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PART |. THE PARADOXES OF KYRGYZ POLITICS

Political Parties in the Kyrgyz Republic:
Their Organization and Functioning

Bermet Imanalieva (2015)

Political Parties in the Kyrgyz Republic: Their
Organization and Functioning

This paper attempts to explore how and by what crite-
ria political party formation takes place in the Kyrgyz
Republic. It analyzes the extent to which ideology
and business interests play a role in attracting mem-
bers, and how businesses are involved in the forma-
tion of political parties. The paper relies on the results
of expert surveys and interviews with representatives
of political parties in Bishkek and in other regions,
and from an opinion poll conducted among 1,500
people in Bishkek. This research shows that parties in
the Kyrgyz Republic mostly function on the basis of
a patronage network that relies on business interests
and ‘regional identity’ Consequently, parties do little
to protect interests of their electorate and do not car-
ry ideological values.

Genesis of the Multi-Party System in the Kyrgyz
Republic

After the breakup of the Soviet one-party system
in 1991, the Constitution of the Kyrgyz Republic
formed the basis for free elections and the multi-par-
ty system. The laws “On Civil Organizations,” passed
in 1991, and “On Political Parties,” passed in 1999,
played a major role in the creation of political par-
ties and preconditions for their active involvement in
election processes. The latter law is quite liberal and

allows for the creation of a political party by an ini-
tiative of only 10 people. In 2007, for the first time
in the history of the Kyrgyz Republic, political par-
ties formed the Parliament in full by proportional
system, when all then 90 deputies of the unicameral
Parliament were elected on the basis of their party
affiliation and the seats won by their parties.

After then-President Kurmanbek Bakiyev fled
the country in April 2010 as a result of anti-govern-
ment protests, a new constitution was adopted that
turned the country to a parliamentary-presidential
form of governance. Although the new political ar-
rangement positively contributed to the development
of political parties, it led to the emergence of a huge
number (192) of political parties, which are in a per-
manent process of transformation, unification/ab-
sorption, reorganization, or disintegration.

This plethora of parties is one of the causes of a
weak multi-party system. The parties are weakly insti-
tutionalized, do not protect people’s interests, and do
not carry ideological values. However, among them
some are well-structured, with concrete and estab-
lished organizational hierarchy and ideological ori-
entation that make them stand out among the others.
Long-established and experienced parties include the
Social Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan (SDPK) and
Ata-Meken, with representation in all the country’s
regions. Some other newly created parties concen-
trate their influence within certain regions and they
often do not enter the large political arena.

In 2015 the Kyrgyz Parliament consists of 120
nembers of Parliament (MP) formed by five politi-
cal parties: Ata-Jurt (28 seats), SDPK (26 seats), Ar-
Namys (25 seats), Respublika (23 seats), and Ata-
Meken (18 seats). The government coalition consists

1 Research Fellow at the National Institute for Strategic Studies of the Kyrgyz Republic (NISS). She is currently completing her Ph.D. dissertation at
the International University of Kyrgyzstan. She was a Fellow of Central Asia and the Caucasus Academic Research Programs (CARTI) in 2011-
2013, and the author of several scientific and analytical publications. Bermet Imanalieva is co-founder of “Asia Consulting” public fund, and a
member of the Kyrgyz Association of Political and Economic Sciences and the Central Eurasian Studies Society (CESS). She was also former
advisor to Bishkek Branch of the International Institute on Monitoring Democracy Development, Parliamentarianism of the Interparliamentary

Assembly of CIS countries.

2 For full list of political parties in the Kyrgyz Republic, see http://minjust.gov.kg/?page_id=6551.
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of SDPK, Ar-Namys, and Ata-Meken, while Ata-Jurt
and Respublika became opposition factions.

Classification of Political Parties

There are a number of criteria that classify parties by
various typologies, but they often lead to conceptual
imbalances.’

By ideological criterion:

Doctrine-based parties—their activities are
based on neatly shaped ideology and protection of
some ideological purity. SDPK enters into this cat-
egory with its social orientation, fair elections, and
anti-corruption drive slogans; as well as nationalistic
rhetoric-based parties such as Ata-Jurt.

Pragmatic parties—oriented not just toward
practicality and suitability of actions, but also the use
of ideas and slogans, which are more attractive and
urgent during election campaigns (Respublika, Ata-
Jurt, Ar-Namys).

Charismatic parties—with members united not
around an idea, but rather around a popular leader’s
personality (Ata-Meken, Ar-Namys).

By organization structure:

Mass parties—which unite not only members
of Parliament and professional political figures, but
aim at recruiting a large pool of adherents, main-
ly from economically disadvantageous parts of the
population (workers, the rural population, etc.) They
contribute to the party’s visibility and to its financial

structure, via their fees. Usually these mass parties
advance a left-wing orientation and have an experi-
enced bureaucracy. SDPK, Ata-Meken, and non-par-
liamentary Zamandash can be placed in this category.

Cadre parties—which have an easy membership
system and an amorphous organizational structure
and aim mostly at selecting their political cadres to
be sure they collect enough ‘administrative support’
to get elected. Ata-Jurt, Ar-Namys, and Respublika
can be placed in this category.

By activity type:*

Active parties—those which regularly participate
in elections, have members in local councils (keneshs)
and Parliament. Even if the party is not represented
in Parliament, they regularly make public statements
about their positions, especially on social-econom-
ic issues. We can count 12 in this category, among
the main ones: Butun Kyrgyzstan, Zamandash, the
Communist Party, Meken Yntymagy, Onuguu, Bir
Bol, and Ak-Shumkar.

Passive parties—those which participate in elec-
tions irregularly, have no members in local councils
and Parliament, and refrain from expressing their
positions on social-economic issues. They are gener-
ally known to urban populations, but not to the rural
populations. We can count 31 in this category.

Ghost parties—those which are registered in the
Ministry of Justice, but do not participate in elec-
tions, do not have members in local councils and
Parliament, and do not make public statements. We
can count 147 in this category.

Table 1. Common Traits and Differences of Political Parties in the Kyrgyz Republic

Common traits

Differences

Personification of leadership

Different political age of parties:
Ata-Meken, and SDPK have existed since 1990

e Ar-Namys, Respublika, and Ata-Jurt were organized be-
tween 2000-2011

Parties created by elite groups, formed on the basis of
patron-client relations

Degree of experience and engagement in elections. Parties
formed in the 1990s have greater experience in participating
in elections compared to those formed in the 2000s

Parties representing interests of business structures

Some parties have representation in local councils, some do
not.

Lack of mass and systematic installments of member-
ship fees

Regional differences in creation of coalitions at the local level
(for instance SDPK made coalitions with opposition party
Ata-Jurt, in the Jalalabad local council)

3 Richard Gunter and Larry Diamond, “Species of political parties. A New typology,” Party Politics 9, no. 2 (2003): 167-99.
4 Classification proposed by Bakyt Orunbekov, candidate of political sciences of Kyrgyz-Turkish Manas University, author’s interview on February

17,2014.
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Patronage Networks as a Basis for Party
Formation

Parties in Kyrgyzstan are created by elite groups
on principles of “horizontal integration,” when
new members, mainly representatives of the elite
segment, are able to join parties at any time.’ Elite
groups include representatives of business, media,
culture, and science. While the most successful par-
ties have candidates with well-organized businesses,
as well as former government officials, regionalism—
where members and leaders are from the same area,
kinship, or city—also plays a significant role in social
mobilization when needed.

Consequently, parliamentarianism in the Kyrgyz
Republic is also based on patronage networks,® where
business interests and “regional identity” are inter-
twined. A patron is usually a public official with ac-
cess to state resources. Given that the main goal of
Kyrgyz political parties is to gain access to resources,
the patron is an essential part in the chain. This is
obvious from the coalition formation strategy, where
parties follow the trail of financial opportunities to
access the ministries with strategic project implemen-
tations, such as ministries of Energy, Transportation,
or Geology. Ideological orientation becomes second-
ary, or not important at all, in the formation of these
parties.

Party funding schemes also indicate the pres-
ence of patronage networks. Interviews conducted by
the author with the leaders of the five parliamentary
parties between May and December 2012 confirmed
that according to party charter documents, “mem-
bership fees” are accepted, but exact amounts will not
be disclosed. For example, Altynbek Sulaimanov, a
Respublika faction leader, commented: “We do not
raise membership fees as we did previously. But some
MPs and members of factions contribute money to
our fund”” A member of the Ata-Meken party also
noted that financing is based on party members’ will-
ingness to help.®* When the reasons for funding confi-
dentiality were asked, Chynybai Tursunbekov, SDPK

faction leader, said: “First of all, access of civil society
and government to the information about the sourc-
es of funding can raise debates on the influence of
contributors on parties. Second, some sponsors are
afraid of openly donating money. Our government
does not finance parties as in other countries. That is
why budgets of our parties are confidential™

The field study highlights the following contra-
dictions and defects of party formation in the Kyrgyz
Republic:

» Many regional leaders of political parties do
not know the exact number of party mem-
bers.

« Not all parties have adopted a party-mem-
bership card system.

o Almost all party events are funded by do-
nations from sponsors, leadership, and sup-
porters. The membership-fee system is still in
the formation process.

« Some regional leaders noted that party mem-
bers are not precluded from becoming a
member of other parties.

« People join one or another party generally
on the basis of momentary interests and par-
ty leaders. Ideological and program basis of
parties are not essential in their choice.

» Most of the regional leaders of political par-
ties are not familiar with charter, program,
and structure of their own party.

Past Local Council Elections and Upcoming
Parliamentary Elections

The latest elections to local councils (keneshs) took
place in 2012. The elections were comparable to the
training portion of a long-distance race for parlia-
mentary seats. The percentage of turnout of the elec-
torate, resources, and teamwork of party members
served as a gauge of readiness of parties to participate
in parliamentary elections.

5 Angelo Panebianco, Political Parties: Organization and Power (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

6 In this context patronage networks are a “community of people where relations are based on financial interests. Informal character of commu-
nications prevails in their interrelations. During governing a state, actors of similar networks provide security to each other during implemen-
tation of illegal political, financial operations. Social fabric of patronage networks is heterogeneous and goes beyond the scope of kinship ties”
See “Vliyanie rodoplemennykh (klanovykh) otnosheniy na formirovanie (deformatsiyu) mekhanizmov gosudarstvennogo upravleniya,” Report,
National Institute for Strategic studies of Kyrgyz Republic, Bishkek, 2013.

7 Zairbek Myktybaev, “Skol’ko deneg v ‘kassakh’ partii?,” Azattyk Radio, April 22, 2013.

8 Interview with Ata-Meken’s representative, Bishkek, February 20, 2014.

9 Myktybaev, “Skol’ko deneg v ‘kassakh’ partii?.”
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Table 2. Results of Elections for Local Councils in 2012, by Number of Seats

Political Party Amount of Mandates Distributed by Regions
Issyk-Kul Talas Jalal-Abad Batken Chui Naryn Osh
Ar-Namys 3 Did not Did not Did not 3 Did not par- |4
participate |participate |participate ticipate

Ata-Meken |7 4 25 17 16 6 7
Ata-Jurt Didnot | Did not 32 16 Did not Did not par- | Participated, but

participate | participate participate | ticipate not enough votes
Respublika |11 15 6 30 30 6 16
SDPK 10 5 33 56 50 6 37

As seen from the table only three political par-
ties (Ata-Meken, Respublika, and SDPK) received
seats in all local municipal councils. Ar-Namys par-
ticipated and obtained mandates only in the Issyk-
Kul, Chui, and Osh regions, while the party opted
out from participation in Talas, Jalal-Abad, Batken,
and the Naryn regions either due to weak represen-
tation or lack of support from the electorate. Ata-Jurt
did not participate and does not have mandates in
local town councils of Issyk-Kul, Talas, Chui, or the
Naryn regions, i.e. the northern part of the country.
It participated in elections in the Osh region, but did
not earn enough votes. Given that Ata-Jurt is consid-
ered a southern party, this failure was unexpected.
Instead, Uluttar Birimdigi under the leadership of
Melis Myrzakmatov, former mayor of Osh and a na-
tive of the region, became a serious opponent.

The political success in local elections is large-
ly shaped by the division of the constituencies into
southern and northern parts, a notable fact given that
the country is geographically divided into two parts
separated by a high mountain range. According to
Zakir Chotaev,' virtually all parties have insufficient
representation in all regions of the country and under-
developed regional branches. The lack of regional rep-
resentation of Ar-Namys in four regions and of Ata-
Jurt in five regions as described above will affect the
elections for the Parliament of October 2015 as well.

The possession of mandates in local councils is
not an indication of possible success in forthcoming
parliamentary elections. For instance, Respublika is
represented in all local (municipal) councils, but due
to opposing views between party leader Omurbek
Babanov and faction leader Altynbek Sulaimanov,
the party has reached a crisis point. In the mean-
time, the old regional parties popular in the southern

part of the Kyrgyz Republic, Biitiin Kyrgyzstan and
the Communist Party of Kyrgyzstan, are undergoing
the process of consolidation of their position in local
councils.

Political Parties in the Case of Bishkek City

In 2012, four parties won Bishkek city council seats:
SDPK won 21 seats, Respublika 11 seats, Ata-Meken
seven seats, and Zamandash six seats. A 1,500 respon-
dent survey taken during a pre-election campaign
gave close correlation between the choices expressed
in the survey and the actual success of the parties. The
survey revealed that 93.3% of the Bishkek population
would participate in elections and, as Chart 1 below
shows, 33.6% would give their votes to SDPK, 31.4%
to Respublika, and 13% to Ata-Meken. Surprisingly
Ar-Namys received only 2.5% of votes, despite the
fact that its constituencies are usually the Russian-
speaking population residing in Bishkek.

A question about the extent of the parties’ out-
reach during the election campaign period reveals
that Respublika had the most intensive outreach,
followed by the SDPK and Ata-Meken, as indicated
in Chart 2. The three parties had collected sufficient
financial and human resources for holding cam-
paigns: they acted as mass political parties which
can involve many people and distribute financial and
organizational support. Ar-Namys, on the contrary,
was not so popular across the regions and has traits
of a cadre party where a small number of influential
politicians rely on the support of the wealthy strata
of society. However, another cadre party, Respublika,
has earned a large portion of votes despite being op-
erational for only two years by the time the elections

10 Zakir Chotaev, Parlamentskaya forma pravleniya v Kyrgyzstane: problemy i perspektivy (Bishkek: Neo Print, 2012), 72-106.




Political Parties in the Kyrgyz Republic: Their Organization and Functioning

Chart 1. What Party Would You Vote for?
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Chart 2. Comparative Intensity of Pre-Election Campaigns
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were held. The reason behind the success might be
financial and human resources, as well as the use of
more modern communication technologies such as
direct mails from the leader of the party to the vot-
ers, active using of social networks as Facebook and
Twitter, and day-and-night call centers.

Intra-Party Conflicts

All three cadre parties in Parliament—Respublika,
Ata-Jurt, and Ar-Namys—are experiencing intrapar-

ty conflicts that are slowly eroding their institution-
alization process. In Respublika, contradictions have
appeared between party leader Omurbek Babanov
and faction leader Altynbek Sulaimanov concerning
the party’s organizational structure. The principle of a
co-chairmanship institution working on the principle
of “seven regions represented by seven chairmen” has
not been implemented yet."" In Ata-Jurt, the split of
positions occurred between the main representatives
of the party faction on the issue of joining the major-
ity coalition or not,"? and also because of the uneven
distribution of mandates amongst representatives of

11 “Babanov ostanetsya odin?,” Gezitter, March 19, 2013.

12 Azamat Tynayev, “Kak nachinala razvalivat'sya fraktsiya Ata-Jurt,” Komsomol’skaya pravda, April 17, 2014.
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south and north—southern representatives outweigh
their northern counterparts. Intraparty conflict in
Ar-Namys has been taking place as far back as 2011,
when 15 of 25 MPs expelled their party leader Felix
Kulov to replace him with Kamila Talieva."
Repeated crises within the parties represented
in the Parliament have led to the secession of some
leaders from their parties and creation of new parties
aimed at working in regions. Founded in 2012, and
represented in Jalal-Abad and Osh town councils,
Oniigiiti-Progress is led by Bakyt Torobaev, who was
a Respublika party member in 2010. Another MP
from Respublika party, Altynbek Sulaimanov, be-
came the head of Bir Bol party, founded in early 2014.
According to Duverger’s theories on political parties,
the cadre parties are more liable to breakups and
splits, because they seek unification of elite groups
rather than expanding their membership pool.

Conclusions

The introduction of a proportional electoral system
in 2007, where election to the Parliament was per-
formed on the basis of party affiliation, and the transi-

tion to the parliamentary-presidential government in
2010 had a significant influence on the development
of the party system in the Kyrgyz Republic. Despite
the fact that liberal laws led to the creation of more
than 190 parties, very few matured enough to con-
solidate their experience in working with a faithful
electorate and a united party leadership. Some par-
ties such as SDPK and Ata-Meken have been in the
political arena longer than others, actively participate
in elections, have representation in the Parliament,
and are steadily developing. Younger parties emerged
too, often coming from a certain region and with a
more fragmented electoral support.

Current unification of political parties is taking
place both by merging ideological orientation and
with the rational purpose of winning parliamenta-
ry elections. Ata-Meken and Jany Muun encapsulate
this ideological merging: both parties announced a
strategic partnership to develop a social-democrat
agenda. Ata-Jurt, Respublika, and Reforma embody
another kind of merging, based not on ideological di-
rections, but on pragmatic shared interests in secur-
ing their seats. The October 2015 elections will offer
a new stage of development for the Kyrgyz political
system and give room for new research.

13 “Feliks Kulov annuliroval reshenie 15 deputatov;,” Gezitter, September 14, 2011.




Quotes on Quotas?
Political Representation of Women in Kyrgyzstan in the
2007 and 2010 Convocations

Natalia Zakharchenko' (2015)

The participation of women in politics is widely
recognized by international actors as important.
The 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action made women in power and decision making
one critical area of concern and called on states to
take measures “to ensure women’s equal access to
and full participation in power structures and de-
cision-making.” The promotion of gender equality
and women’s empowerment was also part of the
Millenium Development Goals.> That said, in both
developed and developing countries women remain
underrepresented in government and national elec-
tive positions.

Very few countries have achieved gender equal-
ity when it comes to legislative bodies.” On average
there are only 22% women in national parliaments
(single or lower house) worldwide (IPU-website).*
Gender quotas have become a popular tool to ad-
dress this imbalance. Countries as diverse as Bosnia,
Uganda, and Sweden, introduced mandatory or vol-
untary quotas for parliamentary elections.” Much of
the literature these days is focused on the question
“How effective are these quotas?”. According to some

experts, the introduction of a quota system in “tradi-
tional” societies has created new, and perhaps even
greater, challenges for women empowerment and in
some cases contributed to women’s marginalization
and stigmatization.®

Kyrgyzstan, a traditionally male-dominated so-
ciety, introduced a 30% gender quota in 2007 and is
hence a good test case to examine whether quotas
have helped or hurt women’s empowerment. I have
found that quotas (even in very traditional societ-
ies—like Kyrgyzstan) strengthen women’s empower-
ment. While quotas are not a panacea, they do help
to increase the number of women in policy-making
bodies and they do change the agenda of issues being
considered.

In Kyrgyzstan, the movement toward women’s
empowerment and gender equality has been a slow
process, full of obstacles and challenges. In the late
1990s, Kyrgyzstan, was Central Asia’s model of de-
mocracy.” It had female representatives in all par-
liaments since independence in 1991. However,
the 2005 elections resulted in not one single wom-
en being elected to the Jogorku Kenesh, that is, the
National Assembly. This unprecedented situation got
the attention of national and international activists,
experts, and policy-makers, who called for legisla-
tion to ensure women participation in the any future

1 Natalia Zakharchenko (Kyrgyzstan) is an alumni of the OSCE Academy in Bishkek. She is currently working as an Assistant to a baseline study at
the UN Peacebuilding Fund in Kyrgyzstan and as an Expert at UNDP Gender Programme. Natalia worked as a Junior Professional Officer at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kyrgyz Republic and completed her research fellowship at Norwegian Institute of International Affairs. She has
several publications on migration in Kyrgyzstan and water management in Central Asia.

2 Mona L. Krook, “Gender Quotas and Women’s Political Empowerment,” E-International Relations, 2010, http://www.e-ir.info/2010/06/18/gen-
der-quotas-and-women%E2%80%99s-political-empowerment/.

3 Rwanda’s parliament is made up of 64% of women and ranks first in terms of women parliamentarians. It has a 30% legislative quota for women;
Bolivia ranks second has 53% women in Parliament and a 50% electoral quota for women. Andorra ranks third with 50% women and no quota.
Bosnia ranks 62nd and has a mandatory electoral gender quota of 40% quota but only 21% if its Parliamentarian are women. Uganda ranks 24 and
35% of its Parliamentarians are women. It has an electoral quota system. Sweden ranks sixth and 44% of its Parliamentarians are women. Sweden
has a voluntary party quota system.

4 http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/world.htm.

5 It is difficult to estimate the number of countries that have introduced quotas. The quota project estimated the number of countries with legislative
quotas around 40 (in 2006). In addition, it reported over 50 countries in which political parties voluntarily adopted a quota system. See http://
www.quotaproject.org/. Bosnia has 21% of women after the 2011 elections, Sweden after the 2014 has 42% of women in parliament, Uganda after
the 2011 elections has 35% women in its Parliament.

6 Drude Dahlerup, “Comparative Studies of Electoral Gender Quota. The Implementation of Quotas: Latin American Experiences” (paper presented
at the International IDEA workshop, Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2003).

7 John Anderson, Kyrgyzstan: Central Asia’s island of Democracy? (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1999).
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parliament. It resulted in the introduction of a 30%
gender quota in 2007, and women representatives in-
creasing their share from 0% to 26.6% in the 2007
parliament.®

In this article, I examine who are the women that
have been elected. I compare the professional back-
grounds of the female parliamentarians in the 2007
and 2010 parliaments and their legislative activity.

While the 2007 and 2010 elections took place
under very different circumstances—with the 2007
elections basically being a plebiscite for President
Bakiyev, and the 2010 elections seeing fierce com-
petition with no less than 29 political parties—the
comparison of the 2007 and 2010 legislature remains
valuable particularly in terms of women’s participa-
tion.”

I argue that while some of the traditional barri-
ers to enter politics remain, gender quotas have in-
troduced new recruitment mechanisms for women
and brought in new categories of female parliamen-
tarians. This has also resulted in the diversification of
their legislative activity. In sum, the gender quota has
been successful in raising the number of women and
diversifying legislative activity.

Introducing a Gender Quota: Formula for Success

The quota adopted in Kyrgyzstan in 2007 was gen-
der-neutral and set a minimum representation for
both sexes at 30%. Although neutral in wording, the
law was adopted to address the issue that no women
were elected in the 2005 parliamentary elections.
The gender quota was the result of a meeting
in 2007 between the Kyrgyz President, Kurmanbek
Bakiyev and representatives of the national wom-

en’s forum. The latter was created by several women
NGOs with the support of international organiza-
tions. The quota also known as a ‘candidate quota,
stipulates that party lists for elections must have one
out of three seats reserved for the underrepresented
sex.'” The new electoral rules were first adopted by
referendum in 2007 and written into the Constitution
in July 2011. In addition to the gender quota, the law
also set a 15 % quotas for minorities and youth (un-
der the age of 35).

As a result of the quota the number of women
in the parliament went from 0% in 2005 to 26.6%
in 2007. The pro-presidential party, Ak Zhol, which
was established right before the elections, won 71
out of 90 (79%) seats in the parliament in 2007. Out
of the 23 women elected, 18 represented Ak-Zhol."
The percentage of elected women stood at 23% after
the 2010 parliamentary elections. All parties run-
ning for elections had fulfilled the candidate quota,
but several female parliamentarians withdrew from
their seats after the elections and were then replaced
by men. This led to a drop of the overall percentage
of women parliamentarians to 21% by September
2012.

The female representation in the 2010 Kyrgyz
Parliament varies greatly from party to party. Ata
Jurt, the party with the most deputies (total of 28),
has only 4 female deputies, representing 14% of the
party’s deputies and far below the required 30% quo-
ta. The Social Democratic Party (SDPK) comes clos-
est to 30%, with 7 out of 26 deputies being women.
The resignation of some parliamentarians and the
non-replacement of the resigning candidates with
candidates of the same sex in both convocations has
led to underrepresentation of women and challenged
the spirit of the gender quota.

8 Aidai Bedelbaeva and Jyldyz Kuvatova, “Widening women’s political representation in Kyrgyzstan,” UNDP, August 11, 2010, http://content.undp.
org/go/newsroom/2010/july/20100716-women-kyrgyzstan.en. The 2010 elections saw a slight decrease to 23%.

9 The 2007 and 2010 parliamentary elections in Kyrgyzstan took place under very different conditions. The 2007 elections were neither free nor fair.
The OSCE Election Observation Mission reported that there were “delayed and non-transparent announcements of nationwide turnout figures
and preliminary party totals by the Central Election Commission (CEC), as well as inconsistencies between preliminary and final totals” (“Kyrgyz
Republic Pre-Term Parliamentary Elections,” Election Observation Final Report. OSCE/ODIHR, 2008, http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/kyr-
gyzstan/31607?download=true; Shairbek Dzhuraev, “Governance Challenges in Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan: The Externalization and Parochialization
of Political Legitimacy,” Norwegian Institute of International Affairs Working Paper No. 5, 2012). As Shairbek Dzhuraev (Dzhuraev, “Governance
Challenges in Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan,” 5) notes, the elections took place in a situation of little or no competition and most of the parliamenta-
ry seats were filled according to the level of support given to the president and his party Ak-Zhol Interview with M. Tiulegenov, Head of the
Department of International and Comparative Politics Department of the American University of Central Asia, August 5, 2012. In addition, a law
had been adopted that limited any political party controlling more than 65 seats in the 120-seat parliament (Shairbek Dzhuraev, “Is Kyrgyzstan’s
New Political System Sustainable?,” PONARS Eurasia Policy Memo No. 210. George Washington University, 2012, http://www.gwu.edu/~ieresgwu/

assets/docs/ponars/pepm210.pdf.

10 Electoral Code of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2007, http://aceproject.org/ero-en/regions/asia/KG/kyrgyzstan-election-code-1999-2007/view.

11 “Kyrgyz Republic Pre-Term Parliamentary Elections”
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Professional Background of Women Members of
Parliament

In this section I examine how and whether the quo-
tas changed the professional background of women
and whether there were any changes in terms of age
and ethnicity. I also examine whether women are
re-elected.

Civil Society

The role of civil society in the process of introduction
of gender quotas was very important. However, tra-
ditionally action within civil society would not lead
to positions into parliament. This changed in 2007,
when four women previously working for NGOs and
international organizations, gained seats. Although
the four were not reelected in 2010, the number of
seats occupied by members of civil society organi-
zations stayed the same. Two of them are consid-
ered to be amongst the most influential women in
Kyrgyzstan. They are Asiya Sasykbayeva, director of
the International Centre ‘Interbilim; and Jyldyzkan
Dzholdosheva, head of the Kurmanzhan Datka
Charity Fund.”” In sum, the gender quota opened
space for civil society both under a very authoritari-
an regime and under a more liberal regime. In other
words the civil society positions and the status which
women enjoyed in the 1990s have been translated
into political positions and power today.

Professional Background of Women Members of
Parliament
An analysis of the professional background of the
female deputies shows a number of differences be-
tween those elected in 2007 and those in 2010. These
differences are in part explained by the non-compet-
itive nature of the 2007 elections and the highly com-
petitive nature of the 2010 elections

In the 2007 parliament a larger number of seats
were occupied by women previously working in the
central government. Indeed, the majority of female
representatives in the 2007 parliament previously
occupied political positions in both the central and

the local government. Through their positions, these
women had access to administrative resources. This
confirmed the development of Bakiyev’s patronage, in
which power positions were occupied by candidates
loyal to his regime. As a result, the parliament of 2007
played a limited or no role in checking and balancing
power. The pro-presidential party occupied 71 out of
90 seats and was easily controlled by the President.”

The 2010 parliament is different. Indeed, for the
first time it saw a large number of women coming
from the commercial sector competing for seats.
Indeed, because of the competitive nature of the 2010
parliamentary elections, the political parties had to
attract candidates with their own financial and social
resources. Whereas candidates in 2007 could rely on
resources from the party, the 2010 candidates had
to find their own resources for their campaigns and
reach out to different parts of the population.

As can be seen from Figure 1, the majority of
women elected in 2010 occupied high manageri-
al positions in commercial companies prior to the
elections. We also see a remarkable drop of women
formerly occupying government positions. Women
from educational institutions remained at the same
level, as did women from civil society.

Evidence from other countries suggests that
gender quotas tend to promote younger women in
politics."* However, in Kyrgyzstan a reverse trend is
observed.

As shown in Table 1, the mean age of women
deputies has actually increased from 44 (without out-
lier = 66 and M= 45, 14 with outlier) to 47.2 years.
The 2010 parliament is also older and more homoge-
neous in terms of age than the 2007.

According to a report from Saferworld, young
people feel largely excluded from politics in many
Central Asian states. They also see the attitudes of
older generations as a barrier to their participation
in politics. The participation of young women in ‘any
form of government, is seen by the older generation,
particularly in rural areas as ‘culturally unaccept-
able’®® To counter this bias towards youngsters the
2007 law also included a 15% youth quota. However,

12 “Roza Otunbaeva i Aida Salyanova samye vliyatenye zhenshchiny Kyrgyzstana,” Ozodagon, 2013, http://catoday.org/centrasia/kgru/7421-ro-
za-otunbaeva-i-aida-salyanova-samye-vliyatelnye-zhenschiny-kyrgyzstana.html.

13 Dzhuraev, “Governance Challenges in Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan,” 4-7.

14 Rainbow Murray, “Second among unequals? A study of whether France’s ‘quota women’ are up to the job,” Politics and Gender 6 (2010): 93-118;
Hannah Britton, Women in the South African parliament (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2005); and Catriona Burness, “Young Swedish Members of
Parliament: Changing the World?,” NORA: Nordic Journal of Women’s Studies 8, no. 2 (2000): 93-106.

15 “Nobody has ever asked about young people’s opinions,” Safeworld Report, 2012, iii, http://www.saferworld.org.uk/downloads/pubdocs/037%20

CAsia%20web.pdf.
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Figure 1. Career of Female MPs Prior to Parliamentary Elections: 2007 and 2010
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Table 1. Age of Women Deputies at the Point of Election: 2007 and 2010

Age 2007 2010
Under 30 4 (14.8%) 1 (4%)
30-39 5(18.5%) 2 (8%)
40-49 7 (25.9%) 10 (40%)
50-59 9(33.3%) 12 (48%)
60-69 2(7.4%) 0 (0%)
Total (n) 27 (100%) 25 (100%)

the cultural barrier proved too high for many poten-
tial young female parliamentarians.

Ethnicity

Ethnicity did not change significantly among the fe-
male parliamentarians from 2007 to 2010. Whereas
the 2007 parliament included six (22.2%) women out
of 27 of non-titular ethnicity (Kyrgyz), in 2010 five
(20%) women out of 25 were not Kyrgyz. An inter-
esting issue, however, is that the only other minori-
ty represented by women in the Kyrgyz parliament
is Russian. The number of ethnically Russian female
parliamentarians was 6 in 2007 and 5 after the 2010
parliamentary elections. While the Uzbeks constitute
around 14% of population in Kyrgyzstan, they only

occupied 11% of the seats in the 2005 parliament'®
but had never had a female parliamentarian. This can
be explained, first, by the general political underrep-
resentation of Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan. As explained by
Scholz, the political representation of the Uzbek mi-
nority is limited by “institutionalized barriers to po-
litical success, official disregard of citizen’s demands,
and self-imposed political exclusion out of fear of re-
prisals”"” Political instability in foreign relations with
neighboring Uzbekistan only worsens the situation
of the largest minority in the country. As argued by
one of activist representative of the Uzbek minority,

Why should we get involved in politics? Uzbek problems

should be solved within the community. People are afraid

16 Astra Sadybakasova, “Kyrgyzstan: How Real are Uzbek Minority Concerns?;”
17 Institute for War and Peace Report, June 7, 2006, http://iwpr.net/report-news/kyrgyzstan-how-real-are-uzbek-minority-concerns.
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that by becoming active in politics, political struggles be-
come a matter of ‘us against them), of Uzbeks against Kyrgyz

(As quoted in M. Fumagalli'®).

Besides the general underrepresentation of the
Uzbek minority in politics, the lack of political in-
volvement of Uzbek women can be further explained
by more conservative ideas about gender roles in
Uzbek communities. Charrad" argues that although
women’s rights are suppressed across Central Asia,
there are certain variations among the countries.
Thus, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan are
more conservative than Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan.
For example, the low female labor and divorce rates,
and the increase of female school dropouts stud-
ied by Gunes-Ayata and Ergun® are more preva-
lent in Uzbekistan than in Kyrgyzstan. Although
little research has been carried out to explore the
role of women in Uzbek communities, specifically
in Kyrgyzstan, studies show that people’s identity in
such communities is based on national identity rath-
er than state identity.”!

Despite the fact that the 2007 and 2010 par-
liaments are not diverse ethnically, a comparative
overview of previous parliaments shows that the last
two parliaments (with had minority quota) have the
greatest percentage of ethnic minority representation
among women (the parliament of 1990 is hardly rep-
resentative due to its non-democratic recruitment).
Among male parliamentarians, the number of mi-
nority representatives dropped from 16 in 2007 to 9
in 2010. The minority quota of 15%, which was in-
troduced at the same time as the gender quota, was
filled after the 2007 elections (22 out of 90 deputies,
24.5%), but not after the 2010 elections (14 out of
120, 11.7%).

Re-Election

Re-election of women MPs is relatively rare when
compared to the male MPs. Only two female repre-
sentatives got successfully elected twice before 2007
and 2010 and no female deputies have ever been
re-elected three times whereas as many as 33 males
have been reelected more than three times since
1991. That said four women deputies were re-elected
from the 2007 parliament (two out of four are ethnic
Russians).

According to Medet Tiulegenov, an expert on
Kyrgyz politics, this fact demonstrates some signs for
institutionalization of women’s presence in political
parties, meaning that they are not randomly sought
before elections, but considered to be fully fledged
party members.?? The analysis of re-election and es-
tablishment of it as of a permanent trend depends on
its frequency during future parliamentary elections.
The November, 2015 elections will show whether this
trend holds.

Legislative Activity

While it is important to understand to what extent
the elected parliamentarians represent society, it is
also critical to analyze what they do in parliament af-
ter being elected. Indeed, quotas are more than just
numbers they are also a “means towards more sub-
stantive ends.”* But what criteria should be used to
measure the substantive changes of gender quotas?
As Ward concludes, there are short and long-term
goals which gender quotas were designed to address.
Thus, in the short run “success might be the prom-
ulgation of legislation and policy outcomes.”* When
referring to long-term goals the author highlights the

18 Kristina Scholz, “Ethnic Uzbek Grievances in Post-Tulip Revolution Kyrgyzstan: Issues of Political Representation and Religious Freedom” (MA

Thesis, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 2009), 32.

19 Matteo Fumagalli, “Framing Ethnic Minority Mobilisation in Central Asia: The Cases of Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan,” Europe-Asia Studies

59, no. 4 (2007): 580.

20 Mounira M. Charrad, “Central and Local Patrimonialism: State-Building in Kin-Based Societies,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political

and Social Science 636 (2011): 49-68.

21 Ayse Gunes-Ayata and Ayca Ergun, “Gender Politics in Transitional Societies: A Comparative Perspective on Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Uzbekistan,” in Gender Politics in post-Communist Eurasia, ed. Linda Racioppi and Katherine O’Sullivan See (East Lansing, MI: Michigan

State, 2009), 209-36.

22 K. den Blanken, “Our Uzbek Land in Kyrgyzstan. The Uzbek Minority and Claims for Cultural Politics” (MA Thesis, Radboud University,

Nijmegen, 2009).

23 Interview with M. Tiulegenov, Head of the Department of International and Comparative Politics Department of the American University of

Central Asia, August 5, 2012.

24 Eilis Ward, “Real or Illusionary Progress? Electoral Quotas and Women’s Political Participation in Tanzania, Eritrea and Uganda,” Trocaire

Development Review (2006): 81.
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transformation of gender relations.”® The long-term
results represent a complicated change in societal
structures that takes a long period of time. Most of
the research on substantive representation, however,
is focused on short to medium outcomes in the leg-
islative context.

Childs and Krook® try to understand how dif-
ferent possibilities for substantive representation oc-
cur, and present five categories. Among these is the
role of the legislative context, which may constrain
or enhance one’s chances to “translate priorities into
policy initiatives” The role of institutional norms
and positional power, are viewed as determining fac-
tors in limiting or enabling women’s perspectives to
be integrated into policy-making.*®

Committee Representation

One of the most important factors when analyzing
the representation of women is the degree to which
female parliamentarians are able to translate women’s
issues into legislative initiatives.”” The political space
for this, however, is dependent on several factors in-
cluding institutional rules and norms. Most of the
important legislative discussions are done within the
parliamentary committees.’® Parliamentary commit-
tees thus serve as crucial arenas for women to express
their policy preferences and influence the legislative
process. The representation of women in such com-
mittees can serve as an important indicator of their
policy preferences and identify important trends in
the division of labor.

The membership of female deputies in different
committees varies. First of all, the majority of wom-
en in 2007 was represented in three committees: The
Committee on Labor, Migration, and Social Politics
(4)*%; The Committee on Youth, Gender Politics, and
Sport; and The Committee on Security, Defense, and
Judicial Reform (3). Although the representation of
women in first two committees can be explained by
the nature of activities they cover (i.e. so called “wom-
en’s issues”), an interesting point in the 2007 parlia-
ment was the number of women in the Committee
on Security, Defense, and Judicial Reform (5). This

can be explained by the fact that the comparative
majority of women in 2007 had legal backgrounds,
and, thus, might have worked on legal activities of
the committee rather than security or defense is-
sues. No women in 2007, however, were represent-
ed in the Committee on Energy and the Committee
on Economic Affairs and Budget. In this regard, the
number of committees with represented women in
2007 was 10 out of 12, whereas in 2010 this indicator
changed to 12 out of 14.

The overview of the 2010 parliament presents a
slightly different picture. First of all, the female depu-
ties were more evenly represented in the committees.
Thus, after 2010 women were represented in twelve
committees instead of ten. The total number of par-
liamentary committees had also increased from 12 to
14. There were two committees with no female mem-
bers, the Committee on Judiciary and Rule of Law
and the Committee on the Fight Against Corruption.
Most female deputies were represented in the same
committees as in 2007 (Labor, Migration, and Social
Politics (1); Youth, Gender Politics and Sport (4).
Whereas the number of women in the Committee
on Security, Defense, and Judicial Reform dropped,
there was a certain increase of women in the com-
mittees related to economic affairs. Thus, there were
women represented in the Committee on Fiscal and
Monetary Policy (2) and the Committee on Budget
and Finance (2).

One explanation for this might be that more
women in 2010 had an economic background. It is
also worth mentioning that three out of the four fe-
male deputies from 2007 who were reelected in 2010
changed their committee membership. Karamushkina
from SDPK changed from the Committee on
Education, Science and Culture in 2007 and 2010
to the Security and Defense Committee in 2012.
Isaeva moved from the Committee on International
Relations and Inter-parliamentary Communication
to the Committee for Economic Development in
2010 and further on to the Committee on Transport
and Communication in 2012. Skripkina started in
the Defense Committee in 2007 and moved on to

25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.

27 Sarah Childs and Mona Lena Krook, “Analyzing Women’s Substantive Representation: From Critical Mass to Critical Actors,” Government and
Opposition 44, no. 2 (2009): 128, http://mlkrook.org/pdf/childs_krook_2009.pdf.

28 Ibid., 126.
29 Ibid., 128.

30 Susan Franceschet et al., “The Impact of Gender Quotas: A Research Agenda” (paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political

Science Association, Toronto, 2009).
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the Committee on Constitutional Law in 2010 and
was in 2013 member of the International Relations
Committee. The fourth, Niyazalieva, was a member
of the Committee for Social Politics (and similar is-
sues) all the time.

An issue when analyzing the committee rep-
resentation is the different definitions of ‘women’s
issues. Thus, whereas the non-feminist approach
would focus on concerns that belong to the private
sphere or the broader society, feminists would em-
phasize policies aimed at increasing women’s auton-
omy and well-being.*> As can be seen in the case of
Kyrgyzstan, while most of the women are in commit-
tees typically associated with ‘women’s issues’ (from
a non-feminist perspective), others were guided by
personal interests and educational and occupational
backgrounds. This tendency has been supported by
the claims of several deputies and experts saying that
the promotion of women’s interests by female deputy
usually varies from deputy to deputy. For example,
according to MP Karamushkina, the legal debate
about a ban on bride-kidnapping did not get full
support from all female deputies.” It is important to
note here that one of the committees lost “gender” as
an issue for discussion. After 2010 the Committee on
Youth, Gender Politics, and Sports was transformed
into the Committee on Education, Culture, Science,
and Sport. This could have an important impact on
the ability of women to translate their interests into
policies. Indeed, as it was noticed in the interview
by the women civil society leader, Tatyana Temirova,
“gender policies enjoyed its Renaissance in the first
convocation with gender quotas. The introduction
of important laws against bride-kidnapping, domes-
tic violence, and the appearance of gender expertise
in the Parliament—all indicated the importance of
“Gender” in one of the committees.”**

Positional Power
Another factor when analyzing women’s opportuni-
ties to translate policy preferences into legislation

is the power they hold in parliament. According to
Murray there is usually a link between the positional
power of the MP and his/her performance (Murray
2010, 109). The increase of women in powerful po-
sitions can, hence, be interpreted as an increase in
their status within the legislature. Murray* further
argues that the positional power of parliamentarians
is usually associated with seniority. Thus, men tend
to hold a greater number of powerful positions.*
The analysis of re-elected women revealed that the
positional power of two of them had increased.
Thus, whereas none of these four women occupied
a powerful position in the 2007 parliament, two of
them chaired committees since 2010. This can be
an indication that positional power, indeed, might
relate more to the seniority of the deputy than his/
her sex.

As can be seen from Figure 2, there was an
increase of women in powerful positions in 2010.
In September 2013, two women held the positions
of vice-speakers and four women were chairs of
committees, whereas the number of those being
vice-chairs of committees had increased from 4 to
6. Among the two vice-speakers was the already
mentioned Asiya Sasykbayeva, former director of
the international center ‘Interbilim. Besides her
active parliamentary involvement, Sasykbayeba
also ran for the Ombudsman office in 2013 and
was the leader after the first round supported by
the majority of parliamentarians. Although she
lost in the second round, many of her colleagues
continue to claim her leadership for this position.*”

However, the role of informal politics can also
be seen in the power positions of the parliament
and women are not exempted from this. Cholpon
Sultanbekova, the chair of the Committee on Youth,
Gender Politics and Sport before 2011, and vice-
chair of Committee on Science, Culture, and Sport in
2013, is the widow of Bayaman Erkinbayev, known
as a key figure in organized crime in Kyrgyzstan.*®
According to Agym’ newspaper, Sultanbekova is also

31 Interview with M. Tiulegenov, Head of the Department of International and Comparative Politics Department of the American University of

Central Asia, August 5, 2012.

32 Childs and Krook, “Analyzing Women’s Substantive Representation,” 133.
33 Interview with I. Karamushkina, parliamentary deputy for SDPK party (2007 and 2010 convocations), August 16, 2012.
34 Interview with Tatyana Temirova, “Alga” (civil society organization), August 15, 2014.

35 Murray, “Second among unequals?,” 109.
36 Ibid., 110.

37 R. Toktonaliyev, “Strasti uleglis, no pretenzii ostalis;” Golos Tsentralnoy Azii, October 3, 2013, http://vof.kg/?p=11997.
38 Alexander Kupatadze, “Transitions after transitions’: Coloured revolutions and organized crime in Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan” (Ph.D. diss.,

University of Saint Andrews, 2010), http://hdl.handle.net/10023/1320.

13



Natalia Zakharchenko

Figure 2. Positional Power of Female Deputies: 2007 and 2010
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one of the richest women in Kyrgyzstan.” The sis-
ter of Sanjarbek Kadyraliyev, who was also claimed
to have connections with organized crime, Yrgal
Kadyraliyeva, was a vice-chair of the Committee on
Youth, Gender Politics and Sport before 2011 and
became an initiator of a controversial ban on girls’
travel in 2013.%

As can be seen from the analysis of the leg-
islative positions of women in the 2007 and 2010
elections, the number of opportunities to translate
women’s policy preferences into a legislative agenda
has formally increased. Women are now represent-
ed in a wider set of committees including complete-
ly new spheres such as energy policy. Moreover, the
allocation of women in committees has become
more balanced, with more women represented in
traditionally male-dominated committees. More
women are now in powerful positions such as
vice-speaker and chair of committees. The analysis
of re-elected women in 2010 showed the increase
in their positional power after one term of serving
as a legislator.
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Recommendations

For the Kyrgyz Government:

o The successful implementation of the gen-
der quota relies on the initial success of the
quota design. The lack of a mechanism for
the replacement of the resigning candidate
with a candidate of the same sex results in
the failure of parties to fill 30% of seats in the
Parliaments with women. In order to avoid
the nominal presence of women in party lists
it is necessary to introduce new rules that
govern the resignation of parliamentary can-
didates.

« The ability of women deputies to translate
their policy preferences into legislative initia-
tives is dependent on having a platform where
issues can be raised. For example, the fact that
gender was dropped from the Parliamentary
Committee had as consequence that the issue
of gender could no longer have a special plat-
form to be addressed.

39 “10 samykh bogatykh zhenshchin Kyrgyzstana,” Agym newspaper, November 20, 2009, http://for.kg/ru/news/102605/.
40 David Trillig, “Kyrgyzstan Passes Controversial Girl Travel Ban,” Eurasianet, June 13, 2013, http://www.eurasianet.org/node/67113.
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For Political Parties:
 The process of drafting the party list of can-

didates is as important as the political cam-
paign itself. Political parties should have
transparent and open recruitment processes.
The increased involvement of civil society in
the political arena is to be applauded and can
contribute to a more democratic processes of
recruitment.

For International Organizations:

The involvement of women deputies in the
legislative process greatly varies and depends
on different factors such as education and

previous professional background. Many
women and men lack a clear understanding of
gender roles and what this means in terms of
legislation. Achieving leadership positions in
committees, where legislative drafting takes
place, might be a difficult process for women
who lack necessary legislative skills. Female
legislators may lack the confidence or knowl-
edge to draft legislation — one way to tackle
this is to provide training for female parlia-
mentarians International organization would
do well to increase education and training on
gender sensitive legislation, including gender
sensitive budgeting.
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Organized Criminal Groups and Religious Extremism
in Kyrgyzstan

Chyngyz Kambarov' (2015)

For decades, the primary role of law enforcement
agencies in Kyrgyzstan was to prevent and solve
common crimes. Even during the Soviet period, the
agencies faced a familiar enemy - organized crime
that possessed a hierarchical structure, including a
defined role for every member, along with unwritten,
but strictly followed rules and traditions. However,
with the advancement of society and passage of time,
came new threats — terrorism, extremism and radi-
calization. This emerging threat is the reflection and
result of socio-economic problems of the state and
dynamics in society within last couple of decades.
Organized crime can be defeated by the forces of
law enforcement, but facing “radicalized organized
crime” seems a much more daunting task that is fur-
ther strained under current financial, technological
and political conditions. Because organized crime in
Kyrgyzstan is also intertwined with political power,
it has penetrated into every level of government and
parliament.

All attempts of the powers-that-be have failed
to solve these issues of crime, extremism and cor-
ruption, or to address other social and economic
grievances through reformation of state agencies. For
example, the reformation of the court system, which
plays a crucial role in establishing rule of law, has
produced little success.

Building an effective government based on truly
democratic pillars is more complex than combating
organized crime intertwined with extremism. The
second task is doable, although it is directly inter-
connected with the achievement of the first task.
Further in this article the following issues will be dis-
cussed: historical background of organized crime in
Kyrgyzstan since the time of Soviet period and cur-
rent changes in criminal life including radicalization
of organized crime and factors which serve as fertile
ground for strengthening of organized crime and its

radicalization like protracted political instability and
failed reforms of justice system.

In Kyrgyzstan, like in other post-Soviet states,
terrorism and extremism have always been a focus of
the State Committee of National Security - the state
intelligence agency. However, the Interior Ministry,
including the National Police, has historically been
one of the strongest state executive agencies in gov-
ernment and responsible for ensuring law and order
within the country. In the light of the growing threat
of terrorism and extremism, there is a high necessity
for close cooperation and joint involvement of these
two basic agencies, which are responsible for security
issues in countering terrorism and extremism.

Organized Criminal Groups

Organized criminal groups in Kyrgyzstan began to
appear in late 1980s and beginning of 1990s, just as
they did in other post-Soviet states, when the so-
cio-economic and political life of the newly indepen-
dent states was unstable and fragile. The society was
stepping into a market economy to survive. Economic
changes caused one part of society to become poor-
er even as it enriched others. Some business owners
became racketeers and criminals, and even former
athletes were drawn into criminal groups. It is diffi-
cult to estimate how many organized criminal groups
were operating at that time because they differed by
scale and size, from a few members to a hundreds of
members.

Today, according to the Internal Ministry of the
Kyrgyz Republic, there are four stable organized crim-
inal groups under recognized leaders in the criminal
sphere of Kyrgyzstan. These groups are known by
their leaders: Kamchy Kolbaev, Aziz Batukaev, Almaz
Bokushev and Maksat Abakirov. The first two crim-
inal leaders hold the highest “rank” in the criminal
sphere — “vor v zakone” (“Thief of Law”). There are
also smaller organized criminal groups operating
independently throughout Kyrgyzstan. Although it

1 LTC of the Kyrgyz Interior Ministry, Ph.D. in Law.
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is difficult to identify an exact number of all mem-
bers of all organized criminal groups, more than 600
members of organized criminal groups are officially
registered.

An organized crime preserved its hierarchal sys-
tem, traditions and “ranks” such as “vor v zakone” or
shortly “vor” — Thief of Law which is the top “rank”
in criminal world, “polojenec” - the second person
after “vor” by significance in criminal world, replac-
es “vor” in his absence to control the territory and
conduct matters and usually appointed by “vor’
“smotryashi” — criminal leader who controls certain
part of territory gathering kickbacks on his territo-
ry. The territory usually is a whole country or even
region. They have their own subculture and unwrit-
ten rules, traditions strictly abided. However, today
in Kyrgyzstan, there is a layer of criminals, basically
youth, who commit crime in a band or in organized
form but never care about criminal rules and do not
subordinate to them, often fight with other organized
crime groups members. They may organize random-
ly and may leave the group anytime. Such groups are
also used by some politicians in political purpose. A
case in point took place during political demonstra-
tions against the government in Bishkek in spring of
2007 when people from government brought such
criminal elements from other parts of the state ba-
sically south, to use them against opposition during
the demonstration to frighten them. Other similar
example had taken place in Issyk-Kul region in May
2013 when opposition used involved local criminal
elements to organize and support political demon-
strations against the government.

To reach the status of “Thief of Law” one must
meet certain requirements, or rules of criminal life.
These include time served in prison, never having
served in army, and never having worked in the gov-
ernment. The “rank” is conferred in the “shodka”
- meeting of certain numbers of “Thieves of Law”
constituting sort of assembly to solve most important
issues. If during the Soviet time, the “rank of Thief
of Law” could be conferred by up to three thieves in
law, after 1990s the quorum was enlarged up to 18 to
20, so to avoid corruption in conferring the criminal
rank. This highest cast of people is designed to solve
any contentious issues in criminal life. Acting like
judges in court they run parallel, their own “institute

of justice” Decisions issued by “Thief of Law” must
be exercised, though if the decision is found unjust, it
can be argued by the quorum of “Thieves of Law” up
to the murdering of the “Thief of Law” whose unjust
decision inflicted substantial harm. Thus influence of
“Thieves of Law” on prisoners and other organized
criminal groups is undoubtedly strong and politi-
cians in some post-Soviet states may use it as one of
the tools for political purpose. Equally important to
note that the rank “Thief of Law” is not eternal and
for making mistakes, particularly for leading not
criminal lifestyle like living in luxury, entering into
politics and being public etc. the rank could be de-
prived in “shodka.”

As Police Lieutenant-General (Ret.) Alexandr
Gurov notes, in the Soviet period, there were two
reasons for self-depriving the rank of “Thief of Law”:
disease and love, that is if the criminal leader de-
cide to have family and conduct normal family life.
During the Soviet times “Thieves of Law” established
own rules in the prisons and intrinsically were rec-
ognized authority. The reason of penal administra-
tion’s inaction toward these rules was that there were
reciprocal benefits: “Thieves of Law” made prisoners
work in factories within penal assets and produce
product whereas officers of penal administration got
promoted for accomplishment of production plans.
In fact, the government anytime could deal shortly
with these criminal leaders along with their rules.
Criminal leaders of any level clearly understood
these limits and could not stand against government.
Today there is a new generation of “Thieves of Law”
which tend to change the rules, get into politics and
business. Many old generation “Thieves of Law”
were killed by contemporary “neo-Thieves of Law”
to change criminal rules and they lost the essence
of the rank and no more bringing justice in criminal
life. Intrinsically they preserved only the external at-
tributes and can no longer be called “thieves of law.”
Now, they are more easily considered to be Mafiosi
with organized groups.?

Organized crime in Kyrgyzstan does not limit
itself to traditional crimes, but has actively penetrat-
ed business and politics. It spreads and inculcates
criminal ideology and a criminal cult in various
layers of society, particularly amongst the youth. In
high schools, students gather and pay “kickback”

2 Alexandr Gurov, “Thieves of Law Gather “Kickouts” not from Prisoners but from Serious Players in Business and Politics in State,” Biznes online,

May 10, 2014, http://www.business-gazeta.ru/article/96881/.
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to criminal ringleaders, who in their turn pass it
to higher criminal leaders according to hierarchy.
There is criminal leader in almost every high school,
called the “smotryashi” - “watcher;” who monitors
the income from racketeering among high school
students. Criminal ideology is spread amongst the
youth through social networks on the Internet, where
criminal leaders are praised for their supposed good
deeds. Joining to criminal groups certainly ensures
better financial status and this is one of the main rea-
sons.

The lack of sports financing and support for
sportsmen by the government causes many young
sportsmen to join criminal groups where their physi-
cal abilities are used for criminal purposes. Eventually,
they become criminalized and now they are becom-
ing radicalized by extremist religious groups. The
boldest crime perpetrated recently, in January 2013,
by young criminals related to organized crime lead-
ers in the south of Kyrgyzstan, was the assassina-
tion of police colonel Shonoev Tolkunbek, the chief
of Southern Department of Combating Organized
Crime of the Interior Ministry. The organizer and ac-
complices in the assassination were between 22 and
26 years old.

A 2005 coup in Kyrgyzstan brought political in-
stability and intensified the integration of criminals
into politics. Members of organized criminal groups
try to penetrate into state power through local and
national parliament. At a September 2013 meet-
ing devoted to the issues of organized crime - con-
ducted at the Interior Ministry and attended by the
Prime-Minister - the chief of the Organized Crime
Combating Division reported that 12 members of or-
ganized criminal groups have been elected members
of local governments.® This is just one example of the
efforts by the members of organized criminal groups
to cover their criminal activity.

Many organized crime groups support them-
selves financially through drug trafficking, but some
have used those funds to build mosques in hope that
all sins will be forgiven by Allah. According to the
First Deputy of the Interior Ministry, Police Major-

General Jusubaliev Baktybek, there are 30 organized
criminal groups directly connected with drug traf-
ficking and today 80% out of 17,000 prisoners in
Kyrgyzstan are drug addicted. Drug trafficking is a
profitable business not only for organized crime to-
day, but for religious extremists. Although most re-
ligions prohibit dealing with drugs in any form, re-
ligious extremists justify their involvement in drug
trafficking with argument that the drugs will go to
Russia and will kill infidels.*

The rise of corruption after the collapse of the
Soviet Union produced many corrupted high-rank-
ing officials in Kyrgyzstan. Even after they are con-
victed, many of these corrupt officials pay “smart
money” to organized crime groups to ensure their
self-security in prison. According to the Chief of the
State Penal Service of Kyrgyzstan, criminals know
better than anyone about the level of corruption and
the financial status of the officials charged with cor-
ruption.®

Police chiefs have complained about the inef-
fective laws combating organized crime. Georgia
and Russia have laws that allow authorities to ap-
prehend known organized crime leaders based on
their known criminal rank, but no such law exists
in Kyrgyzstan. A new law of combating organized
crime was passed in the Kyrgyz Parliament and en-
dorsed by the President in May 2013. The new law
made changes and additions which have created bet-
ter conditions for effectively combating organized
crime. Individuals suspected of being part of orga-
nized crime have been targeted by preventive mea-
sures such as:*

+ An official warning;

« Placement on a preventive registration in po-
lice agencies;

 Obligations put by court decision.

Background checks can be ordered on finances and
property to discover unlawful connections.

A court order is required for these preventive
measures except the official warning, which is issued

3 Kyrgyz National Informational Agency, May 12, 2013, http://www.kabar.kg/law-and-order/full/61989.
4 Interview with First Deputy Minister of Interior: “So Far Only Patriotism of Operatives Stand Against Drug Dealers’ Money,” Delo Ne, May 10,
2014, http://delo.kg/index.php/miliciya-i-obshestvol/6812-pervyj-zamministra-vd-kr-protiv-deneg-narkomafii-vystavit-poka-mozhem-lish-pa-

triotizm-operov.

5 Interview with the Chief of State Penal Service of Kyrgyzstan, “Sovetbek Arbaev: Workers of Penal System Everyday Risk Their Life in Penal
Colonies,” Vecherniy Bishkek, May 23, 2014, http://www.vb.kg/doc/273231_sovetbek_arbaev:_sotrydniki_gsin_kajdyy_den_riskyut_jiznu_v_

koloniiah.html.

6 “Organized Crime Counteracting Law of the Kyrgyz Republic,” ErkinToo, May 29, 2013, http://www.erkintoo.kg/news7461.
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by the decision of the chief of the organized crime
combating department. The effectiveness of these
measures will depend on how they are applied in prac-
tice, which may be limited by the technical and ma-
terial capabilities of units combating organized crime.

Radicalization of Criminals

Defeating organized crime is difficult when it is in-
tertwined with politicians. It is much more difficult
to defeat it when it is intertwined with radical ideol-
ogies. Many policymakers consider extremist-backed
terrorism and organized crime as distinct threats. But
in Kyrgyzstan we are seeing criminals integrated not
only into politics but also becoming ideologically
radicalized. Historically, many leaders of terrorist or-
ganizations like the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
(Jumaboi Hodjiev), were criminals before they be-
came radicals.

As organized crime researcher Tamara
Makarenko notes, the nature of alliances between
groups varies, and can include one-off, short-term
and long-term relationships. Furthermore, alliances
include ties established for a variety of reasons such
as seeking expert knowledge (i.e. money-launder-
ing, counterfeiting, or bomb-making) or operation-
al support (i.e. access to smuggling routes). In many
respects, alliance formations are akin to relationships
that develop within legitimate business settings.”
Alliances formed between terrorist organizations and
organized crime may be based initially on economic,
operational and other interests. But ultimately they
find common ground in radical ideology.

A recent case in point is the appearance of the
terrorist group “Jaushul Magdi” - Righteous Ruler -
in Bishkek, the capital of Kyrgyzstan. The members
of this organization perpetrated several terrorist at-
tacks in Bishkek, including murder of three police of-
ficers on January 4, 2011. They were radicalized un-
der the influence of extremist and terrorists’ websites,
as well as under the strong influence of the Russian
terrorist Alexandr Tihomirov, also known as Said
Buryatski. But most of them were known criminals
before getting radicalized and declaring jihad against
the Kyrgyz government.

Another issue calling for attention is the involve-
ment of youth in organized crime using religious
slogan. Today, extremist organizations gradually
take care of prisoners’ family supporting them with
basic needs like food and financial assistance. It is
interesting that similar support is provided in Saudi
Arabia, but from the government. For instance, when
a breadwinner is incarcerated, several state orga-
nizations like Committee for Supporting Prisoners
and their Families provide family with an alterna-
tive salary. This amount of the replacement income
varies on case-by-case basis. Other needs, including
children’s schooling and family health care, are also
provided and facilitated. This aid is intended to off-
set any hardship and further radicalization brought
on by the arrest and detention of family members.
The government recognizes that if it fails to provide
this support, it is very possible that extremist ele-
ments will move in and do so.® The effectiveness of
such approach maybe argued but it is definitely has
positive effect. Unfortunately the budget of Kyrgyz
government can't afford such program. More real-
istic approach today for the Kyrgyz government re-
mains paying special attention to this issue involving
all possible participants including civil society but
not leaving this problem on security structures only.
A “whole of government” approach is needed with
a much earlier with the involvement of every state
agency, non-government organizations, and religious
institutes to make it successful.

It is clear that radical organizations and orga-
nized criminal groups are united in many of their
interests and goals. Both would like to destabilize the
political situation, undermine security structures,
and create panic in society. Criminals always seek to
take advantage from chaos, and the destabilization
is a fundamental goal of international terrorist and
extremist organizations. Both are also dedicated to
promoting corruption in court system and political
instability.

Courts and Political Instability

The reformation of the court system in Kyrgyzstan
began after the 2010 coup, but has not been com-

7 Tamara Makarenko, “The Crime-Terror Continuum: Tracing the Interplay between Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism,” Global Crime

6, no. 1 (February 2004): 131.

8 Christopher Boucek, “Saud Arabia’s “Soft” Counterterrorism Strategy: Prevention, Rehabilitation, and Aftercare;” Carnegie Paper No. 97, Middle

East Program, September 2008.
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pleted. Many experts say that the new government,
in place since 2010, could not ensure true indepen-
dence of the court system. The replacement of judges
brought even more incompetent and corrupt people
into court system, actually increasing the level of cor-
ruption. Organized crime groups use this corruption
to pay their way out of detention when they are ar-
rested. One of the top “Thief of law” criminal leaders
was arrested in Kyrgyzstan, but released by a local
court after convincing authorities he was dying of
cancer. The leader, Aziz Batukaev, was a Chechen and
returned to Groznyi, the capital of Chechnya. There,
he unofficially married a second time and continues
to control his crime organization in Kyrgyzstan from
a distance.” A commission formed by Parliament of
Kyrgyzstan found that the release of “Thief of law”
Aziz Batukaev was deliberately prepared and orga-
nized by certain high-ranking officials of the penal
system and court system and other state agencies.
The commission recommended the dismissal of cer-
tain high-level officials of the state."

The Chairman of the Supreme Court of
Kyrgyzstan argued in opposition that law enforce-
ment agencies very often detain suspects whom they
claim to be a member of an organized criminal group.
In reality, the suspected person never committed a
serious crime but was only charged with polygamy."
These countering accusations illustrate how difficult
it will be to root out corruption in law enforcement
agencies and court system. Contemplating on the
failure and process of court reforming ex-judge of
Supreme Court, Rita Karasartova emphasize follow-
ing reasons: reluctance of political leadership in con-
ducting real reforms; willing to have obedient judg-
es; illusion of progressive changes through selection
of new judges. The most important thing in court
reform is to achieve the independence of the court
system. The selection of judges should not depend
on political powers and powers-that-be must forget
about suppressing or influencing courts if they really
want to make substantial reforms in the court sys-
tem."> Unfortunately, many judges are selected on the

basis of loyalty to certain political powers and ready
to serve those interests, putting aside the rule of law.

It is difficult to make reforms under conditions
of political and socio-economic instability. After the
coups in 2005 and 2010, the country was economical-
ly thrown back 10-15 years. The coups left state insti-
tutions tremendously shaken and demoralized many
state servants at all level. The level of people’s trust in
government is also decreasing. These circumstances
play into the hands of extremist organizations and
international terrorist organizations who are care-
fully observing the political and social dynamics in
Kyrgyzstan specifically, and Central Asia as a whole.
When political processes are destabilized, extremist
organizations are able to gradually step in. As author
B. Jusubaliev notes, 900 political demonstrations oc-
curred during 2013 in Kyrgyzstan." Police forces are
taxed to the limit keeping order during such political
demonstrations. This ongoing turmoil distracts po-
lice agencies from focusing on their everyday work —
combating crime and ensuring the security of peace-
ful people.

Police forces struggle to execute their respon-
sibilities because of a lack of personnel. Almost all
services and departments are involved in ensuring
security during the political riots and other demon-
strations. Although they were indifferent to demon-
strations in the past, now it is obvious that the
Kyrgyzstani people are sick of demonstrations and
are calling for decisive measures from the police to-
ward demonstrators and organizers.

Dealing with demonstrators potentially brings
police into conflict with extremist groups. An anal-
ysis of the extremists’ activities indicates that they
were very involved during the days of the coups in
2005 and 2010. Hizb ut-Tahrir made an attempt to
seize state power in October of 2008 in Nookat prov-
ince, one of the most religious provinces in south
Kyrgyzstan. Extremists organized a demonstration
against the local government on the last day of holy
Ramadan, complaining that the local the officials
tried to limit the celebration of the holiday to the lo-

9 “Deadly Sick Aziz Batukaev Married Young Girl,” Delo Ne, May 23, 2014, http://delo.kg/index.php/2011-08-04-18-06-33/6258-smertelno-bolnoj-

aziz-batukaev-zhenilsya-na-molodoj.

10 Decision of Kyrgyz Parliament on A. Batukaev, from May 30, 2013 No. 3111-V, http://kenesh.kg/RU/Articles/18121-Ob_itogax_raboty_vremen-
noj_deputatskoj_komissii_po_izucheniyu_obstoyatelstv_osvobozhdeniya_Batukaeva_A_iz_mest_lisheniya_svobody_i_ego_vyezda_za_prede-

ly_respubliki_za_3111V_ot_30_maya_2013_goda.aspx.

11 “Chairmen of Kyrgyz Supreme Court, Feruza Jamasheva: Policemen themselves release criminals but blame on courts,” 24.kg, May 23, 2014, http://
www.24kg.org/community/171886-feruza-dzhamasheva-milicionery-sami-otpuskayut.html.

12 http://www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1396933740.
13 Ibid.
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cal stadium, away from the local government com-
pounds. A riot was provoked by radical extremists,
who led the mob against the government.

Organized criminal groups also take advantage
of instability and the weakness of state power. After
the first coup in 2005, organized criminal groups
used the chaos and absence of police in the streets to
cause havoc in the capital city of Kyrgyzstan, Bishkek.
People were afraid of to go outside and begged law
enforcement agencies to take control over the city
and ensure security. It was the first time people un-
derstood the significance of the police in ensuring se-
curity. Police were able to take back the streets from
the criminals, but they now face greater problems in
similar situations because of the growth of extremist
organizations.

The Role of Police in Countering Terrorism

How should police forces respond to such an envi-
ronment? To answer this question, it is necessary to
look at the state’s present day law enforcement capac-
ity. Kyrgyzstan's law enforcement agency, like those of
other post-Soviet states, is structured and functions
by the organization which was established and de-
veloped during Soviet rule. This is more centralized,
compared to the United States, where police are de-
centralized into state and local agencies. The struc-
ture of the system is workable, but the perception of
police by the Kyrgyz people has worsened within last
20 years of independence. The majority of the pub-
lic perceives law enforcement as a part of the corrupt
state machine, not as an agency designed to protect
people from crime.

The Interior Ministry needs more qualified per-
sonnel. Department 10 of the Interior Ministry is
tasked with combating terrorism and extremism -
and remains the only agency responsible for this task.
This Department was abolished for a short period af-
ter the 2010 coup, when it was accused of gathering
information on individuals for political rather than
crime-related purposes. Many developed countries
at the present time pursue counter-terrorism strat-
egies through the whole-of-government approach.
There is not enough financial and human resource in
Kyrgyzstan to implement the whole-of-government
approach, but some attempts have been made. A
strategic plan created by the government involved all

law enforcement agencies, NGOs, religious institutes,
and other state agencies. But scarce financing and a
lack of technical support and qualified experts in the-
ology caused this joint approach to be abandoned.™

The police’s role in fighting terrorism and ex-
tremism is crucial in every country, and Kyrgyzstan
is no exception. But despite the threat of growing
religious extremism, law enforcement agencies still
feel the lack of well-trained personnel in this specific
area, as well as a lack of new technological support.
Because little training is provided in identifying ex-
tremists, patrol-level police may stop and frisk any
suspicious person based on appearance, which caus-
es a backlash from mainstream Muslim society.

Police are responsible for the first response to a
terrorist attack, so their role will remain significant.
But Kyrgyz police have no advanced technology to
access information databases in order to determine
the criminal history of a suspected individual in-
stantly, like most American patrols have installed in
police car. Patrol officers have to memorize or keep
a printed (and often blurred) picture of suspected
individuals. To truly respond to extremist groups,
police must expand and improve their existing da-
tabases of the members of these groups. In this year,
2014, the Interior Ministry database system contains
more than 1,700 extremists, but it cannot maintain
an accurate picture, because many extremist organi-
zations followers remain out of view. The analytical
team of the Department 10 feels a lack of strong and
deep knowledge-based experts in theology that could
qualitatively process and work with the existing and
new data pertaining religious terrorist and extremist
organizations and their members.

Western police working methods like commu-
nity policing and intelligence-led policing could be
successfully applied and implemented in Kyrgyz law
enforcement agencies. A program similar to com-
munity policing has been in place in Kyrgyz police
agencies since the Soviet period, which worked quite
successfully at one time. The duties of “district police
officers” are very similar to community policing. The
goal of reaching out to people in a certain district and
gaining community the cooperation to ensure secu-
rity and order are similar to the philosophy of com-
munity policing.

For example, as Kelling and Bratton state: “local
police officers have an everyday presence in the com-
munities that they are sworn to protect. They are in

14 http://analitika.org/kyrgyzstan/kg-gov/2596-kyrgyzstan-nekotorye-problemy-protivodeystviya-religioznomu-ekstremizmu-i-terrorizmu.html.

21



Chyngyz Kambarov

a better position to know responsible leaders in the
Islamic and Arabic communities and can reach out
to them for information or help in developing in-
formants”"® The success of community policing de-
pends on the level of people’s trust in police, when
the district police officer is seen as a protector of res-
idents, and serving the people. The Kyrgyzstan peo-
ple once had an image of “Uncle Styopa” - the police
officer whom people trust and admire - but this was
erased with the collapse of the Soviet Union. Many
qualified police officers have since retired, and those
who remain face corruption, nepotism, moral deg-
radation, criminals joining the police force, and the
widespread abuse of power by police. This has creat-
ed a feeling of “us and them” between the police and
the public. Unprofessional behavior by many police
officers in Kyrgyzstan and their attitude toward peo-
ple has become an impediment to any reform in the
law enforcement agencies of Kyrgyzstan.

Some of the community policing practices di-
rected toward counter-terrorism in the United
States seems applicable to the police work of the
Kyrgyzstan. For example, gathering information
through community policing has advantages over
traditional intelligence work. Specifically it avoids:
(a) undermining community trust through the com-
piling of unsubstantiated lists of suspects, (b) charges
of profiling, phone-tapping and the legal and politi-
cal encumbrances thereof, (c) costly and unproduc-
tive surveillance of suspects and places; (d) secret
(and therefore suspect) operations and entrapment.'®
Despite of the lack of technology and the material
resources available to American police, and the dif-
ference of the police systems of the Kyrgyzstan and
the United States, community policing appears quite
possible to implement in Kyrgyz police work under
existing conditions at an affordable cost.

Three key American police methodsin the war on
terrorism which are depicted by Kelling and Bratton
seem even more applicable in Kyrgyzstan. First, po-
lice can be trained in the problem-solving techniques
that will make them effective first preventers of ter-
rorism. Second, Kyrgyzstan can use similar technol-
ogies which are used by American police to enhance
data sharing and to catalyze intelligence-led counter-
terrorist policing. Finally, and most vitally, the theory

of order maintenance commonly called “broken win-
dows,” which police in New York City have used so
successfully in the war on crime, can be adapted for
the war on terror.'” With an increased technical abil-
ity at their disposal, Kyrgyz police would work more
effectively. But patrol police officers in Kyrgyzstan
often approach counter terrorism/extremism activity
with a take-them-out mindset. Police officers who are
temperamentally suited to community policing need
to be left in place long enough to gain the trust of
the community and to become familiar faces in the
neighborhood.'

In Kyrgyzstan, district police officers tend to be
younger, just graduated officers with a lack of ex-
perience of how to effectively cooperate with peo-
ple. Older officers are available to teach and mentor
them, but in general the “Mentor Institution” which
worked during Soviet times does not work prop-
erly today. Non-transparent way of assigning offi-
cers serves as one of the major challenges to select
properly qualified officer to any department. In fact
non-transparent order of choosing and assigning of-
ficers and the work of Human Recourse Department
of Interior Ministry is the one which should be re-
formed first in order to make better change in police
system.

The greatest harm to the image of the police in
Kyrgyzstan is caused by police involved in crimi-
nal activities, very often protecting and serving as a
“root” for various criminals, mostly “covering” drug
trafficking and prostitution. Some police officers may
have close ties with leaders of organized crime groups.
These images create a pessimistic mood among the
public about the potential for fighting crime, let alone
reining in religious terrorism and extremism.

Conclusion

The issue of religious extremism was officially dis-
cussed by the top officials of Kyrgyzstan during
February 2014. The discussions made it clear that new
programs, concepts and strategies will remain inef-
fective without political and economic stability and
the trust of population in security forces, especially
the police. The public will be more willing to report

15 https://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cb_43.htm.

16 Ronald V. Clarke and Graeme R. Newman, “Police and the Prevention of Terrorism,” Policing 1, no. 1 (2007): 13.

17 https://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cb_43.htm Ibid.
18 Clarke and Newman, “Police and the Prevention of Terrorism,” 13.
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any manifestation of religious extremism, suspicious
individuals and crimes to law enforcement agencies
which have gained trust. The Georgian Republican
can be seen as a successful example in gaining peo-
ple’s trust in police in the post-Soviet era. Although
some experts warned that police reform fell short in
Georgia, the result of this reform effort speaks for
itself. There is no doubt that reform needs finan-
cial and human resources, but more importantly it
needs a political willingness, which the leadership of
Georgian state was able to accomplish.

When state leaders do not have the political will,
the routine work of the existing system will continue,
and consequently there is no trust from the people.
Words on counter terrorism and extremism concepts
and strategies will remain on paper. The current state
of affairs will be hard to change while portions of the
public support the current conditions because of per-
sonal connections and money. But many political,
economic, social and security issues can be overcome

by hiring decent and qualified personnel in govern-
ment, security agencies and police through the trans-
parent selection and promotion on basis of a merit
system.

It would be preferable to see the establishment of
a separate state agency explicitly committed to fight-
ing terrorism and religious extremism. But there is
no financial possibility for this in Kyrgyzstan. This
means the state should strengthen existing police
forces by training, capacity building and providing
technical and other support to effectively prevent ter-
rorism and religious extremism.

In summation, Kyrgyzstan’s leaders must have
the political will and provide financial backing, and
also gain the support of the public, in order to make
any drastic changes or reforms in the security sector,
particularly law enforcement agencies. These chang-
es are needed to succeed in creating a viable count-
er-terrorism and counter-extremism effort in the
state.
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Ensuring Freedom from State Violence
in the Kyrgyz Republic

Sardarbek Bagishbekov'(2014)

Kyrgyzstan is typically portrayed as the most demo-
cratic country in Central Asia and the only one with
a political environment structured around parlia-
mentary institutions. Despite this positive image,
the country still ranks almost as low as its neighbors
in terms of democratic governance, particularly in
having an independent judiciary and law enforce-
ment. State violence is widespread, ultimately re-
ducing claims of state legitimacy. The foremost issue
is state sanctioned torture, which symbolizes the
state’s failure to guarantee security for its citizens.
This paper focuses on state violence in Kyrgyzstan,
particularly the acts of torture committed by law en-
forcement agencies, and proposes ways to curtail its
use. I argue that the only way to reduce state insti-
tutions” tendency toward violence is to inform and
educate the public so that they can become a strong
voice calling for government agencies to respect the
rule of law and adopt more effective crime preven-
tion policies.

Cascading Challenges

In Kyrgyzstan, like in many other Central Asian
states, the deteriorating human rights situation is a
result of three cascading and negatively reinforcing
challenges.

The first challenge has to do with regime sta-
bility, which has become a priority for the political
authorities. Ensuring political stability and control
over resources is considered more important than

promoting human rights and democratic transfor-
mations. The focus on stability has made the political
authorities neglect reform of the judiciary and law
enforcement.

The second challenge has to do with high lev-
els of corruption, particularly in law enforcement
agencies and the judiciary, and the reluctance to
introduce and implement real reforms. The polit-
ical authorities have repeatedly issued assurances
of Kyrgyzstan’s commitment to human rights and
democratic principles, and pointed to its ratification
of the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights and Convention against Torture in 1997. It
has also attracted foreign funding for the imple-
mentation of appropriate police reforms. However,
the strong statements of commitment to democratic
principles and the primacy of human rights at the
higher levels of the state are not supported at lower
levels of government. Put differently, the state’s ad-
vocacy for human rights and freedoms, formal legal
procedures and mechanisms, and an independent
judiciary are not translated in practice. Corruption
amongst judges and members of law enforcement
agencies (especially the police and the national se-
curity service) is rampant. Many civil and criminal
cases do not respect due process. The roughly 98%
of criminal cases that result in convictions is suspi-
cious.’

In addition, an OSCE study has shown that
half of Kyrgyzstani citizens believe that the police
normally use violence to obtain information from
detainees and defendants.’ It is likely that the high
rate of convictions is obtained through testimonies
given under duress. A study by an independent ex-
pert about torture in Kyrgyzstan shows that 88% of
all documented cases of torture are committed by

1 Sardar Bagishbekov is an executive director of the Kyrgyzstani human rights NGO Golos Svobody (Voice of Freedom, www.vof.kg). The organiza-
tion aims to protect people from torture, and illegal detentions, to monitor police detention facilities and prisons, and to promote rights of margin
groups on national and international levels. Sardar has been the Chairperson of the Association of Young Lawyers in Kyrgyzstan, worked with the
UNHCR project on refugees, for the Freedom House, Human Rights Defender Support Project in Kyrgyzstan and as a regional coordinator for the
Central Asian anti-torture network. He has published on topics including universality of human rights and freedom from violence and torture in
Kyrgyzstan. Sardar earned his bachelor’s degree in jurisprudence from the Kyrgyz National University in Bishkek.

2 “Kyrgyzstan: The Challenge of Judicial Reform,” Asia Report No. 150, International Crisis Group, April 2008, http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/re-
gions/asia/central-asia/kyrgyzstan/150-kyrgyzstan-the-challenge-of-judicial-reform.aspx.

3 “Obshchestvennoe mnenie: reforma organov vnutrennikh del Kyrgyzskoy Respubliki,” SIAR, http://siar-consult.com/news/reform-of-mvd/.
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internal security agencies.* Torture practices include:
threats, beating of the legs with batons, near suffo-
cation with plastic bags, electric shocks, sexual vio-
lence, rape and threats of rape, withholding of toilet
and other facilities, and sustained stress positions. In
2012, out of 371 total torture allegations submitted
to the prosecutor’s office, only 31 cases were investi-
gated. It is unclear what happened to the remaining
340 cases.

The third challenge is that violence has be-
come a common tool to address social problems in
Kyrgyzstan. Indeed, when citizens are unable to find
justice through legal channels, they resort to self-
help, including political riots and radicalization.
Ineffective state responses to violent incidents have
become common place. The history of social unrest
is startling. The country’s first two presidents were vi-
olently overthrown in revolutions in March 2005 and
April 2010. We have also seen numerous inter-ethnic
conflicts: between Kyrgyz and Dungans in the village
of Iskra in 2006; between Kyrgyz and Russians on one
side and Kurds on the other in the village of Petrovka
in 2009; and between Kyrgyzs and Turks in the vil-
lage of Mayevka near Bishkek in 2010.

The most violent and widespread inter-ethnic
clashes between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks occurred in June
2010 in Osh (southern Kyrgyzstan) and killed more
than 400 people. The government has failed to ad-
equately address abuses, in particular against ethnic
minorities, and this has undermined long-term ef-
forts to promote stability and reconciliation. Despite
an uneasy calm in southern Kyrgyzstan, ethnic
Uzbeks are still subjected to arbitrary detention, tor-
ture, and extortion, without means of redress.” These
ethnic clashes were not properly addressed or effec-
tively investigated by the state authorities, and they
have served as a signal of impunity and acceptance
of violence.

In sum, a legitimate concern with stability is be-
ing undermined by the neglect of basic principles of

democratic and good governance and respect for the
rule of law. The social contract between state author-
ities and citizens must be based on trust in the rule
of law. When such trust is no longer available and
replaced by violence, states may regain temporary
stability, but ultimately become more unstable and
invite ever more violence.

This paper examines state violence in Kyrgyzstan,
particularly acts of torture committed by law enforce-
ment agencies, and proposes ways to curtail its use.

Torture as the Most Serious Form of State
Violence

Officially, Kyrgyzstan has banned torture. Article 22
of the constitution has underscored the state’s obliga-
tions to prevent, detect and combat torture, stating
that “no one shall be subjected to torture or other cru-
el, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.”¢
It also has ratified the UN Convention against torture
and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment (CAT).”

However, despite some positive developments,
torture in Kyrgyzstan continues to be widespread.
Punitive-repressive police actions, stemming back to
Soviet era notions of protecting the state from the peo-
ple, did not disappear with independence. Numerous
human rights NGOs and international organizations®
and experts have collected evidence of torture and
ill-treatment in detention centers.’ During his visit to
Kyrgyzstan in 2011, the UN Special Rapporteur on
torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treat-
ment or punishment, Mr. Juan Méndez, noted that
the use of torture and ill-treatment is a widespread
phenomenon.”’ Civil society groups reached the
same conclusion when they monitored 47 temporary
detention facilities throughout the country in 2011
and 2012. Seventy percent of 193 respondents made
allegations of torture and ill-treatment by law en-

4 Irina Pavlova, “In Kyrgyzstan, 88 percent of all cases of torture fall on internal affairs agencies,” 24.kg, May 21, 2012, http://eng.24.kg/communi-

ty/2012/05/21/24335.html.

5 “World report 2013 - Kyrgyzstan,” Human Rights Watch, http://www.hrw.org/world-report/2013/country-chapters/kyrgyzstan.

6 The Constitution of the Kyrgyz Republic was adopted on July 27, 2010, http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/details.jsp?id=10576.

7 The UN Convention Against Torture was ratified by Kyrgyzstan on July 26, 1997.

8 “Kyrgyzstan: Reports of Torture, Extortion by Police,” Human Rights Watch, November 23, 2013, http://www.hrw.org/news/2013/11/22/kyrgyz-

stan-reports-torture-extortion-police.

9 “Torture prevention in temporary detention centers under the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the KR,” Golos Svobody, December 15, 2011, http://

golossvobody.kloop.kg/archives/717.

10 “Kyrgyzstan must do more to prevent torture, end impunity for abuses,” UN News Center, December 14, 2011, http://www.un.org/apps/news/
story.asp/html/story.asp?NewsID=40726&Cr=torture&Crl=# Uok_LIPWuDU.
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forcement officials, with torture being used in 83.3%
of those cases to obtain confessions, and in 13.3% as
a form of punishment."

Some of the most severe forms of police brutality
are targeted at disadvantaged or marginalized popu-
lations such as drug users, the mentally disabled, and
religious minorities, people who do not enjoy much
support in the community and have limited access
to justice. Ethnic minorities such as Uzbeks are spe-
cifically targeted. For example, after the interethnic
clashes in 2010 only two criminal cases were inves-
tigated, despite the massive police violence against
ethnic minorities in southern Kyrgyzstan. Torture is
also used on young people. According to the data col-
lected by the NGO Coalition against Torture, in more
than 75% cases of torture in Kyrgyzstan, the victims
were between 19 and 34 years old."

Unfortunately, the state — despite its declara-
tory statements — has not cracked down on torture
committed by its law enforcement bodies and insti-
tutions. Rapid and effective investigation of allega-
tions of torture in Kyrgyzstan is far from guaranteed.
Several factors impede access to justice and legal re-
dress including: the lack of effective channels to file a
complaint application; the difficulty of the practical
application of Article 305-1 of the Criminal Code; the
lack of a proper investigation agency able to conduct
rapid and effective investigations into allegations of
torture; and the lack of effective medical forensic ex-
aminations. Furthermore, there is a corresponding
sentiment among the public at large that the police
have a moral right to use torture against people who
violate the law. Few citizens think critically about the
problem or believe in the presumption of innocence.
In public discussions about torture, one often hears
both citizens and government representatives argu-
ing about the various social and economic problems
that have to be addressed before considering the
moral implications of torture. Some people blame
the victims of torture themselves, and others agree
that while the problem exists, they do not consider
it to be a priority. In both cases, what is not seen is a
demonstration of the civic position, or some kind of
a social censure and disapproval of the unlawful and

violent acts of police. Citizens’ social disapproval of
such phenomena should become a key component in
the reduction of state violence.

Post-Osh State Violence

The problem of torture most acutely manifested itself
in the course of investigations into offenses related
to events in the south of the country in June 2010.
An inquiry by the Kylym Shamy Centre for Human
Rights Protection found that as of December 1, 2010
5,158 criminal cases were put forward. However, only
169 cases that involved 305 defendants and 446 vic-
tims were referred to the courts for consideration.
According to Human Rights Watch, these criminal
investigations were accompanied by massive human
rights violations, including torture, unlawful deten-
tion, and ill-treatment of detainees."”

Criminal prosecution targeted mainly eth-
nic Uzbeks - indeed, 85% of detainees were ethnic
Uzbeks. According to a report by the International
Independent Commission for Investigating the
Events in the South of the Kyrgyz Republic, mistreat-
ment of prisoners in the first hours of detention took
place in almost every case, regardless of the place
of detention." Detainees were subjected to various
methods of torture and ill-treatment, including beat-
ings with fists, batons, metal rods, and rifle butts,
use of electric shock devices, asphyxiation with gas
masks or plastic bags, and burning with cigarettes."
Investigations of criminal cases were conducted in
conditions of moral unpreparedness for impartial in-
vestigations, by law enforcement agencies composed
of over 95% ethnic Kyrgyz, and under conditions of
massive popular pressure.

Despite serious violations and gaps at the investi-
gation stage, the June cases were referred to the court,
within 2-3 months. Within another 2-3 months,
court trials took place in which the attorneys were
beaten in the court rooms. More than 34 people were
condemned to maximum sentences. This includes
Azimjan Askarov, the only journalist in the world
currently sentenced to life imprisonment.'® His case

11 “Torture prevention in temporary detention centers under the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the KR

12 Ibid.

13 “Where is the Justice? Interethnic Violence in Southern Kyrgyzstan and its Aftermath, 2010, Human Rights Watch Report, August 16, 2010, 49.
14 Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry into the events into the southern Kyrgyzstan in June 2010, para 278.

15 Ibid.

16 “Azimjan Askarov - 2012 CPJ International Press Freedom Awardee,” Committee to protect journalists, 2012, http://www.cpj.org/awards/2012/

azimjon-askarov-kyrgyzstan.php.
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is a leading example of the judiciary in Kyrgyzstan,
not only as an incidence of interethnic discrimina-
tion, but also as an illustration of how the system ig-
nores complaints of police brutality. The public pros-
ecutor’s office and the courts, including the Supreme
Court, ignored his complaints about violence and
torture. In spite of statements from dozens of inter-
national organizations, official representatives of the
UN and OSCE, deputies of the European Parliament,
German Chancellor Angela Merkel, George Soros
and many others, the case was not reopened and an
appropriate investigation was not carried out.

One year later in 2011, police violence continued.
Police detained and allegedly tortured Usmonzhon
Kholmirzaev, a Russian citizen and an ethnic Uzbek,
in Bazar Korgon (southern Kyrgyzstan). He died on
August 9, 2011, two days after he was released from
police custody. The policemen allegedly tortured him
for several hours, trying to extort money in exchange
for his release. As soon as he was taken into the sta-
tion, the police put a gas mask on him and started
punching him. When he fell down, one of the officers
jumped on Kholmirzaev’s chest two or three times
before he lost consciousness. He told his wife before
he died that the police threatened to press charges
against him in connection with the June 2010 inter-
ethnic violence.”” No one was charged in his death.

In most cases, perpetrators of torture have impu-
nity from prosecution and punishment. Prosecutor’s
offices are initiating investigations in only 10% of re-
ceived complaints. The lack of convictions for torture
as defined in Article 305-1 of the Criminal Code in-
dicates either that the most severe form of ill-treat-
ment by the authorities does not occur or, more like-
ly, that there is a lack of proper investigation and legal
proceedings when it does.

In October 2013, members of the Parliamentary
Assembly of the Council of Europe made a statement
that allegations of torture are not properly investigat-
ed in Kyrgyzstan and perpetrators are not being pun-
ished.” The statement declared that government of
Kyrgyzstan must “restart the process” to provide real
justice for the violence that happened in 2010 and its

aftermath. As a first step, the Supreme Court must re-
vise judgments of convictions which are discredited
by complaints of torture or other obvious violations
of international standards of fair trial.

Police as a Main Source of Torture

The police represent the first level of the criminal jus-
tice system. The police are supervised by the Office
of the Prosecutor General. Much of police activity is
indicative of whether the state is observing its inter-
national obligations to protect and ensure individual
rights and freedoms.

Although not required by law, in practice con-
fessions are generally required to obtain a conviction.
Torture is the primary means for obtaining confes-
sions involuntarily. Policemen are often promoted
based on the number of cases they solve, which puts
them under further pressure to obtain confessions.

The causes of police abuse and human rights
violations are quite diverse: impunity, corrupt law
enforcement bodies, the practice of extortion in
the judiciary sector, low levels of professionalism
among officers, and a lack of basic moral principles.
Additional reasons for the use of violence, as report-
ed by the police themselves are: serious institution-
al weaknesses, low salaries, inadequate numbers of
police officers, disproportionate case burdens, and a
lack of proper controls over the activities of the op-
erating units."

On October 30, 2013, the Kyrgyz minister of in-
ternal affairs, General Suranchiev, admitted the exis-
tence of police torture and condemned it as shameful
in an interview with journalists. General Suranchiev
believes that “the reason behind the torture is a race
after high performance indices, meaning that police-
men try to obtain confessions from detainees in or-
der to increase the percentage of the criminal cases
solved”®

According to a study by John W. Schiemann from
Fairleigh Dickinson University, information gleaned
from interrogational torture is very likely unreliable,

17 “Kyrgyzstan: A Death Follows Police Torture,” Human Rights Watch, August 11,2011, http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/08/11/kyrgyzstan-death-fol-

lows-police-torture.

18 Zairbek Baktybaev, “V Kirgizstane ne uluchshaetsya situatsiya s pytkami,” Rusazattyk.kg, November 2, 2013, http://rus.azattyk.org/content/kyr-

gyztsan-human-rights-/25154767.html.

19 Ivan Donis, “V Kirgizii sotrudniki otdeleniya militsii, v kotorom byl do smerti izbit grazhdanin Rossii, otdelalis’ vygovorami i uvol'neniem,” News

Asia, August 12, 2011, http://www.news-asia.ru/view/1547.

20 Ryspek Tokatanaliev, “Glavnyy militsioner Kirgizstana vpervye priznal nalichie pytok,” Voice of freedom Central Asia, October 31, 2013, http://vof.

kg/?p=12346.
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and when torture techniques are employed, they are
likely used too frequently and harshly. For torture
to generate even small amounts of valuable infor-
mation, the state must make the rational calculation
to torture innocent detainees for telling the truth in
order to maintain torture as a threat against those
who withhold information.” Many experienced in-
terrogators in the United States believe that torture is
counterproductive -- it produces so much unreliable
information that it is difficult to tell what is true and
what is false. These experts believe that non-coercive
techniques are far more effective because when the
subject does begin to talk, more truths emerge.”
Similar arguments are applicable to Kyrgyzstan,
as well, where in 75% of all cases the goal of the torture
is to obtain a confession of guilt from a detainee. Police
violence may lead to a conviction and/or punishment
of innocent individuals, and in such cases it may mean
that the actual perpetrators remain unpunished and
may continue to be a danger to society. Eliciting infor-
mation by means of torture also reduces the capacity
of the police officers to find, study, and apply new tech-
niques and tactics of investigation and criminology.

Moving Forward

There is a public demand for police reform, including
the improvement of services provided, better security
and crime prevention, increased police transparency,
and the reduction of corruption. Respect for human
rights and freedoms should be the mainstay of police
reform. In pursuing reform, the values of presumed
innocence and rule of law should be paramount. Any
police activities, including special operations which
achieve results through illegal or inhumane actions,
negate the purposes, principles, and the role of the
police. The state’s criminal policy should be corrected
by reducing the role of repressive approaches in law
enforcement training, prioritizing crime prevention,
enhancing public scrutiny and accountability, and
giving the public access to the maximum amount of
information.”

Although many of these changes have already
been codified in both national legislation and in inter-
national agreements on human rights, there has not
been much success in translating them into everyday
realities. However, progressive legislation remains a
crucial part of the solution to these problems, so long
as it is also supported by political will, well-trained
police professionals, and evidence of reduced levels
of corruption.

History has shown that political will is absolutely
necessary when pursuing institutional reforms - po-
lice reform is no different. In the case of Kyrgyzstan,
with its vertical power structure and politicized law
enforcement, leadership and political will are key
components for reform. However, it is unlikely that
major institutions will force the police to reform,
since it is also the main institution that ensures se-
curity for the regime. Hence the importance of a sce-
nario where the public generates political will by di-
recting demands for more effective crime prevention
and improved police services directly to the police.
The role of the public can be multidimensional. It
may include declarations of disagreement and social
disapproval, the signing of petitions, the monitoring
of police activity, and the advocacy for better police
services. That is why it is very important to contin-
ue monitoring, documenting, and reporting all cases
of rights violations in police settings and to continue
public discussions about these problems.

Another cornerstone of police reform must ad-
dress the processes of recruiting and educating po-
lice personnel. This process is monopolized by the
Academy of the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA),
which is currently the only educational institution
certified to train professionals for internal affairs
agencies. There have been a number of times when
young students of the MIA Academy were involved
in various acts of criminal and violent behavior to-
wards civilians. Reported hooliganism* at the acad-
emy’s graduation parties in 2011 and 2012 has also
tarnished its reputation of professionalism. Today the
academy is known for being a den of graft,” notably
illustrated by the arrest of the chief of the academy

21 John W. Schiemann, “Interrogational Torture: Or How Good Guys Get Bad Information with Ugly Methods,” Political Research Quarterly 65, no.

1(2012): 3-19.

22 Eugene Robinson, “Torture is still torture,” The Buffalo News, May 10, 2011.
23 Public Foundation Verdict, “The Working Group of human rights organizations on Strategy of interaction with the internal affairs agencies and

promoting the reform of the MIA,” see http://eng.publicverdict.ru/.

24 Leila Saralaeva, “Derzhis, strana! V polku militsii pribylo,” Delo Ne, June 28, 2012, http://delo.kg/index.php?option=com_content&view=arti-
cle&id=4014:2012-06-28-07-51-39&catid=54:2011-05-19-20-40-00&Itemid=121.
25 Chris Rickelton, “Kyrgyzstan: Distrust in Police Means Privatization of Law and Order,” Eurasianet.org, November 5, 2012, http://www.eurasianet.

org/node/66143.
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and his deputy in March 2013 on the charge of ac-
cepting bribes.*

Police personnel selection should be conducted
on a competitive basis and be accessible to specialists
from other universities and ethnic minorities, which
will help avoid isolation and development of police
sub-cultures. These sub-cultures are typically hostile
to human rights and the rule of law and can easily
rationalize the notion of violating the law for the pur-
poses of “law enforcement” Unchecked, this profes-
sional culture tends to promote a sense of mission,
pessimism towards social justice, positions of per-
manent suspicion, isolated social life, strong codes
of solidarity, political conservatism, ethnic prejudice,
sexism, categorization of people by types, and a will-
ingness to conceal professional misconduct. The MIA
should become an institution for training specialists,
and it should strive to become a center of research
for the study and implementation of new police ap-
proaches and skills.

Finally, the role of Ministry of Internal Affairs
in leading reform efforts should be removed.
International organizations and donors that occa-
sionally allocate financial and technical support to the
police are partially responsible for this inefficiency.

Opacity and lack of communication between do-
nors and civil society are the main complaints against
the OSCE police program in Kyrgyzstan, which has
been performing a series of operations supporting
police reform since 2003. In this context, the donors
should not only demonstrate transparency, but they
also should motivate and persuade state agencies to
be open and ready to communicate with civil society.
The evaluation of these programs should also include
studies of public opinion on reform outcomes.

Recommendations

The following steps are essential elements for ensur-
ing freedom from state violence:

Government of Kyrgyzstan
o Establish a centralized inter-agency body
with institutionalized civil society consul-
tations for the systematic coordination and
implementation of Kyrgyzstan’s international
human rights commitments and obligations,

and the provision of the human and other
resources necessary for the timely prepara-
tion of state reports to UN treaty bodies, the
Universal Periodic Review, and other appro-
priate mechanisms.

Publically recognize the competence of the
UN Committee against Torture to consider
individual complaints of victims of torture
and reports of the member-states on infringe-
ments of obligations under the convention by
other member-states, according to Articles
21 and 22 of the convention.

The Office of the Prosecutor General should
establish a separate investigatory commit-
tee for police crimes with its own operative
group and forensic service, and within this
committee establish a special division for the
investigation of torture.

Develop an effective mechanism to receive
and consider torture complaints at places of
detention, with full respect for confidential-
ity.

The Ministry of Internal Affairs should pub-
lically articulate new criteria for the evalua-
tion of the police officers’ activities, including
significant reductions of the weight of quan-
titative indicators, inclusion of public polls
in police evaluations, involvement of inde-
pendent institutions and civil society actors
in the process of evaluations, and the devel-
opment of modern integrated indicators for
the assessment of the police, such as citizens’
sense of security (total assessments, satis-
faction with the results of work, satisfaction
with communication).

Publically declare a zero policy stance regard-
ing torture and condemn its use, publicizing
specific examples of the crime by employees
of law enforcement agency and the subse-
quent sanctions.

Allocate sufficient funds in the state budget
for the recently established National Center
of the Kyrgyz Republic for the Prevention of
Torture.

Call upon the Ministry of Health to revise its
existing internal instructions on how to com-
ply with the Istanbul Protocol standards and
issue a special decree for a timely and thor-

26 “Kyrgyz Interior Ministry Academy Leaders Arrested on Bribery Charges,” Radio Free Europe, March 14, 2013, http://www.rferl.org/content/kyr-

gyzstan-bribery-interior-ministry/24928308.html.
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ough examination of all detainees and adopt
appropriate responses.

Develop mechanisms of implementation for
the victim/witness protection law, including
the demand for the temporary withdrawal of
suspected officials from their jobs.

Call upon the Supreme Court to issue a nor-
mative ruling for judges on how cases of tor-
ture should be handled, including issues of
qualification of evidence.

International Community

Continue to support human rights defenders
in their monitoring, reporting, litigation, and
education efforts.

When providing financial and technical sup-
port for the judicial sector, take into account
human rights concerns as described in the re-
ports of local and international NGOs.
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Understanding llliberal Sentiments of Kyrgyz Youth

Gulzhigit Ermatov’ (2016)

Setting the Ground

Backlash against liberal values has been among the
most visible features of the current political process-
es in Kyrgyzstan. Local political activists have been
successful in promoting laws against NGO “foreign
agents” and LGBTQ rights. Commentaries on do-
mestic and foreign affairs usually build on anti-lib-
eral conspiracy-theory arguments that blame civil
society and international assistance for subverting
national security and local morality. This backlash
often comes from an unexpected part of the society:
youth.

Young people’s interest and broad participation
in politics often arises from the mentality of a con-
structed ethnic “purity” and misogyny blended with
Salafi-inspired Islam. Paradoxically, over the past two
decades the country has seen a wave of locally and
externally driven programs mainly aiming to shape
young people as agents of change for democracy and
peace. This paper will examine why and how young
people are leading the current tide against liberalism
in an environment that arguably has favored a broad
and liberal outlook.

Neither the prevalence of youth-led illiberalism
nor its causal link to democracy assistance has been
gauged through rigorous perception studies. This
paper builds on reports in traditional media and on
widely cited social media debates featuring claims
and views cast by young opinion leaders and politi-
cal and civic activists. The paper refers to interviews
and personal insights shared with me on various oc-
casions by individuals claiming political and public
space under the rubric of youth. This paper is also
driven by my personal experience as a development
worker closely involved in governance and peace

building initiatives that stress youth empowerment
and participation.

Loaded Terms

Youth

A common scholarly leitmotif in defining youth,
to which I subscribe, holds it to be a socially con-
structed identity that is not biologically given or de-
termined. Depending on time, place, and situation,
its duration may be shorter or longer and the social,
cultural, and political importance of youth may be
stronger or weaker. A big array of social actors and
institutions shape the meaning of youth based on
prevailing political agendas and ever-changing social
interactions. For example, young people may be as-
cribed an agency for driving protests to change po-
litical regimes, but at the same time be regarded as
amateur and unruly when it comes to deciding on
vital daily and resource-bound policies and actions
that concern them.

In the development literature, a common thread
in definitions of youth is its transitional nature.
Transitional stages are delineated between dependent
childhood and independent adulthood and from
school to employment as well as stages of becoming
an informed member of an interdependent commu-
nity.” The United Nations and its affiliate institutions
have set age limits for different youth categories from
ages 10 to 35 that they use for statistical purposes.
Thus, for UNICEF, the “adolescent” category falls
within the 10-18 year-old range; those between 10
and 24 are “young people;” and “youth” belong to
the age bracket of 15-24. UN Habitat stretches youth
from ages 15 to 32 and the African Union uses the
highest formal age, raising it to 35.> Most referrals to
youth are skewed toward the 15-24 age bracket.

The boundaries of youth in Kyrgyzstan as in
many other contexts are fluid and multidimension-

1 Gulzhigit Ermatov is a Program Officer at the United Nations Children’s Fund in Kyrgyzstan. He has been managing programs on youth and ad-
olescent development, as well as peace building, for the last five years. His previous professional experience is also with the UN in Kyrgyzstan, in
areas of poverty reduction, governance, and conflict prevention. He holds an MA in Political Science from the Central European University. His
scholarly interests include issues of governance, informal institutions, and rule of law in Kyrgyzstan and broader Central Asia.

2 See http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-definition.pdf; also see http://www.youthindex.org/full-report/.

3 http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-definition.pdf.
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al. Although the official youth age in Kyrgyzstan is
considered to be between 14 and 28, it may move up-
ward and downward depending on place, time, social
conditions and relations, and institutional context.
Public and media discourse keeps the youth concept
relevant and salient up to the ages of 35-40.* Most of
the so-called youth wings of the mainstream political
parties in the country are led by individuals who are
in their 30s or at least their late 20s. What is import-
ant is that this participation takes place under the ru-
bric of youth. In my analysis of youth participation,
I will be referring to cases that involve people up to
their mid-30s in age.

Liberalism

It is worth briefly explaining what liberalism con-
notes in this paper, as it is usually the first thing peo-
ple react to when they hear the topic. Generally, the
term liberalism bears a genuine ambiguity and impre-
cision that this paper is not intended to resolve. Its
usage here derives from the following excerpts of the
widely cited broad definition:

Liberalism ... is ... a doctrine upholding the independence
and supreme value of the individual person as a free agent
who bears fundamental rights that exist prior to and inde-
pendently of government....Understanding of liberalism
may also extend to encompass a high degree of social toler-
ance, religious disestablishment, pluralism, individualism,
and the like.”

Recognition of civil and political liberties and, more
generally, the fundamental rights of every individu-
al—or the rejection thereof—is what makes the agen-
da of those participating in local politics and social
affairs liberal or illiberal. In addition, a willingness
to tolerate views and attitudes outside of the main-
stream as well as the ability to compromise with po-
litical opponents denote liberal views.

Civic Education, Civic Engagement, and
Participation

Civic education provides the skills and values for par-
ticipation in a democracy with a corresponding set of
institutions, relations, and values. Broadly speaking,

its purpose is to develop the ability of youth to rec-
ognize, appreciate, and exercise the main attributes
of democracy, such as voting, rule of law, individual
rights and freedoms as well as human rights, and so
forth—in other words, civic engagement and partic-
ipation.®

In the context of schools, civic education has
two elements that are often debated—one dubbed
as mainstream, knowledge-based, and the other as
progressive, participatory-based. The former focuses
on in-class teaching about legal-political democratic
structures and processes and citizen’s rights and du-
ties. The latter recognizes the value of this knowledge
base but insists on its practical application in public
life, encouraging a participatory, democratic culture
through open discussion, expression of opinions, and
participation in school governance as well as com-
munity affairs.” Some authors may also loosely term
them formal and informal education, respectively.

Different understandings of participation are be-
hind the debate between the two approaches outlined
above. One may draw a spectrum delineating types
of participation from very liberal, restrained engage-
ment to a highly politically engaged citizenship. On
the liberal extreme is the type of active citizenship of
an informed observer, who knows how the system
functions and whose participation falls within the
established institutional and procedural scope of the
polity, including voting and paying taxes.

On the opposite extreme is participation that
seeks to influence political decisions, for example
by engaging in public debates over governance or
structural inequities in education, health care, and
so forth, by means of media or even public protests.
In between we may place citizenship manifesting in
charitable actions for the good of the community,
such as environmental campaigns, community dona-
tions, and so forth.’

Linking Youth Participation to Liberal
Democracy

The literature establishes that civic education and
participation above all help to enhance democracy

4 For instance, see: http://kg.akipress.org/news:629946.

5 Wilfred M. McClay,“Liberalism after Liberalism,” First Things (May 2012): 26.

6 Leonie Huddy, David O. Sears, and Jack S. Levy, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 64.
7 Sandi Kawecka Nenga and Jessica K. Taft, eds., Youth Engagement: The Civic-Political Lives of Children and Youth (Bingley, UK: Emerald, 2013).
8 Murray Print and Henry Milner, eds., Civic Education and Youth Political Participation (Rotterdam/Boston/Taipei: Sense Publishers, 2009).

9 Nenga, and Taft, eds., Youth Engagement.
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and liberal values. It is worth noting, though, some
divergence in construing the outcomes of civic ed-
ucation for established democracies and for those
defined as emerging ones. Scholars reporting on civ-
ic education in the former suggest that it is not the
sole means of achieving greater political socialization
and stronger liberal attitudes among youth (“With
democracy all around them, students will absorb the
necessary knowledge and appropriate views without
explicit teaching or discussion”).” The main concern
in this context is the declining level of youth partici-
pation in democratic institutions, electoral processes,
and public and media debates on issues of common
concern, rather than an imminent risk of authoritar-
ian and particularistic backlash.

In the newer democracies, evaluations of devel-
opment assistance show that the impact of civic edu-
cation ranges from better civic competence to appre-
ciation of liberal values and increased participation.
Civic competence here often stands for political
knowledge, civic skills, and perceived ability to have
an influence on political outcomes—that is, efficacy.
Acquisition of liberal values and ability to participate,
which are of greater value in that range, arguably
emerge with more frequent exposure to formal civics
training coupled with interactive types of dramati-
zation and collective decision-making exercises. The
challenge here is that the environment outside of the
civics classroom is often not conducive to upholding
and promoting these attitudes. There is also little in-
formation on the long-term effect of civics training in
fledgling democracies.

Applying Civic Engagement and Participation on
Kyrgyz Soil

As in many other transitioning countries, teaching
liberal democracy with the emphasis on youth has
been among the major strategies of the international
community’s development assistance in Kyrgyzstan.
The main premise was that young people’s political
and value orientations are more malleable and open
to acquiring liberal views via civic education. It has
been presumed that youth are more cognitively and
normatively flexible and receptive, and more ventur-
ous and broad-minded than their older compatriots.

There is also a more subtle reason for paying spe-
cial attention to youth. Kyrgyzstan, as a landlocked,
impoverished, and resourceless country, must place
its hopes in a youthful population that is well-edu-
cated and empowered. As a more proximate reason,
youth have drawn attention for reportedly active par-
ticipation in frequent episodes of political violence,
especially as related to the two Kyrgyz revolutions of
2005 and 2010 and a major interethnic conflict in the
south of the country in June 2010. Rough estimation
of international aid to “youth empowerment” gives
an amount of over USD 20 million in the last seven
years. The examples of civic education and youth em-
powerment programs implemented with the support
of international development agencies and briefly de-
scribed below are not an exhaustive list of the whole
variety of interventions; yet they give an overview of
what has been seen as relevant in the field.

School Civics

A course called “Individual and Society” firstappeared
in the secondary school curriculum around the time
of independence in 1991. Georges Soross Open
Society Foundation, the International Committee
of the Red Cross (ICRC), and the International
Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) are among
the most frequently mentioned organizations to have
been active in developing and introducing civic edu-
cation. They provided textbooks and trained teach-
ers to work with students both in class and in extra-
curricular settings, dubbed as formal and informal
components, respectively. By the early 2000s, almost
every school in Kyrgyzstan had been supplied with
textbooks and teaching materials; however, not ev-
ery teacher had been a beneficiary of teacher-training
projects.

The repertoire of formal civics classes and infor-
mal extracurricular exercises has been rich in terms
of both content and delivery instruments. School stu-
dents were exposed to knowledge and understanding
of human rights, law, the legal and institutional foun-
dations of the state, economic rights, parties and elec-
tions, media and public opinion. The civics curricu-
lum developers put special emphasis on the values of
tolerance and diversity as well as some knowledge of
corruption and corruption control, in an attempt to
tailor the course to the local context.

10 Roxana Morduchovicz et al., “Teaching Political Information and Democratic Values in a New Democracy: An Argentine Experiment,” Comparative

Politics 28, no 4 (1996): 465.

11 Steven E. Finkel, “Can Democracy Be Taught?)” Journal of Democracy 14 (2003): 138-39.
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Delivery instruments also varied, from lectures
on a single topic to inclusion of such components
as debate clubs, school self- and co-governance, and
social partnership within the wider community. The
programs stressed the teaching of “skills” or ways
of acting in and coping with various social settings
and conditions, thus being oriented toward practical
application rather than theory. The purpose was to
encourage students to reflect on and apply the knowl-
edge of civics that they had learned in their classes.

Youth camps, normally operating during longer
summer and winter breaks, are another important
component of civic education, often considered a
follow-up to in-school formal and informal learning.
The camp participants are taken from their families
and home settings to stay in resorts (usually on the
shore of Lake Issyk-Kul) or in Bishkek, the capital
city (and only rarely in other big towns). The camp
program is designed to provide hands-on knowledge
about the legal-institutional aspects of a democratic
system, often through master-class talks by experts,
politicians, and other opinion leaders.

Young people in the camp program have the
opportunity to learn and apply skills through partic-
ipating in the political processes of mock polities or
interactive drama performances that simulate real-life
complexities of governance, rule of law, and human
rights in liberal democracies. While there is a little
doubt about the long-term knowledge, skill, and value
benefits of the youth camps, they have been questioned
for being a costly, unsustainable, and elitist exercise.

By the second half of the 2000s, most of the in-
ternational donor support for civics classes in the
schools had started to phase out, leaving more re-
sponsibility on the local education sector to institu-
tionalize the subject further. Reportedly, by 2005 the
supply of teachers’ books and study aids on civics had
ended. There is little evidence that local ownership
over the civics curriculum had been genuine enough
to ensure further sustainability without the support
of donors. Most of the school classes on the subject
had been delivered in a conservative, one-way, teach-
er-to-pupil manner, with a lot of rote memorization
and little room for interactive and innovative meth-
ods that could induce a real demand among students
and make the subject attractive.

Civic Education and Empowerment for Peace-
Building

The political crises around the violent overthrow of
Kurmanbek Bakiyev’s regime in 2010 and the ethnic

conflict that followed shortly thereafter in the south
of the country—described as a compound crisis by
the UN at the time—gave another impetus to the pro-
ponents of civic education in the civil society and the
international development agencies. Empowerment
of young people to become “agents of peaceful dem-
ocratic change” was embraced as a remedy for inter-
ethnic strife and a way to prevent the country from
relapsing into authoritarianism.

This approach is another facet of the “positive
youth development” concept, widely popularized
since the early 2000s. In a nutshell, it is about view-
ing young people as assets and a resource who should
have a say, particularly on issues that concern them,
and whose contribution is essential for the devel-
opment of their communities. This is opposite to a
conservative, pathologizing attitude that treats youth
as trouble-makers and as a social group at risk that
needs to “be dealt with and managed” through a
“keep them busy” strategy.

The International Youth Foundation’s Jasa.kg
youth empowerment program, funded by USAID,
the “Perspectives for Youth” program of the German
Society for International Collaboration, UNICEF’s
Youth Centers project, and the UN Development
Program’s local youth plans exemplify the types of
youth empowerment embraced by a wide variety of
international development donors in the years after
the 2010 political crisis and ethnic violence. Usually
these projects included running young people through
the donor’s own training packages, often as a part of
school extracurricular learning, that aim to develop
soft social skills of communication, critical thinking,
collaborative action, conflict prevention, and so forth.

The training curriculum is normally blended
with information on human rights, democracy, and
diversity values. The project may also provide an
opportunity for young people to practice their skills
and knowledge through implementation of small
community-service initiatives, in a manner that pro-
motes collaboration across ethnic groups and gender
equality. While doing so they are encouraged to learn
to interact with their diverse communities, the au-
thorities, and media.

This youth-empowerment response to the 2010
compound crisis and its repercussions largely ig-
nored the secondary school, particularly for the
civic-education component, albeit with a few excep-
tions. Those few are patchy initiatives to revitalize
school self-governance, civics classes, and in-school
exercises aimed at addressing juvenile delinquency
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and violence, “piloted” in a statistically insignificant
number of communities and schools across the coun-
try. Most of the activities were aimed at reaching a
larger number of youth to benefit from the empower-
ment programs, who at best become better informed
about democracy, human rights, and diversity values.
In a smaller number of cases, the programs reported
changes in attitudes and values among youth, as well
as an increase in their efficacy and participation in
the community. However, there is little evidence that
this empowerment has become entrenched into the
mainstream services provided by the state both local-
ly and nationally.

In fact, civic education is a good example of a
youth-empowerment intervention based on the pre-
sumption of liberal democratic values that is fully
donor-driven, with little detectable incentive to take
it over locally. There is no widely recognized and for-
mally endorsed concept of civic education that can
provide ideological direction and methodological
guidance. Nor was there a strong effort to bring the
variety of approaches to civics under a uniform stan-
dard and produce universally accepted learning ma-
terials. Civic training and retraining for teachers has
not been fully institutionalized through, for example,
higher pedagogical education or national and local re-
training institutions. As one of the evaluation reports
laments, under “civics,” teachers are actually teaching
history, geography, and even physical training.'?

Donors’ enthusiasm for school-based civics de-
creased as they saw their limited effect on long-term
learning outcomes, especially in terms of changing
attitudes and values.” More of a “piloting” approach
has been taken, to support civics in a limited num-
ber of schools and communities. This is not to sug-
gest that civic education has ended altogether; it has
continued in one form or another in many schools
thanks to inertia, enthusiasm, and some sporadic
support from international development donors.

Data Discussion and Analysis

Comparing with Other Transitions
As the section above exemplifies, international or-
ganizations’ contribution to youth empowerment

was tremendous and in fact largely substituted for
state functions focusing on civics and rights educa-
tion. Piles of donor reports on youth empowerment
convincingly demonstrate the intended change in
knowledge that was expected to contribute to the
emergence of a new generation of citizens capable of
building a democratic society. And yet, after 25 years
of independence, the most widespread youth activ-
ism noticeable in Kyrgyzstan is developing under
ethno-nationalist or Islamist slogans.

Kyrgyzstan has not been unique in its trou-
bled experience of youth empowerment focused on
teaching democratic and liberal citizenship. Political
scientists have been concerned about the outcomes
of democracy instruction across the so-called tran-
sitioning countries, especially those falling into the
orbit of the “third wave of democratization” What
follows below is a condensed outline of the findings
of academic impact evaluations conducted through
the 1990s-2000s in Poland, the Dominican Republic,
Kenya, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Zambia,
and South Africa. The researchers sought to gauge
civic-education outcomes such as an ability to em-
brace democratic values, awareness, and willingness
to engage effectively in politics.

All of these countries have had decades of expe-
rience under one-party or personal rule, often with a
long history of political and social violence. All have
gone through drastic societal transitions as a result
of the disintegration of those old, unfree regimes.
Socio-economic hardships and in many cases polit-
ical instability associated with these transitions have
profoundly affected people’s attitudes—from ambiv-
alent to openly hostile—toward democracy and the
values and norms it entails. The outcomes of politi-
cal transitions in these countries have varied from a
fragile or outright oppressive environment, at times
even worse than it used to be, to a relatively consoli-
dated democracy.

As in Kyrgyzstan, development and political as-
sistance presumed a decisive role for civic education
and empowerment of youth in building a pro-dem-
ocratic political culture. It has been a common view
that young people’s political orientations are more
malleable, as they had not experienced the old re-
gime to the same extent as their older fellow coun-

12 See “Civic Education in the Kyrgyz Republic: Achievements, Problems and Prospects for Development,” Agha-Khan Development Network’s final

report, 2007, 26, http://archnet.org/collections/371/publications/8973.

13 No formal assessment or evaluation has been conducted to measure attitudinal or value change as a result of civic education. However, the inter-
view respondents from the donor organizations and the Ministry of Education and Science suggest that civics mainly yields a better awareness of

the legal and institutional aspects of democracy.
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trymen. Similarly, however, youth are influenced by
their families, peers, religious institutions, and the
mass media—the “other agents” of political socializa-
tion—whose attitudes toward democracy have also
been affected, not to say shaped, often adversely, by
radical societal transition. Young people have been
learning about liberal democracy and human rights
under the circumstances of that radical change.

The outcomes of the evaluation studies for civics
training were rather typical across the countries for
which Steven E. Finkel provides an excellent sum-
mary: “civic education has meaningful and relatively
long-lasting effects in terms of increasing political
information, feelings of empowerment, and political
engagement and participation, but [such programs]
are much less likely to affect more ‘deep-seated’ dem-
ocratic values such as political tolerance, support and
trust”'* Poland, however, provides an example of a
slightly detectable change in values such that those
with extreme pro-democratic or anti-democratic
views shifted toward more moderate attitudes after
attending civics programs.*

Literature on advanced experimental or qua-
si-experimental research gauging the outcomes of
civics and empowerment programs in Kyrgyzstan
is not available, but introducing a comparative per-
spective from multiple countries that have a lot in
common in terms of the mode and context of po-
litical transition can be helpful, especially for ex-
trapolating some important findings to Kyrgyzstan.
Based on the personal experiences and profession-
al knowledge of the context, as well as from inter-
views with development practitioners, I observe that
Kyrgyzstan’s civic outcomes are not far different from
those described above. The programs have generat-
ed a meaningful public awareness and appreciation
of the political institutions and processes associated
with democracy, and boosted political engagement
and participation.

Institutionalized Illiberalism

The increase in political awareness and participation
has been characterized by a high level of young peo-
ple’s attention to politics through mushrooming vol-
untary organizations'® and quasi-political groups and

individuals. Youth-run political activism increased in
connection with the two upheavals that resulted in
regime change in 2005 and 2010. The government re-
sorted to the creation of a ministry specifically dedi-
cated to youth at the national level as well as various
quasi-representative bodies often called youth coun-
cils and committees on the local level. The purpose
of these institutions was to capture and harness the
energy of politically socializing young people.

International organizations and NGOs enthusi-
astically lent support to the establishment and capac-
ity building of these bodies, training staff and helping
to develop strategies and laws with the expectation
that they would play an important role in promoting
the well-being of youth and their active citizenship.
Initial, modest concerns about the risk of investing
into youth institutions with vague terms of reference
and poor capacity gradually shifted into overt dis-
appointment. The disappointment was not so much
about the ministry’s initiatives to organize mass
weddings and mixed martial arts tournaments that
had nothing to do with building systems for youth
well-being; rather, it was about the controversial con-
servative, traditionalist, and at times illiberal agenda
that the ministry was pursuing.

Kyrgyzstan's Ministry of Youth in its early days
provides a vivid example of an institutionalized far-
right populism blended with Islamism. It does so by
advocating for young people sharing the values of
religiousness/spirituality, ethnocentric patriotism,
masculinity, and anti-elitism, while antagonizing
those upholding liberal modernity and the values of
diversity and rights. The ministry, for instance, has
consistently pushed for keeping the Kyrgyz ethnicity
as the backbone of the nation and the one respon-
sible for other ethnic groups inhabiting the country,
a dubious proposition that is supposed to be at the
core of national youth policies. It has also obstinate-
ly kept sexual and reproductive health and a rights
agenda away from formal and informal education, on
the grounds that these contradict what they call the
“traditional values” of the Kyrgyz nation. Sexuality
and reproduction, they hold, need to be dealt with
through religious and traditional norms, whatever
that might mean.

14 Steven E. Finkel, “The Impact of Adult Civic Education Programmes in Developing Democracies,” Public Administration and Development 34

(2014): 177.

15 M. Kazimierz Slomczynski and Goldie Shabad, “Can Support for Democracy and the Market Be Learned in School? A Natural Experiment in Post-

Communist Poland,” Political Psychology 4 (1998): 772.

16 Using the term “civil” for youth institutions that advocate against liberal democracy creates both semantic and philosophical difficulties that this
paper cannot resolve, so for the purpose of simplicity I will here use the term “voluntary”
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Illiberal Youth, “Civil Society”

A voluntary grouping called “Kyrgyz-Choroloru,”
frequently dubbed as “Kyrk-Choroloru” (the Forty
Knights), exemplifies well the non-state dimension
of youth participation occurring under conservative
traditionalist and anti-liberal slogans. “Kyrk-Choro”
is the local historical vernacular that refers to the
Epic of Manas, a major identity-shaping cultural leg-
acy of the Kyrgyz people that is said to date back to
a millennium ago. The “Forty Knights” were Manas’s
companions in his deeds.

Today’s “Knights” have been noisy and provoca-
tive, at times acting outside the bounds of the crimi-
nal code with violent raids against foreign business-
es, sex-workers, and the LGBT community. The first
political move that brought the “Knights” into the
public space was their demand to vacate the shops
of Uyghurs in the local Madina market so they could
be taken over by ethnic Kyrgyz."” They also claimed
a watchdog role over what they consider illegal mi-
gration of Chinese citizens. They reproduce widely
stereotyped fears about creeping Chinese economic
influence that will gradually transform into cultural
and political capture as they penetrate the social fab-
ric and political elites.'®

The “Knights” have gained notoriety among civil
society organizations and the community of human
rights defenders with their raids against sex workers,
or those they consider as such. They burst into gath-
ering places associated with foreigners to search for
women allegedly involved in commercial sex. The
“Knights” intrude into large crowds where they push
and jostle women while lining them up and filming
them, and then they post the images online in order
to ignite public condemnation. They vilify and ha-
rangue the women for “committing indecency and
perverting Kyrgyz values”"

The LGBT community has also increasing-
ly become a target for rampant attacks by the
“Knights” and their like-minded allies. Their ho-
mophobic stance has emerged very loudly ever
since they violently disrupted the LGBT communi-
ty’s attempt to privately celebrate the Day Against

Homophobia and Transphobia on May 17, 2015, in
Bishkek. Any attempt to bring up LGBT rights in a
media domain or any other public platform is met
with very aggressive resistance from these groups.
The backlash is usually accompanied with blunt
intimidation of LGBTs and calls to take violent ac-
tions against them and the activists advocating for
their rights.*

There is a little credible information as to the
specific political allegiances and loyalties of the
“Knights” and similar groups. Of course, one can-
not expect that they would disclose the source of
funding for their campaigns. Nor is there much
information about the sociological composition
of these groups. The “Knights” and their ilk can be
considered ethno-nationalists by their actions and
by the messages and symbols that accompany their
acts. They grotesquely accompany their campaigns
with emblems of Kyrgyz culture such as the felt
kalpak (the traditional Kyrgyz hat) and they appeal
to Kyrgyz history, values, and “mentality” in their
external communication and messaging.

In connection with the “Knights” it is worth
mentioning a group of young people self-proclaimed
on the Internet as “Patriots” (they paradoxically use
the Russian or Western term patriot, not its Kyrgyz
equivalent, Mekenchil). They have been making
headlines in the country and beyond by putting on-
line footage of their savage assaults against young
women of Kyrgyz ethnicity. The violence has usually
taken place abroad, mainly in Russia, against female
labor migrants accused of dating men of the “wrong”
ethnicity—that is, non-Kyrgyz.*!

Some of these “patriotic” assaults are also report-
ed to have taken place in Kyrgyzstan. They apparent-
ly were inspired by the Kyrgyz migrant “Patriots” in
Russia and the general discourse about “true Kyrgyz
values” holding women as lacking rights and as the
man’s submissive property. This discourse is the pri-
mary connection between the “Knights” and the
“Patriots,” as both publicly condone violence against
women who dare to interact with men of different
ethnicity.

17 Anna Leilik, “Kyrgyzstan: Nationalist Vice Squad Stirs Controversy,” Eurasianet.org, February 10, 2015, http://www.eurasianet.org/node/71996.
18 See, among many others, “Pretsendent: Vo chto mozhet pererasti Kyirk Choro,” Knews.kg, February 3, 2015, http://knews.kg/2015/02/03/pretsed-

ent-vo-chto -mojet-pererasti-kyirk-choro/.
19 Leilik, “Kyrgyzstan: Nationalist Vice Squad Stirs Controversy.”’

20 Andrew North, “Kyrgyzstan’s Beacon of Tolerance under Threat from Manufactured Kremlin Homophobia,” Eurasianet.org, May 4, 2016, http://

www.eurasianet.org/node/78631.

21 “Kyrgyzskie “patrioty” zastavlyayut zhenshchin lyubit’ “svoikh” ugrozami i poboyami,” Azattyk, February 16, 2016, http://rus.azattyk.org/media/

video/27556905.html.
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Some Tentative Conclusions

These illiberal strains of youth participation and ac-
tivism in Kyrgyzstan have been largely of an indig-
enous nature. Experience and available data suggest
that the international backlash against liberal democ-
racy has not had a decisive effect. What Alexander
Cooley calls authoritarian counter-norms and count-
er-practices” have not determinatively shaped young
people’s values and attitudes, nor have they motivat-
ed young people’s actions to counter liberalism. One
caveat, though, is that the external factor may have
helped to put this illiberal pushback into particular
semantic frames, bringing the categories of “tradi-
tional values” or “national sovereignty” saliently into
the rhetoric.

The illiberal sentiments of young people are
closely linked to the rise of supposedly primordial
traditional identities in conjunction with religious
conservatism. In some recent surveys (one funded by
USAID, another by Safer World), when asked about
their values, young people most often mention Islam,
family, health, and patriotism. What is worrying are
how these values are operationalized by young peo-
ple—that is, by violating the rights of women and
other vulnerable social categories. Bride-kidnapping
is still celebrated by some as a “beautiful old Kyrgyz
tradition.”* It has also come to be considered decent
for a Kyrgyz male who is supposedly a good Muslim
to keep his wife or bride in submission and domestic
service to his extended family, especially the elders.
The level of tolerance among women for husbands’
hitting or beating their wives for not complying with
certain gender norms reaches almost 33 percent.*
Some young activists build their political agenda
around denying sex education for adolescents, espe-
cially girls, on the grounds of its alleged incompati-
bility with traditional values and religious norms.

Surveys also show that young people’s attitudes
toward those with different communal identities are

negative.” The notion of the Kyrgyz as the country’s
titular nation has gained greater weight as opposed to
the one framed as “Kyrgyzstan is our common home,”
a concept popularized in the 1990s by Askar Akayev’s
regime. Local languages other than Kyrgyz are less
and less tolerated in the public space. These trends
have inevitably depreciated the liberal ideas of grant-
ing equal rights to each and every individual irrespec-
tive of his or her ethnic or religious background.

Iliberalism justified by traditional values and re-
ligious norms is often based on rational calculations
and considerations. Young people, especially young
males of the titular ethnicity, see that advancing a
women’s or minority rights agenda in the context of
liberal democracy would undermine their perceived
power base. They navigate accordingly within the
traditionalist mindset, deliberately constructing a
conceptual framework and blending it w