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DEMOCRATIC REFORMS IN THE POLITICAL SPACE
OF KAZAKHSTAN: RECENT DEVELOPMENTS
AND CHALLENGES

Kazakhstan faced the biggest political crisis in early January 2022 in over three decades since its
independence in 1991. The crisis began with protests over rising fuel prices which turned into widespread
unrest followed by the crackdown and finally returning back to normalcy. It is believed that for the Kazakh
President, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, this has been the biggest crisis during his presidency, but since he
has been able to control the situation it also offers an opportunity, particularly in matters of democratic
reforms in the country. The article focusses on the recent developments and challenges concerning the
democratic reforms undertaken in Kazakhstan. The main aim and objective is to review the key initiatives
towards democratic reforms, especially the political reforms taken by Kazakhstan both before and during
the period of Tokayev’s presidency. This is so because both the founding President as well as the current
President have believed that democratic reforms in the political space of Kazakhstan is indispensable
if this Central Asian country has to make a move into the World’s top 30 most developed nations. The
methods used in this research mainly include qualitative that helped understand diverse opinions and
experiences of Kazakhstan in its democratic reforms programmes and initiatives. The article concludes
that despite a series of measures aimed at implementing the democratic reforms, it is still too early to
predict how the democratic reforms in the political space of Kazakhstan will take shape in the future.

Key words: Political Reforms, Kazakhstan-2030” Strategy, Kazakhstan-2050, Five Institutional
Reforms and 100 Concrete Steps.
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KazakcTaHHbIH, Casicu KeHiCTiriHAeri AeMokpaTHsiAbiK, pedpopmanap:
COHFbl OKMFAAQpP MeH CbIH-KaTepAep

KasakcraH 2022 >bIAFbl KaHTap arblHbiH, 6acbiHAa 1991 XKbIAbl TOYEACI3AIK aAFaHHaH Gepri oTbI3
>KbIAAQH aCTaM YaKbITTaFbl €H YAKEH Casich AaFAapbiCKa Tam 60AAbL. AaFAapbiC XKaHapMar 6aracbiHbiH
KbIMbBaTTayblHa KapCbl HapasbIAbIKTapAaH 6aCTaAblil, OA >Karnan TOPTINCi3AiKKe, 0AaH KeMiH KyFblH-
CyYpriHre yAachblir, coHblHAQ 68pi 63 opHbIHa Keaai. KasakcTaH npesmaerTi Kacbim-KomapTt Tokaes yiuiH
OYA OHbIH MPE3UAEHTTIFNIHAE OPbIH aAFaH €H YAKEH AaFAapPbIC OOAFAHbIMEH, OA AEP KE3iHAE JKaFAANAbI
GakblAayFa anAbl, aA OYA ©3 Ke3eriHAe eAAeri AeMOKpaTUsIAbIK, pechopMarap yuliH MYMKIHAIKTEp
awaabl. Makanaaa KasakcraHaa >KyprisiAin xaTtkaH AeMOKpaTUSIAbIK, pechopmManapra KaTbICTbl COHFbI
OKMFaAap MEH MaCeAeAepre Hasap ayAapblAaabl. Herisri Makcar >xeHe MIHAET — AEMOKPATUSIABIK,
pecdhopmanapra GarbiTTaAFaH Herisri 6actamaAapAbl, aTan anmTkaHAQ, TOKAeBTbIH MPE3MAEHTTIriHe
AeniH Ae, OHbIH ke3siHae aAe KasakcTaH xyprisreH casicu pedpopmanapabl kapactblipy. Cebebi Herisi
KaAayLlbl NMPE3NAEHT Te, Kasipri npe3naeHT Te ocbl OpTaAblK, A3MS MEMAEKETI 9AEMHIH, AamblFaH 30
eAiHIH, KaTapbiHa eHyi ywiH KasakCTaHHbIH Casic KeHiCTiriHAe AEMOKPATUSIAbIK, pedpopmanap BOAYbI
KAXKET Aen ecenTenai. byA 3epTTeyae KOAAQHbIAFaH BAICTep Heri3iHeH Ka3akCTaHHbIH AEMOKPATUSAbIK,
pecdhopmarap GaraapAamasapbl MeH GacTamaAapbliHAAFbl BPTYPAI Ke3KapacTtap MeH TaxipubesepAi
TYCiHyre KemeKTeCKeH caraAbl dAICTEPAI KaMTuAbl. MakaAasa AEMOKPATUSIAbIK, KanTa KYPYAapAbl
>Kysere acblpyfa OarbiTTaAfaH Gipkarap wapasapra KapamactaH, 6oaawakTa KasakcraHHbIH cascu
KEHICTIrHAE AEMOKPATUSIABbIK, KanTa KYPYAApPAblH KaAal AaMMTbIHbIH OOAXKayFa 9Ai epTe ekeHi
ANTbIAFaH.

Tyiin cesaep: casicu pedopmanap, KasakcrtaH-2030 crpareruschl, Kasakcrtan-2050, 6ec
MHCTUTYTTbIK, pecpopma >keHe 100 HakTbl KapsaM.
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Aemokparuyeckue pepopmbl B MOAMTUHECKOM NMPOCTPAHCTBE
KasaxcraHa: nocaeAHHe COObITUSI U BbI3OBbI

KasaxcTaH CTOAKHYACSI C KpYMHeMLWMM NMOAUTUYECKUM KPU3MCOM B HadaAe sHBapst 2022 roaa 3a
6oAee Uem TpU AECITUAETUSI C MOMEHTA 0OpeTeHus He3aBrcumocTr B 1991 roay. Kpumsumc Havaacs ¢
NPOTECTOB NMPOTMB POCTA LIEH HA TOMAMBO, KOTOPbIE NMEPEPOCAU B MACCOBbIE GECOPSIAKM, 32 KOTOPbIMM
NMOCAEAOBAAM PENPECCHU, MOCAE YEro, HaKOHELL, BCE BEPHYAOCh K HOPMaAbHOM XKM3HU. AAd Mpe3naeHTa
KasaxcraHa Kacbim->XomapTa TokaeBa 310 6biA CamMblit GOAbLLIOM KPU3KUC 3 BPEMs ero npe3uAeHTCTBa,
HO 3TO TaKk>Xe OTKPbIBAeT BO3MOXHOCTU B BOMPOCAX AEMOKPaTUUeCKux peddopM B CTpaHe, MOCKOAbKY
OH CMOTI KOHTPOAMPOBATb CUTYyalUMio. B cTaTbe OCHOBHOE BHMMAHUE YAEBASETCS MOCAEAHUM COBbITUSM
n npobaemMam, KOTOpble CBSI3aHbl C AEMOKpaTMUeCcKMMu pedopmMamu, NMpoBoAUMMbIMK B KasaxcTaHe.
OCHOBHOW LIEABIO 1 3aAa4elt SIBASETCS 0630p KAOUEBbIX MHULIMATMB B HANPABAEHUM AEMOKPATUUECKUX
pecopm, B 0COBEHHOCTU, MOAUTUUECKUX pechopM, NMPEATNPUHSTHIX KazaxcTaHoM Kak A0, Tak U B NepUoA
npe3uaeHTcTBa K.-)K. TokaeBa. DTO CBSI3aHO C TeM, UTO U MPE3UAEHT-OCHOBATEAb, M AEMCTBYIOLLMINA
NMPe3VAEHT CUMTAIOT, YTO AemokpaTuueckue pedopMbl B MOAUTUYECKOM MpocTpaHcTBe KasaxcraHa
HEOOXOAUMbI, ECAM CTaBUTCS LIEAb BOMTU B UMCAO 30 pasBUTbIX CTPAH MMpa. METOAbI, UCMIOAb3YEMble B
3TOM MCCAEAOBAHMM, B OCHOBHOM BKAIOYAIOT KaUeCTBEHHble, HEOOXOAMMbIE, UTOObI MOHATH PA3AUUHbIE
MHeHus 1 onbIT KasaxcTaHa B ero nporpammax M MHMLMaTMBaX AeMoKpaTuueckmx pecopm. B cratbe
AEAAETCS BbIBOA O TOM, UTO, HECMOTPS Ha PSiA Mep, HanpaBAEHHbIX Ha peaAmM3aLmio AEMOKPATUUECKMX

npeobpasoBaHmni,

ele paHo NnporHo3npoBaTb,

KakK 6yAyT CKAAAbIBAaTbCAa  AEMOKpaThyeckmne

npeo6pa3OBava B MOANTNYHECKOM MPOCTPaHCTBE KazaxcraHa.

KAloueBble cAOBa: MOAMTUYECKME

pecdopMmbl,

ctpaterns  «Kasaxcran-2030», cTpaTerus

«KaszaxctaH-2050», ng9Tb MHCTUTYLUMOHAABbHbIX pechopm 1 100 KOHKPETHBIX LIAroB..

Introduction

Early January 2022 saw Kazakhstan facing the
biggest political crisis in over three decades since it
declared independence following the Soviet collapse
in 1991. It all began with protests that broke out on
January 2 over rising fuel prices which escalated
into widespread unrest followed by the crackdown
for almost one week and finally returning back to
normalcy. Experts believe that for the Kazakh
President, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, this has been
the biggest crisis during his presidency, but since he
has been able to control the situation it also offers
an opportunity. Many consider that this opportunity
must be used by Tokayev to address the concerns of
the people by not only continuing with democratic
reforms in the socio-economic and political realms
but also investigating the criminal acts and powers
behind the whole episode of the crisis. After the
election in June 2019 which replaced Kazakhstan’s
founding President Nursultan Nazarbayev with
Tokayev as the second president of the country, the
reform process sped up.

However, Tokayev’s two and half years of
presidency has been full of challenges despite his
foresightedness for the country’s development on
the lines introduced by Nazarbayev. In addition,
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as the President of Kazakhstan, he also wanted
to focus on new reforms that would take into
consideration “different views, one nation, strong
President-effective and Parliament-accountable
government” and build a “state that hears its people”
(Tasci, 2021). But much of his efforts have been
overshadowed by the global health crisis caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic and the recent unrest across
the country. Nevertheless, major political reforms
have been implemented that have transformed
the country and contributed much to its ongoing
democratization, which need to be relooked in order
to assess the recent developments and challenges
associated with it.

It is in this background that the research problem
focusses on the recent developments and challenges
thereof in the democratic reforms undertaken in
Kazakhstan. In doing so, the main aim and objective
is to review the key initiatives towards democratic
reforms, especially the political reforms taken by
Kazakhstan both before and during the period of
Tokayev’s presidency. This is so because both the
founding President as well as the current President
have kept in mind that democratic reforms in the
political space of Kazakhstan is indispensable if this
Central Asian country has to make a move into the
World’s top 30 most developed nations.


mailto:mkmjnu@hotmail.com
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Methods of Research

The methods used in this research mainly
include qualitative that helped understand diverse
opinions and experiences of Kazakhstan in its
democratic reforms programmes and initiatives. But
the comparative research method has also been used
to look into the research problem both during the
Nazarbayev period as well as Tokayev period. The
research is based on secondary source of material
in the form of articles published by the scholars and
analysts in journals and on the websites. The data
collected has been used to gather in-depth insight
into democratic reforms in the political space of
Kazakhstan and analysed from the perspectives of
recent developments and challenges to reach the
conclusion. The whole research study has been
systematically divided and analysed under different
subheadings so as to make a clear understanding of
the research problem. This research is based on the
hypothesis that democratic reforms in the political
space of Kazakhstan has been indispensable because
the country remains committed to make a move into
the World’s top 30 most developed nations.

Political Reforms in Pre-Tokayev Period

Kazakhstan has made significant progress in
implementing democratic reforms since achieving
independence. Kazakhstan’s democratic history
has been long and uninterrupted, and as a result, the
country required a strong presidential power during
its early stages of establishment as a state. However,
the early years of the transition period conditioned the
strong presidential power. Kazakhstan, on the other
hand, has remained committed to democratising its
political system, including devolution of presidential
powers.

The strategic paper, which was made public
on January 31, 2017, centred on what former
President Nazarbayev saw as the country’s new,
third stage of modernization. The first was the
establishment of a wholly new state based on market
economic principles, while the second was the
realisation of Strategy 2030 and the establishment
of Kazakhstan’s capital, Astana. Going back to the
first decade of 2000, at that time the Kazakhstani
leadership announced a successful course of
democratic and constitutional reforms. The country
confidently carried out not only economic, but also
political transformations. Kazakhstan was preparing
for the chairmanship of the OSCE international
organization, carried out successful constitutional
reforms and reforms at the legislative level. This
process is well described in a collective monograph

(Gubaidullina, 2009: 80-95). This is a joint research
project by scholars from India and Kazakhstan and
focuses on democratic processes in Central Asia in
general and Kazakhstan in particular. It contains a
detailed examination of constitutional and political
systems in Kazakhstan, inter-regional cooperation
between Central and South Asia.

Oneofthekeypriorities of the third modernisation
was to have an accelerated technological renovation
in Kazakhstan’s economy (Mishra, 2018:10). That
is to say that there was a need for the creation of
new promising sector son the basis of digital
technologies. For this purpose, emphasis was
given on minimising state involvement in the
economy, reducing all possible costs for businesses
and developing public-private  partnerships.
Because the country’s macroeconomic policy also
required modernization, the President directed the
administration to draught a strategic development
plan for the country’s third modernization, dubbed
as “Kazakhstan’s national technical initiative,” that
would run through 2025. This was necessary to
assure Kazakhstan’s long-term economic growth
as well as the achievement of the Kazakhstan 2050
Strategy’s major aim of reaching the world’s top
30 most developed countries. During his address
to the country, Nazarbayev emphasised the need
to disperse powers and responsibilities across the
various bodies of government. The fundamental aim
was for the President to delegate some of his powers
to Parliament and the government. As a result, it
is crucial to look at how presidential powers were
devolved in Kazakhstan prior to Tokayev through
several reform measures.

The “Kazakhstan-2030" Strategy

In October 1997, among the several reforms
programmes the Strategy for development of
the Republic of Kazakhstan until the year 2030
(President of the Republic of Kazakhstan), known
as “Kazakhstan-2030” Strategy was presented. It
presented a long-term plan for the country’s growth,
with the goal of making it one of the world’s
safest, most stable, ecologically sustainable states
with a rapidly developing economy. It calls for
the implementation of seven long-term priorities,
including national security, domestic political
stability, and societal consolidation; economic
growth based on an open market economy with high
levels of foreign investments and internal savings;
Kazakhstani citizens’ health, education, and well-
being; power resources; infrastructure, particularly
transportation and communication; and professional
state. These priorities served as the foundation for the
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country’s medium- and long-term growth strategies.
In fact, the first long-term stage of execution of the
“Kazakhstan-2030” Strategy was the “Strategic plan
for development to the Republic of Kazakhstan until
the year 2010,” approved in December 2001. The
Strategic plan for development of the Republic of
Kazakhstan until the year 2050 was the next step of
the “Kazakhstan-2030” Strategy’s implementation
(Kazakhstan-2050 Strategy, 2012).

The “Kazakhstan-2050" Vision

Kazakhstan’s new political course till 2050
has as its main goal joining the group of 30 most
developed countries. “Eternal Kazakhstan™ is the
name of this project. It is a mature vision of a new
age in Kazakhstan’s history, which has developed
its own effective development model through time.
In reality, approximately 97 percent of Kazakh
nationals acknowledge that the country’s social-
economic situation is stable and improving on a
regular basis. On January 17, 2014, when making
his talk on the Strategy Kazakhstan-2050 in Astana,
then-President Nazarbayev said: “We’ve adopted
Strategy-2050 so that Kazakhstan’s people can
hold firmly in their hands the helm of the country’s
future.” He said that “the process of achieving the
goals for 2050 will proceed against the background
of intense global competition”, and that “there will
be no ‘easy ride’ in the21st century” (Weitz, 2014).
Hence, a number of challenges were needed to be
addressed and prioritized as follows:

“Adjusting and strengthening the trend of
innovative industrialization as well as increasing the
effectiveness of traditional mining sectors.

Ensuring that the traditional industry Agriculture
takes the path of innovations as the global demand
for food will increase.

Developing knowledge-based economy by
improving legislation on venture financing, intellec-
tual property protection, research and innovation
support, as well as commercialization of research.

Ensuring dynamic development of the infra-
structure trio, i.e., Agglomerations, Transportation,
and Energy to help develop the largest cities of
Kazakhstan as urban centers.

Developing Small and Medium Business as the
main tool for the industrial and social modernization
of Kazakhstan in the 21stcentury.

Creating new opportunities to unleash the
potential of Kazakh citizens to make them active,
educated, enterprising and healthy citizens.

Improving public institutions by creating
renewed instruments of interaction between the
state, the non-government sector and business.”
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The above-mentioned priorities continued to be
clear goals of Kazakhstan and its society on its way
to find a place in the top 30 developed countries. But
in order to translate these goals into reality, relevant
legislation and concrete actions must be adopted.

Five Institutional Reforms and 100 Concrete
Steps. Further, in order to strengthen the democratic
credential of Kazakhstan, five institutional reforms
were also identified which included the following:

Creation of a modem and professional civil
service;

Ensuring the rule of law;

Industrialization and economic growth;

A unified nation for the future;

Transparency and accountability of the state
(Rustam, 2015)

The implementation of these five institutional
reforms, however, called for taking targeted
measures, and so the “100 concrete steps” were set
out on 20 May 2015. These 100 concrete steps have
further been divided into five parts under different
headings so as to understand the goals clearly:
Development of Professional Civil Service, Ensuring
the Rule of Law, Industrialization and Economic
Growth, Identity and Unity, and Establishing an
Accountable State (Rustam, 2015).

The implementation mechanisms of the 100
concrete steps under the above-mentioned heads
had also been defined and it was decided to do the
following:

“The National Modernization Commission
under the President is established. It has five working
groups, which include national and foreign experts.

The national commission should implement five
institutional reforms on a step-by-step basis. It will
ensure effective discussions between state agencies,
the business sector and the civil society.

The national commission should adopt
conceptual decisions and define concrete action
plans. Its proposals will be approved by the President
of Kazakhstan. Once approved, the Parliament will
transform these proposals into legislation.

Efficiency of implementing key initiatives by
Ministers and Akims will be thoroughly monitored
by the national commission.

It is necessary to establish an international
consultative council with experienced foreign
experts under the national commission. This
council will develop recommendations and carry
out independent monitoring of reforms and their
implementation.

The office of the Prime Minister of Kazakhstan
will act as the working body of the national
commission.” (Mishra, 2019: 59)
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Political Reforms under Tokayev

The period of Kassym-Jomart Tokayev began
with his becoming acting President of Kazakhstan
on March 20, 2019 following the resignation of
Nazarbayev after 29 years stay in office. Soon
Tokayev was declared as a full-fledged President in
the Presidential Election held on June 9, 2019. He
won the election with the support of 71 percent of
the voters who cast ballots. Tokayev appeared to
have won by a considerable margin over six other
contenders, according to the results. With 15.39
percent, Amirzhan Kossanov of the Ult Tagdyry

United National Patriotic Movement, who ran as
the opposition candidate, finished in second. Daniya
Yespayeva of the Ak Zhol Democratic Party received
5.32 percent, while Zhambyl Akhmetbekov of
Kazakhstan’s Communist People’s Party received
3.86 percent and Toleutai Rakhimbekov of
Kazakhstan’s Auyl (Village) social democratic party
received 3.03 percent. Only 1.41 percent of voters
backed Amangeldy Taspikhov of the Kazakh Trade
Unions Federation, while Sadibek Tugel of the Uly
Dala Kyrandary National Public Association received
only 0.86 percent of total votes (Astana Times, 2019).
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The CEC accredited 1,013 international
observers to watch the election, including 866
observers from nine international organisations and
147 observers from 41 different nations. In all, 9,968

polling stations were located throughout Kazakhstan
and at the country’s foreign missions overseas, with
11,947,995 voters registered to vote. According to
the Central Election Commission’s (CEC) official
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data, 77 percent of eligible voters cast ballots. The
ACEC released a statement on the preliminary
election results on June 10, despite the fact that the
legislation required the final results to be announced
within 10 days of election day. Tokayev committed
to continue Nazarbayev’s policies in the sectors of
the country’s growth, including social and economic
reforms, after being completely sworn in on June
12,2019.

On December 20, 2019, Tokayev announced
a well thought plan for the major reforms in
the political field. During the second meeting
of the National Council of Public Trust, held in
Kazakhstan’s future capital, Nur Sultan, contentious
themes such as public assembly were discussed. The
44-member council was established on July 17,2019
to deal with some of the country’s most acute issues.
The first meeting was held on September 6, 2019.
During the Council meeting President Tokayev said,
“We are overcoming the fear of alternative opinion.
The government does not believe that disagreement
is a destructive or socially dangerous phenomenon.”
He also noted that the council reflects his idea of
“different opinions — one nation,” adding that
“This is not just a slogan or idea, but a real action.”
(Astana Times, 2019, 9 June). Earlier, the first
meeting shaped the agenda of the national council
taking into account all suggestions and initiatives,
in addition to launching of the relevant mechanisms
and procedures.

First Package of Political Reforms

Soon after Tokayev’s taking over the power
Kazakhstan demonstrated its political will to
achieve concrete results in an “extremely sensitive
area,” refuting many experts who were of the
opinion that such a topic would take a back seat in
the council’s work. Moreover, Tokayev stressed
on the need for political modernisation, which he
said in his state-of-the-nation address. His first
address to the nation was delivered on September 2,
2019, in which he said that “the reforms should, of
course, contribute to the stable development of our
country [Kazakhstan], not undermine it. We need to
strengthen the creative foundation of the political
processes that pluralism becomes an important
element in enhancing economic well-being and
human capital.” However, he announced the first
package of his political reforms on December 20,
2019 during the second meeting of the National
Council of Public Trust entitled Constructive Public
Dialogue — the Basis of Stability and Prosperity of
Kazakhstan”. It included, among the key reforms,
initiatives to change the procedure for organizing
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peaceful rallies or assemblies. He made it clear that
as per the new law, peaceful rallies or assemblies
would require notification to the relevant authorities
only, rather than going through a permission
process. Tokayev noted that a “culture of rallies”
should be cultivated among people. “It is time for
both society and the state to adequate lyre late to the
public expression of position. This is inevitable and
it is better to approach it on its own, consciously,
and not under pressure. We need to understand that
rallies are not only a right, but a responsibility,”
added Tokayev (Astana Times, 2019).

As described by the President the new law would
“define all forms of peaceful rallies, determine the
competency of local executive bodies to identify
the sites and such terms as a status of an organiser,
participant and observers as well as their rights and
duties.” The minimum number of persons required
to form a political party will be cut from 40,000
to 20,000 in an effort to lower obstacles to equal
political participation and improve civic engagement
opportunities. Tokayev favoured the gradual change
in law on parties and elections. At the same time, for
the first time, he also emphasized on the need to build
“a tradition of parliamentary opposition”. In this
context, underlining the need to expand the presence
of political minorities in Kazakhstan’s Parliament,
he expressed the necessity “to understand that
alternative opinions and public debate do not lead
to stagnation, but, on the contrary, are some of the
main requirements for development.” (Chaudhary,
2019). In Tokayev’s reforms package, political
parties will now have to ensure a quota of at least 30
percent for women and youth in their lists in order
to help amplify those voices in decision-making
processes (Svante, 2021:9). This was necessary, as
Tokayev opined, “we need to create not only social
elevators for young people, but also political ones,
to pass the torch of independence to new generations
of patriots” (Chaudhary, 2019). Tokayev also
authorised the Kazakh Ministry of Foreign Affairs
to begin procedures to join the Second Optional
Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, which aims to eliminate the death
sentence. Kazakhstan has been without the death
penalty since December 2003.

Highlighting the demand for further political
changes, Tokayev remarked that “democracy should
serve development and creativity, not estrangement
and collapse. We will build our work based on the
highest development goals” and that “there should
be no place for populism” (Chaudhary, 2019). He
further supported the idea of including civil society
representatives on the boards of directors of socially
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significant enterprises in the quasi-public sector.
“In addition to my instruction to reduce the number
of companies in the quasi-public sector, which
are often staff-bloated, work needs to be done to
reduce the economic involvement of active state
companies in competitive markets,” said Tokayev
(Satubaldina, 2019). The government has already
suggested eliminating more than 100 categories
of state-owned enterprise operations, though more
effort was needed to put one in place, particularly
in large cities with a well-developed competitive
environment. In 2020, the country’s foreign worker
quota was set to be decreased by 40%, from
49,000 to 29,000. The Kazakh Ministry of Labour
and Social Protection found 930 infractions at 95
enterprises during inspections. The majority of the
infractions involved disparities between a foreign
worker’s employment and the issued permission, as
well as discrepancies between education level and
position. Thus, preventing discrimination against
local workers by foreign employers became a
priority for the government. In this regard, Tokayev
clearly said that “now the Ministry of Labour will be
able to quickly respond to any violations, including
disproportionate wages, social conditions and soon,
not all owing problems to accumulate from year
to year” (Satubaldina, 2019). Within and outside
Kazakhstan, Tokayev’s proposals as part of the
first package of political changes were lauded and
applauded.

Second Package of Political Reforms

During 2020-21, as the whole world had been
suffering from COVID-19 global pandemic, certain
necessary adjustments to the content and list of
the first package of the proposed political reforms
were made. Analysts believe that “the pandemic
revealed weaknesses in the system of state power
and administration and its interaction with society
and institutions” (Satubaldina, 2019). This provided
an extra edge to defining and implementing new set
of reforms. As such, it was on September 1, 2020
that the second package of political reforms was
presented by President Tokayev during his second
State of the Nation Address “Kazakhstan in a new
reality: time for action”.

The first and foremost, it was announced to
design a new Concept for the development of local
self-government and adopt a package of related laws
based on the following guidelines:

Step by step separation of powers of the local
government and local self-government;

Augmentation of property rights and increase in
the revenues of the budgets of rural districts so as to

become the next stage in the development of “public
participation budgets”;

Reinforcing control over the process of
local budgets approval, that would also involve
conducting a public review of crucial expenditures
on infrastructure and social initiatives, including via
online surveys;

Bolstering the audit commissions of maslikhats;

Enhancing the status of local community
gatherings and assemblies and considering the
opinions of regional maslikhats on pressing local
issues for making certain decision (Reforms in
Kazakhstan, 2021).

The need for direct elections of akims (mayors)
of rural districts starting in 2021, as well as the
drafting and implementation of the Law “On
Public Control” and the establishment of a single
institution for citizens to begin reforms and offer
ideas, followed. The segment dedicated to the
protection of human rights was a major focus.
Tokayev was particularly interested in preventing
cyberbullying and joining the Optional Protocol to
the Convention on the Rights of the Child. He also
described the tasks that must be completed to put
national anti-torture legislation into compliance
with the Convention against Torture and Other
Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment. Besides, Tokayev also announced
that the practice of pre-trial investigation of
criminal offenses related to human trafficking will
be improved (Karin, 2021). That means the role of
law enforcement agencies in such investigations
was to be regulated.

Third Package of Political Reforms. On January
15, 2021, at the opening of the first session of the
7™ Convocation of the Kazakh Parliament, Tokayev
announced a third package of his political reforms.
It was “a new initiative aimed at increasing the
institutional development of the political system
in Kazakhstan and strengthening mechanisms for
protecting human rights” (Chaudhary, 2021). In
particular, it contained the following measures (as
it was laid out in the report by the Embassy of the
Republic of Kazakhstan in the Republic of Croatia
in “Reforms in Kazakhstan”, 2021).

Reduction in the threshold for political parties
to enter the Majilis, the lower house of Parliament
from 7% to 5%;

Introduction of the “None of the above” ballot
option for elections of all levels;

Introduction of the elections of district akims
(mayors) to build on the elections of rural akims;

Adoption of a separate law on the Human Rights
Ombudsperson, defining their status, powers and
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streamlining their activities in various areas and
sectors;

Strengthening the office of the Commissioner
of Human Rights — Ombudsman, including the
establishment of regional offices;

Further improvement of the public oversight
system,;

Legislating online petitions;

Introduction of the Youth Development Index,
which can form the basis for assessing the activities
of local executive bodies in the youth policy
implementation.

Expanding measures on encouraging charity,
including the provision of tax and other benefits
to enterprises and individuals participating in
charitable events and volunteer projects.

Meanwhile, the Ombudsman for Human
Rights, Elvira Azimova, has been quoted as
saying that “the development and adoption of the
Law ‘On the Ombudsman’ will provide certain
legislative conditions both for expanding his own
status and powers, and for appealing to him by
concerned citizens” (Karin. 2021). It is likely
that “the creation of a regional ombudsman on
the ground will facilitate prompt response and
action on individual situations related to specific
violations of human rights”. Furthermore, the law
on elections, which was signed by the Kazakh
President on May 24, 2021, reflected the changes
and amendments to the legislation regarding the
reduction of the threshold for political parties’
passage into the Majilis and the introduction of
the column “None of the above” or “against all.”
It should be noted, however, that Kazakhstan
received permission from Indiato begin the process
of decentralising its power structure through direct
district elections. The Indian model of power
decentralisation to the district and village levels
has been a huge success, attracting the attention
of partner countries such as Kazakhstan. In the
voting process, India had already implemented
NOTA, which prompted Kazakhstan to implement
“None of the Above.” The international
community has also reacted positively to the
dynamics and content of Kazakhstan’s ongoing
political reforms. For example, during a phone
call with Kazakh Foreign Minister Mukhtar
Tileuberdi in April 2021, US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken indicated significant support
for President Tokayev’s Political Reform Plan.
All of the following political reform packages,
taken together, illustrate Tokayev’s persistent and
comprehensive policy to improve Kazakhstan’s
democratisation process in this direction.
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Conclusion

Both Nazarbayev and Tokayev, the founding
President and the current President respectively,
have noted that Kazakhstan cannot move into the
World’s top 30 most developed nations without
making serious reforms in the political space
of Kazakhstan. All the reforms packages are
interconnected and well in line with reforms carried
out in the political and economic spheres, especially
with regard to the system of local government as
well as the process of total digitalization of public
services. What is noteworthy is that “Tokayev
introduced new institutions to oversee reforms, most
notably the National Council of Public Trust, which
brings together government officials and respected
members of civil society”, and that “this institution,
and its working groups, has been a vehicle for the
generation of and deliberation on ideas for reforms”
(Svante, et al,2021:7).

Yet, challenges remains there in Kazakhstan
as far as continuation of democratic reforms is
concerned, and recent developments in the country
confirm this. While COVID pushed Kazakhstan, like
other countries, to endure major hardships in 2020
and the first half of 2021, the beginning of 2022 has
seen the country facing the most intense and violent
protests in its 30-year history of independence.
Initially erupted over the price of liquefied petroleum
gas, the violence soon spread to major cities across
the country and “broadened to include political
demands and tense standoffs between protesters and
the police” (Watters, 2022).

There are varied opinions on the overall violent
unrest and the government crack-down, though
some believe that there has always been an issue
in the Kazakhstan’s energy sector. They think that
since these incidents point to the volatility of fossil
fuels and the risks of reliance on a non-renewable
resource, “major reforms in energy investments
in Kazakhstan are needed, not only to reform the
economy, but to meet the country’s climate goals”
(Watters, 2022).

Others describe the incident as “a post-COVID
economic revolt that the government thought it
could buy off.” (Heff&Jensen, 2020). But the
protests, according to their opinion, suddenly
became focused on the country’s semi-retired
first president Nazarbayev and turned ugly so
much so that Tokayev had to remove him from
his chairmanship of the National Security Council
in addition to purging Nazarbayev’s loyalists in
other key positions (Heff&Jensen, 2020). Even the
government resigned on January 5, 2022.
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However, Tokayev claimed that unrest in
Kazakhstan was due to “an invasion of bandit
formations trained from abroad” and requested the
assistance of the Russia-led Collective Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO), of which Kazakhstan
is a member. Though the CSTO forces helped
overcome the unrest in the crisis-ridden Kazakhstan
and Tokayev has now made promises for the major
political changes to be announced in September
2022, his newly reshuffled government will have
to face challenges in implementing the political
reforms that were underway before the trouble
started. So far, since the crisis has been controlled,
Tokayev “has announced a series of measures aimed
at winning popular support, including setting up a
new fund for public good to which oligarchs and
wealthy businessman will be forced to contribute.”
(Walker, 2022).

In2019, arepresentative of the OSCE mission
noted the following: “The expectations of the
Kazakh people are high that the new President will
strengthen democratic institutions, implement
social reforms and promote civil society
development in line with OSCE commitments...
It is crucially important for the leadership of the
country to seize this opportunity and to advance
constructive dialogue with the political actors in
society as a whole” (The Astana Times, 2019,
11 June). The democratic process in Kazakhstan
continues, and Kazakhstanis are looking
forward to political transformation ahead of
the presidential elections in November 2022.
However, given the recent developments, it is
imperative to wait and watch how the democratic
reforms in the political space of Kazakhstan will
take shape in the future.
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