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Like other post-soviet states, Kazakhstan is reviving the old communist party practice of using 

the mass media as a propaganda tool to support its political regime. 

 

As before, the ruling party of Kazakhstan engages the press in promoting the President’s 

policies and is brainwashing the public.  But nowadays, the media are being manipulated under 

patriotic slogans. It is deemed to be unpatriotic to criticize the President as the head of the 

country. The wording has changed, not the essence. This policy is characteristic of many post-

soviet states. 

 

Despite its territorial sovereignty, Kazakhstan still depends on Russia, which dominates the 

information space across the entire post-soviet territory. Due to the prevalence of the Russian-

speaking population, 70% of all information comes to Kazakhstan from Russian TV channels. 

Both quantity-wise and quality-wise, Kazakhstani mass media cannot compete with the Russian 

media. Therefore it is the Russian press which forms public opinion in Kazakhstan.  

 

Take, for instance, the conflict between Russia and Georgia in which 95% of the CIS and, 

actually, all media in Kazakhstan took the Russian side. It happened not so much because 

Russia is Kazakhstan’s major partner and ally, but because Kazakhstani authorities look down 

on Georgia as an outcast which has fallen out of the post-soviet mainstream, not as a country 

which has democratically abolished the ruling regime and elected its new president. Rotation of 

those in power is a weak point in all the CIS member states.  In most of them, the top ruling 

positions are obtained either by appointment or through inheritance, as is the case in 

Azerbaijan. 

  

Pink, orange and tulip revolutions are condemned throughout the CIS and regarded as 

downright unacceptable by the Central Asian presidents. To keep the local people under 

control, most mass media are made to denounce the democratic reforms in Georgia, the 

Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan.  

 

The 5-year “orange” period in the Ukraine has been negatively covered in the Russian mass 

media, the Kazakhstani press following in their wake. The President publicly stigmatizes the 

current unrest in Kyrgyzstan as robbery and marauding.  When helping a colleague of his to 

escape to Byelorussia, the Kazakhstani president saved from the Kyrgyz court the person 

accused of plundering his country. For understandable reasons, all local mass media reiterate 



the unacceptability of such a shift in power for Kazakhstan. That is why the pro-governmental 

media are more and more often voicing anti-American, anti-western views.  

 

Western democratic ideas are being rejected for the sake of a new Asian-type ‘controlled 

democracy’ under which, for the last 20 years, Kazakhstan has been ruled by the President, 

who flagrantly ignores the power rotation principle and puts growing pressure on the national 

media to protect his position. 

  

To this end, there has been established a giant media holding, called Nur-Media, which controls 

all TV and radio-channels, advertizing agencies, and both state and private press publications. 

Most Kazakhstani mass media are controlled by the body to which they are accountable 

ideologically, organizationally and financially. The majority of the 3,000 mass media registered 

in the country belong to this holding, regardless of their property form.  A mere six of them 

remain independent enough to oppose the authorities.  

 

There exist two information levels in Kazakhstan. The first level media, fully controlled by the 

presidential administration, disseminate official information about governmental negotiations on 

nuclear issues, the customs union with Russia and Byelorussia, and other strategic plans which 

may arouse public protest. But the alternative high-tech media, like the Internet, making up the 

hardly controllable second level, provide so-called “undesirable” information about mass-scale 

strikes of oilmen and miners, and the Forbes magazine figurines – the richest people of 

Kazakhstan known to be the President’s kith and kin. This “underground” information level, 

which does not yield to the state administration pressure, is becoming a noticeable factor in 

inculcating the habits of critical thinking. Free information sources of this level, though few in 

number, do exist in Kazakhstan, despite the state administration efforts to suppress them. Once 

appearing in the Internet, such alternative information is difficult to control. Broad Internet 

access through proxies, mobile phones and video-cameras, make the opposition voices heard 

not only by professional journalists, but by the public at large. Unable to keep the situation 

under control, the state ideologists claim that this very fact is already a sign of political pluralism. 

 

Meanwhile, Kazakhstan’s information space is regulated by the law on mass media which is 

getting tougher and tougher. Within the 17 years of our independence, this law has undergone 

numerous changes. Its latest amendments concern the Internet. They equate all Internet 

resources to mass media and subject all Internet users to criminal, civil and administrative 

responsibility. As revealed by the official sources, the state body, specially organized for 

reacting to computer-related opposition acts, has started its work on identification of the anti-

governmental Internet resources.  But the criteria and methodology used for identifying 

destructive Internet content by the law-enforcement, supervisory and judiciary bodies are 



disclosed neither to the Internet resource owners nor to the web-site editors. Politically-

motivated limitation of Internet access to such popular networks as livejournal, Blogpost, 

Respublica Forum, encroaches on the people’s right to information.  

 

Here is one more example. Freedom of expression, which is declared as a human right by the 

RK Constitution, was blatantly violated by the ruling of Medeu district court of Almaty dated 

February 1, 2010. Having banned publication of critical materials against the deputy chairman of 

the KazMunaiGas Board of Directors, the President’s son-in-law, a judge actually legalized 

censorship and witch-hunting for the popular independent media.  All over the country the 

property of such independent newspapers as Svoboda Slova (Freedom of Expression), Golos 

Respubliki (Voice of the Republic), Vzglyad (View) and many others has been confiscated. 

Bailiffs, acting under the ruling, confiscated the publications for just a mere mention of 

Kulibayev’s name. The Vremya print shop director was prosecuted for printing an issue of 

Svoboda Slova newspaper under her contractual obligations. The persecuted media did not go 

so far as to accuse the colleague who the President had helped escape to Byelorussia of 

corruption crimes. All they did was to inform the public about the serious charges laid against 

this high-placed official.  The press voiced its readiness to follow the progress of the 

investigation carried out under such serious charges. But the authorities forced the opposition 

press into silence under the threat of trials and arrests, encouraging lawlessness and 

censorship. It demonstrated to the corrupted functionaries a way to handle the independent 

press.  Fortunately, due to the interference of international media protection organizations, in a 

month the abovementioned judge revoked her own ruling, which authorized a rise of censorship 

and repressions against several independent media.  

 

It has been mentioned that some newspapers in Kazakhstan persist in their opposition to the 

government. Most of them are sued by officials on the grounds of protecting their honor and 

dignity and are fined heavily by the court. The Taszhargan newspaper paid a USD 200,000 fine 

and was declared bankrupt for calling a parliamentarian a “latifundist”.  Taszhargan, translated 

as “flower breaking out of stone”, was closed and soon reopened under a new name Civil 

Stance. Hefty fines loom over independent media like Damocles’ sword. The Respublica 

newspaper is paying the TuranAlem bank a USD 400,000 fine in small monthly installments. It is 

expected to fully pay the fine in 50 years’ time.  This fact shows that the ultimate purpose of the 

court is not money, but punishment of the publication.   

 

The government forces private print shops to refrain from printing opposition newspapers. 

Harassed by the fiscal and law-enforcement bodies, the national print shops have to refuse to 

publish such opposition newspapers as Respublika, Moya Respublika, Alga, Azat.  As a result, 

these newspapers have to be printed on the primitive xerox equipment of the Journalists in 



Jeopardy Foundation’s Resource Centre and stapled like “samizdat” (underground) publications 

of the last century. Also, Kazakhstani providers, allegedly acting under Intelligence Service 

instructions, deny Internet access to these newspapers’ Internet portals. 

 

Journalists are shadowed by the police, persecuted and imprisoned for performing their 

professional duties. There are four such journalists in Kazakhstan. One of them was sentenced 

to one-year of imprisonment and expelled from the Republican Union of Writers for having 

criticized the oblast administration head. Another journalist was charged with bribery when 

trying to buy from officials information about the Supreme Judges’ corruption, and was 

sentenced to 6 years of imprisonment. A publicist took part in defending the demolished 

Shanyrak microregion and, as the unrests’ organizer, he got convicted and imprisoned for 14 

years. But the most illustrative example of it is the trial stood by the editor-in-chief of Alma-Ata 

Info newspaper. His analytical article “Who rules the country: the KNB or President?” discloses 

instances of corruption, raiderism and abuse of power on the part of the Jambul Committee for 

National Security employees.  This trial was a kind of KNB revenge on the journalist for 

publicizing information about its corruption. The trial was held secretly, without advocates’ 

participation. The 4-year imprisonment sentence was unlawful because the journalist’s guilt was 

not proved. 

 

Journalists’ harassment, persecution, assault and battery in Kazakhstan have become routine 

with 10 to 30 attacks on journalists reported yearly. Recently a journalist of the Svoboda Slova 

newspaper was assaulted in Aktyubinsk for having written an article about a two week strike of 

10,000 oil workers in Zhana-Ozen. Another journalist has been reported missing for three years 

after she published articles against corruption in Kazakhmys Inc. and against the judiciary 

bodies. Law-enforcement bodies have no information about her whereabouts to this day.  

 

I myself had to pay a KZT 500 fine for organizing a ‘flash mob’ on a central street of Almaty, 

when a group of journalists set floating into the sky balloons with the names of imprisoned 

journalists. This ‘flash mob’ was organized as a protest against journalists’ convictions for doing 

their professional duties. But the court regarded it as a violation of public order and punished its 

three organizers.  

 

It may be well worth remembering that Kazakhstan is a UN member-state and, this year, it is 

heading the OSCE.  According to these highly-reputed international organizations, the right to 

freedom of expression is an inalienable human right in any democratic society. Representatives 

of Kazakhstani independent media stand against severe limitations of such freedoms and rights 

in Kazakhstan where civil society is denied the opportunity to express its views publicly. We do 

want to bring it home to the authorities of the post-soviet age that the only way to stop the flow 



of negative information about our country is to radically upgrade living standards and observe  

democratic rights and freedoms. In its turn, the international community, including UNESCO, 

should give up double standards in the assessment of democratic values and demand that 

Kazakhstan should comply with its signed international pacts, its richness in hydrocarbons 

notwithstanding.  


