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Szabolcs Veres 

Abstract 
The referendum on constitutional reform implemented in Kazakhstan was called 
several months after the unrest earlier in the year. The demonstrations in early 
January – which began as a peaceful protest against fuel price increases – quickly 
reached Almaty, Kazakhstan's largest city, and quickly turned into mass 
demonstrations against the economic and political situation in Kazakhstan. And 
the situation quickly spiraled out of the government’s control, leading to severe 
street violence and armed clashes between the demonstrators and Kazakh 
government security forces. As a result of the Kazakh armed forces' crackdown, 232 
people lost their lives (both civilians and police officers). The situation prompted 
President Tokayev to request the intervention of the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization1. 

Keywords: Kazakhstan, demonstrations, constitutional reform 

January Events 
In the official accounts of the January events in Kazakhstan, the blame for the 
violent protests fell on "bandits and terrorists" in the country. In fact, the real cause 
of the demonstrations was the power struggle between the current Kazakh 
President Kashim-Jomart Tokayev and his predecessor and strongman Nursultan 
Nazarbayev, who has wielded the real power in Kazakhstan together with his 
entourage and clan. 

Nazarbayev, who had led the country since the 1990 breakup of the Soviet Union, 
stepped down in 2019 and was succeeded by then-Foreign Minister Kashim-Jomart 
Tokayev. However, the elder Nazarbayev would maintain his power in the 
background by previously having amended the constitution to give him special 
privileges such as the title of "Leader of the Nation" (Elbasi in Kazakh) and "First 
President." As a result, Nazarbayev was able to remain the de facto leader of 
Kazakhstan. 

However, during the January unrest – which saw Nazarbayev himself and his clan 
becoming targets of public anger – Tokayev decided to distance himself politically 
from his predecessor. He stripped Nazarbayev of his remaining positions and began 
to purge the Kazakhstan's governmental institutions of Nazarbayev's men. 

Time for Reform 
Once order was restored in the country, Tokayev promised political and economic 
reforms and "new, fairer and more transparent ground rules" to reconcile the 
Kazakh society through constitutional reform. This led to the referendum on 
constitutional change scheduled for June 5, 2022, which was supported by 77.18% 
of Kazakh citizens participating in the vote. 

https://thediplomat.com/2022/02/new-strikes-and-protests-in-kazakhstan/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/powerful-ex-leader-nazarbayev-is-main-target-kazakhs-anger-2022-01-05/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/powerful-ex-leader-nazarbayev-is-main-target-kazakhs-anger-2022-01-05/
https://tengrinews.kz/kazakhstan_news/prinyatyie-referendume-izmeneniya-konstitutsiyu-kazahstana-470482/
https://tengrinews.kz/kazakhstan_news/prinyatyie-referendume-izmeneniya-konstitutsiyu-kazahstana-470482/
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Under the constitutional amendment, the President of Kazakhstan may not be 
affiliated with any political party, which also means the loss of political influence of 
the ruling Amanat Party (Nur Otan before the January events). In addition, the 
amended constitution also prohibited close relatives from holding office in 
state-owned enterprises. This step was aimed at fighting nepotism that had 
characterized Nazarbayev's presidency. 

Also as a result of the constitutional amendment, the number of consecutive 
presidential mandates was limited to two terms, similar to the President of the 
Republic of Kazakhstan, and the president's influence in the Senate was also 
reduced. Under the amendment, the importance of the lower house of parliament, 
the Mäjilis, was strengthened, assuming responsibility for drafting legislation. At 
the same time, the Senate's powers were limited to passing or rejecting laws. 

The conduct of elections was changed to a mixed system, which means that in the 
future 70% of the seats will be allocated proportionally and the remaining 30% will 
be elected directly in individual constituencies. 

In the fall of 2022, the Constitutional Court, which was abolished in 1995, will also be 
reinstated under the new, amended constitution. Governors of provinces and 
major cities can now be elected directly by the people and will no longer be 
appointed by the president. However, the candidate can always be appointed by 
the incumbent president. More importantly, the adopted constitutional 
amendments removed all references to Nazarbayev from the constitution, denying 
him the special privileges he had enjoyed as Elbasi and "First President." 

Several researchers and political scientists believe that the stated goal of the 
current constitutional reform is precisely to avoid the abuses of the Nazarbayev era 
by including concrete measures to limit nepotism and autocracy in the 
constitutional amendment. 

In Kazakhstan, all indications are that the referendum on constitutional change 
was in part a reaction to the social and economic upheavals that began with 
protests against fuel price increases in January, demanding a change in the elitist 
political system based on Kazakhstan's “zhuz”2 system. The importance of 
Kazakhstan's reforms is shown by the fact that the OECD has produced an analysis 
in this regard that points to the next steps in the country's social and economic 
development, namely democratization, the enforcement of human rights and 
decentralization. 

Constitutional Reform and Inflation 
The Kazakh economy found itself in a delicate situation following the events of 
January and the Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24, which it was feared 
could affect the outcome of the planned referendum on constitutional change. The 
biggest problem in Kazakhstan at present is high inflation, which is expected to 
reach its highest level in seven years in 2022. Food price inflation has already 
reached 20%, and some goods have become 80% more expensive. Official data 
released on July 1 show that the price of sugar has increased by 79% this year, and 
the prices of other staples are also rising rapidly. The price of flour increased by 33%, 
pasta and poultry by 30%, bread by 17% and vegetable oil by 16%. The price increase 
for services was 14.5%. For this reason, on July 14, Kazakh President Tokayev sharply 

https://baigenews.kz/news/prinyatye_na_referendume_popravki_v_konstitutsiyu_rk_vstupili_v_silu/
https://baigenews.kz/news/prinyatye_na_referendume_popravki_v_konstitutsiyu_rk_vstupili_v_silu/
https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/86147
https://www.oecd.org/eurasia/countries/Eurasia-Reforming-Kazakhstan-Progress-Challenges-Opport.pdf
https://vlast.kz/novosti/50787-inflacia-v-kazahstane-prevysila-uroven-2015-goda-tokaev.html
https://vlast.kz/novosti/50787-inflacia-v-kazahstane-prevysila-uroven-2015-goda-tokaev.html
https://informburo.kz/novosti/inflyaciya-v-kazahstane-sahar-podorozhal-na-79-kapusta-na-72-za-god
https://informburo.kz/novosti/inflyaciya-v-kazahstane-sahar-podorozhal-na-79-kapusta-na-72-za-god
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criticized members of his own government for the sugar shortage and 
skyrocketing food prices. 

Tokayev acknowledged the impact of rising world prices on food and consumer 
goods, but did not say – for domestic political reasons – what role Russia's war in 
Ukraine plays in food shortages and inflation in the country. 

Tokayev acknowledged, however, that decisions by the Russian-led Eurasian 
Economic Union, which includes Kazakhstan, have also contributed to the rise in 
food prices, but he did not say which Eurasian Economic Union decisions he had in 
mind. Russia's demand that all Eurasian Economic Union members impose quotas 
and tariffs on grain exports to third countries has sparked a major debate in 
Kazakhstan. Kazakhstan has vehemently opposed this proposal. In addition, in 
March Moscow banned exports of some Russian products3, including grain and 
sugar, leading to severe sugar shortages in Kazakhstan. 

Constitutional Reform and Foreign Policy Challenges 
After the tragic events in January, some experts expressed scepticism about the 
future of Kazakhstan's multisectoral foreign policy. According to them, the 
intervention of the Collective Security Treaty Organization peacekeepers in 
Kazakhstan events opened up the possibility for Nur-Sultan to abandon his 
so-called multisectoral foreign policy, which basically means that the country seeks 
good relations with all countries at the same time and there are no outstanding 
partners in this system of relations. President Tokayev, however, has been quick to 
indicate that Kazakhstan will not abandon its hitherto successful foreign policy, as 
evidenced by the fact that Foreign Minister Mukhtar Tileuberdi remains in office. 

In order to restore the country's former "good reputation," the president began to 
reorganize Kazakhstan's diplomacy alongside the constitutional amendment. He 
transferred the administration of Kazakhstan's presidential office to diplomat 
Murat Nurtileu. Eryan Kazihanov became the new Deputy Head of the Presidential 
Administration and the president's special representative for international 
cooperation. Moreover, in February-June 2022, Tokayev skilfully adapted his foreign 
policy measures – closer cooperation with the Islamic countries and Turkey – to the 
constitutional amendment and the society's expectations. 

Unwelcome Sanctions 
The measures taken against Russia also had a serious impact on Kazakhstan's 
economy, as the sanctions also affect crude oil entering Europe through the 
Caspian Sea pipeline.4 The 1,500-kilometer pipeline connects the oil fields in 
western Kazakhstan (Tengiz, Kashagan, Karachaganak) with the Black Sea area of 
Russia, from where the crude is transported by tankers to the Romanian port of 
Constanța (in Romanian: Constanța) via the sea terminal near Novorossiysk. 
onward to Southern and Central Europe (and Ukraine). 

For Kazakhstan, however, the sanctions against Russia also has meant that the 
longer the confrontation between Russia and the West continues, the more the 
presence of the largest U.S. and European companies in the Caspian Sea region 
may be called into question, which, should it come to that, would be a major 
economic shock for the Central Asian country. 

https://www.inform.kz/ru/o-zavodah-po-proizvodstvu-sahara-v-kazahstane-rasskazal-vice-ministr-sel-skogo-hozyaystva_a3911020
https://interfax.com/newsroom/top-stories/79393/
https://www.vedomosti.ru/business/articles/2022/05/19/922636-rossiyane-sahar
https://www.vedomosti.ru/business/articles/2022/05/19/922636-rossiyane-sahar
https://www.currenttime.tv/a/31897831.html
https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/86249
https://www.aa.com.tr/ru/мир/токаев-казахстан-не-отказывается-от-союзнических-обязательств/2614290
https://www.aa.com.tr/ru/мир/токаев-казахстан-не-отказывается-от-союзнических-обязательств/2614290
http://berlek-nkp.com/analitics/10655-aleksey-chekryzhov-antikrizisnyy-kazahstan-v-usloviyah-antirossiyskih-sankciy.html
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A New Twist in the Energy Dispute Between Kazakhstan and 
Russia 
On July 11, Novorossiysk District Court blocked the operation of the Caspian Pipeline 
Consortium for a month – the pipeline, which touches the Black Sea, transporting 
Kazakh crude oil to Europe – and fined the company.5 

Figure 1 The Trans-Caspian Gas Pipeline Route 

 
Source: Google Maps; own editing 

This "gesture" on Russia's part was most likely a political decision, a warning. As 
Tokayev said in his speech at the plenary session of the St. Petersburg International 
Economic Forum Kazakhstan does not recognize the sovereignty of the Donetsk 
and Luhansk People's Republics (DNR and LNR). In his speech, Tokayev also said 
that according to estimates, if the right of nations to self-determination were truly 
realized, instead of the current 193 member states UN there would be as much as 
500-600 states. In addition to the DNR and LNR, Tokayev also stated that 
Kazakhstan does not recognize the independence of Taiwan, Kosovo, South Ossetia 
and Abkhazia. 

Setting the Course for Kazakhstan's Economy 
It can be seen that Nur-Sultan is being forced to stand up to his former ally Russia, 
as he may fear that the United States and its allies will introduce restrictive 
measures against Kazakhstan that could cause even greater damage to the 
country. The question, however, is what options remain for Kazakhstan to export 
oil, which is the foundation of Kazakhstan's economy. 

• India could be a good alternative, but due to the unstable Afghanistan and 
the insignificant Kazakh-Pakistani relations – and mainly because Russia has 
already overtaken the Kazakh government in this regard and has become 
India’s largest supplier of crude oil –, the Kazakh government does not see 
India as a realistic alternative. 

https://forumspb.com/en/
https://forumspb.com/en/
https://www.dw.com/ru/kazahstan-ne-sobiraetsja-priznavat-kvazigosudarstvennye-dnr-i-lnr/a-62175405
https://www.dw.com/ru/kazahstan-ne-sobiraetsja-priznavat-kvazigosudarstvennye-dnr-i-lnr/a-62175405
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/31727868.html
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/31727868.html
https://orda.kz/alternativy-ktk-net-gotov-li-kazahstan-pojti-na-neftjanuju-avantjuru/
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• China can also offer a solution to Kazakhstan's economic problems. 
Construction of the Atasu-Alashankou oil pipeline (also known as the 
Kazakhstan-China crude oil pipeline) began in the early 2000s and runs from 
western Kazakhstan to the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region and 
currently accounts for nearly 15% of Kazakhstan's oil exports. However, China 
no longer needs Kazakh crude oil, as imports of crude oil from Russia by 
Chinese private refiners have reached record levels. 

• In the 1990s, Kazakhstan supplied crude oil to Iran. However, mainly because 
of U.S. sanctions against Tehran, cooperation became unprofitable. 

• The Aktau-Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan route was strongly supported by Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, and Turkey in the early 2000s. However, Kazakhstan withdrew from 
the project due to the high cost of the project and the insufficient amount 
of Kazakh oil. 

Figure 2 The unrealised Aktau-Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan crude oil route 

 
Source: Google Maps; own editing 

• The only alternative for transporting Kazakh oil to Europe would be to lay an 
oil pipeline to Baku, where it would be connected to the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
oil pipeline, from where it would reach the countries of southern Europe by 
way of tankers. However, the construction of such infrastructure may take 
several years, which is not feasible for the Kazakh economy. This also means 
that there is no other alternative than Russia for the export of Kazakh oil, and 
it is expected that there will not be. 

If Russian pressure on Kazakhstan continues, this could also make it more difficult 
for Russian companies to operate in Kazakhstan. Several Russian analysts believe 
that if Kazakhstan gets cornered by Russia too hard, Nur-Sultan could ban Rosneft 
from using the Omsk-Pavlodar-Western China pipeline, through which the 
company currently exports 10 million tons of crude oil to China via Kazakhstan. 
Moreover, Kazakhstan could even block the supply of gas to the oil processing plant 
in Orenburg, Russia. However, this would lead to a huge increase in tension in both 
countries, which would currently serve neither side's interests. 

https://rg.ru/2022/07/18/gazprom-zafiksiroval-novyj-sutochnyj-rekord-postavok-gaza-v-kitaj.html
https://rg.ru/2022/07/18/gazprom-zafiksiroval-novyj-sutochnyj-rekord-postavok-gaza-v-kitaj.html
https://vpoanalytics.com/2022/07/15/kaspijskij-neftyanoj-tranzit-o-nesbytochnosti-mechtanij-tokaeva/
https://eadaily.com/ru/news/2022/07/13/alternativu-rossii-poskrebut-po-susekam-neftegiganty-postavili-kazahstan-v-tupik
https://eadaily.com/ru/news/2022/07/13/alternativu-rossii-poskrebut-po-susekam-neftegiganty-postavili-kazahstan-v-tupik
https://www.russia-briefing.com/news/russia-kazakhstan-discuss-developing-new-irtysh-river-port-with-shipping-potential-to-china-the-arctic.html/
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Since the Western sanctions against Russia and the Kazakh constitutional reform 
announced in February, the role of Turkey, Europe, and the United States in 
Kazakhstan has increased, which is only exacerbated by the conflict over 
Kazakh-Russian energy sources. However, the Kazakh government is also aware 
that it is currently impossible for the country to "break away" from Russia because 
Kazakhstan is significantly integrated into the Eurasian Economic Union. Moreover, 
Russian business interests in Kazakhstan are quite extensive and vice versa. 

Summary 
The unrest in Kazakhstan in January demonstrated to the country’s leaders that the 
systemic inequalities, corruption, and repressive political environment inherited 
from the Nazarbayev era are unsustainable. The protests in Kazakhstan led to 
comprehensive social, economic, and political reforms resulting in the amendment 
of Kazakhstan's constitution in June. The purpose of the constitutional reform that 
has just been implemented is twofold: on the one hand, it was a signal to the 
Kazakh society that the Nazarbayev era, which was one of the triggers for the 
demonstrations and social discontent, has ended with the constitutional 
amendment. On the other hand, the current president, Kassim-Jomart Tokayev, 
managed to retain his presidency with his promise to amend the constitution. 

In his speeches on the constitutional amendment, President Tokayev outlined the 
construction of a "new Kazakhstan," a "Second Republic" whose goal is to 
democratise and decentralise power from a “superpresidential form of 
government" to a presidential republic with a strong parliament. 

However, the economic, social, and political instability of the Central Asian country 
has been further exacerbated by Russia's war against Ukraine. International 
sanctions affecting the Russian economy have had a strong secondary impact on 
the Kazakh economy. Kazakhstan's national currency, the tenge, has weakened by 
20% and food prices have increased significantly. In addition, crude oil exports, 
which are considered the foundation of Kazakhstan's economy, have been put in 
an even more difficult position by remarks made by President Tokayev himself at 
the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum. 

The Tokayev administration's move to remove Nazarbayev and his entourage from 
all public sector positions and implement a constitutional reform led to stronger 
support for the current government, but the country's weak economic situation, 
high inflation, and food shortages have noticeably weakened that support. 

Western sanctions against Russia have also hit Kazakhstan hard. On the foreign 
policy front, some of Tokayev's statements drew Russia's displeasure, leading 
Kazakhstan's northern neighbour to take restrictive measures against the Trans-
Caspian Gas Pipeline, which resulted in the suspension of Kazakh crude oil exports. 

Against the wishes of Kazakhstan's foreign policy, the country found itself in a 
situation that led to a tightening of Kazakh-Russian relations, which is only 
aggravated by an internal nationalist line. In the case of Kazakhstan, the question 
of the coming months will be how the constitutional reform, which so far appears 
to be successful, will turn out and how the country will be able to respond to 
Russia's economic and intensified challenges. 

  



 
 

 
 

9 

Table 1: Main economic indicators of Kazakhstan 2019-2023 

Source: estimates and forecasts by the International Monetary Fund and the National Bank of 
Kazakhstan 

 
1 Collective Security Treaty Organization – In English, Collective Security Treaty Organization, CSTO; in 
Russian, Организация Договора о коллективной безопасности, an international military alliance 
established with the participation of former Soviet member states. It can also be referred to as 
“Eastern NATO”. The organization institutes a mutual guarantee of protection between member 
countries. Its founding document was signed on May 15, 1992 by the six post-Soviet states of Russia, 
Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. The treaty is also called the Tashkent 
Pact or the Tashkent Treaty for the location it was signed. Azerbaijan, Belarus and Georgia joined the 
agreement in 1994. In 2002, the six countries of the organization agreed to further expand the existing 
cooperation and established the Collective Security Treaty Organization in its current form. In 2012, 
Uzbekistan's membership in this organization was suspended. See: Collective Security Treaty 
Organization 
2 An association of zhuz or jüz – Kazakh clans based on historically established kinship relations. 
3 You can export sugar to Baikonur, Svalbard, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Donetsk and Luhansk People's 
Republics. Sugar and other products can only be exported to the Eurasian Economic Union with the 
permission of the Ministry of Agriculture. 
4 The Trans-Caspian Gas Pipeline is the largest transport route for crude oil from the Caspian Sea 
region to international markets, through which Kazakhstan exports about 80% of its crude oil. The 
capacity of the pipeline is 67 million tons and is expected to increase to about 80 million tons by 2023. 
 

 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 

    (forecast) (forecast) 

GDP growth (%) 4.5 -2.5 4.0 2.3 4.4 

Production of crude oil and gas condensate 
(million tonnes) 

90.4 85.7 85.7 86.2 92.6 

Unemployment rate (%) 4.9 4.9 4.9 4.8 4.9 

Government Finances      

Government revenues (% of GDP) 19.7 17.5 18.7 21.7 20.6 

Expenditure (% of GDP) 20.3 24.6 22.8 22.2 21.1 

Budget balance (% of GDP) -0.6 -7.1 -4.1 -0.5 -0.5 

Budget balance excluding oil revenues (% of 
GDP) 

-7.5 -10.5 -9.4 -8.7 -7.5 

Gross public debt (% of GDP) 19.9 26.4 25.9 27.6 29.4 

Money and credit      

Credit to the primary sector (% of GDP) 21.3 22.0 23.2 22.2 22.8 

Key interest rates (%) 9.3 9.0 9.8 ― ― 

Balance of Payments      

Current account balance (% of GDP) -4.0 -3.8 -3.0 3.0 0.3 

Net foreign direct investment (% of GDP) -3.2 -3.5 -2.1 -1.7 -1.7 

Gross foreign debt (% of GDP) 87.6 96.0 90.7 88.9 75.0 

https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%201894/volume-1894-I-32307-Other.pdf
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%201894/volume-1894-I-32307-Other.pdf


 
 

 
 

10 

 
5 The reason for the decision was that during the inspection in May at the Novorossiysk consortium's 
facilities, "violations of environmental legislation were found." It was later revealed that the problem 
was not environmental pollution, but that the inspectors had uncovered an "incompleteness" of the 
documents, prompting the halting of the operation. 


