relevant recommendations issued by
international human rights bodies.

As the EU and Kazakhstan continue to deepen their partnership, sustained engagement on
human rights will remain essential to ensuring that bilateral relations develop in a manner

consistent with the values and commitments reflected in the EPCA.

We thank you for your attention and trust that these concerns will be given due consideration
during discussions with President Tokayev and in the EU's broader engagement with Kazakhstan.

Sincerely,

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




