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February was rich in symbolic events in the socio-political and economic

life of Kazakhstan. For the first time after the events in Zhanaozen and

the January parliamentary elections, a meeting of Nursultan Nazarbaev and

the leader of a Western country; German Chancellor Angela Merkel was

held. 

No less resonance was due to the decision of the High Court in London to

sentence a businessman and an opposition politician Mukhtar Ablyazov to

a term of one year and ten months.

What was the decisive factor - the business interests or respect for human

rights during the Nazarbaev's negotiations in Germany? Why does Kaza-

khstan give signs of change in its geopolitical orientation? How will the de-

cision of the court in London influence the activity of the BTA Bank and the

conflict between the government and the opposition in Kazakhstan?

We suggest that we collaboratively  find answers to these questions. 

We are pleased to have been of assistance,
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Nazarbaev is looking for new partners in the international arena

In February, Nursultan Nazarbaev, the president of

the Republic of Kazakhstan, paid a visit to Ger-

many and United Arab Emirates. Angela Merkel was

the first Western leader to meet with Nazarbaev

after the events in Zhanaozen and parliamentary

elections in January. 

German calculations

Despite the protests, with which civil society ac-

tivists met Nazarbaev in Berlin [1], the Kazakh pres-

ident's visit was very productive. The negotiations

resulted in the signing of a series of agreements for

a total value of 3 billion Euros. In particular, the se-

ries of agreements provide for the right of German

companies to explore and recover rare-earth met-

als and other raw materials in exchange for tech-

nology and investment in Kazakhstan's [2].

This step taken by Chancellor Angela Merkel was

very ambiguously received by the international

human rights community. It also, reraised a topic

which is very important for today's realities: the bal-

ance of respect for human rights and protection of

the countries' business interests by their geopoliti-

cal leaders.

What pushed Germany to take such a step? And

how justified is this position in the long-run? 

As it turned out, Germany's main motivation for

entering in to the agreements with Kazakhstan was

the current situation regarding rare earth metals on

the global market. They are a key element in the

production of high-tech equipment (computers and

household appliances, solar panels, electric motors,

etc.) and their supply to Europe is dependent on

China in more than 90% of cases. It was China's de-

cision in 2010 to reduce the level of export of these

materials that has provoked a considerable increase

in their prices on international high technology

markets and led the European producing countries

to seek alternative sources of supply [3].

For example, last year, an agreement  relating to co-

operation in this sphere was signed between Ger-

many and Mongolia This year, the time came for

Kazakhstan. It is also worth noting that Kazakhstan

is the third largest supplier of oil to Germany, and

the volume of trade between the states exceeds 5

billion Euros. [4]. From this point of view, the Ger-

man position to protect their economic interests

(especially in the context of the crisis, of the Euro-

zone) appears  rational [5].
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But what are the long-term risks of cooperation

with authoritarian regimes, to the detriment of

human rights and civil liberties in these countries?

First of all, we should not forget recent examples in

North Africa and the Middle East. The risk of a prob-

lematic investment is always higher if the opportu-

nities for peaceful and non-conflictual resolution of

social, economic and trade disputes in the society

are severely limited (it was purely a labour related

conflict between oil companies and employers from

which the notorious events in Zhanaozen resulted).

Additional threats are hiding in a high level of cor-

ruption and dependence of the judiciary from the

standpoint of the president and the government of

the country. As was proven by a series of arrests   of

opposition socio-political activists and journalists

[6], in Kazakhstan there are serious issues with the

independence of justice, which do not allow any

entrepreneur or investor to be sure of their invest-

ments.

The wind of geopolitical changes from the Middle

East

While the Western and Kazakh press have paid

quite a lot of attention to Nazarbaev's visit to Ger-
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many, the visit of the President of Kazakhstan to the

Middle East remained almost unnoticed.

As we learned from the belated articles in the

media, from approximately the 13th to the 17th of

February, President Nursultan Nazarbaev visited

the United Arab Emirates. Among the declared pur-

poses of the trip was the desire to discuss the issues

of economic cooperation (in particular, Arab invest-

ment project in Abu-Dhabi Plaza complex in Astana,

the activity of 'Al-Hilal, the only Islamic Bank in the

CIS), as well as a set of diplomatic measures to re-

solve 'the Syrian issue' [7].

The results of recent discussions came quite

quickly. Already on the 17th of February in New

York at the UN General Assembly a vote on the res-

olution of the Syrian issue was held. Russia, China

and Belarus voted against it. Another nine countries

voted against and 17 abstained; not including the

Republic of Kazakhstan.

Astana officially supported the resolution, while

one of the initiators of the proposals were the UAE.

What exactly prompted Kazakhstan to go against its

strategic partners and key investors - Russia and

China - is still not fully understood. Although there
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are several theories; according to the first of which,

Kazakhstan learned some lessons from the bitter

experience of regimes that have fallen under the

pressure of the 'Arab spring'. Taking into consider-

ation the strong support of the revolutionary

changes by the Western countries, Nazarbaev is try-

ing to take the lead and to protect himself from a

potential negative external impact [8].

According to others, N. Nazarbaev discussed with

the representatives of the Arab countries the pos-

sibility of a significant economic support of the

Kazakh economy and he could conduct negotiations

on siphoning off the funds of his team from the UAE

banks to other countries [9].

In any case, the vote on the Syrian resolution must

have been preceded by some profitable agree-

ments with the Arab sheiks. Probably no less im-

portant in this regard were high-level meetings of

the Kazakhstani party and the representatives of

the United States and France, held in early Febru-

ary. 



On the 16th of February, 2012, the High Court

in London sentenced a Kazakh politician and a

former Chairman of the Board of Directors of the

BTA Bank, Mukhtar Ablyazov to 22 months' impri-

sonment for contempt of court. This information

caused a considerable response, both among fore-

ign investors of the bank, which is not currently ex-

periencing the best of times, as well as amongst the

public of Kazakhstan, as the disgraced politician is

considered a major political rival of President Nur-

sultan Nazarbaev, the President of the Republic of

Kazakhstan.

Judge Teare (Mr Justice Teare) supported the claim

of the new leadership of the BTA Bank, in which M.

Ablyazov is accused of not fully disclosing their as-

sets and continuing to manage them, despite the

injunction. This injunction was imposed during the

proceedings between M. Ablyazov and representa-

tives of the BTA Bank, which started in 2009. 

Interestingly, the decision to imprison  Ablyazov led

some analysts to hypothesize about the relation-

ship between this event and agreements of Great

Britain to withdraw its troops from Afghanistan via

Kazakhstan. [1].

M. Ablyazov himself left Great Britain shortly before

the sentence was announced and his place of cur-

rent residence is  unknown. At the same time, in his

interview,  a few days  prior to the 16th of February

[2], Ablyazov claimed that the judge did not fully

understand the reality of post-Soviet countries (in

particular, the level of influence of the country's

leadership on the BTA Bank through the 'Samruk-

Kazyna' Fund). And the court's demand to disclose

the assets, pointing out those responsible for them,

poses a direct threat to the health and lives of those

people.

From the perspective of a protracted information

war, which has been fought for many years be-

tween the oppositionist and the government,

Ablyazov suffered a tactical defeat. Information

about the court's decision was immediately dissem-

inated by all Kazakhstani media, which is a signifi-

cant blow to the reputation of one of the

opposition leaders during a very inopportune time

for him.
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It is widely known that the situation in Kazakh soci-

ety has become strained over the past ten months.

A series of terrorist attacks in 2011, protests of oil

workers, the shooting of the demonstrators in

Zhanaozen, unrecognized elections by European

observers in January  for election to the lower

house of parliament, and a series of arrests of op-

position politicians and independent journalists

have seriously affected both the public mood, and

the standpoints of different groups in the Kazakh

elite. These events gave rise to discussions about

the likelihood of an 'Arab spring' scenario in   Kaza-

khstan and, naturally, raised the prestige and the

role of opposition activists, among whom M. Ablya-

zov was a key figure.

But will the victory in the London court ensure the

stabilization of the operation of the BTA bank? And

will it protect the authorities of Kazakhstan from

undesirable acts of the opposition?  This is yet to

be seen.

On the 1st of March, the BTA Bank announced plans

to lay off 1,500 workers (25% of total number of its

workforce) in order to reduce costs and to obtain

the creditors' agreement on debt- restructuring, the

second one over the past three years. [3]. At the

same time, as reported by the Financial Times [4],

many foreign creditors of the BTA were clearly not

satisfied with the actions undertaken by the author-
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ities of Kazakhstan. In their view, litigation with

Ablyazov will not help restore the bank in the least,

while the management of the bank and the author-

ities of the state have not taken adequate steps to

fulfill their obligations towards them.

The tension in the relationship between the BTA

Bank, the super-majority shareholder of which is

the state, and the creditors increased significantly

after the non-payment of $ 160 million for bonds

at the beginning of January, 2012 [5]. This situation

looks at least strange, taking into consideration that

sovereign ratings of Kazakhstan have improved.

As a result, many foreign investors began to join in-

formal groups and threaten with lawsuits to protect

their rights. Some of them just openly assumed that

the BTA still exists purely for political reasons, and

not commercial reasons - to fight with its former

leader Mukhtar Ablyazov, one of the government’s

main critics [6].

Whatever the motives for the leadership of the BTA

or of the state, the bank is now in a very difficult

situation. In the absence of a clear strategy for

emerging from the crisis and a series of layoffs in

the senior managementof the company, the bank

is facing the threat of widespread panic amongst

hundreds of thousands customers. Moreover, if the

BTA is not be able to negotiate with its creditors, its
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collapse will have a very negative impact on the po-

sitions of the 'Samruk-Kazyna' Fund (which is the

holder of the bank bonds in the amount of $ 4.5 bil-

lion) and of the National Bank (in which they are

pledged) [7].

What concerns the possible elimination of M.

Ablyazov from the political scene, even in this case

it is possible that the authorities of Kazakhstan

made some miscalculations. Since Mukhtar Ablya-

zov was not apprehended (and it is his incarceration

that is, most probably, the main aim of the London

proceedings), the disappearance of the politician

should be considered temporary. And his lesser in-

volvement in the court proceedings may signifi-

cantly change his level of activity as well as his

presence in the socio-political affairs of Kazakhstan.

In any case, the ruling made by judge Teare altered

the status quo in the conflict between the govern-

ment and the opposition, which has existed over

the past three years.
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