
Kazakhstan: From Unrest to Reforms 

 

During a working visit to Kazakhstan in February 2022, I had the chance to join a group of 9 

European journalists to travel across various Kazakh cities and meet with relevant stakeholders 

including, inter alia, Secretary of State Erlan Karin; Ministry of Foreign Affairs officials; 

Deputy Chief Prosecutor Bulat Dembayev; Human Rights Commissioner Elvira Azimova; local 

officials in the cities of Almaty and Shymkent; and members of public commissions (Akikat 

and Amanat) led by prominent human rights lawyers. We were able to familiarise ourselves 

with the ongoing investigations into the January events and the preparatory work towards 

the substantial package of reforms that President Tokayev will be announcing in a major 

policy speech in mid-March.  

 

As the dust settles on the events of January in Kazakhstan; life returns to normal; the 

investigations continue and the damage assessed; many questions still abound surrounding the 

causes and consequences of the tragic January events, as well as the identity and motives of the 

perpetrators of violence. At the outset, it is important to note there is not yet enough information 

– due to the ongoing investigations and the confidentiality with which it is being treated by the 

office of the Prosecutor General – to make a final and conclusive judgement of what 

happened in Kazakhstan. Preliminary results of investigations are expected later in March, 

and will be made available to the international community.  

 

While we are only beginning to understand what, how and why this happened, the events of 

January signalled two things: the conclusion of the two-year transition of power from First 

President Nursultan Nazarbayev to President Tokayev; and the urgency of the next phase of 

economic, social and political reforms, which was echoed by all of our interlocutors. More on 

this later.  

 

Throughout its independent history Kazakhstan has witnessed its fair share of peaceful protests 

(especially in restive Western Kazakhstan), but the scale and scope of the events in January was 

unseen in the country’s 30 years as an independent nation, and were a major blow to 

Kazakhstan’s international image.  

 

Between January 1 and 2, 2022, the price of a litre of Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG) rose from 

60 to 120 Kazakh Tenge in the Mangystau Region. From January 2, residents of the town of 

Zhanaozhen, which had already been the scene of demonstrations in 2011, gathered to protest 

against the price rise of LPG (which fuels up to 80 percent of vehicles in the region) and other 

long-term economic grievances including high inflation, low wages, corruption, etc.  

 

A government commission was promptly established and sent to Mangystau. In the end, the 

government agreed to capping the price of LPG at 50 Tenge (EUR 0.10) per litre (well below 

production costs) for a period of six months, and the imposition of moratorium on price 

increases for a number of essential utilities.  

 



The protests in the west of Kazakhstan remained largely peaceful, with almost no violence 

recorded. By that time, however, protests had already spread to other parts of the country. 

During the second (and subsequent) waves of protests, participants became very heterogeneous, 

with no clear leader and reflecting a range of constituencies as well as socio-economic 

grievances, from marginalised youths to liberal activists in Almaty, eventually joined by 

“various radical extremist groups”. According to our interlocutors in the Kazakh government, 

protests were hijacked by “terrorist and criminal groups”, yet-to-be-identified “religious and 

political extremists” some of which “trained abroad”, and members of the banned party 

Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan (DVK).  

 

What is clear is that, by all criteria (level and severity of violence, sophistication of 

organisation, and selected targets) the attacks had been carefully planned involving several 

layers of participants with the end goal of violent seizure of power and disruption of the Kazakh 

constitutional order. Violent perpetrators were perfectly organized with uniforms and armbands 

and well coordinated through the use of headsets walkie talkies. The government also explained 

that sleeping cells of disorganised radical communities within Kazakh territory were activated 

during these days.  These cells have no clear goals, no clear agenda, no clear structure, but are 

susceptible to “calls from abroad” and to participate in spontaneous violent actions. 

 

A similar pattern was observed across cities: attacks were carried out simultaneously with 

similar targets, including city halls and police stations. This was especially true in the city of 

Almaty – the business and cultural hub of Kazakhstan  – where the mayor’s office was seized, 

city police departments raided and the studios of a number of TV and radio companies attacked, 

as well as the international airport.  

 

For some Kazakh analysts, the attempted coup has an added layer of complexity derived from 

the internal elite struggle in Kazakhstan. In this context, questions have been asked as to why 

Murat Bektanov, the Minister of Defence at the time (since removed and arrested for high 

treason and inability to perform his duties) did not call in the paratroopers and other military 

units located a 2-hour drive away from Almaty to quell the violent protests? Why was there a 

48-hour window during which there was no mobilisation of the units? Similar accusations of 

inaction have been asked about the paralysis of the National Security Committee, at the time led 

by former Prime Minister Karim Massimov and Samat Abish, nephew of Kazakhstan’s First 

President.  

 

The tragic events of January were unfortunately also characterised by some instances of 

disproportionate use of force; torture and ill-treatment of detainees by police officers; all of 

which are being thoroughly investigated. Prosecutors have now opened 180 criminal cases 

based on complaints of torture. Public commissions, lead by leading human rights lawyers 

(Abzal Kuspan and Aiman Umarova, among others) have been set up to protect the rights and 

freedoms of citizens unreasonably persecuted in connection with the events of January 2022. Its 

main goals are to remove from the orbit of criminal prosecution those who were under 

investigation for participating in peaceful protests, but had no criminal intentions. In our 

discussion with representatives from the Amanat public commission, we were informed that 



they had full access to pre-trial investigation centres in Almaty to talk directly to detainees, and 

were able to release 90 wrongly detained persons.  

 

At the same time, it was remarkable to see how the tragic January events brought about a 

profound sense of solidarity among the people of Kazakhstan which helped bring communities 

together in times of need and grief. For instance, the Civil Initiatives Support Center managed 

to assemble a group of 38 psychologists to provide free counselling to help with affected people 

in the aftermath of the violent acts. In the City of Shymkent, for example, a 1,500-strong 

volunteer brigade was formed on its own initiative and comprised of former professional 

sportsmen and retired military to compensate for the shortage of police. The sense is that, 

despite the tragic loss of life, this crisis has paradoxically helped bring the country stronger 

together.  

 

Our meetings in Kazakhstan also served to discuss several issues which were the subject of 

intense debate among the international expert community, among which: 

 

 The necessity to call in CSTO troops. The January caught the law enforcement 

agencies of Kazakhstan off-guard, as they were overwhelmed by the quick succession of 

events. The mandate of the CSTO peacekeeping force – requested by the Kazakh 

government – included the protection of strategic facilities so that Kazakhstan law 

enforcement services could help restore law and order during the most critical time of 

the crisis. The CSTO did not fire a single shot while in Kazakh territory and were 

removed upon the first request of the Kazakh government. To those who asked whether 

there was no alternative, Kazakhstan has no such security arrangements with 

Washington, Brussels or Beijing, and other regional bodies such as the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation (SCO) do not have ready-to-use military units. The CSTO 

intervention was the most pragmatic instrument for preventing further acceleration of the 

conflict in the context of a rapidly evolving situation. In this regard, the characterization 

of such operation as an “invasion” or comments of the nature of “once Russians are in 

your house, it is sometimes very difficult to get them to leave” by US Secretary of State 

Blinken, were utmost unhelpful to understand the situation on the ground.  

 

 The European Parliament Resolution of January 2022 on the situation in 

Kazakhstan. There is a high degree of disappointment in Kazakhstan concerning the 

untimely resolution of the European Parliament, rushed through just days after the height 

of the crisis, without any time for an objective investigation. The Kazakh government 

sees it as unfortunate that not all MEPs are willing to work with Kazakhstan. The 

lightning speed with which it was adopted showed the lack of genuine interest on the 

part of some MEPs in getting to know what is going on in Kazakhstan, instead jumping 

to conclusions on the basis of materials provided by lobbyists. Some MEPs behind the 

resolution have never stepped foot in Kazakhstan, and even refuse to meet Kazakh 

officials when they are in Brussels – such was the case with Human Rights 

Commissioner Elvira Azimova during her visit to Brussels in 2021. Nevertheless, 

Kazakhstan views the European Union as an important norm and standard setter and a 



key partner in carrying out political transformations. Kazakhstan is eager to continue the 

dialogue on human rights through the established mechanisms – the annual Human 

Rights Dialogue, etc.  

 

 Related to this, the January events will not take the momentum away from the 

burgeoning Kazakhstan-EU ties, which last year reached a major milestone with the 

visit of President Tokayev to Brussels.  The EU is Kazakhstan’s largest investor and 

trading partner and a leading sources of investment. Out of a total of USD 370 billion  

invested in Kazakhstan so far, USD 160 billion have come from EU Member States. 

Kazakhstan is also the leading trade partner of the EU in the Central Asian region. 

Currently, a new investment concept is being developed which will increase 

Kazakhstan’s investment attractiveness with due account to the increasing role of ESG 

requirements, global energy and technological transition. This will open new 

opportunities for cooperation in the framework of the EU Green Deal and the ambitious 

road to carbon neutrality which both sides are pursuing.  

 

 Questions have also been raised about the future of Kazakhstan’s multi-vector foreign 

policy following the CSTO intervention, and whether Kazakhstan owes Russia a “debt” 

for Moscow’s help in January. President Tokayev stated clearly that there were no 

preconditions from the Kremlin and no talk that Kazakhstan should return any favours. 

Since the events, Kazakhstan has not aligned politically with Russia (the issue of 

recognition for the Donetsk and Lugansk people’s republics by Kazakhstan, for example, 

“is not on the agenda”), and Kazakh authorities did not hinder or interfere with a large 

manifestation in support of Ukraine in Almaty last weekend. Since the January events, 

there has been no major shift in Kazakhstan’s internal or external politics in Russia’s 

favour although one can certainly expect, especially in the context of sanctions, that the 

debate inside Kazakhstan will intensify as to the merits of belonging to Russia-led 

organizations such as the Eurasian Economic Union. This, however, is unlikely to 

change in a significant way the foreign policy orientation that has served Kazakhstan’s 

strategic goals so well since its independence.  

 

 On the calls from certain quarters for an international investigation into the January 

events, suffice to say that Kazakhstan has adequate capacity to conduct its own 

investigation. Over 3,000 criminal cases investigated by different agencies (Ministry of 

the Interior, national security committee, special prosecutors, etc) related to theft, 

violence in the streets, terrorism and attempts to overthrow government. Our 

interlocutors in Kazakhstan were taken aback about the constant calls for international 

investigations, which simply show double standards and a lack of trust and respect 

towards Kazakh domestic procedures and institutions. No such calls for international 

investigations are made, for example, when tragic events occur in EU Member States 

(such as the yellow vest protests in France, which resulted in thousands of injured people 

and several casualties). 

 

What next? Towards a “New Kazakhstan” 



 

President Tokayev’s firmness in his response to the January events, and succeeding in bringing 

all the national security apparatuses under his control, was decisive. The further destabilisation 

of Kazakhstan would have had implications far beyond Kazakhstan’s borders for Eurasian 

stability.  

The January events bring to a close the two-year Kazakh duumvirate and pave the way to a 

political system firmly united around President Tokayev. Before the January events, President 

Tokayev already had assumed the chairmanship of the Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan (a 

position First President Nazarbayev held until April 2021). After the tragic January events, 

President Tokayev also became head of the ruling Nur Otan party (recently renamed to 

"Amanat", meaning heritage in Kazakh), and is also now in control of the Security Council, a 

key decision-making body in matters of national security, defence and foreign policy. 

  

The focus of Kazakhstan is now firmly set into the next phase of reforms and building a “new 

Kazakhstan”. The reformist tendencies of President Tokayev have encountered some resistance 

among political elites, obstacles which are now cleared. Rather than slowing down the 

momentum for reforms, the January events have in fact achieved the opposite, and a package of 

reforms which was initially scheduled to be announced during the state-of-the-nation address in 

September will be set forth by President Tokayev already in mid-March.  

 

The early phase of reforms under President Tokayev showed some initial steps in enhancing the 

country’s electoral process; increased channels of communication between society and 

government; empowering of women; and eliminating obstacles to peaceful assembly.   

 

Let us take the law of peaceful assembly as an example. This law was unchanged between 1995 

and 2020, and simply prohibited holding public rallies without explicit permission from 

authorities, which was rarely granted. President Tokayev changed the principle of requiring 

permission from authorities to notifying intent to the authorities. Before the adoption of this 

law, Kazakhstan saw only a handful of rallies a year. In the period between June 2020 and June 

2021, government figures refer to about 500 peaceful rallies taking place in the territory of 

Kazakhstan.  

 

On the economic front, the next phase of reforms will have to deal with some of the country's 

systemic and structural challenges which have held back the potential of the country – currency 

stability; bringing inflation down to manageable levels of 3-4 percent; prevailing inequalities 

between a small wealthy minority and the rest of the population; reduction of the state's 

involvement in the economy through getting rid of monopolistic and oligopolistic practices; 

greater diversification and privatization.  

 

One of the biggest areas of work as already hinted by President Tokayev is the issue of 

redistribution of wealth, linked to his goal of “de-oligarchization of the economy”. To this end, 

a special fund called “Qazaqstan halqyna” (‘for the people of Kazakhstan’) has been established 

in January. In our talks with the Chairman of the Fund Bolat Zhamishev, he explained that since 



its creation in January, the fund has received 120 billion Tenge (EUR 250 million) in donations 

from over 200 legal entities. Funds will be used for projects in healthcare and education, among 

other areas. 

 

Due to its close links to the Russian economy, Kazakhstan will also need to prepare a package 

to deal with the spillover effects of sanctions on Russia in the Kazakh economy, and which have 

already led to a devaluation of the national currency.  

 

On the political sphere, more gradual changes are foreseen and we should not expect any ‘shock 

therapy’ in this regard.  Last year, Kazakhstan became the first country in Central Asia to 

directly elects mayors of villages and rural districts. Our interlocutors said the country was 

ready to expand such practice to larger units in the administrative-territorial hierarchy of 

Kazakhstan in the short-to-medium term. The issue of greater decentralisation of power from 

the executive to the legislative branch will be on the agenda, as well as the institutionalisation 

of the concept of political opposition. As one interviewee told us, “the opposition should be in 

the parliament, not only in the streets!”. This gives a sense of where reforms are heading.  

 

Kazakhstan is a country on the move. The society I encountered is vibrant, active, demanding, 

restless and waiting for reforms. The pressure is high on the political leadership to materialise 

these demands for change. As one of our interlocutors in Almaty put it: “we are reaching the 

threshold of new changes, on a scale comparable to Perestroika”.  
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