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by
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Executive Summary

The twenty-year reign of President Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan has seen his country
develop through independence and transition into a haven of social and political
stability. At the same time, Nazarbayev has presided over constitutional and political
changes that have emasculated most of the political opposition and brought in restrictive
media legislation. With Kazakhstan currently holding the OSCE chairmanship, now
may be a unique window of opportunity for the Western world to engage with
Nazarbayev to ensure that his legacy will be a positive one, and that he will go down in
history as a reformer, not a despot.
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Nazarbayev’s Achievements

Whatever one thinks of President Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan, his twenty-year
reign has seen remarkable achievements. Where there at first was no real country, only
a vast expanse inhabited by a majority of Slavic settlers, a minority of native Kazakhs
(no more than 20% according to the 1959 census) and a large population of disparate
nationalities exiled there by Stalin (Germans, Tatars, Koreans, Chechens, and many
others), he has almost single-handedly created an established state, with all the
attributes of statehood including a viable economy and a national identity. Where there
at first existed no Kazakhstani currency and where many key industries were lacking, he
has presided over the development of a market economy which is able to support his
country’s yet again growing population. Indeed, Nazarbayev has been the chief architect
of his country, leading it through independence and transition into what some would
call a unique haven of social and political stability in Central Asia. Whereas there at
first was a concern that the northern parts of the country, then chiefly inhabited by
Russians and other Slavs, would follow Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s advice and break off
to re-join Russia, Nazarbayev retained the integrity of his territory, in part by moving
the capital north to present Astana in 1997-1998. Whereas Kazakhstan had suffered the
worst from Soviet practices with regard to nuclear tests and dumped toxic waste,
Nazarbayev successfully let go and disposed of his inherited arsenal of 1,360 nuclear
warheads and closed the testing sites. In addition, he presided over Kazakhstan
developing into an important supplier of energy, to the West as well as Russia and
China, thus ensuring its future economic independence. The United States has provided
key support, much because of Kazakhstan’s energy reserves. Germany too has become
an important trade partner and also the new home of a major share of Kazakhstan’s once
large ethnic German population (according to the 2009 census, 1.1% of Kazakhstan’s
population remains German, down from 5.8% in 1989).

Nazarbayev’s achievements are real. Yet, this is not intended as a panegyric. While
Nazarbayev truly can be said to have almost single-handedly created modern
Kazakhstan, the use of the word single-handed implies that he did so by placing himself
above modern niceties such as parliamentary politics and the country’s often
deliberately ambiguous constitutions. Nazarbayev has been accused of autocracy, and
there have been times when his person indeed constituted the single executive system in
the country. While the 1993 constitution provided some checks and balances on the
presidential powers, the 1995 constitution made the president accountable to no other
institution. Indeed, further legal developments have seen the president’s powers
increase yet further. New legislation in 2002 on political party registration, in which the
needed number of signatories to registration was raised from three thousand to fifty
thousand, eliminated many small opposition parties. A restrictive media law was
introduced in 2006. Yet another constitutional amendment, in 2007, enables Nazarbayev
to be re-elected president as long as he lives. And these were only a few of the changes
that have strengthened Nazarbayev’s presidential powers.
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Concerns for the Future

The constitutional and political changes that Nazarbayev has presided over have
emasculated most of the political opposition. In addition, Nazarbayev’s restrictive
media legislation has made it more difficult for independent media to investigate and
criticize political developments. The OSCE, of which Kazakhstan in January 2010
gained the chairmanship, has repeatedly deemed Kazakhstani elections flawed and
raised concerns over the country’s media restrictions. In 2005, Nazarbayev won the
latest presidential election with a dramatically impressive 91% of the vote, in an
election in which OSCE observers noted “(s)erious irregularities”. Even Nazarbayev’s
economic achievements are now at risk. The 2008-2009 global financial crisis has badly
impacted upon the Kazakhstani economy, since 2002 increasingly state-controlled and
thus less dynamic than it was since state enterprises tend not to have one single
objective (to maximize profits) but multiple goals such as to ensure employment,
maximize foreign exchange reserves, regional development, and so on. Besides,
corruption remains rife in Kazakhstan.

Nazarbayev, soon 70 years old, thus has reasons to be concerned over his place in
Kazakhstan’s history. He is likely eager to ensure that his legacy will be a positive one,
so that he will be remembered as a reformer, not a despot. Nazarbayev once no doubt
envisaged a presidential successor from his immediate family. This looks increasingly
unlikely. His eldest daughter Dariga now appears an unlikely successor because of the
activities of her former husband Rakhat Aliyev, who since 2007 conducts what in most
respects appears to be a personal media vendetta against Nazarbayev from the safe
haven of Austria. Dinara, the second daughter, may also have turned into a
disappointment due to the controversial business and reported extra-marital activities of
her husband, Timur Kulibayev. This leaves the youngest daughter, Aliya, who in 1998
married Aidar Akayev, son of the then President of Kyrgyzstan, in what many observers
described as a dynastic alliance. However, the couple eventually divorced, and Aliya
too is currently married to a businessman, Daniyar Khasenov. It now seems unlikely
that Nazarbayev would entrust his legacy to any of his daughters or sons-in-law. Indeed,
he may be reluctant to groom any one successor, leaving the field open for whomever
may be able to take power after he leaves the political scene. Considering the strong
presidential powers now in place, and the importance of Kazakhstan as an oil and gas
producer, much will then depend on the personal character of Nazarbayev’s eventual
successor.

Conclusion

Nazarbayev, arguably the founder of the country, thus runs a real risk of going down in
history as a despot. Yet, the OSCE chairmanship offers Kazakhstan a real incentive to
soften its internal policy. While the OSCE often criticized Kazakhstan’s election
procedures and lack of media freedom, the organization has consistently tempered its
conclusions due to the importance of Kazakhstan as a supplier of oil and gas and
because of the country’s links with in particular the United States and Germany. The
various OSCE findings accordingly carried little weight and it can be questioned
whether they achieved anything conclusive in Kazakhstan. However, the OSCE
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chairmanship, for which Nazarbayev lobbied hard, offers Kazakhstan the incentive to
move closer to the values of the OSCE. Nazarbayev will turn 70 during the
chairmanship, has faced disappointments with his daughters as possible successors, and
is likely concerned over his place in Kazakhstan’s history. The OSCE chairmanship has
opened up a brief window of opportunity to introduce further reforms in Kazakhstan, in
particular with Nazarbayev eager to convene an OSCE summit in 2010. Now may be
the best opportunity ever for the Western world to engage with Nazarbayev in order to
ensure that his legacy will be a positive one, and that he will go down in history as a
reformer, not a despot.
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