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We present to you an information 
booklet, devoted to the turbulent 
situation in the Republic
of Kazakhstan – the largest 
country in Central Asia and the 
third largest economy in the CIS 
(after Russia and Ukraine).

Due to its significance, Kazakhstan has been one 
of the main areas of interest and activity for the 
Open Dialog Foundation for over three years.

To most Europeans, Kazakhstan is still an 
unexplored country. The authorities, which 
are focused on the development of economic 
cooperation with the Western world, from 
which they personally receive significant 
financial benefit, make all possible efforts as 
well as employ various different means to alter 
this image. Their activity on the international 
stage and their concern for the carefully 
cultivated image of the country which is 
a democratic and stable partner in politics and 
business enables the European community to 
make an effective impact on the government of 
Kazakhstan.

Despite official statements and international 
obligations, Kazakhstan does not respect 
fundamental human or civil rights. Opposition 
leaders, civil society organisations and the 
few mass-media, which are independent 
from the authorities, have been subjected to 
pressure. In 2011, the list of organisations 
that are considered by the government as 

a potential threat, was extended to include 
the striking employees of the oil sector in 
the town of Zhanaozen, located in the heart 
of the oil region in the West of the country. 
The politically active, intellectual elite in their 
resistance to the ruling system have acquired 
a strong ally. The authorities responded with 
increased oppression, and the strike ended in 
bloodshed and the arrest of its participants. 
Opposition and independent media were 
accused of provoking the conflict. Opposition 
leaders face many years’ imprisonment and 
the media fear being recognised as extremist 
groups and deemed illegal.

The year 2012 proved that the mobilisation of 
the European Community can be successful 
in protecting the victims of oppression in 
Kazakhstan. Under the influence of the 
European Parliament resolution of the 15th of 
March, 2012, as well as numerous appeals and 
political pressure, many detainees have been 
released. However, for some, freedom also 
meant emigration. Europe, particularly Poland, 
has become a safe haven for these people.

The Kazakh authorities do not initiate
a dialogue with society. The level of restrictions 
on freedom of speech in Kazakhstan is one 
of the highest in the world. However, the 
government cannot avoid engaging in dialogue 
with Europe. Therefore, it is in Europe where 
the oppressed oppositionists, journalists 
and civil activists seek support. In OSCE and 
the European Parliament, ambassadors, 
special envoys of the MIA and prosecutors 
from Kazakhstan have repeatedly met with 
people who are denied the right of expression 

in their homeland. Thus, Europe is becoming 
the forum for a difficult discussion on the 
situation in Kazakhstan – a debate which 
has been avoided and inhibited by some, and 
yearned for by others. This discussion has been 
initiated by non-governmental organisations 
and moderated by European politicians. The 
promotion of this dialogue is the mission of our 
Foundation. 

Dialogue about the future of 
Kazakhstan is of particular 
importance at the present 
time when the country is on 
the brink of change.

The strike in Zhanaozen 
acquired symbolic meaning, 
separating two phases 
of the modern history of 
Kazakhstan. 

Apart from the necessity to replace the 
generation of those in power today, sound and 
publicly exhibited (at the same time, consistent 
and peacefully expressed) discontent of large 
social groups may be one of the factors that 
lead to the liberalisation and democratisation 
of the country currently struggling with serious 
social problems. A significant proportion of 
the population of Kazakhstan along with their 
children, are currently unable to improve 
their situation. Natural growth in population 

and an increase in food prices lead to the 
radicalisation of public sentiment and to an 
increase of pressure exerted on the ruling 
circles, between which a fight over political 
influence and new policy direction have begun.

The world’s attention has now been attracted 
both by the shuffle at the top-level of 
government and by the process, in which 
Vladimir Kozlov, the opposition leader, 
was sentenced to 7 years and 6 months’ 
imprisonment. On the 21st of September, 
2012, the all-powerful Head of the Presidential 
Administration, Aslan Musin was removed from 
his post, and on the 24th of September, 2012, 
Karim Masimov was ousted from his position 
of Prime Minister to be reappointed the head of 
the administration. On the 28th of September, 
2012, the Minister of Foreign Affairs Yerzhan 
Kazykhanov was replaced with Yerlan Idrisov.

A few days earlier, in Brussels, representatives
of the largest independent media organisations:
the Respublika and the Vzglyad newspapers
submitted a draft of the so-called Zhanaozen
List to the European Parliament and European 
Commission. The document includes names of 
persons responsible for the pacification of the 
strike of oil workers and the wave of oppression, 
which followed the events. Aslan Musin topped 
the list. Negotiations on the new agreement on 
partnership and economic cooperation between 
the EU and Kazakhstan are now entering 
a critical stage. What will the future bring? We 
can be only sure that it is worth keeping an eye 
on Kazakhstan.

 Introduction
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/ to allow the legal registration and operation of independent 
labour unions;

/ to commence negotiations with labour unions, along with the 
participation of international observers;

/ to commence a tripartite dialogue with the representatives of 
the government, including the State Labour Inspectorate;

/ to release Natalia Sokolova, the lawyer of the oil worker labour 
union in the Karazhanbasmunai enterprise, who was sentenced 
to 6 years’ imprisonment; 

/ to release the arrested participants of the strike from custody;

/ to stop the oppression and persecution of activists of labour 
unions and of social activists who supported them.

Demands of the Solidarity movement
On the 17th of August, 1980, the Inter-Enterprise Strike Committee 
in the Lenin Shipyard, Gdańsk, led by Lech Wałęsa, announced the 
famous list of 21 demands. The main point among these included 
the demand for the establishment of free trade unions, other 
demands included the improvement of the living conditions of 
society and observance of constitutional rights and freedoms. 

31 years later, oil workers in Zhanaozen have formulated their own 
list of demands. Just like in communist Poland, the spark which 
caused the protest were social issues. Still, because of the brutal 
reaction of the authorities, the list of demands was extended to 
include those of a political nature. It struck at the foundations of 
the modern Kazakhstan’s ruling system in which extensive rights 
and freedoms guaranteed to citizens by the Constitution are 
merely a fiction.

/ to revise the collective agreement, signed with oil workers in 
2010 and not observed by the employers, based on the principle 
of equality of parties and taking into consideration the interests 
and rights of the workers;

/ to revise working conditions in order to bring them in to line 
with the international labour standards;

/ to stop discrimination in the workplace based on nationality; 

/ to raise salaries to a level which ensures the provision of 
factual minimum living standards;

The demands in Zhanaozen
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STRATEGIC LOCATION
/ A TRANSIT COUNTRY: THE PLANNED 
EVACUATION ROUTE OF THE NATO TROOPS 
FROM AFGHANISTAN, DRUG TRAFFICKING 
ROUTE FROM ASIA TO EUROPE, ROUTE OF FUEL 
TRANSPORTATION 

VLADIMIR KOZLOV
/ THE LEADER OF THE DEMOCRATIC OPPOSITION

/ A VICTIM OF OPPRESSION
/ SENTENCED TO 7 YEARS AND 6 MONTHS IN PRISON

THE COUNTRY’S NATURAL RESOURCES
/ OF 105 CHEMICAL ELEMENTS OF THE PERIODIC 
TABLE, IN KAZAKHSTAN THERE ARE 99

/ THE MOST PROSPECTIVE OIL AND NATURAL GAS 
DEPOSITS IN THE WORLD

THE ALGA! (PREVIOUSLY:  
THE DEMOCRATIC CHOICE OF KAZAKHSTAN)

/ THE LARGEST REAL OPPOSITION ORGANISATION, 
UNRECOGNISED BY THE REGIME

AUTHORITARIAN GOVERNMENT
/ PRESIDENT NURSULTAN NAZARBAYEV, WHO 
HAD RECEIVED THE TITLE OF THE LEADER OF 
THE NATION, HAS CONTINUOUSLY GOVERNED 
THE COUNTRY FOR OVER 20 YEARS

MASKING POLICY
/ PAINTING THE GRASS GREEN – A STRATEGY WHICH 
HAS BEEN EMPLOYED PARTICULARLY BEFORE US 
AND EU POLITICIAN VISITS

/ HIGH SENSITIVITY TO THE OPINION OF THE WEST

CONTROL OVER THE ECONOMY 
IN THE HANDS OF THE PRESIDENT’S CLAN
/ 55.5% OF GDP PRODUCED IN THE COUNTRY (77.5 BILLION 
US DOLLARS) IS CONTROLLED BY THE NATIONAL WELFARE 
FUND SAMRUK-KAZYNA, MANAGED BY NAZARBAYEV’S 
CIRCLES)

/ NATIONALISATION OF PROPERTY OF PROMINENT AS WELL 
AS SUSPECTED POLITICAL OPPONENTS

CORRUPTION
/ IS OF A SYSTEMATIC NATURE

/ IT OCCURS AT ALL LEVELS OF GOVERNMENT 
AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION

OFFICIAL PROPAGANDA OF SUCCESS
/ CONCERN FOR THE DEMOCRATIC IMAGE 
INSIDE AND OUTSIDE THE COUNTRY

RADICALISATION OF PUBLIC SENTIMENT 
/ STRIKES IN STRATEGIC SECTORS

/ PROGRESSIVE ISLAMISATION  
(RADICAL RELIGIOUS GROUPS)

ZHANAOZEN – THE MASS INDUSTRIAL ACTION 
OF OIL WORKERS IN 2011

/ BRUTALLY SUPPRESSED BY THE POLICE AND SECURITY FORCES
/ DEMANDS REGARDING THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC 

SITUATION AND FREEDOMS

THE INEVITABILITY OF CHANGE AND THE 
PROBLEM OF THE DICTATOR’S SUCCESSOR

/ NAZARBAYEV’S ADVANCED AGE AND 
PROGRESSING DISEASE

/ GROWING CONFLICT BETWEEN THE 
FACTIONS IN T HE RULING CAMP – THE 

COMPETITION FOR SUCCESSION
/ NUMEROUS RESHUFFLES AT THE HIGHEST 

POLITICAL LEVEL

THE BALANCE OF foreign policy
/ BETWEEN RUSSIA, CHINA, EU AND USA

MUKHTAR ABLYAZOV
/ PUBLIC ENEMY NUMBER ONE

/ A POLITICAL REFUGEE
/ OWNER OF THE NATIONALISED BTA BANK

/ ONE OF THE FOUNDERS OF THE 
DEMOCRATIC CHOICE OF KAZAKHSTAN PARTY

KAZAKHSTAN
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Kazakhstan is situated in the heart of Central Asia, on the route of the ancient Silk Road leading 
from China to Europe. 

Sources: International Monetary Fund, CIA World Fact Book. The European Commission. Data in the year 2011, unless otherwise indicated.

* Source: Chancellery of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan. Data of the 1st of June, 2012.

Sources: the МFA of Poland; Economic Handbook of Countries of the World: Kazakhstan.

Kazakhstan is home to 99 of the 105 chemical elements from the periodic table, of which 60 are 
used in industry. 493 fields with 1125 kinds of ores are in operation. 

In terms of world rankings for deposits  
of natural resources Kazakhstan places:
/ First place: zinc, tungsten, barytes;
/ Second place: silver, tin, chromite;
/ Third place: copper, fluorite;
/ Fourth place: molybdenum;
/ Sixth in the world: gold deposit.

Kazakhstan has 160 oil and gas fields. Developed oil reserves amount to 2.7 billion tons.
All operating and potential oil fields contain more than 6.1 billion tonnes and gas reserves amount
to 6 trillion cubic meters. Current annual production stands at over 80 million tonnes of oil and 11.5 
billion gas condensate per year.

Kazakhstan is the most promising country  
in the world in terms of the potential to increase  
oil and natural gas production.

Key data

Natural resources

capital city ASTANA

GDP USD 180,1 bln 

Inflation 7,5%

Main ethnic groups Kazakh 63,07%, Russian 23,70%*

Area 2,7 MLN KM2

National 
minorities Uzbek, Ukrainian, Uighur, Tatar, German, Polish*

Population approx. 16,76 mln

The main economic partners

Turkey 4.1%

China 13.4%

Russia 11.1%

Germany 10.6%

Italy 6.9%Romania 6.6%

France 5.7%

Ukraine 5.4%

Other 36.2%

Source: CIA The World Factbook.

The graph shows the percentage breakdown of the value of exports in Kazakhstan.

The main economic partner of Kazakhstan,  
as a whole, the European Union, whose
participation in trade is 40%.
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Foreign policy of the regime is 
dependent on Russia, China, 
the U.S. and the EU, according 
to the government’s attempt 
to preserve the principle of 
relative equilibrium.

Kazakhstan is a very active country on the 
international scene, sensitive to any changes of 
its image of an oasis of democracy and stability 
and a leader of reform in Central Asia.

After Astana’s chairmanship in the OSCE in 
2010, Kazakhstan has increased oppression 

of the democratic opposition. Among Western 
countries, Kazakhstan has been considered 
a pragmatic and stable partner in the region. 
Despite the calls of the opposition representatives 
and non-governmental organisations that have 
observed the democratisation process in Central 
Asia, Europe has largely employed a ‘carrot and 
stick’ approach, rewarding the declarations and 
contractual commitments to strive for progress 
in the implementation of international standards 
of the rule of law and respect for human rights.

As shown by the example of sanguinary 
suppression of the oil workers’ strike in 
Zhanaozen in December 2011 and increased 
oppression against the opposition and the media, 
this policy has brought about the opposite effect. 

Foreign policy

CHINA

RUSSIA

KAZAKHSTAN

EUROPEAN UNION

The country has been 
subjected to the authoritarian 
rule of President Nursultan 
Nazarbayev for over 20 years.

Even before the collapse of the USSR, 
Nursultan Nazarbayev was the first secretary 
of the Communist Party of Kazakhstan. The
President rules in the country by means of 
numerous presidential administration and 
government subordinated to him (some of 

which are still followers of the old communist 
system). Both he and his family have a lifetime 
immunity, both personal and relating to 
property. They control almost all of the 
country’s economy.

The image of the President, who has the
official title of Leader of the Nation, is
surrounded by special protection, and
criticism of him is regarded as a serious
offence. This mechanism has been used by 
the authorities to deal with the activities of the 
independent media and rebellious citizens.

System of governance
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The independent mass media which are accused  
of information terrorism:

/ The Respublika

/ The Vzglyad newspaper

/ The K+ TV channel

/ The Stan TV online portal

The democratic opposition:

/ Alga! (previously The Democratic Choice of 
Kazakhstan)

/ Azat All-National Social Democratic Party 

The largest opposition force, numbering 61,000 members (in January 2012), with structures 
throughout the entire country, is the Alga party. It is still unregistered and has no right to run for 
elections. Its leaders and activists face intimidation and oppression, and on the 8th of October, 
2012, the leader of the Alga party, Vladimir Kozlov was sentenced to 7 years and 6 months’ 
imprisonment for “inciting social hatred”, “establishment and membership of a criminal group”, 
as well as for “intent to overthrow the constitutional order by force of arms”.

Masking policy The regime’s enemies

14

Maskirovka (Masking) – this is the policy of 
painting the grass green, i.e. hiding negative 
elements of the Kazakhstani reality from the 
sight of observers. This masking is carried 
out by the President’s staff, isolating him 
from information about the real situation 
in the country, as well as by mass media, 
subordinates of the government, in relation to 
society. Masking is widely employed in order 
to create a facade during official state visits of 
foreign political figures, business delegates 

who are presented only with the sites carefully 
selected by their hosts.

In the immediate vicinity of the presidential 
palace in Astana there are also skyscrapers 
– which serve just as scenery; they have no 
running water or electricity, and the technical 
condition is poor to such an extent that parts 
of the facade are falling off. Structural defects 
have occurred as a result of embezzlement of 
public funds and the buildings have become 
a symbol of ubiquitous corruption.
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There is potential for Kazakhstan to enjoy democracy as we know 
it in Europe, predominantly as a result of protests of workers in 
the most industrialised regions of the country – in Karaganda, 
Temirtau and, most prominently, in Zhanaozen.

In the Kazakh language, Zhanaozen means ‘new river’. In 2011, this town, located in the desert, 
became a symbol of hope for political change in Kazakhstan. For the first time in over twenty 
years of independence in Kazakhstan, oil workers began mass protests against exploitation and 
dictatorship. Previously, they only listened passively to the voices of discontent coming from the 
intellectual elites of Almaty and the independent media. The strike broke out in the fuel industry, 
which is integral to the country’s economy. Despite the peaceful form of the industrial action, the 
authoritarian government failed to enter into dialogue with the strikers.

In order to suppress the protest, security services used provocation, beatings carried out by 
“unidentified attackers”, social pressure, staged accidents and detained oil workers and activists. 
In December 2011, the strike was stopped by means of force. The tragic events in Zhanaozen 
seriously undermined the credibility of President Nursultan Nazarbayev.

In 2012, workers of steel mills and coal mines in Karaganda, Temirtau and other regions of the 
country also went on strike.

The image of Kazakhstan – the oasis of stability and leader of reform in Central Asia, created by 
the authorities, has been tarnished, and the opposition have fresh arguments in calls for greater 
solidarity with the persecuted persons.

ZHANAOZEN General information about Zhanaozen

Economy almost exclusively based on the 
extraction and processing of oil and gas

Annual production of oil 6 million tonnes (DECREASING DUE TO 
DIMINISHING REsOURCES)

Demands
to increase salaries and improve the working conditions, 

to stop the oppression of striking workers 
and to register independent labour unions

Official number of victims 17 fatalities, 86 casualties

Number of convictions 37 (18 suspended sentences)*

Number of strikers in 2011 15 000

Number of dismissals The local oil company OzenMunaiGaz 
dismissed more than 2,000 striking workers

Location in the heart of the Mangistau (Mangyshlak) Peninsula on 
the Caspian Sea in the Mangistau Province

Nearest town with 
cinemas and theatres Aktau, located 150 km away

Extreme temperatures up to +40°C in summer and -30°C in winter

Population 120 000 (20 000 in 1975)

ALMATY

ASTANA

* The rulings in the processes of striking workers and the oppositionists together.
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Following the suppression of the strike in Zhanaozen, authorities decided to shift the blame for 
the tragedy on to the opposition and representatives of independent civil society organisations. 
The most common charges which were brought against the detained opposition leaders and social 
activists, comprised: “inciting social hatred”, “extremism” and “information terrorism”.

Without outside support, Kazakh opposition  
and the forming civil society have 
a slim chance of survival. 

11 May, 2011 Employees of the OzenMunaiGaz, Karazhanbasmunai and Ersai Caspian 
Contractor went on strike, putting forward demands to end discrimination 
based on nationality (local workers received lower salaries and worked in 
less favourable conditions than foreigners), to improve working conditions, 
to increase salaries and to observe collective agreements.

27 May, 2011 The city court of Zhanaozen deemed the strike illegal, at the same time 
promising intervention of investigative bodies against protesters.

Mass dismissals of striking workers, provocation and batteries carried 
out by unknown attackers, police officers and security services, as well as 
arrests took place. In this connection, the strikers put forward additional 
demands: to stop the persecution, to give consent to the registration 
of independent labour unions and to release the detained activists and 
opposition leaders.

May–December, 
2011

The brutal suppression of the strike, which began on the Day of Independence 
of Kazakhstan (on the 16th of December, 2011), was carried out. According 
to official data, in the town of Zhanaozen and the village of Shetpe, 17 oil 
workers as well as other random, innocent victims were killed by the police 
and security services. Independent estimates, based on the reports of 
witnesses and medical workers, quote as many as 80–100 fatalities.

16 December, 
2011

Vladimir Kozlov, who had taken part in the provision of assistance to the 
striking workers, was arrested. He was accused of inciting social hatred, 
leadership and participation in a criminal group, as well as attempting to 
violently overthrow the government.

23 JANUARY, 
2012

The trial against Vladimir Kozlov commenced. He faced a punishment of 
up to nine years in prison.

16 AUGUST, 2012

Vladimir Kozlov was sentenced to 7 years and 6 months in prison.8 OCTOBER, 2012

Arrested strikers were sentenced to several years in prison.MAY–JUNE,
2012

A state of emergency was announced, roads leading to the city were 
blocked, the landing of aircraft at the airport was prohibited, mobile 
communication and Internet connection was disrupted.

17 December, 
2011

Development of the strike  
in Zhanaozen

Zhanaozen 2011 – Kazakhstan’s 
December 1970

Police in Zhanaozen suppressed the strike on the 
16th of December, 2011. Exactly 41 years prior 
to that date, on 14th–22th of December, 1970 
in communist Poland, a massacre was carried 
out on the shore of the Baltic Sea, which later 
became known as the ‘December Events’.
Then, the communist militia and army crushed 
the protests of shipyard workers. 45 people were 
killed and over 1,000 were injured.
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In terms of media freedom, the organisation Reporters without 
Borders has placed Kazakhstan 154th in the world. The country 
scored worse than Russia (142th), but marginally better than 
Belarus (168th) and China, which came sixth from last (174th).

During the presidential election campaign in April 2011 (Nazarbayev received 95.5% of votes) many 
web pages were temporarily blocked, including the Free Europe Radio, BBC and Independent 
Television K+. In May, the government pressurised Google to use only servers located in 
Kazakhstan, which would allow stricter control of the content of information in the national 
network. Google has refused and taken down its local website, opting to exit Kazakhstan.

Extreme oppression was directed towards independent media, in particular: the video portal Stan 
TV, the satellite channel: K+, the news agency Namystan and daily newspapers: Respublika and 
Vzglyad. These were the only media organisations which, having broken the information blockade, 
imposed by the government, published information regarding the strike in Zhanaozen. They are 
accused of “extremism” and “information terrorism”. Ultimately they may be banned. 

The European Parliament resolution of the 15th of March, 2012 led to the release of those 
remanded in custody on the wave of oppression following the events in Zhanaozen. The release of 
Editor-in-Chief of the Vzglyad newspaper, Igor Vinyavskiy, was followed by the liberation of Theatre 
Director, Bolat Atabayev and Journalist, Zhanbolat Mamay. Natalia Sokolova, lawyer of the labour 
union of the striking oil workers has been placed under house arrest, previously being sentenced to 
six years’ imprisonment.

These actions, as well as the permission granted to conduct an open trial in the case of Kozlov 
exemplify Nazarbayev’s respect for democratic countries, with which he would like to continue to 
do business, particularly with countries of the European Union and the United States. However, 
reports about the President’s deteriorating state of health raise a question over succession of 
power. Will there be a peaceful change of political system in this country divided by ethnic, cultural 
and religious differences, as happened in Poland thanks to the Solidarity movement? This is an 
example that Vladimir Kozlov wishes to follow. His party Alga! and the civil movement: Popular 
Front Khalyk Maidany are striving to implement these ideas, continuously attempting to obtain the 
support of Europe, including Poland.

Opportunities for Kazakh society to determine their country’s 
future by peaceful means will only be precipitated by exertion
of pressure by the European member states.

 Independent media under
 the gun of the authorities

Under the influence of the resolution

 Zhanaozen in the minds  
of Kazakh people

According to research from the Institute of Political Solutions 
in Almaty, 38% of Kazakh people believe that events such 
as those that occurred in Zhanaozen, may be mirrored in 
other cities. One in five reject such a possibility. Nearly 
45% of respondents chose not to answer this question. The 
study showed that, in the opinion of 42% of Kazakh people, 
the situation in Zhanaozen is currently stable. Every fourth 
respondent is of a differring opinion and assesses the situation 
as tense. More than 6% consider the situation explosive. 

Source: Interfax-Kazakhstan, 11 March, 2012. The study was conducted in mid-February 2012.
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Since 2007, Vladimir Kozlov has been the leader of the largest 
opposition party in Kazakhstan: Alga! (Forward!). Its existence has 
been dogged by the necessitation for constant struggle against 
persecution by the authorities.

Alga! was established in 2005 after the Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan party was declared illegal. 
Since then, authorities have persistently denied its right to registration, despite the fact that it met the 
legal requirements. Currently Alga is the most widely supported opposition force in the country.

Under Kozlov’s leadership, the party has strengthened its 
position by expanding its structures across the entire country.

Alga! covered all administrative areas in Kazakhstan
and as of January 2012, it had over 61 thousand active members.

Alga! along with the cooperating Popular Front Movement Khalyk Maidany made efforts to 
mobilize different social groups in order to resist the repressive policy of the authorities through 
implementing Kozlov’s policies.

Vladimir Kozlov regularly defended political prisoners, opposed processes applied and sentences 
handed down by politicised courts against Kazakh activists in favour of democracy and human rights.

In 2009, Vladimir Kozlov carried out a campaign in European countries against appointing 
Kazakhstan the chairmanship in the OSCE. In his view, the policy of persecution of the opposition 
and abuses of human rights in Kazakhstan not only put a question mark over the legal right of the 
country to chair the OSCE, but also undermined the principles of the organisation.

When, in mid-2011, a strike broke out in Zhanaozen, Alga! 
under Kozlov’s leadership, was the first to begin supplying 
drinking water and tents to the striking workers. He personally 
organised seminars for the strikers in order to maintainthe 
peaceful nature of the protests, including avoidance of security 
service provocations. Within seven months of the strike’s 
commencement there were no observed instances of violations 
of public order by its members.

In early 2012, Kozlov visited Brussels, where, in the European Parliament and the European 
Commission, he once again – following the example of the Polish Solidarity movement – called for 
the initiation of a dialogue, as well as the conduct of an international investigation into the events in 
Zhanaozen, and also warned against the use of violence or military force as a means of stabilising 
the situation in the country.

VLADIMIR KOZLOV

Leader of the Opposition

Fighter for dialogue and democracy
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Political prisoner
Vladimir Kozlov was arrested by the staff of the National Security Committee on the 23rd of 
January, 2012, immediately after his return from Brussels. He was accused of “inciting social 
hatred”, “leadership and participation in a criminal group”, as well as “an attempt to violently 
overthrow the government”. The prosecutor demanded a 9-year prison term. During his time in the 
detention centre he was repeatedly denied access to his family, and the cells in which he was held, 
did not meet the minimum health requirements.

On the 16th of August, 2012 in Aktau, Kozlov’s trial began, 
punctuated by numerous violations of the rights
of the defendant.

These included such violations as attempts to compel him to give a certain testimony, a serious 
limitation of time allowed for acquaintance with the indictment, restriction of access to lawyers, 
incarceration under inhumane conditions.

For example, Markus Loening – the German Federal Government Commissioner for Human Rights 
– was refused the opportunity to meet with Kozlov in September 2012. In addition, Kozlov’s family 
was subjected to repressions. In 2011, a house belonging to his mother-in-law (in which Kozlov 
lived with his wife) was demolished. In mid-2012, Kozlov’s wife, Alia Turusbekova, who campaigned 
for her husband’s release, received threats from a representative of the National Security 
Committee, Nurlan Mazhilov, with a demand that she “stop talking” because otherwise “the staff of 
the detention centre will take revenge against her husband”. On the same day, in the car that she 
was driving, one of the wheels came off, and on the other wheel three nuts were absent.

On the 8th of October, 2012, Vladimir Kozlov was sentenced by
the court of first instance to 7 years and 6 months in prison as 
well as confiscation of property.

The ruined Kozlov’s cottage, formally belonging to his mother-in-law. Alia Turusbekova, Vladimir Kozlov’s wife.
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SERIK SAPARGALI – politician, public figure
/ He is one of the leaders of the Popular Front Khalyk Maidany.

/ On the 23rd of January, 2012, he was taken into custody an accused of 
“inciting social hatred”.

/ The following criminal proceedings have been instituted against him: on 
articles relating to “calls for the overthrow of the constitutional order” 
and the “creation and management of an organised group with intent to 
commit one or more offences, as well as participation in such a group”.

/ During the trial, he pleaded partial guilt by making a statement that he 
regrets that his actions have led to bloodshed.

/ On the 8th of October, 2012, he received a suspended sentence of 4 years 
in prison and was subsequently released.

BOLAT ATABAYEV – theatre director and critic
/ He is considered to be one of the most prominent figures of modern art in 

Kazakhstan.

/ He is an activist of the Popular Front Khalyk Maidany.

/ On the 3rd of February, 2012, he was charged under two articles of the 
Criminal Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan: Article 164 – “inciting social 
hatred”, Article 170 – “calling for the violent overthrow of the constitutional 
order”.

/ On the 3rd of July, 2012, he was released after an active campaign in his 
support by the international community, in particular Germany (he was 
transferred from the group of defendants to the group of witnesses).

/ In August 2012 he was awarded the Goethe Prize for his contribution to 
the development of culture and the promotion of the German language in 
Kazakhstan.

AKZHANAT AMINOV – activist of the 
strike movement
/ One of the leaders of the striking workers in Zhanaozen.

/ On the 20th of February, 2012, he was arrested and accused of fomenting 
social hatred.

/ His trial began on the 16th of August, 2012, in the Mangistau Regional 
Court in Aktau. He was charged with “inciting social hatred”, “calling for 
the violent overthrow of the constitutional order” and the “creation and 
management of an organised group with the intent to commit one or 
more offences, as well as participation in such a group”.

/ Aminov pleaded guilty. His testimony is fully consistent with the version 
presented by the prosecutor.

/ According to the testimony of the accused, criminal activity consisted of 
the distribution of printed media, organisation of the meetings with the 
media and civil activists figures (including foreigners), as well as giving 
interviews to the independent media.

/ The government used his testimony against the opposition leader, 
Vladimir Kozlov, and the exiled Mukhtar Ablyazov.

/ On the 8th of October, 2012, he received a suspended sentence of  
5 years in prison and was subsequently released.

ZHANBOLAT MAMAY – journalist, 
leader of the youth organisation 
Rukh Pen Til
/ Organisation under his leadership supported postulates of the striking 

workers in Zhanaozen.

/ From the 15th of June, 2012 to the 12th of July, 2012 he was remanded in 
a pre-trial detention centre.

/ Organisation Reporters without Borders and the Federation of Italian 
Journalists spoke in defence of the 24-year old journalist.

/ On the 12th of July, 2012, he was transferred from the classification of 
defendant to witness.

Political prisoners  
in the Zhanaozen case
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NATALIA SOKOLOVA − lawyer of the labour 
union of the Karazhanbasmunai company
/ Actively participated in the struggle to increase salaries for oil workers.

/ She was arrested at the beginning of the strike, on the 25th of May, 2011. 

/ Sentenced to 6 years’ incarceration under Art. 164 paragraph 3 and Article 
334 paragraph 2 for “inciting social hatred” and “violation of order by 
organising illegal meetings, pickets, street marches and demonstrations”.

/ Human Rights Watch made a statement in her defence.

/ In March, 2012, she was transferred to house arrest, and her sentence 
was reduced to three years.

ROZA TULETAYEVA – one of the leaders of 
the strike movement in Zhanaozen
/ In May 2011, she was dismissed for participation in the strike of oil 

workers in Zhanaozen.

/ On the 3rd of January, 2012, she was arrested on suspicion of organising 
“mass disturbances” in December 2011.

/ In April, 2012, when giving her testimony before the court, Roza Tuletayeva 
announced that during interrogation torture was exerted upon her: she 
was hung by her hair, strangled with a refuse bag and her colon was 
violated by a metal rod. She was also threatened that investigators “could 
destroy her 14-year old daughter’s life”. The court refused to open the 
case on the basis of her testimony related to the torture she endured. 

/ On the 4th of June, she was sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment.

/ On the 6th of August, 2012, the Appellate Court reduced the sentence to 
five years in prison – possibly due to her testifying against Vladimir Kozlov.

VLADIMIR KOZLOV – the leader of the
unregistered opposition party Alga!
/ During the strike in Zhanaozen in 2011, he actively supported the striking 

workers.

/ During meetings with members of the European Parliament and European 
Commission representatives of the 17th–19th of January, 2012, he called for 
the creation of an independent international group in order tocarry out an 
investigation into the tragedy of 16th–17th of December, 2011 in Zhanaozen.

/ On the 23th of January, 2012 he was detained by the National Security 
Committee of Kazakhstan.

/ On the 16th of August, 2012, he went on trial in the Mangistau Regional Court 
in Aktau.

/ The charges he faced are based on three articles of the Criminal Code of the 
Republic of Kazakhstan:

- Article 164, paragraph 3 “incitement of social hatred”;

- Article 170, paragraph 2 “calling for the overthrow of the constitutional 
order”; 

- Article 235, paragraph 1 “establishment and management of an organised 
group in order to commit one or more crimes, as well as participation in it”.

/ Vladimir Kozlov stated that the charges were fabricated. He persistently 
refused to admit guilt, highlighting the absurdity of the charges brought against 
him and the lack of evidence in the evidence presented by the prosecutors.

/ He was sentenced to 7 years and 6 months in prison by the court of first 
instance. He announced that an appeal would be filed.
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Key individuals and groups 
struggling for power

NURSULTAN NAZARBAYEV (age 72)
/ President and a long-time leader of Kazakhstan with the title of the 

Leader and Father of the Nation (in Kazakh – Elbasy). 

/ Has effectively managed Kazakhstan since 1984, when he was 
appointed Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Kazakh SSR. 

/ Four times’ winner of the presidential elections with at least 80% of 
the vote. 

/ None of the presidential elections have been recognised in the 
West as complying with democratic standards.

/ Due to his special status under the Constitution, Nursultan 
Nazarbayev is the only person who can stand for Presidency of 
Kazakhstan an unlimited number of times. 

/ In Kazakhstan, a true cult of Nursultan Nazarbayev exists 
– universities, streets, squares bear his name, monuments of him 
have been erected. 

/ Nursultan Nazarbayev is also the leader of the Nur Otan 
party,which has an absolute majority of seats in the lower house of 
Parliament (Majilis).

/ His actual impact is limited due to his age, disease, and heavy 
dependence on close associates, on whose information he must rely.

Wind of change

fot.: mikeemesser / Flickr 30
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ASLAN MUSIN (AGE 58)
/ Head of the Presidential Administration of the Republic of 

Kazakhstan since 2008. Dismissed on the 21st of September, 
2012. 

/ He is considered one of the most influential personalities in 
Kazakhstan. In connection with his position, many believe that 
he is the eyes and ears of President Nazarbayev. 

/ He has strong political support and is the head of an informal 
group, whose members hold positions at many levels of the 
central administration and regions of the country.

/ The main representative of the hawks, calling for a brutal 
crackdown on the opposition and the media. Most likely 
responsible for the decision to use weapons against the strikers 
in Zhanaozen in December 2011. 

/ Former Mayor of the Atyrau Province. Repeatedly held senior 
government posts. 

/ According to some reports, he previously worked closely 
with Rakhat Aliyev, former son-in-law of Nazarbayev, who is 
currently in hiding outside Kazakhstan.

/ Linked to a number of mass media sources in Kazakhstan, 
including the TV channel KTK, newspapers Svoboda Slova 
(Freedom of Speech) and Tashkhargan.

/ In order to achieve his political goals, he uses radical Islamic 
and is known to contribute to their development.

NURTAI ABYKAYEV (AGE 65)
/ Chairman of the National Security Committee (the body directly 

responsible for the oppression of organisations and individuals, 
considered by the authorities as enemies). 

/ Long-term associate of President Nazarbayev. 

/ Former President of the Senate and the Head of the Presidential 
Administration. 

/ Abykaev’s political influence is growing. 

/ Paradoxically, in spite of his post, a number of analysts see him as the 
leader of the faction advocating reform, working closely with the West 
and even the opposition.

KARIM MASIMOV (AGE 47)
/ From the 10th of January, 2007 to the 24th of September, 

2012 he was the Prime Minister of Kazakhstan. Dismissed 
(according to official information, following his own demand) 
from the post of Prime Minister and reappointed as Head of 
Presidential Administration.

/ Since 2000, he has held key government posts. 

/ Known for his loyalty towards the President, he has no 
strong political support. He is an Uighur, which limits his 
influence and popularity among ethnic Kazakhs.

/ A former KGB agent. According to some sources, he is 
closely linked with Timur Kulibayev. 

/ At a time when Masimov held the post of Prime Minister, 
Kazakhstan’s cooperation with China significantly increased.

TIMUR KULIBAYEV (AGE 46)
/ Until 2012, Timur Kulibayev was considered the favourite  

son-in-law and the future successor to Nazarbayev.

/ He fell out of favour after the events in Zhanaozen – he was 
removed from his key positions. He was the head of the State 
Fund Samruk Kazyna, which controlled oil companies, whose 
workers went on strike. 

/ The President of the KazEnergy Association, which consists of 
companies of the oil, gas and energy sector in Kazakhstan. 

/ Chairman of the National Economic Chamber of Kazakhstan 
Souz Atameken. 

/ President of the Boxing Federation of Kazakhstan.

/ Chairman of the Supervisory Boards of the largest state-owned 
enterprises, namely: Kazatomprom, KazMunaiGaz, Kazakhstan 
Temir Zholy, KEGOC, Samruk-Energo. 

/ He has repeatedly been involved in scandals involving 
corruption.

32



– the presidential administration, government, leadership of the power structures – are also 
becoming more and more contradictory to one another. Their performance is increasingly marred 
by a number of problems caused not only by sabotage, and negligence of issued orders, but also 
their alteration under influence of corrupt proposals.

The questions of how long Nursultan Nazarbayev will remain 
President and who will succeed him, have no answer.

In this crucial period of changes, the assistance provided by the 
West to the pro-democracy forces is extremely important.

The development of civil society leads to the formation and 
strengthening of a real, well-organised, and intellectually 
developed political alternative, that could allow Kazakhstan 
to move on peacefully from an authoritarian regime, to 
a democracy that seeks a close political and economic 
relationship with Europe.

This development will most likely not be possible without 
cooperation from representatives of the today’s  
reform-minded elite.
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The authorities’ grip over the state has lead to a huge concentration of income from the 
development of rich deposits of natural resources which lie in the hands of a small group, in 
significant disparity to the average level of earnings.

Profits from sales of oil produced in the Caspian Sea in the Western part of the country are in 
the hands of the political elite in the new capital Astana, while the living conditions of the local 
population continue to be of a very low standard. A similar situation exists in other resource – rich 
regions of the country. The continuously deteriorating social conditions of society increase the risk 
of frequent social unrest.

The attitudes in society are becoming more  
radical, the popularity of extremist groups and  
their ideas is increasing. There is a growing  
influence of Islamic fundamentalism.  
In 2011–2012, the first suicide bombings  
were carried out in the country.

The strike in Zhanaozen in 2011 involving thousands of participants, marked the beginning of a 
series of protests of workers, which are now taking place more and more often in other key areas 
of the economy. Employees in strategically important sectors – steel and coal mining industry 
workers – went on strike. Lack of desire and ability to resolve conflict peacefully, led to the 
infamous Zhanaozen tragedy in December 2011.

Zhanaozen illustrated not only a lack of flexibility of the regime and the growing inability to solve 
social problems by peaceful means, but was also a symbol of social mobilisation in the fight for the 
rights. The fact that the participants of the strike were subjected to oppression led to the formation 
of liberal ideas and the first democratic demonstrations against the ruling party (the mass exit of 
workers from the president’s ruling party Nur Otan).

The age and health condition of President Nursultan Nazarbayev (who on the 6th of July, 2012, 
turned 72), and who according to unofficial sources, has cancer, bolster the secret struggle 
for influence unfolding between his key associates. The alleged successor – the son-in-law of 
President Nazarbayev, Timur Kulibayev, was removed from key government posts in early 2012, 
notably and above all, his position as head of the largest state fund Samruk Kazyna. The analysts 
pointed to this development of events as an attempt to disown the responsibility for the bloodshed 
in Zhanaozen and shift the blame onto the guilty party. 

Nursultan Nazarbayev’s power weakens due to his illness and isolation from reality. New conflicts 
over succession increasingly aggravate the chaos associated with decision-making at state-level. 
Political decisions which are submitted by the different fractions and come from different sources 

Destabilisation and an increase  
in the struggle for power

Kazakhstan on the brink of change
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Information about the 
Open Dialog Foundation
The Open Dialog Foundation was established in 2009 by people who believe that European values 
such as individual freedom, human rights, democracy and the right to self-determination should 
not be just political declarations, but a reality. The Foundation pays special attention to Russia, 
Ukraine and Kazakhstan.

The Foundation’s objectives include:

/ Promotion of European values of democracy and the rule of law, 
informing the citizens of states that are in the early stages of 
democracy, of their rights and freedoms.

/ Public advocacy of human rights and civil liberties. 

/ Educational and training programs for social leaders from the 
former Soviet space as a venue for the exchange of experience 
between civil activists in Europe and Asia.

/ Financial and organisational support for social initiatives:  
non-governmental organisations and individuals, promoting  
the implementation of human rights and freedoms.

/ Organisation of international independent monitoring missions 
for the presidential, parliamentary elections and local  
self-governance elections, particularly in countries of the  
former Soviet Union.

/ Organising and conducting analytical research projects in order 
to identify the real problems and their social causes as well 
as studying public opinion in countries at different stages of 
democratic changes. 

/ Formation of public opinion in the European Union in order to 
improve the understanding of the importance of human rights, 
democracy and the rule of law in countries in the former  
Soviet space.

The Foundation works closely with many institutions in the country and abroad. These include  
non-governmental organisations, the media, political and civil society, often persecuted in their 
own countries. The foundation’s activities are supported by more than 50 MEPs of all political 
groups and representatives of the national parliaments of the largest EU member states.

The head office of the Foundation is situation in Poland, as the country has a rich tradition of 
dialogue, tolerance and has successfully negotiated a difficult path from communist totalitarianism 
to a highly developed parliamentary democracy and a member of the European Union. Therefore, 
lessons learnt from the Polish experience gained in the former Soviet Union and their application in 
newly democratised is one of the priorities of the Foundation.

The Foundation’s activity is financed by grants and donations from individuals and legal entities.

Amongst the successes of the Foundation
the following should be noted:

/ Conducting independent monitoring missions of the 
presidential elections and elections for local self-governance 
in Ukraine in 2010.

/ The resolution on Kazakhstan, adopted on the 15th of March, 
2012, by the European Parliament, related to improving the 
human rights situation in the country, the need for pluralistic 
elections, the functioning of the independent media and  
Non-Governmental Organisations, supporting the dialogue 
between the EU and Kazakhstan on Human Rights. On the 
day of signing of the resolution, Igor Vinyavskiy, Editor of the 
opposition newspaper Vzglyad was released from prison.

/ Monitoring of the trials of Vladimir Kozlov and other Kazakh 
opposition leaders by deputies of the European Parliament, 
the Seym of the Republic of Poland and of the German 
Federal Government Commissioner for Human Rights and 
Humanitarian Aid.

The Foundation provides more detailed information  
about its activity on its webpage:
odfoundation.eu
twitter.com/odfoundation
facebook.com/OpenDialogFoundation
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You too can 
have an impact 
on the situation 
in Kazakhstan.

 WHAT’S
NEXT?
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