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Introduction

2005 presidential election is one of the most significant junctures in Kazakhstan’s 14 year life as an independent state

It will determine the country’s domestic political trajectory on a number of levels:

1. It will shape domestic and foreign policy objectives and outcomes:

· Kazakhstan manages its oil and gas wealth over the next decade

·  whether it will exhibit symptoms of, or fall victim to, the “resource curse”

· how the economy will be diversified to reduce dependency on oil/gas

· how it will manage the rising social and political expectations of the emerging middle-class

· will it develop public services (education, transport infrastructures)

· will it tackle the culture of corruption in official life

2. It will impact on the political process:

-
How will political institutions develop?

· Will the Majilis become more assertive?

· Will genuinely representative political parties crystallise and develop

· Will elections become progressively more free and fair or will a “bunker mentality” symptomatic of long-serving rulers develop

3. It will determine the identity of leading political players:

· What will be the role of the Family and intra-elite dynamics?

· How will the middle-classes in urban centres articulate their views and how will they, in turn, be articulated?

· How will the election affect broader clan dynamics?

4. It will set the tone of political life

· Will politics be increasingly conflictual and has this the potential to be manifested violently?

· Will elites reach an accommodation or consensus on the “rules of the political game”?

· Will Nazarbayev continue to manage and circulate elite groups or will politics be characterised by increasing polarity between elites?

Election represents one of the biggest tests of Nazarbayev’s political career, possibly since the December 1986 Almaty riots and the appointment of Gennady Kolbin by Gorbachev and KCP First Sec . In the last election (1999), his nearest challenger, Akezhan Kazhegeldin, was disqualified. Before that, Nazarbayev has not faced a genuine personal contest for political power.

What are the likely outcomes of the election?

Apart from President Nazarbayev there are four other candidates:

Zharmakhan Tuyakbai, the main opposition candidate represents the For a Fair Kazakhstan coalition, Former Chief Prosecutor and Chairman of the Majlis before resigning in protest in September 2004 at the conduct of the parliamentary elections. He defected to the opposition and, as a former regime insider, is easily most well-known of the challengers.

Alikhan Baimenov represents the rump of Ak Zhol and is another centrist, pro-business candidate. Tuyakbai and he are fighting for the same votes which may split the opposition (could he be sponsored by Nazarbayev to split the opposition vote – will see if he is rewarded in some way after the election).

Mels Yeleuisizov is a lawyer and an environmentalist and may pick up some anti-government votes in western Kazakhstan where there are concerns about hydrocarbon exploitation

Yerasyl Abylkasymov is an MP for a splinter Communist Party grouping that opposed the official CP line of supporting Tuyakbai. He may attract some support among diehard Communists but not likely to do well. 

Two likely outcomes:

1. Nazarbayev scores a comfortable victory

2. Likely to be electoral fraud to increase Nazarbayev’s vote

Already been incidents pointing to electoral malpractice in the campaign:

1. burning and stealing of Tuyakbai leaflets  on 25 October and 28 October

2.  probable murder of prominent critic  Zamanbek Nurkadilov on 12 November

3. evidence of 2004 elections suggests that there will be ballot stuffing, alterations to voter lists, ‘dead souls’ etc. Colleagues at OSCE who monitored elections had numerous stories of govt. tactics. 

4. Highly negative media coverage of opposition candidates

What majority?

In US 53-47 for Bush seen as a resounding victory in 2004 election, Putin scored 52.9% when first elected in March 2000.

Will Naz be happy to settle for a vote in the 55-65% range? Will he regard that as a sufficient mandate?

Last poll for Reputatsiya political centre taken on 1600 voters between 18 and 21 November suggests support for Naz. At 78.9%, 10% undecided and the remainder split between the opposition candidates. 68% definitely taking part, trend towards rather than away from Nazarbayev. Reputatsiya noted that media coverage of opposition candidates either non-existent or very negative. 

Common sense says Naz should settle for a healthy but not excessive majority but it is doubtful that this will be the case:

Nomadic mentality requires consensus/unanimity for group survival, allied to engrained Soviet tradition of thumping majorities leads one to believe that Naz or his officials will:

1. artificially increase voter turnout

2. artificially Naz vote

If the vote is rigged and Naz secures a higher majority than to which he is entitled, will this trigger popular protests and a potential situation whereby a ‘Colour Revolution’ will occur?

Reasonable question to ask of great interest to foreign investors. They want to know what will happen to their money, and whether they face an increased investment risk if they are or have been associated with the Naz regime.

The Nazarbayev Family seem to have addressed this also – the resignation of Timur Kulibayev (son-in-law) from KazMunaiGaz on 22 October indicates a possible restructuring of assets in the oil and gas sector to reduce the Family’s exposure there, and militate against a Kyrgyz post-Akayev type scenario of a new regime chasing up the Family portfolio of assets.  

Is Kazakhstan the next “domino”?

If we take out the three Baltic states embedded into Western pol and security structures, then 5 out of 12 remaining former Soviet republics have experienced political upheaval in the last two years:

1. turnover/recycling of elites in Georgia, Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan

2. serious political violence in Uzbekistan and Azerbaijan

Important not to overstate commonalities. Each state had its own path to regime change and individual factors proved to be decisive. However, there were some notable common factors -

So, what are the common factors these states share with Kazakhstan?

1. Apart from Uzbekistan (motivated by a court case), the conflicts were clustered around popular outrage over the unfair conduct of elections

2. Long- standing presidents of a decade or more – led to impatience among elites waiting for them to depart

3. Growing nepotism and corruption surrounding the presidency – Akayev’s family and clan benefiting disproportionately. Kuchma’s son-in-law Viktor Pinchuk and the Donbass clan acquiring privatised industries (e.g. Kryvorizhstal steel mill), Shevardnadze’s Gulia clan / old CP nomenklatura – led to frustrated urban, educated and Westernised middle-class

4. Ethnic/regional cleavages  - Ukraine (East West), Kyrgyzstan (North/South), Georgia (fractured state) (Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan are heavily factionalised along regional lines)

5. Relatively free media allowing circulation of ideas and information through the media. Rumours can be destructive but they also mean that no-one knows the true position and so may not venture on to the streets

6. Relatively healthy economic growth (Ukraine 9%, Kyrg 8%, Georgia 5.6%) created wealth disparity and expectations gap. Clearly economic growth does not insulate a regime from violent change.

Additional specific factors/grievances in Kazakhstan – controversy over land reforms in rural areas, lack of housing provision, property prices in Almaty. 

Will Kazakhstan go the same way? Cannot rule it out completely, but not likely. Why not? 

Reasons against a Colour Revolution

1. Naz has shared out the regime’s wealth among a wider range of elites and thus blunted opposition from within. 

Kuchma increasingly relied upon Donetsk clan, ignoring Dnipropotrevsk and Kiev clans; similar to Akayev with the northern clans preferred over southern regions in major concessions and investment deals. 

Naz has balanced regional/clan interests in the oil and gas sector more inclusively – fewer elite splits

2. Ethnic / clan cleavages not as pronounced in Kazakhstan. NN perceived as a “safe pair of hands” by Russians and Uzbeks. Ethnic clan tensions not a significant political factor. 

3. Power ministries remain loyal. In Georgia and Ukraine, security services almost certainly negotiating with Saakashvili and Yuschenko. Nurtai Dutbayev, head of KNB, issued an extraordinary statement last week saying that he would not tolerate political unrest of any type. No cracks in security organs. National Security Service reiterated on 23 November that it would not allow mass protests. Security services significantly stayed solid in Azerbaijan too after Aliyev had flushed out waverers, thus helping prevent regime change.

4. No burning domestic “push” factor – Kuchma lost popularity over Georgy Gongadze murder, privatisations etc; Akayev ‘s troubles began with Aksy shootings in March 2002. 

5. Geography

a. Revolutions are made in capital cities: an admin capital away from other population centres like Astana  is unlikely to be at the core of any revolutionary activity. Cannot seize the emblems, symbols of power in Almaty – so no decisive moment when regime breaks and risk of protest evaporates

b. Size of country and small population makes political mobilisation difficult. Not easy to bus people in like in Tbilisi or Kiev. Airports can closed – turning point in Az. When govt would not let Guliyev return 

6. No tough charismatic opposition leader- Yuschenko’s disfigurement gave him an iconic presence; Saakashvili was young, decisive, ruthless and charismatic. The opposition has no real leader

7. Lack of external support. US govt backed change in Georgia and Ukraine openly and through NGOs. EU/US hung out the opposition to dry in Azerbaijan even though pro-Western. Why?

a. West not convinced that there is a significant/decisive mandate for change there unlike Georgia/Ukraine

b. Oil drives politics in its peculiar way and Western govt’s would prefer stability rather than civil conflict/disruption. Naz reassured foreign investors on 25 Nov that there would be no further revisions of existing contracts with foreign companies (Council of Foreign Investors 14th plenary session statement), although he has said this before. Removal of Timur Kulibayev may be linked to this. 

Known Unknown: The will to fight

Shevardnadze had had enough – First Sec of Georgian CP in 1972. Long time in frontline and could easily be persuaded to exit.  

Kuchma had no mandate with term limits- tried and failed to amend the constitution wanted to secure his legacy and avoid prosecution.

Akayev did not seem to have the stomach for a fight. Exit very hasty – regime rather strangely simply folded up.

Aliyev and Karimov cut from a different cloth. Both fighters e.g. Karimov went to Andijan to oversee the suppression of the rebellion in May 2005.

Nazarbayev is younger and more appetite than Shevarnadze and would fight longer than Akayev but ultimately would be willing to negotiate his own exit if it came down to the wire. 

Challenges for Nazarbayev

1. How to manage oil economy 

while at the same time fulfilling expectations of voters who see high revenue streams (National Oil Fund standing at $5.8 billion as at 15 November) but not sharing in benefits. Pressure from different groups to:

a. Release of monies for social spending

b. Consolidation of state control 

Kaz has small population but could get Dutch Disease if not careful – needs careful management and diversification of economy

2. Relations with neighbours

No real problems with Russia or China – driven by oil and gas and rising bilateral trade

What are contingencies for a diversionary war, refugee flows from any of three bordering republics (Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan) all of whom are or may experience serious political instability?

What will be the response to desperate, aggressive Uzbek regime launching a diversionary war?

Priority in West will be to develop links across Caspian with BTC pipeline

3. Managing inter-ethnic issues

More of the same – relatively successful

4. Role of political institutions and other forces
Reconcile with opposition forces after election

Encouraging development of parties

Role of Family – will balance competing claims; Dariga ascendant with Rakhat Aliyev (her husband) returning from exile, as opposed to ambitions of Timur Kulibayev and Shimkent clan (on Nazarbayev’s brother’s side)

Centre-regional relations – governor elections/local democracy

Role of institutions – enhanced role of Majlis

5. Possible successors?

If Nazarbayev dies in office – is country sufficiently institutionalised to move smoothly from one regime/leader to another without internecine conflict

Summary

Very interesting and significant election both for Kazakhstan.

Could signal end to Colour Revolutions and delay generational change. 

It is expected that  Nazarbayev will win, but manner in which election fought and won could determine shape of domestic politics from 2005 to 2013 and beyond.
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