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Six more arrests for sharing faith 

By Felix Corely 
 
Forum 18 (17.11.2017) - http://bit.ly/2B9wfnx - Six more Sunni Muslims were arrested 
in a "special operation" in the central city of Karaganda [Qaraghandy] on 30 October. All 
six are being investigated on criminal charges of participation in the activities of the 
Muslim missionary movement Tabligh Jamaat, which was banned in Kazakhstan in 2013. 
 
A court ordered that three of the accused be held in Investigation Prison. The other three 
had to sign statements that they would not leave the city. Police, National Security 
Committee (KNB) secret police, court and prison officials refused to identify the 
individuals or discuss the cases with Forum 18 (see below). 
 
Meanwhile, police investigators have dropped criminal cases against Jehovah's Witness 
young men for refusing military service on grounds of conscience. Investigators finally 
recognised the certificates issued by the Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre in 
Almaty that the men were religious ministers and thus exempt from conscription (see 
below). 
 
23 criminal convictions in 2017 so far 
 
So far in 2017, 23 individuals are known to have been given criminal convictions to 
punish the exercise of freedom of religion or belief. Of these, 20 were Sunni Muslims, 2 
Jehovah's Witnesses and 1 Baptist. Of the 23 (all of them men), 20 received prison terms 
and 3 received restricted freedom sentences, where they live at home under restrictions. 
 
The most recent known conviction was of Baptist Yuri Bekker. He was given a one-year 
restricted freedom sentence on 31 October in Akmola Region for refusing to pay earlier 
fines to punish him for exercising freedom of religion or belief (see F18News 3 November 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2331). 
 
Of the 20 convicted Muslims, 15 were accused of membership of the Tabligh Jamaat 
Muslim missionary group, which was banned by an Astana court in 2013. Adherents often 
travel around the country encouraging other Muslims to greater piety (see F18News 28 
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March 2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2162). The other five had 
all lived in Saudi Arabia for either work or study. 
 
Karaganda: Six arrests 
 
On 30 October, police arrested six Sunni Muslims in Karaganda's October District aged 
between 22 and 39 accused of membership of the banned missionary group Tabligh 
Jamaat. As part of its "special operation", police found and confiscated religious 
literature, "technical equipment", mobile phones and flashcards at their homes, police 
told the local media. 
 
"According to the expert analysis," the police declared, "the materials studied contained 
elements of recruitment and preparation of people to organise activity of the religious 
extremist organisation Tabligh Jamaat in the Region." 
 
An official of the Regional Police Anti-Extremism Department – who would not give his 
name – said the arrests had taken place in the city of Karaganda. He insisted to Forum 
18 on 14 November that the police, not the National Security Committee (KNB) secret 
police had conducted the operation. He refused to give any other information and put the 
phone down. The press spokesperson for the Regional Police refused to give any 
information on the cases. 
 
Following the arrests, police went to court seeking pre-trial measures against the six. 
Judge Shyngys Ganiolla of Karaganda's October District Court ordered that three be held 
in Investigation Prison as the criminal case against them is being investigated, the 
Judge's assistant told Forum 18 from the court on 17 November. He refused to give the 
names of the three, or to say how long they can be held in pre-trial detention before 
prosecutors need to come back to court. The other three were ordered to sign 
statements not to leave their home town. 
 
The six Muslims are being investigation under Criminal Code Article 405, Part 2. This 
punishes "participation in the activity of a social or religious association or other 
organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their liquidation in connection 
with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine or up to two years' 
imprisonment. 
 
The Judge's assistant refused to tell Forum 18 who the Investigator in the case is. The 
head of the Regional Police's Investigation Department told Forum 18 on 17 November 
that it is not handling the case. An official of the Regional KNB secret police told Forum 
18 the same day that "in the interests of the investigation it cannot give information". 
 
Nurlan Bikenov, head of the Regional Religious Affairs Department, said police did not 
consult his Department about the arrests and criminal cases. "I read about it in the 
official announcement through the media," he told Forum 18 from Karaganda on 15 
November. "I can't say if there will be more arrests – this is a police matter." 
 
Asked whether adherents of Tabligh Jamaat had ever committed crimes of violence or 
terrorism in Karaganda Region, Bikenov responded: "We don't have such information." 
But he defended the arrests of the six. "If they were arrested there must be a reason." 
 
Pre-trial detention 
 
The three Muslims ordered held in pre-trial detention are in Karaganda's Investigation 
Prison (AK-159/1). However, an official of the Special Department of the Prison – who 
would not give her name - refused to give Forum 18 any information about the prisoners 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

on 17 November, including on whether they are able to pray visibly and have religious 
literature of their choice. 
 
Many prisoners of conscience imprisoned for exercising the right to freedom of religion or 
belief have complained of being unable to pray visibly in prison or have religious 
literature. Other prisoners too have complained of these restrictions (see F18News 3 May 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2277). 
 
The United Nations (UN) Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (known 
as the Mandela Rules, A/C.3/70/L.3) require governments to respect the freedom of 
religion or belief and other human rights of prisoners – including those in pre-trial 
detention. 
 
The Investigation Prison address: 
 
Karagandinskaya Oblast 
g. Karaganda 
ul. Asfaltnaya 16 
Uchr. AK-159/1 (SI-16) 
Kazakhstan 
 
Financial blacklisting to follow? 
 
If eventually brought to trial and convicted, the six Sunni Muslims under criminal 
investigation in Karaganda are also likely to be added to the Finance Ministry Financial 
Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the financing of terrorism or 
extremism". 
 
Almost all known prisoners of conscience convicted on "extremism"-related criminal 
charges have been added to this List, thus freezing any bank accounts they may have, 
without any additional due legal process. As individuals are not told when they are added 
to the List, they normally only find out they have been added when they or relatives 
attempt to withdraw money from their bank (see F18News 10 June 
2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2187). 
 
Eight Sunni Muslim prisoners of conscience are among those recently added to the 
financial blacklist: Rollan Arystanbekov, Zhumabai Nurpeyis, Nurlan Ibrayev, Kanat 
Shaigozhanov, Nuralim Tyupeyev, Ermek Akhmetov, Iliyan Raiymzhan and Abdukhalil 
Abduzhabbarov. All were sentenced to prison terms between June and August to punish 
them for exercising freedom of religion or belief (see F18News 29 August 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2311). 
 
Conscientious objectors' criminal cases dropped 
 
All the six known criminal cases or investigations launched in 2017 against Jehovah's 
Witness young men for refusing compulsory military service have now been dropped. The 
six were being investigated under Criminal Code Article 387, Part 1. This punishes 
"refusing military service" with – for a first offence - a fine of up to 1,000 Monthly 
Financial Indicators, or corrective labour to the same value, or up to one year of 
restricted freedom or imprisonment. 
 
Military conscription offices had refused to accept the certificates that each of the six had 
from the Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre in Almaty confirming that they were 
religious ministers. This should have ensured their exemption from military service (see 
F18News 22 September 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2317). 
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Police investigators closed the criminal cases against five of the six "for absence of a 
crime" (Forum 18 has seen some of the police decisions). That of Abylai Kopzhasarov 
was closed on 8 May, Tlek Zhumagazinov in Oskemen on 30 July, Stanislav Stompel in 
Almaty on 31 August, Adilzhan Iskakov in Semei on 3 September, and Dmitry Vedyakin 
in Oskemen on 19 September. 
 
The Military Conscription Office in Tekeli, Almaty Region, does not appear to have sent 
the case of the sixth young Jehovah's Witness conscientious objector Kaken Dostayev to 
the police, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 on 17 November. 
 
In the case of Zhumagazinov in Oskemen, officials of the city's Defence Department were 
given unspecified disciplinary measures after their conduct in the case was investigated, 
the Defence Ministry told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service for a 23 October article. It 
said officials of the Department had sent his case to the police "without investigating all 
the circumstances". 
 
No civilian alternative to military service 
 
The government has ignored repeated recommendations from the United Nations (UN) 
Human Rights Committee that Kazakhstan "review its legislation" to recognise 
individuals' right to conscientious objection. An official of the government's Human Rights 
Commissioner's Office in Astana refused to explain to Forum 18 in September why 
Kazakhstan has failed to introduce an alternative civilian service (see F18News 22 
September 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2317).  

 

UN call for prisoner of conscience's release 

By Mushfig Bayram  
 
Forum 18 (03.11.2017) - http://bit.ly/2AueCCz - On 31 October a Council of Churches 
Baptist, Yuri Bekker, was given a criminal conviction for refusal to pay a fine imposed in 
2016 for handing out religious literature on the street. He was given a one-year 
restricted freedom sentence and ordered to pay fines and a fee for a state "expert 
analysis" of his own Christian books. He also faces the threat of losing his home and of 
being jailed. Bekker told Forum 18 that he will not pay the fine as he was only exercising 
his constitutional rights and he did not ask the state to analyse his own books (see 
below). 
 
On 13 October Jehovah's Witnesses filed an appeal to the Supreme Court for the 
acquittal and release of prisoner of conscience Teymur Akhmedov, a cancer sufferer who 
was tortured and jailed in May for five years and banned for a further three years from 
conducting "ideological/preaching activity". The 61-year-old bus driver was accused of 
"inciting religious hatred" when he shared his beliefs with KNB secret police informers. 
The United Nations (UN) Working Group on Arbitrary Detention has publicly stated that 
Kazakhstan should "release Mr. Akhmedov immediately and accord him an enforceable 
right to compensation and other reparations, in accordance with international law". A 
Supreme Court official refused to tell Forum 18 if this would happen (see below). 
 
First criminal conviction for failure to pay fine 
 
On 31 October a Council of Churches Baptist, Yuri Bekker, was given a criminal 
conviction for refusal to pay fines imposed in 2015 and later for handing out religious 
literature on the street. Judge Galiya Baktygulova of Zhaksy District Court in the 
northern Akmola Region imposed a one-year restricted freedom sentence on Bekker 
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under Criminal Code Article 430, Part 1. This punishes failure to fulfil a court decision 
over a period of more than six months or interfering with such a decision, with a penalty 
of imprisonment or restricted rights for up to three years. 
 
The decision, seen by Forum 18, notes that Bekker is under one year's restricted rights, 
under which he "is obliged not to change his place of permanent residence and work 
without notifying the appropriate state organ, not to attend public places of 
entertainment, cafes, bars, and restaurants". He is also "obliged to appear before the 
state probation organ to be registered within 10 days of the court decision entering into 
force." 
 
An official of Zhaksy Court's Chancellery, who refused to give her name, insisted to 
Forum 18 on 2 November that Bekker has until the end of 2017 to pay the fine and a fee 
for state "expert analysis" of the Christian books confiscated from him. 
 
Prison? 
 
If Bekker does not comply with the provisions of the verdict, Judge Baktygulova's 
decision states that "the remaining part of the term will be replaced with deprivation of 
liberty (imprisonment) for the same period". 
 
Fined for exercising constitutional right 
 
Bekker told Forum 18 on 2 November that he did not pay the fines or the fee for state 
"expert analysis" as "I did not violate the law and I did not ask the state to carry out an 
'expert analysis' of my own Christian books". 
 
Yuri Rudenko of the Council of Churches Baptists pointed out to Forum 18 on 2 
November that all Bekker did "was to come to the courts and explain to them that he will 
not pay the fines or the state fee as he only peacefully exercised his faith, which right is 
guaranteed by the Constitution". 
 
"He has to pay it" 
 
The official of Zhaksy Court's Chancellery insisted to Forum 18 that "Bekker has to pay 
the fine". Asked what measures the authorities will take if he does not pay the fine, she 
refused to answer, saying "he has to pay it by the end of this year". When Forum 18 
repeated the question she raised her voice and shouted: "What do you want from us? 
You are not an interested party in the case". She then put the phone down. 
 
Rudenko of the Baptists noted that the sentence is the first Criminal Code Article 430 
punishment imposed on Baptists for exercising their freedom of religion and belief. In 
June 2015 a similar case opened under Criminal Code Article 430 against Council of 
Churches Baptist Nikolai Novikov was dropped, after protests from around the world (see 
F18News 10 June 2015 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2072). 
 
Convicted of distributing religious literature 
 
On 10 September 2015, police detained Bekker and a fellow Baptist from Akmola Region, 
for offering Christian literature to passers-by at the market in Arkalyk in the neighbouring 
Kostanai Region. In March 2016 both Baptists were fined 74,235 Tenge each, with each 
also having to pay half the cost of a September 2015 "expert analysis" of confiscated 
Christian literature – which was taken by police without the legally required confiscation 
record being provided. The literature was also ordered to be destroyed (see F18News 11 
May 2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2176). However, the 
destruction order was subsequently overturned and the literature ordered to be returned 
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to the Baptists (see F18News 13 May  
2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2177). 
 
Bekker refused to pay the fine and the "expert analysis" fee, but on 10 June 2016 was 
told by Zhaksy District Court Bailiffs to pay only the fee for the "expert analysis" of his 
books. Bekker refused to pay the fee, so on 10 November Zhaksy District Court fined him 
21,210 Tenge under Administrative Code Article 669 ("Failure to fulfil a court decision"). 
Bekker refused to pay the fee so on 3 August his rights to his house in the village of 
Zaporozhye were frozen, and his house could be confiscated if he still does not pay the 
fee for refusing to pay the fines. 
 
Bekker was among four local Baptists brought to court in April 2014 for "illegal" religious 
literature distribution. However, they were acquitted as the Judge ruled that the 
prosecution had been brought too late (see F18News 17 June 
2014 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1970). 
 
Prisoner of conscience's Supreme Court appeal pending 
 
On 13 October Jehovah's Witnesses filed an appeal to the Supreme Court for the 
acquittal and release of prisoner of conscience Teymur Akhmedov. The Supreme Court 
assigned the case to a Judge on 16 October, according to court records. Jehovah's 
Witnesses told Forum 18 on 3 November that the case is still pending in the Supreme 
Court, which has not appointed a date for the hearing. 
 
An official from the Supreme Court's Office of Supervisory Appeals, who refused to give 
her name, told Forum 18 on 3 November that no date had been set for the appeal, and 
refused to give more details. But she said that the Court has 30 working days from the 
day of acceptance (which she refused to give) to hear the appeal. 
 
Prisoner of conscience Akhmedov was jailed on 2 May for five years and banned for a 
further three years from conducting "ideological/preaching activity". He denied National 
Security Committee (KNB) secret police charges of "inciting religious hatred" when he 
shared his beliefs with KNB informers. The 61-year-old bus driver was held in pre-trial 
detention from 18 January, where he was tortured with beatings. Officials have 
repeatedly refused to allow him to be treated in hospital for the cancer he is suffering 
from, and to read religious literature (see F18News 3 May 
2017 http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2277). 
 
The KNB secret police brought criminal charges against Akhmedov's two lawyers for 
"revealing information from a pre-trial investigation", when they appealed to President 
Nursultan Nazarbayev for the case against their client to be halted (see F18 News 3 April 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2269). But the criminal cases 
against the lawyers were dropped after prisoner of conscience Akhmedov was jailed (see 
F18 News 22 September 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2317). 
 
UN Arbitrary Detention Working Group wants Akhmedov's "immediate" release 
 
On 2 October the United Nations (UN) Working Group on Arbitrary Detention publicly 
stated that Kazakhstan should release prisoner of conscience Akhmedov "immediately". 
The Working Group's Opinion (A/HRC/WGAD/2017/62) finds that Kazakhstan has 
contravened both the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. "The Working Group considers that, taking into 
account all the circumstances of the case, the appropriate remedy would be to release 
Mr. Akhmedov immediately and accord him an enforceable right to compensation and 
other reparations, in accordance with international law" 
(see http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session79/A_HRC_W
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GAD_2017_62_EN.pdf). 
 
The Supreme Court official Forum 18 spoke to refused to say if the Court or the 
government will order Akhmedov's immediate release, compensation and reparation, as 
the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention requires.  
 
More restrictions on exercising freedom of religion and belief may reach Parliament in 
December. The latest October draft includes restrictions on parents' and children's 
freedom, more sharing belief restrictions, and more censorship. The draft ignores 
previous UN Human Rights Committee and OSCE legal recommendations (see F18News 
10 October 2017 http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2324). 
 

 

 

Jehovah’s Witness in Kazakhstan acquitted 

Case against head of Jehovah’s Witness Society dismissed in Astana 
 

Radio Azattyk (17.10.2017) - http://bit.ly/2gVdWhs, http://bit.ly/2z1o4fb - Today in the 
specialized district administrative court of Astana, proceedings in the case of possession 
of literature "containing signs of inciting strife" against the leader of the Christian Society 
of Jehovah's Witnesses of the city of Astana, Dmitry Bukin, were halted. Judge Kanat 
Imanaliev also issued a partial decision regarding the Office of Religious Affairs of Astana, 
Bukin's attorney, Natalia Kononenko, says. 

She said that the judge read only the operative portion of the decision and therefore the 
details will be known after receiving its text. 

"On what basis—for lack of evidence of a crime on the basis of part 4 of article 453 or for 
procedural violations such as statute of limitations or improper composition of the 
indictment—we do not understand. It will be possible to state specifically after receiving 
the decision," Natalia Kononenko says. 

The reason for the proceedings in the court was an indictment on an administrative 
violation of law that was composed by the chief specialist, a lawyer of the Office for 
Religious Affairs of Astana, Almazbek Mambetov. During a search in January of this year 
in the premises of the Christian Society of Jehovah's Witnesses, 15 religious books were 
seized with such titles as "What does the Bible Really Teach?," "Humanity in Search of 
God," "Is it Necessary to Believe in the Trinity?" and others. In the opinion of the lawyer 
of the Office for Religious Affairs of Astana, Almazbek Mambetov, these publications 
"contain signs of the creation of religious conflict that represent the propaganda of 
inciting religious hostility or strife along with the propaganda of the exceptionality and 
superiority of citizens on the basis of indicators of their attitude toward the religious 
organization of Jehovah's Witnesses." 

This search in January was conducted within the framework of the investigation of the 
criminal case on a charge of inciting religious strife of 61-year-old Teimur Akhmedov, an 
adherent of this religious denomination. In May of this year, Akhmedov was sentenced to 
five years in prison. 
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According to attorney Konstantin Chernichenko, on 25 August of this year, an opinion of 
the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention of the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights was adopted, which "established in the case of 
Akhmedov the absence of an incident of inciting religious strife, the illegality of the 
criminal prosecution of Akhmedov, and consequently the illegality of all procedural 
actions that had been conducted within the framework of this investigation." (tr. by PDS, 
posted 19 October 2017) 

 

United Nations intercedes for Jehovah’s Witness prisoner 

U.N. group urges Astana to free Jehovah’s Witness Teimur Akhmedov 

Radio Azattyk (13.10.2017) - http://bit.ly/2yW9bLx, http://bit.ly/2zhzLiS - he Working 
Group on Arbitrary Detention of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights of 
the United Nations published its opinions with respect to the arrest and conviction of one 
of the devotees of the religious organization of Jehovah's Witnesses in Kazakhstan, 
Teimur Akhmedov, the press service of the Almaty Christian Center of Jehovah's 
Witnesses told Azattyk today. The working group calls Kazakhstan immediately to release 
Teimur Akhmedov, who is, in its opinion, in prison for peacefully sharing his religious 
convictions with others. 

With regard to the arrest of Teimur Akhmedov in January of this year on a charge of 
inciting religious strife, the published opinion of the Working Group says that this arrest 
of Akhmedov was arbitrary. The U.N. considers that "there should not have been any 
judicial proceedings," and at the trial conducted in Kazakhstan "serious violations of the 
right of Mr. Akhmedov to a just judicial proceeding were committed." 

The Working Group considers that the actions of Teimur Akhmedov were absolutely 
peaceful and within the bounds of freedom of religious confession. He was arrested 
exclusively for exercising his rights in accordance with article 18 of the International Pact 
on Civil and Political Rights, the Working Group maintains. 

At the present time, Teimur Akhmedov is in the sanatorium of the penal colony of 
general regime AP-162/3 of the city of Pavlodar. 

A city court in Astana on 20 June 2017 refused to grant an appeal of the case of the 61-
year-old adherent of the religious association of the Christian Community of Jehovah's 
Witnesses, Teimur Akhmedov, who on 2 May was sentenced by the Saryarkin district 
court No. 2 of Astana to five years in prison on a charge of inciting religious strife. 

According to the indictment, Teimur Akhmedov made negative statements with regard to 
Islam and Orthodoxy during so-called conversations that were conducted in the 
apartment of students, who figured in the case in the capacity of witnesses; in the 
apartment of a former fellow believer, Astana resident Asaf Guliev; and in Akhmedov's 
home for watching television. In all three places, the audience was several young men 
who called themselves students of the Eurasian National University in Astana. Several of 
them made secret recordings during these conversations. (tr. by PDS, posted 17 October 
2017) 
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More restrictions to Parliament in December? 

More restrictions on exercising freedom of religion and belief may reach 
Parliament in December. The latest October draft includes restrictions on 

parents' and childrens' freedom, more sharing belief restrictions, and more 
censorship. The draft ignores previous UN Human Rights Committee and OSCE 

legal recommendations. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (10.10.2017) - http://bit.ly/2xOZcI4 - On 2 October, Kazakhstan's Religion 
and Civil Society Ministry published on its website in Kazakh and Russian a revised draft 
Amending Law proposing many wide-ranging changes to the 2011 Religion Law, 
Administrative Code and many other laws. The revised draft Amending Law changes 
follow an earlier August draft, and are due to be circulated again around government 
agencies soon, including the Justice Ministry, Interior Ministry and National Security 
Committee (KNB) secret police. The Prime Minister would need to approve the proposed 
changes before they are sent to Parliament. 

The Religion and Civil Society Ministry first made public their proposed draft Amending 
Law changes on 14 August 2017 (see F18News 18 August 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2308). 

The latest October draft Amending Law changes are likely to reach Parliament in 
December and to be adopted in early 2018, an official of the Religion and Civil Society 
Ministry's Legal Department told Forum 18 (see below). 

The draft changes have already been considered by various Ministries and agencies (such 
as the KNB), which set up working groups to discuss the draft. They provided their initial 
comments to the Religion and Civil Society Ministry before it prepared the 2 October 
2017 draft. 

Earlier January 2017 Amending Law 

The latest draft Amending Law follows a previous "extremism and terrorism" Amending 
Law, prepared by the KNB secret police, changing five Codes and 20 individual laws 
including the 2011 Religion Law. This came into force in January 2017 and imposed new 
restrictions on foreign religious travel and more explicit provisions banning and punishing 
the production or distribution of literature about religion. It also restricts the number of 
copies of publications about religion an individual is allowed to import "for personal use" 
without being subject to state censorship. Only one copy of any individual publication can 
now be imported without undergoing censorship. It ignored recommendations from an 
October 2016 Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Preliminary 
Opinion calling for restrictions on the exercise of freedom of religion or belief – 
particularly over censorship of literature about religion and foreign travel for religious 
purposes – to be removed from the Amending Law and from existing laws (see F18News 
5 January 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2243). 

October 2017 draft 

The October draft removed some of the provisions of the August draft, especially on 
children's participation in meetings for worship. The October draft requires one parent or 
guardian to give permission for a child under 16 to be present and require one of them to 
be present, while a child would not be allowed to be present if one parent objected. The 
August draft required both parents to have given such permission in writing for any child 
under the age of 18 to be present at meetings for worship (see below). 
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The October draft also removed the August draft's proposal to ban religious organisations 
permanently for first-time violations of the already-restrictive 2011 Religion Law (see 
below). 
 
Despite these changes between August and October, the draft changes to a wide range 
of laws continue to include, among other restrictions: more restrictions on and 
punishments for religious teaching without state permission; more restrictions on sharing 
beliefs; and apparently increased but vaguely defined confiscation of religious literature 
which does not pass the compulsory state censorship. The long-announced changes 
would also double some administrative fines for exercising freedom of religion or belief 
(see below). 

The ban on exercising human rights without state permission violates international law, 
as outlined in the OSCE/Venice Commission Guidelines on the Legal Personality of 
Religious or Belief Communities (see http://www.osce.org/odihr/139046). Kazakhstan is 
both an OSCE participating State and a Venice Commission member state.  

Two Codes and 11 Laws to be amended 

The proposed new restrictions and punishments are part of a wide-ranging draft 
Amending Law "Introducing changes and Additions to Laws on Questions of Religious 
Activity and Religious Associations". The draft Amending Law proposes changes to two 
Codes and 11 Laws, including the 2011 Religion Law (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan 
religious freedom survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939) and the 
Code of Administrative Offences. 

The draft Amending Law would remove none of the existing restrictions on the exercise 
of freedom of religion or belief which have been repeatedly criticised by international 
organisations, human rights defenders in Kazakhstan and abroad, and by many other 
local people (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious freedom 
survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 

The failure to remove the existing restrictions on freedom of religion and belief is directly 
contrary to the recommendations of the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Committee, 
which in its July 2016 Concluding Observations (CCPR/C/KAZ/CO/2) called on Kazakhstan 
to "guarantee the effective exercise of freedom of religion and belief and freedom to 
manifest a religion or belief in practice. It should consider bringing article 22 of its 
Constitution into line with the Covenant [the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights - ICCPR] and revise all relevant laws and practices with a view to removing all 
restrictions that go beyond the narrowly construed restrictions permitted under article 18 
of the Covenant" 
(see http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=
CCPR%2fC%2fKAZ%2fCO%2f2). Yet Kazakhstan has ignored this and similar 
recommendations (see F18News 22 July 
2016 http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2201). 

The latest October version of the draft Amending Law – together with a Comparative 
Table which provides comments on the changes and additions – was made public in 
Kazakh and Russian on 2 October. It was prepared by the Religious Affairs Committee, 
part of the Religion and Civil Society Ministry. 

Such changes can happen very quickly. On 5 September 2011 a new Religion Law, and 
an Amending Law changing nine other laws and legal provisions including the 
Administrative Code were introduced into Parliament. Both were adopted very quickly, 
despite strong criticism from national and international human rights defenders. They 
were signed into law by President Nursultan Nazarbaev on 11 October 2011 – the same 
day that Kazakhstan applied for full mebership of the Council of Europe's Commission for 
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Democracy through Law, or Venice Commission (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious 
freedom survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 

Draft to Parliament in December? 

Erkinbek Amirgaliyev, Deputy Head of the Legal Department of the Religion and Civil 
Society Ministry, said that the 2 October 2017 draft Amending Law had been prepared in 
his Ministry. "The draft has not yet been discussed in the government and will now be 
presented to it," he told Forum 18 from Astana on 6 October. He said various state 
agencies – such as the Justice Ministry, the Interior Ministry and the National Security 
Committee (KNB) secret police – would all contribute their comments once again. 

Amirgaliyev added that he expected that the government will send the draft to the 
Majilis, the lower house of Parliament, in December. "It will probably not be adopted until 
early next year [2018]," he told Forum 18. 

Forum 18 asked why the 2 October 2017 draft contains many provisions which violate 
Kazakhstan's international human rights commitments. However, Amirgaliyev refused to 
discuss the content of the current proposed amending Law. 

OSCE or Venice Commission legal review not to be sought? 

Amirgaliyev of the Religion and Civil Society Ministry's Legal Department "couldn't say" 
whether the government will seek comments on the draft legal changes from the OSCE 
or the Council of Europe's Venice Commission. The Venice Commission told Forum 18 on 
6 October that the Kazakh authorities have not "as of today" asked it for a legal review of 
the proposed changes. It similarly seems that an OSCE Legal Opinion has not been 
sought. 
 
When the 2011 Religion Law was signed into law the OSCE Office for Democratic 
Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) expressed its "disappointment", as "the 
legislation appears to unnecessarily restrict the freedom of religion or belief and is poised 
to limit the exercise of this freedom in Kazakhstan". The ODIHR reiterated "the continued 
relevance of our 2009 Opinion on the previous draft legislation. ODIHR continues to 
stand ready to provide advice and assistance on bringing Kazakhstan's freedom of 
religion legislation fully in line with international standards and OSCE commitments." 

The 2009 OSCE Opinion found that "many serious issues remain with respect to the 
Proposed Religion Law's compliance with international human rights standards, including 
in particular OSCE commitments" (see F18News 4 February 
2009 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1249). 
 
An October 2016 OSCE Preliminary Opinion Legal Review on the January 2017 Amending 
Law, which called for restrictions on the exercise of freedom of religion or belief to be 
removed, was ignored by the government (see F18News 5 January 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2243). 

Ignoring international human rights law 

A new Article 3, Part 3 of the Religion Law states that "Manifesting the freedom to 
profess religion or belief is subject only to limitations prescribed by law and necessary to 
protect the constitutional order, public safety, the rights and freedoms of the individual, 
and the health or morals of the population". 

Despite as noted above ignoring UN Human Rights Committee recommendations on 
Kazakhstan's laws and state actions, the Comparative Table claims the addition has been 
drafted in accordance with the provisions of General Comment 22 of the UN Human 
Rights Committee on Article 18.3 of the ICCPR. 
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Indeed, the changes propose that Kazakhstan even more flagrantly break its binding 
international human rights law obligations to protect freedom of religion and belief and 
other human rights. In support of this, the drafters of the changes cite similar legal 
provisions violating human rights in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan and 
elsewhere (see below). 

The proposed Religion Law changes also include criteria (such as protecting the 
constitutional order) which are not legitimate reasons for restricting the manifestation of 
freedom of religion or belief. It ignores the same General Comment No. 22 paragraph 3 
that ICCPR Article 18 "is to be strictly interpreted: restrictions are not allowed on grounds 
not specified there, even if they would be allowed as restrictions to other rights protected 
in the Covenant, such as national security. Limitations may be applied only for those 
purposes for which they were prescribed and must be directly related and proportionate 
to the specific need on which they are predicated. Restrictions may not be imposed for 
discriminatory purposes or applied in a discriminatory manner" 
(see http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=
CCPR%2fC%2f21%2fRev.1%2fAdd.4&Lang=en). 

New, harsher punishments proposed 

Increased fines have been proposed in changes to the existing Administrative Code 
Article 490, Part 1 ("Violation of the Religion Law") (see F18News 21 July 
2014 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1979). Punishments for individuals 
who "conduct religious rites", charitable activity, import, publish or distribute religious 
literature or other items, or build or re-designate places of worship without prior state 
permission or teach religion outside the narrowly-defined legal restrictions (see below) 
would face a fine of 100 Monthly Financial Indicators (MFIs), double the current fine. 
Registered religious organisations which commit the same "offences" would face an 
increased fine of 300 MFIs, and a ban on activity for three months. 

The August draft had introduced the possibility for a first "offence" of permanently 
banning a religious organisation for violation of Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1. 
However, this has been removed in the October draft. 

A fine of 100 MFIs (currently 226,900 Tenge – 5,300 Norwegian Kroner, 565 Euros or 
660 US Dollars) represents about two months' average wage for those in work. 

The changes would once again grant the police the right to prepare records of an offence 
under many parts of Article 490. Only religious affairs officials have previously been 
empowered to prepare such records. The Comparative Table providing commentary 
claims that this has made it difficult to bring such prosecutions because religious affairs 
officials at a local level are absent. 

The ban on exercising freedom of religion and belief without state permission violates 
international law, as outlined in the OSCE/Venice Commission Guidelines on the Legal 
Personality of Religious or Belief Communities (see http://www.osce.org/odihr/139046). 
Kazakhstan is both an OSCE participating State and a Venice Commission member state.  

Further punishments for religious education and teaching 

A new Article 3, Part 6 of the Religion Law effectively bans religious teaching unless it 
takes place within registered places of worship or registered religious education 
establishments, or with the permission of the Regional authorities. The Comparative 
Table cites similar bans in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Kyrgyzstan. 

A new Article 490, Part 1, Point 5 would punish those who violate the Religion Law's 
restrictions on religious teaching" with a fine on individuals of 100 MFIs. Registered 
religious organisations which violate this provision would face fines of 300 MFIs, and a 
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ban on activity either for three months or permanently. Fines for a second offence within 
one year would be 200 MFIs on individuals, 300 MFIs on officials and 500 MFIs on 
religious organisations, with a ban on their activity. 

The Comparative Table claims this is necessary as unspecified groups "sometimes spread 
[undefined] destructive ideologies" under the guise of foreign language teaching. 

To support its advocacy of Kazakhstan even more flagrantly breaking its binding 
international human rights law obligation to protect freedom of religion and belief and 
other human rights, the Comparative Table cites Uzbekistan's Administrative Code Article 
241 ("Teaching religious beliefs without specialised religious education and without 
permission from the central organ of a [registered] religious organisation, as well as 
teaching religious beliefs privately"). The Comparative Table in support of further 
restricting freedom of religion and belief also points to the punishment of an Uzbek imam 
in Namangan Region, Akhmadjon Eshmatov, in April for allegedly using language 
teaching as a cover for teaching about Islam. In Uzbekistan, even official imams have 
complained to Forum 18 that they cannot teach Islam to children (see Forum 18's 
Uzbekistan religious freedom 
survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2314). 

The Comparative Table similarly cites Tajikistan's Administrative Code Article 474-3 
("Carrying out of educational and preaching activity by religious communities in 
institutions of pre-school, secondary school, primary professional, secondary professional 
and higher professional education, as well as in residential buildings or homes of 
citizens"). After Tajikistan introduced it, the UN Human Rights Committee criticised the 
state's restrictions on religious education and other "severe restrictions on freedom of 
religion" - in its August 2013 Concluding Observations on Tajikistan (CCPR/C/TJK/CO/2) 
(see Forum 18's Tajikistan religious freedom 
survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2138). 

A new Article 3, Part 20 of Kazakhstan's Religion Law would restrict applying for religious 
education abroad to those who have already gained higher religious education in 
Kazakhstan, and only under international agreements. This restriction would not apply to 
members of registered religious organisations that do not have higher religious education 
facilities within Kazakhstan. 

A new Administrative Code Article 490, Part 9 would punish "violations of legal 
requirements for Kazakh citizens to receive religious education in foreign states according 
to the established procedure" with a fine of 100 MFIs. Fines on individuals for a second 
offence within one year would be 200 MFIs, for officials 300 MFIs and for organisations 
500 MFIs and a ban on their activity. 

In support of Kazakhstan further violating its binding international human rights 
obligations, the Comparative Table also cites similar legal provisions violating human 
rights in Turkmenistan (see Forum 18's Turkmenistan religious freedom 
survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2244), Azerbaijan (see Forum 
18's Azerbaijan religious freedom 
survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2081), and other human rights 
violating states. 

Disturbing a religious community's "internal order" 

A new Administrative Code Article 490, Part 10 would punish "violations of legal 
requirements for observance of the internal order in places of worship and the premises 
of religious organisations". Individuals would face fines of 50 MFIs, and religious 
organisations 100 MFIs. 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

This appears to be targeted at Muslims who follow rituals and practices which are not in 
line with those espoused by the state-backed Muslim Board. Although this is nowhere 
enshrined in law, the state has given the Hanafi Sunni Board a monopoly on all Muslim 
activity. No Muslim communities which are either outside the state-controlled Muslim 
Board or non-Sunni Hanafi Muslim are allowed to exist (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan 
religious freedom survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 

The Ahmadi Muslim community is banned and all its mosques were forcibly closed and 
they have been banned from meeting even in their private homes (see F18News 24 April 
2012 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1692). It most recently applied for 
state registration in 2015. The Religious Affairs Committee rejected the application in 
July 2016. Its "expert analysis" claimed the group was not Islamic and should therefore 
remove the word "Muslim" from its name. This followed similar earlier negative state 
"expert analyses" (see F18News 23 November 
2012 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1769). 

The October 2016 OSCE Preliminary Opinion Legal Review on the January 2017 
Amending Law, pointed out in relation to such "expert analyses" that "it is generally 
questionable whether a state body is able to or should be involved in assessing any 
material with religious content". It added that "the rights to freedom of religion or belief, 
and to freedom of expression exclude any discretion on the part of the State to 
determine whether religious beliefs or the means used to express such beliefs, including 
religious literature or any other materials containing so-called 'religious content', are 
legitimate" (see F18News 5 January 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2243). 

The Muslim Board's Council of Scholars approved new Regulations for the Internal Order 
of Mosques on 16 November 2016. This includes a ban on worshippers praying with the 
word "Amen" aloud. Numerous Muslims have been fined for this under Administrative 
Code Article 490, Part 2. This punishes: "Impeding lawful religious activity as well as 
violation of the civil rights of physical persons on grounds of their religious views or 
insulting their feelings or profanation of items, buildings and places revered by followers 
of any religion, unless there are signs of criminally punishable actions" (see F18News 28 
March 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2267). 

The draft does not ban the government from disturbing a religious community's "internal 
order", for example by a ban on two Protestant churches and the Jehovah's Witnesses 
Almaty Administrative Centre from any activities, including meeting for worship, for three 
months (see F18News 6 August 2017 http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2313). 

Even more restrictions on sharing beliefs 

Article 3, Part 8 of the proposed amended Religion Law defines what the state sees as 
individuals' rights to freedom of religion or belief. An amendment maintains the 2011 
Religion Law's already highly restricted right to conduct "missionary activity", under 
which all discussion of faith by people without state permission, or not using state-
approved texts, or outside state-approved locations, is banned (see Forum 18's 
Kazakhstan religious freedom 
survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). The proposed Article 3 
Part 8 then narrows further what was left of an individual's explicit right to "spread" 
religious beliefs without state permission. 

Article 3, Part 11 of the proposed amended Religion Law already bans the activity of 
unregistered religious communities. An addition would also explicitly ban the sharing with 
other people of an unregistered religious community's beliefs. 

The Comparative Table complains that individuals facing administrative punishment for 
"missionary activity" have cited in their defence the already restricted right to share 
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beliefs as set out in the current 2011 Religion Law (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious 
freedom survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 

State "clergy" definition to be used to restrict sharing beliefs and conscientious objection? 

The requirement in the proposed new state definition of "clergy" in the August draft that 
they have state-recognised higher theological education has been removed in the 
October draft. However, some religious communities remain concerned that the state's 
definition that "clergy" are the ones to conduct preaching could restrict preaching and 
similar such activities by those not recognised by the state as "clergy", and that "clergy" 
require nomination by a higher, state-registered religious body. 

Article 1, Part 5 of the proposed amended Religion Law defines "clergy" more closely as 
an individual appointed by a registered religious organisation to conduct "spiritual and 
preaching service". Gaining such a designation requires an individual to be appointed "on 
the basis of an order from the leader of a [registered] religious organisation". 

Some fear that this restriction on religious communities' choice of their own leader could 
be used to close down those which do not have a hierarchical structure, as well as to 
reduce the number of people allowed to exercise leadership roles in a community's 
worship. 

The new definition appears to be aimed at reducing the number of individuals who share 
beliefs without personal state registration as a "missionary" (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan 
religious freedom survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). It also 
appears targeted at Jehovah's Witnesses – who are already frequently fined for sharing 
their faith – as officials highlight their refusal to perform military service. 

People who share their beliefs can also be jailed as prioners of conscience. Jehovah's 
Witness prisoner of conscience, pensioner and cancer-sufferer Teymur Akhmedov was 
jailed in Astana on 2 May for five years and banned for a further three years from 
conducting "ideological/preaching activity" (see F18News 3 May 
2017 http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2277). Prisoner of conscience 
Akhmedov was, as in other cases involving Muslim and Protestant prisoners of 
conscience, to have been set up for prosecution by the KNB using informers it recruited. 
These informers invited those prosecuted to meetings the KNB recorded in which they 
shared their beliefs (see F18News 2 February 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2252). 

The Comparative Table complains that clergy can currently conduct "missionary activity" 
while "solely having in hand a certificate from a religious association recognising them as 
clergy, which [for reasons the Table does not outline] contradicts the concept of 
'missionary activity'." 

"Introducing such required elements," the Comparative Table adds, "would exclude the 
illegal use of such status (for example in refusing military service)." 

The UN Human Rights Committee in its July 2016 Concluding Observations 
(CCPR/C/KAZ/CO/2) stated that Kazakhstan "should ensure the legal recognition of 
conscientious objection to military service, and provide for alternative service of a civilian 
nature for conscientious objectors" 
(see http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=
CCPR%2fC%2fKAZ%2fCO%2f2). Yet Kazakhstan has ignored this and similar 
recommendations (see F18News 22 July 
2016 http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2201). 

Whether the authorities aim to require Jehovah's Witnesses to conduct military service – 
their pacifist beliefs do not allow them to have any connection with the military – remains 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

unclear. Six Jehovah's Witnesses are known to have been under criminal investigation for 
refusing compulsory military service despite having certificates from the Jehovah's 
Witness Administrative Centre confirming that they are "religious ministers" (see 
F18News 22 September 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2317). 

More censorship 

A new Article 6, Part 5 of the Religion Law would specify that religious literature which is 
submitted to the Religious Affairs Committee for the compulsory state religious 
censorship but which is not approved is subject to "removal from circulation". The 
Comparative Table notes that at present the fate of such unapproved literature is not 
defined. 
 
There is under the 2011 Religion Law strict censorship of all religious books including the 
Bible and Koran, and objects such as Russian Orthodox icons - including strict limits on 
where they can be bought or given away (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious freedom 
survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 

The October 2016 OSCE Preliminary Opinion Legal Review on the January 2017 
Amending Law described the censorship as "a system of authorization which appears to 
be an excessive, disproportionate and unnecessary limitation to the right to acquire, 
possess, use, produce, import and disseminate religious publications and materials, 
which is an integral component of the right to freedom of religion or belief" (see F18News 
5 January 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2243). 

Children's freedom of religion and belief 

A proposed amendment to Article 35 of the 2002 Law on the Rights of the Child requires 
one parent or guardian to give permission and to accompany children below the age of 
16 in attending worship services and other religious events, and for another parent or 
guardian not to object to their attendance. These requirements would not apply to those 
studying in religious education establishments. 

This is the biggest change between the 14 August and 2 October drafts of the proposed 
changes. The August draft required written permission from both parents for a child 
under 18 to attend "religious services, religious rites, ceremonies and/or meetings", 
and/or for at least one parent to be present with them "or other legal representative with 
the exception of those studying in religious education establishments". 

The Comparative Table says this is to bring the Law on the Rights of the Child into line 
with provisions in Article 3 Part 16 of the 2011 Religion Law. This requires leaders of 
religious organisations "to take steps to prevent the attraction and/or participation by 
underage children in the activity of a religious association if one of the child's parents or 
other of its legal guardians objects". The 2011 Religion Law is unclear both how religious 
leaders will know if parents disagree over whether their child can accompany one of them 
to a religious meeting, or whether leaders may be liable if a community under their 
jurisdiction does not take measures to ensure that every child who attends has the 
approval of both parents (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious freedom 
survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 

The proposed Amending Law adds to the proposed Religion Law Article 3, Part 19, a 
requirement for leaders of religious organisations to ensure that one parent or guardian 
gives permission for their child to participate in a religious community. It also adds 
requirements that at least one parent or guardian is present, and that another parent or 
guardian has not objected. 

Religious leaders who fail to prevent children from attending activities of their registered 
religious organisation without such permission and without being accompanied by at least 
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one parent or guardian, as well as who ignore an objection from another parent or 
guardian, face increased punishment. The "offence" has been moved from Administrative 
Code Article 490, Part 7 to Part 8, while the fine has been doubled to 100 MFIs, plus a 
newly-added three-month ban on activity. 

This flagrantly violates the right in international human rights law of children to freedom 
of religion and belief, as well as the of parents to ensure the religious and moral 
education of their children (see the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion and 
Belief's compilation on International standards on freedom of religion or 
belief http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/FreedomReligion/Pages/Standards.aspx). It also 
violates the right of everyone to give and receive religious education, as outlined in the 
OSCE/Venice Commission Guidelines on the Legal Personality of Religious or Belief 
Communities (see http://www.osce.org/odihr/139046). Kazakhstan is both an OSCE 
participating State and a Venice Commission member state.  

Leaders already punished over children's attendance 

A growing number of leaders of religious organisations have faced punishment under the 
current Administrative Code Article 490, Part 7 (see F18News 21 July 
2014 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1979). This punishes leaders of 
registered religious organisations who fail to abide by the 2011 Religion Law's existing 
requirement "to take measures not to allow the involvement and/or participation of under 
age children in the activity of the religious association when one of the parents or their 
other legal representatives objects" (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious freedom 
survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 
 
On 23 August, Balkhash Specialised Administrative Court found Ildus Khairullin guilty 
under Article 490, Part 7 of failing to prevent children being present at meetings for 
worship despite the objection of a parent. The court fined him 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge, 
according to the decision seen by Forum 18. A woman had been attending the 
community since 2000 with her children. Her former husband, with whom the woman 
and their children had had no contact since the 2005 divorce, suddenly objected that the 
youngest child was being taken to Jehovah's Witness meetings. 

The police had visited the community on 18 June 2017 to confirm the daughter's 
presence. Khairullin had first learned from the police during the visit that the girl's father 
objected to her attendance. He was acquitted of any offence over the first incident, but 
was fined after police discovered the girl during a 30 July visit. Khairullin appealed 
against the punishment, but it was upheld on appeal by Karaganda Regional Court on 13 
September, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 

Hearings in the case of Seventh-day Adventist Pastor Oleg Bondarenko under Article 490, 
Part 7 began on 3 October at Astana's Specialised Inter-District Administrative Court, 
with a further hearing on 9 October. No date for a further hearing was set immediately. 

Pastor Bondarenko is accused of allowing a child to attend meetings for worship with his 
father against the objections of the boy's mother. The mother had appealed first to the 
city Religious Affairs Department on 15 August, then two days later to the Police's 
Department for Countering Extremism and Terrorism. 

Pastor Bondarenko told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service on 3 October that the father 
had said in his statement that he had visited the church twice out of curiosity, once with 
his son, but had not spoken to the pastor. Bondarenko had not spoken with the boy's 
mother either. 

Jehovah's Witness leaders have earlier been fined in similar cases under Administrative 
Code Article 490, Part 7, according to court decisions seen by Forum 18. Mikhail Amanov 
was fined 35 MFIs at Lisakovsk Town Court in Kostanai Region on 16 November 2016. 
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Sergei Roshchenya was fined 50 MFIs at Shakhtinsk Specialised Administrative Court in 
Karaganda Region on 13 June 2017. 

Leaders of Protestant churches have similarly been punished over children's presence at 
summer camps (see F18News 23 August 
2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2210). 

Religious clothing ban and punishment 

A new Article 3, Part 21 of the proposed Religion Law would ban wearing religious clothes 
that obscure the face, except when required in religious settings or for medical purposes. 
 
An addition to Article 11 of the 2006 Culture Law proposed in the August draft of the 
changes – which would have banned individuals from "using, wearing or distributing in 
public places outward attributes or items of clothing demonstrating an adherence to 
[undefined] destructive ideological movements" – has been removed in the October 
draft. 

Similarly, a proposed addition to Article 156 of the Administrative Code in the August 
draft – which would have punished those who violate these restrictions – has been 
removed in the October draft. 

A new Administrative Code Article 490, Part 11 would punish those who wear clothes in 
public places that do not leave the face visible with a fine of 100 MFIs. 

More severe measures to follow administrative punishment 

An addition to Article 24 of the 2010 Prevention of Violations Law would allow 
"preventative measures" to be initiated against an individual for "having committed an 
administrative violation in the area of religious activity". "Preventative measures" range 
from a "preventative conversation" to deprivation of parental rights, being placed on a 
"preventative register" or "preventative restriction of freedom of movement". 

An addition to Article 6 of the 2014 Law on Internal Affairs Agencies would similarly allow 
the ordinary police to issue written warnings, which would have to be carried out, to 
individuals who have "committed an administrative violation in the area of religious 
activity". Those who have been given such written warnings are to be added to the list of 
those subject to fingerprinting, and having photos, video and sound recordings taken and 
biological and other samples taken. 

The Comparative Table notes that this is necessary because such individuals are a "risk 
group" of getting involved in "terrorism". 

"Extremism" and "terrorism" 

State rhetoric routinely mentions the exercise of freedom of religion or belief alongside 
"extremism" and "terrorism" as an excuse for restricting this and other freedoms (see 
Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious freedom survey 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). The draft Amending Law 
continues this pattern. 

The Comparative Table makes specific reference to the State Programme to Counter 
Religious Extremism and Terrorism for 2017-2020, which attacks the exercise of freedom 
of religion and belief and other human rights (see F18News 5 January 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2243). 

A new Article 4, Part 15 of the Religion Law places the duty on the Religious Affairs 
Committee of determining "signs showing adherence to destructive religious movements, 
including external attributes and items of clothing". 
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An addition to Article 5 of the 2005 Law on State Grants would provide for state grants to 
organisations offering "measures to prevent religious extremism and terrorism". This 
would include grants to centres to help "those who have fallen under the influence of 
destructive and extremist religious movements", as well as those conducting 
"preventative informational work among the population". 

The government already funds so-called "anti-sect" centres which often criticise the 
exercise of freedom of religion and belief and participate in prosecutions of people 
exercising this freedom (see F18News 8 February 
2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2147) These centres have also 
been thought by local people to be used "to prepare the ground for restrictive laws 
against freedom of religion or belief" (see F18News 6 May 
2011 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1568). 

The October 2016 OSCE Preliminary Opinion Legal Review on the January 2017 
Amending Law called on Kazakhstan to "at a minimum, to amend and more strictly 
circumscribe the definition of "extremism" and "extremist activities" to ensure that only 
acts connected to violence or other criminal acts are criminalize" 
(see http://legislationline.org/download/action/download/id/6423/file/296_TERR-
KAZ_6Oct2016_en.pdf). The UN Human Rights Committee's July 2016 Concluding 
Observations (CCPR/C/KAZ/CO/2) on Kazakhstan were similarly highly critical of, among 
other things, Kazakhstan's "broad formulation of the concepts of "extremism", "inciting 
social or class hatred" and "religious hatred or enmity"" and called for laws to be brought 
"into full compliance" with its international human rights obligations (see F18News 22 
July 2016 http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2201). 

Greater official control 

A new Article 4, Part 14 of the Religion Law specifies that the Religious Affairs Committee 
sets out the procedure for pilgrimages. This builds on the January 2017 Amending Law, 
which among other things imposed new restrictions on foreign religious travel (see 
F18News 5 January 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2243). 

A proposed new Article 4, Part 17 of the Religion Law in the August changes – which 
required the Religious Affairs Committee to "prepare and confirm checklists on the 
observance of the Religion Law in the activity of [registered] religious associations" - has 
been removed in the October draft. 

Similarly, a proposed new Article 4, Part 18 in the August changes – which required the 
Religious Affairs Committee to prepare and publish on its website "the criteria for the 
evaluation of the level of risk" as to whether religious organisations are likely to abide by 
the Religion Law - has been removed in the October draft. 

Proposed changes to the 2001 Local Government Law would introduce requirements for 
administrations on a District level and their leaders to ensure state control of the activity 
of religious organisations in their area. 

At present, each Regional Akimat (administration) has a Religious Affairs Department, 
which has the power to initiate punishments for violations of the strict state controls on 
religion. Internal Policy Departments in Regional and District Akimats also often interfere 
in the activity of religious organisations. 

The changes – if adopted – would increase the formal requirements for District level 
officials to conduct surveillance on and interfere in local residents' exercise of the right to 
freedom of religion or belief. The Comparative Table claims that the current absence of 
control over exercise of freedom of religion or belief at a local level "creates certain 
difficulties in the timely collection of necessary information", especially given the 
remoteness of some locations. 
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An amendment to Article 31 would introduce requirements for District or small town 
administrations to "study and analyse the religious situation" in their area; approve the 
building of or re-designation of an existing building as a place of worship and its location 
after the leader of a registered religious organisation has submitted an application and 
after public hearings on the application. 

A further requirement in Article 31 in the August changes - that District or small town 
administrations also "control the activity of religious associations" insofar as they comply 
with the Religion Law and "recommend the removal of any violations they discover" - has 
been removed in the October draft. 

An amendment to Article 35 would introduce requirements for Akims (administration 
heads) also to "study and analyse the religious situation" in their area, as well as to 
"study and analyse the activity of religious associations, missionaries, and religious 
educational establishments functioning in the area". 

On the building or re-designation of places of worship, the Comparative Table claims that 
such places of worship have been built without permission and without "taking into 
account the views of the local population on the appropriateness of the building of a 
place of worship and an analysis of the possible consequences". It complains about "the 
partial absence of data on the number and ethnic composition of the residents of a given 
settlement and the presence of potential believers". 

The wording implies that the government thinks that it – not communities of individuals – 
should decide whether a place of worship is "appropriate", and that religion is directly 
tied to ethnicity. 

The attempt to impose intrusive state control on the exercise by individuals and 
communities of freedom of religion and belief violates international human rights law, as 
outlined in the OSCE/Venice Commission Guidelines on the Legal Personality of Religious 
or Belief Communities (see http://www.osce.org/odihr/139046). Kazakhstan is both an 
OSCE participating State and a Venice Commission member state.  

No freedom of religion and belief for officials? 

A proposed addition to Article 13, Part 6 of the 2011 Religion Law – and a parallel 
addition to Article 13 of the 2015 State Service Law - would ban state officials from being 
"initiators in the creation of, as well as participants and members of religious 
associations". The Comparative Table claims that this – and an addition banning officials 
from favouring a particular religious community in their official duties – are necessary to 
ensure the state remains secular. 

An initial draft of the Code of Judges' Ethics – which sets out rules for judges' conduct 
inside and outside the courtroom – would have banned them from exercising freedom of 
religion or belief in their free time. However, when the Code was finally adopted in 
November 2016 the restrictions had been removed (see F18News 16 December 
2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2240). 

Other proposed changes 

The changes would punish a range of other activity, only some which is related to 
freedom of religion or belief.  

August draft proposals to punish couples and clergy if they have a religious marriage 
without first undergoing a state marriage, or who end a religious marriage without first 
ending their state marriage, have been removed from the October draft.  
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UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention is calling on 
Kazakhstan to release Jehovah’s Witness Teymur 

Akhmedov	

HRWF (14.10.2017) - The U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD) is calling 
on Kazakhstan to immediately release Teymur Akhmedov, one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
who is in prison for peacefully sharing his religious beliefs with others. (see link to 
opinions adopted at WGAD’s 79th session on 2 October: http://bit.ly/2yfyZzs) Mr. 
Akhmedov is the first of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan to be criminally convicted for 
his religious activity since the nation’s independence in 1991. 
  
In January of this year, Kazakhstan’s secret police, the (KNB), arrested Mr. Akhmedov for 
allegedly violating Article 174(2) of Kazakhstan’s Criminal Code. The KNB accused him of 
“incitement of . . . religious hatred” for simply expressing his religious beliefs to others in 
private. 
  
The Working Group noted that “all the alleged criminal acts were in fact set up by the 
authorities and that if it had not been for these deliberate actions of State agents, Mr. 
Akhmedov would not have been arrested and prosecuted and the issue of the application 
of pretrial detention would not have arisen. The Working Group also observes the silence 
by the Government in its late reply in relation to this point.” (point #42, p. 7) 
  
“The detention of Mr. Akhmedov was arbitrary under category II, and with this in mind 
wishes to emphasize that no trial should have taken place. However it did take place, and 
in the view of the Working Group, there were grave violations of Mr. Akhmedov’s right to 
a fair trial.” (point #46, p. 8) 
  
For additional background information regarding Mr. Akhmedov’s case, 
see http://bit.ly/2qpZEbu) 
		
HRWF Database of religious prisoners: See the documented case of Teymur 
Akhmedov and believers of other faiths at http://hrwf.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2017/09/Kazakhstan-FBL-2017.pdf  
 

Criminal cases, and no alternative service 

Four Jehovah's Witness young men could face up to one year's imprisonment 
for refusing compulsory military service on grounds of conscience if criminal 

investigations against them reach court. Military Conscription Offices rejected 
their certificates as religious ministers despite the law granting exemption to 

"clergy of registered religious associations". 
 
By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (22.09.2017) - http://bit.ly/2fIX6y3 - At least three Jehovah's Witness young 
men in East Kazakhstan Region are being investigated on criminal charges of refusing 
compulsory military service. A fourth is under investigation in Almaty Region, though no 
criminal case appears to have been initiated against him, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 
18. If brought to trial and convicted, the conscientious objectors face up to one year's 
imprisonment. 
 
Kazakhstan provides no alternative to those who cannot perform compulsory military 
service on grounds of conscience. However, until recently Military Conscription Offices 
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have accepted the certificates issued to the young men by the Jehovah's Witness 
Administrative Centre in Almaty designating them as "religious ministers". All four of 
these young men presented such certificates. The Law exempts "clergy of registered 
religious associations" from call-up (see below). 

Birlik Tashimov, the First Deputy Chief Military Prosecutor, told Forum 18 from the capital 
Astana he is not aware of any change in the way Military Conscription Offices treat clergy 
(see below). 

The government has ignored repeated recommendations from the United Nations (UN) 
Human Rights Committee that Kazakhstan "review its legislation" to recognise 
individuals' right to conscientious objection. An official of the government's Human Rights 
Commissioner's Office in Astana refused to explain why Kazakhstan has failed to 
introduce an alternative civilian service (see below). 

Meanwhile, two more of the 22 men known to have been given criminal convictions in 
2017 for exercising the right to freedom of religion or belief have failed to overturn their 
convictions on appeal. Both prisoners of conscience are Sunni Muslims. On 19 
September, Iliyan Raiymzhan lost his appeal in Almaty Region and Satymzhan Azatov (in 
absentia) in Astana (see below). 

The appeal by another Sunni Muslim prisoner of conscience, Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov, 
is due to resume at West Kazakhstan Regional Court on 25 September (see below). 

Six more of the prisoners of conscience – all Sunni Muslims who lost their appeals in 
Atyrau in August – had their bank accounts frozen on 21 September (see below). 

Criminal cases against two lawyers to punish them for appealing to President Nursultan 
Nazarbayev on behalf of their client, Jehovah's Witness prisoner of conscience Teymur 
Akhmedov, were dropped in the summer (see below). 

No alternative civilian service 

Military service is compulsory for almost all young men in Kazakhstan. Despite some 
discussion in the 1990s of introducing an alternative civilian service, none was ever 
introduced. Several Jehovah's Witnesses served prison terms in the 1990s for refusing to 
perform compulsory military service. 

Article 387 of the Criminal Code punishes "refusing military service" with – for a first 
offence - a fine of up to 1,000 Monthly Financial Indicators, or corrective labour to the 
same value, or up to one year of restricted freedom or imprisonment. 

Article 36, Part 1, Point 6 of the 2012 Military Service and Status of Military Personnel 
Law exempts from call-up in peacetime "clergy of registered religious associations". 
Article 35 of the same Law allows deferment of call-up to students, including resident 
students in religious educational establishments. 

"In recent years, Jehovah's Witnesses have been exempted from military service when 
the Administrative Centre issues a certificate that acknowledges a young man as a 
religious minister," Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18. "Generally, this continues to be 
effective." However, they express concern about the four cases in 2017. 

Birlik Tashimov, the First Deputy Chief Military Prosecutor, told Forum 18 from Astana on 
22 September that he is not aware of any change in the way Military Conscription Offices 
treat clergy. 

UN Human Rights Committee recommendations ignored 
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The United Nations (UN) Human Rights Committee has repeatedly recommended that 
Kazakhstan "review its legislation" to recognise individuals' right to conscientious 
objection and provide an alternative to compulsory military service. 

"The State party should ensure the legal recognition of conscientious objection to military 
service, and provide for alternative service of a civilian nature for conscientious 
objectors," it declared in its Concluding Observations adopted on 11 July 2016 after its 
review of Kazakhstan's record under the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (CCPR/C/KAZ/CO/2). 

First Deputy Chief Military Prosecutor Tashimov said that the absence of any alternative 
civilian service is not something within the competence of the Military Prosecutor's Office. 
"We're not a law-making body," he told Forum 18. "We work on the basis of the laws that 
have been adopted. This is a question for the leaders of the country." 
 
No answer on why no alternative service 

Rishat Rakhimov, head of the Petitions Office at the government's Human Rights 
Commissioner's Office in Astana, said that it received complaints from conscientious 
objectors "very rarely". 

In 2016 one young man, a clergyman from a religious community he could not 
remember, appealed over the Military Conscription Office's refusal to exempt him. "This 
arose from the Military Conscription Office's lack of knowledge," Rakhimov told Forum 18 
on 20 September. "We appealed to the Chief Military Prosecutor and the Defence Ministry 
and the case was quickly resolved." 

Rakhimov said none of the four Jehovah's Witness conscientious objectors now facing 
criminal investigations has appealed to the Human Rights Commissioner's Office. "If they 
appeal we will respond." 

Asked why Kazakhstan has failed to introduce an alternative to compulsory military 
service, despite repeated recommendations from the UN Human Rights Committee, 
Rakhimov said he was familiar with the recommendations. However, he refused to 
discuss why they have not been implemented and asked Forum 18 to send an "official 
request". He then put the phone down. 

Criminal cases 

Criminal cases or investigations were launched against six Jehovah's Witness young men 
under Criminal Code Article 387, Part 1, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18. Two of the 
cases - against Stanislav Stompel and Abylai Kopzhasarov - were later closed down "for 
absence of a crime". 

A criminal case was initiated in Oskemen (Ust-Kamenogorsk) in East Kazakhstan Region 
against young Jehovah's Witness Dmitry Vedyakin for his refusal of military service as a 
conscientious objector, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18. On 10 April, Vedyakin went 
to the Military Conscription Office and submitted to a medical examination. He also 
provided a certificate from the Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre dated 17 March 
stating that he is a religious minister. An investigator twice interrogated him. The pre-
trial investigation continues. 

Another criminal case was initiated in Oskemen against young Jehovah's Witness Tlek 
Zhumagazinov for his refusal of military service as a conscientious objector. The pre-trial 
investigation continues. 

Elsewhere in East Kazakhstan Region, a criminal case was initiated in Semei against 
young Jehovah's Witness Adilzhan Iskakov for his refusal of military service as a 
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conscientious objector. On 15 February he went to the Military Conscription Office and 
was sent for an additional medical examination. That same day, he provided a certificate 
from the Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre dated 13 March stating that he is a 
religious minister. An investigator then interrogated him. On 28 June the investigator 
went to the Centre and asked for an original copy of the certificate. The pre-trial 
investigation continues. 

On 5 June 2017, the Military Conscription Office in Tekeli, Almaty Region, summoned 
young Jehovah's Witness Kaken Dostayev. The captain told him that the certificate he 
presented from the Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre stating that he was a 
religious minister was not valid. The captain threatened to send him to the army. The 
case continues. 

First Deputy Chief Military Prosecutor Tashimov declined to comment on the four 
investigations. He said he did not have the information on them. 

Appeals fail 

Appeals by two Sunni Muslim prisoners of conscience failed in mid-September. The two 
were among the latest of the 22 individuals (20 Sunni Muslims and 2 Jehovah's 
Witnesses) known to have been given criminal convictions so far in 2017 to punish them 
for exercising freedom of religion or belief. Of these, 20 were imprisoned and the other 
two were given restricted freedom sentences, where they live at home under restrictions 
(for a full list see F18News 29 August 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2311). 

On 19 September, a panel of judges at Almaty Regional Court chaired by Judge 
Sovetkhan Sakenov rejected the appeal by Muslim prisoner of conscience Iliyan 
Raiymzhan, the court chancellery told Forum 18 on 20 September. 

Raiymzhan was arrested in April accused of membership of the Muslim missionary 
movement Tabligh Jamaat, which is banned in Kazakhstan as "extremist". Tekeli City 
Court sentenced him on 1 August to a four year prison term, plus two and a half years' 
post-prison ban on exercise of religious freedom under Criminal Code Article 405, Parts 1 
and 2 (see F18News 15 August 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2307). 
 
Also on 19 September, a panel of judges at Astana City Court rejected in absentia the 
appeal by Muslim prisoner of conscience Satymzhan Azatov, his lawyer Bauyrzhan 
Azanov lamented in an online video the same day. "He never expected a verdict like this 
against him," he said. The lawyer added that his client would appeal further against his 
conviction. 
 
Azatov "was not even transported to the courtroom of Astana City Court for him to 
participate and to present his own views, his arguments, his facts", Azanov complained. 

Azatov - who had studied his faith at a Saudi Arabian university - was arrested in January 
accused of inciting religious hatred and promoting terrorism, which he denied. Astana's 
Saryarka Court No. 2 sentenced him on 10 July to a four year and eight month prison 
term under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 and Article 256, Part 1 (see F18News 13 
July 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2296). 

The lawyer Azanov pledged that "of course we will continue to appeal about all unjustly 
sentenced people", also including Sunni Muslim prisoner of conscience Kuanysh 
Bashpayev. "We believe they are innocent and committed no crime," Azanov insisted. 

Appeal continues 
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The appeal by Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov began at West Kazakhstan Regional 
Court on 20 September. It is due to resume in the afternoon of 25 September, according 
to court records. 

On 16 August, at the end of a long trial, Oral City Court found Imam Abduzhabbarov 
guilty of inciting religious hatred "with serious consequences" in recordings of his 
sermons and talks given in 2004 to 2006. The Judge handed down an eight year general 
regime prison term. The Imam rejected the accusations against him (see F18News 29 
August 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2311). 
 
Bank accounts of more prisoners of conscience blocked 

On 21 September, six Sunni Muslim prisoners of conscience from Atyrau were added to 
the Finance Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with 
the financing of terrorism or extremism". This blocks any bank accounts they might have, 
without any additional due legal process and is routinely applied to those imprisoned for 
exercising freedom of religion or belief. 

The group of six men had been sentenced for alleged membership of the Tabligh Jamaat 
Muslim missionary movement. On 28 June, Atyrau City Court No. 2 handed the longest 
sentence to the man the prosecution regarded as the organiser, Rollan Arystanbekov. He 
was given a three-year general regime prison term. The Judge handed two-year general 
regime prison terms to each of the other five: Zhumabai Nurpeyis; Nurlan Ibrayev; Kanat 
Shaigozhanov; Nuralim Tyupeyev; and Ermek Akhmetov. All six were also banned from 
exercising freedom of religion or belief for up to three years after the completion of their 
prison terms (see F18News 30 June 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2292). 
 
Atyrau Regional Court rejected the six men's appeals on 29 August (see F18News 29 
August 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2311). 

Officials of Investigation Prison UG-157/1 in the village of Taskala on the southern edge 
of Atyrau – where the six men were held before and during their trial – refused to tell 
Forum 18 on 19 September whether the men have now been transferred to a labour 
camp to serve their sentences. The officials also refused to say if the men could pray 
openly and read religious literature of their choice while they were in the Investigation 
Prison. 
 
Criminal cases against lawyers dropped 

During the summer, investigators dropped the criminal cases against two lawyers 
defending a Jehovah's Witness on trial in Astana for exercising freedom of religion and 
belief, one of the two Vitaly Kuznetsov told Forum 18 on 2 September. 

On 16 March the National Security Committee (KNB) secret police opened the criminal 
cases against Kuznetsov and another lawyer Natalya Kononenko for allegedly "Revealing 
information from a pre-trial investigation". The KNB was seeking to punish them for 
appealing to President Nursultan Nazarbayev for the charges against their client, 
Jehovah's Witness Teymur Akhmedov, to be dropped. Charges were brought against the 
lawyers even before the trial they were working on began (see F18News 3 April 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2269). 
 
Jehovah's Witness Akhmedov was sentenced in Astana in May to a five-year prison term, 
plus a three-year post-prison ban on exercise of religious freedom. Astana City Court 
rejected his appeal on 20 June. Akhmedov was imprisoned despite having two large 
tumours of the gastro-intestinal tract. A report from the National Scientific Centre for 
Oncology and Transplantation (the national cancer centre) "recommends an operation 
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and requests that Akhmedov undergo an examination before being hospitalised" (see 
F18News 2 February 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2252). 

 

Kazakhstan plans to set up own school of Islamic studies 

Interfax (19.09.2017) - http://bit.ly/2yB7tME - The rapid growth of religious attitudes 
among the people and illiteracy about religious dogmas have produced an atmosphere 
more conducive to the influence of radical ideology in Kazakhstan, Minister for Religious 
Affairs and Civil Society Nurlan Yermekbayev said. 

"The rapid growth of religious attitudes among the people over the past several years has 
moved faster than the formation of the culture and the ability to take a critical approach 
toward religious dogmas. As a result, some religious people have started prioritizing the 
literal observance of religious dictates over adherence to laws and secular morality," 
Yermekbayev said at a session at the Majilis, the lower chamber of the Kazakh 
parliament. 

This trend is a source of serious risks and conflicts, both within households and 
nationwide, he said. 

"Second, external negative influence on our religious audience has increased. This is 
facilitated by the open information environment and processes of globalization. The 
Internet, social networks, and other means of communication exert massive ideological 
pressure on the population," Yermekbayev said. 

About 10% of the people living in Kazakhstan identify as atheists or agnostics, some 
75% as believers not regularly observing religious rites, and about 15% as believers 
consistently observing all religious rites, he said. 

"The level of religiosity is growing and provides more opportunities for radical ideology's 
influence. What is dangerous is religious fanaticism of any teaching or denomination," he 
said. 

"The only problem is religious illiteracy. We are not against faith as a source of spiritual 
and moral values," he said. 

Kazakhstan needs to develop its own model of relations between the state and religion 
and its own school for the interpretation of Islam, without heeding or fearing criticism 
from abroad, he said. 

"In our view, a Kazakh school of Islamic studies should be focused on spiritual and 
moral-ethical values, taking into consideration the ethnic and cultural-historical specifics 
of our poly-ethnic country, showing moderation and flexibility in dealing with outdated 
dogmas and their adaptation to modern realities, treating faith as a personal, intimate 
issue, and with kindness and tolerance toward everyone who shares different views and 
respect for and observance of the laws of a secular state," he said. 

In this context, the ministry has been putting together a special group of researchers 
specializing in religious studies to develop a scientific basis for a Kazakh school of Islamic 
studies. 

HRWF Comment 

With the introduction of this new plan, Kazakhstan, a Muslim majority country, has 
decided to defend its traditional form of Islam and to combat the penetration of Salafist 
and Wahhabi ideologies that capture more and more segments of its society (70% are 
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Sunni Muslims of the Hanafi school while Shias, Sufis and Ahmadis altogether are only 
1% , and Christians, mainly Orthodox, make up 26% of the population). Creating an 
Institute of Islamic Studies is a sensible move to reduce religious illiteracy of Muslims and 
to make them less vulnerable to nefarious foreign religious ideologies or recruitment by 
political Islamic movements like ISIS.  

However, imprisoning (alleged) Salafists and Wahhabis because they represent 
a potential danger for human security and state security is not only inefficient but also 
counter-productive. They become emblematic martyrs and heroes and in prison they 
radicalize other detainees. HRWF therefore urges the Kazakh authorities to release 
(alleged) Salafists and Wahhabis as well as followers of the peaceful Tabligh Jamaat 
movement of Indian origin which does not does not use or advocate violence and does 
not call for the overthrow of the political regime in Kazakhstan or any other country 
either. 

See HRWF Database of FORB Prisoners in Kazakhstan and other countries 
at http://hrwf.eu/forb/forb-and-blasphemy-prisoners-list/ 

 

State hostility to religious movements of foreign origin in 
Kazakhstan 

HRWF statement at the OSCE/ODIHR HDIM in Warsaw 
 

HRWF (15.09.2017) - 
 

Human Rights Without Frontiers recommends that the Kazakh authorities 

• Grant full religious freedom to Kazakh citizens adhering to the teachings of peaceful 
religious movements of foreign origin: freedom of association, freedom of worship and 
assembly, freedom to share their beliefs; 

• Allow non-Kazakh citizens to fully enjoy their religious freedom during their stay in the 
country and to not deport them; 

• Cease the prosecution of believers who peacefully share their beliefs with others under 
the charge of “Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious discord” (Criminal 
Code Article 174, Part 2) 

• Release all religious prisoners of conscience sentenced on the basis of this Criminal 
Code Article; 

• Lift the ban on the peaceful Tablighi Jamaat movement. 
 

 
According to the latest report of the US State Department on religious freedom in 
Kazakhstan, religious groups that the government considered ‘traditional’ reported 
general acceptance and tolerance by the government. However, ‘nontraditional’ religious 
groups, such as followers of Tablighi Jamaat, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and foreign believers, 
continued to experience heightened scrutiny and prosecution.  

Tablighi Jamaat Muslims 

As of 1st July 2017, fifty-nine Sunni Muslims who are followers of the peaceful Tabligh 
Jamaat movement have been given criminal convictions since December 2014. More than 
forty of these cases have been documented by Human Rights Without Frontiers, in our 
global Database of Religious Prisoners.  
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Most recently, in the summer of 2017, the Tekeli Court in Almaty Region jailed Iliyan 
Raiymzhan for thirty months for alleged membership of the banned Muslim movement 
Tabligh Jamaat.  

Tabligh Jamaat is a peaceful missionary movement within Islam, founded in India in the 
early 20th century. Although it has no formal membership, adherents spend significant 
periods of time travelling and preaching in mosques to spread their message. They do 
not commit or advocate violence or terrorism.  

The annual World Gathering in Tongi, Bangladesh, (called Bishwa Ijtima) is the most 
popular Tablighi Jamaat pilgrimage in the world with approximately five million people 
attending each year, significantly larger than the traditional Hajj to Mecca.  

Jehovah’s Witnesses 

On 29 June 2017, a court in Kazakhstan ordered the branch office of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
in Almaty, Kazakhstan, to suspend operations for three months and fined them 
approximately $2,100 USD. 

Leading up to the court decision, authorities conducted a raid of the branch property 
which involved an intimidating force of some forty armed officers.  

Because of their missionary activities, Teymur AKHMEDOV was sentenced in 2017 to five 
years in prison and Asaf Guliyev to five years restricted freedom. 

In the name of tolerance, the Kazakh authorities accused them of “Incitement of social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious discord by repeat ‘offenders’ with prison terms of 
between five and ten years” (Criminal Code Article 174, Part 2) for allegedly advocating 
the superiority of their religious movement. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses are a peaceful religious movement of American origin which 
develops intense missionary activity in all the countries of the world. Their members are 
opposed to violence and are conscientious objectors to military service. 

Deportation of foreign missionaries 

This year, several foreigners were ordered to be deported for participating in so-called 
illegal missionary activities. 

A Canadian citizen pastoring a church in New York, Hae Taik Kim, was deported from the 
country for holding baptisms with a Kazakh Baptist pastor.  

A Muslim, Bakhtiyorkhon Soliyev, was deported back to Tajikistan for participating in 
missionary activities in Kazakhstan. 

In other cases, foreigners managed to overturn their deportation order in court. For 
example: In April, the Almaty City Court overturned a fine and deportation order on an 
Indian citizen and long-time resident in Kazakhstan, Ayothi Daniel Gunaseelan. A lower 
court had found him guilty of ‘missionary activity’. However, the fine and three-month 
ban on the Church for meeting in a location the authorities had not approved was not 
overturned. 

I thank you for your attention. 
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Worship banned 
Courts banned worship by Almaty's Source of Life Protestant Church from April 
to July, Almaty's Jehovah's Witness Centre from August to November, and – if 
its appeal fails – Oskemen's New Life Protestant Church for three months. 
Jehovah's Witnesses described their ban as "a grossly disproportionate 
penalty". 

By Felix Corley  

Forum 18 (06.09.2017) - http://bit.ly/2eQCzXJ - In at least three known cases in 2017, 
courts have banned religious communities from any activities, including meeting for 
worship, for three months. On 18 August a court fined and banned New Life Protestant 
Church in Oskemen (Ust-Kamenogorsk) because church members sang religious songs at 
a summer camp. The ban has not yet come into force as the Church is appealing to East 
Kazakhstan Regional Court. 

Asked what would happen if the ban enters into legal force and church members continue 
to meet for worship during the three months, a state religious affairs official told Forum 
18: "We'll fine them again" (see below). 

In Almaty a court banned the entire Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre for three 
months because the 25 surveillance cameras it had installed to comply with the law left 
three small areas without camera coverage. The City Court changed the decision on 
appeal, banning only the use of the worship areas of the Centre. Jehovah's Witnesses 
described the ban as "a serious hindrance to the life of the religious community". The ban 
came into force on 3 August and will last until 3 November (see below). 

A court in Almaty fined the Protestant Source of Life Church and banned it from 13 April 
to 12 July because it was meeting in a venue away from its registered address, even 
though the Church had informed the authorities (see below). 

As well as prescribing fixed fines, many Parts of Article 490 of the Administrative Code 
(which punishes violations of the harsh Religion Law) already prescribe a fixed three-
month ban on activity when a first-time "offence" is conducted by an organisation. Fixed 
higher fines and a permanent ban are mandated for second "offences". 

If legal amendments now being prepared are approved by Parliament, courts would in 
future be obliged to choose to ban religious communities for either three months or 
permanently for many violations of the restrictive Religion Law, including for a first 
"offence".  

The wide-ranging legal amendments – which violate Kazakhstan's international human 
rights commitments - are expected to reach Parliament in September or October (see 
F18News 18 August 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2308). 

Banned, not allowed 

At present, religious communities are only banned permanently if the state proves or 
claims that they are "extremist" or "terrorist", or if they commit a second "offence" 
against the restrictive Religion Law. 

An Astana court banned the Tabligh Jamaat Muslim missionary movement in Kazakhstan 
as "extremist" in February 2013, just a year after an extensive study commissioned by 
the National Security Committee (KNB) secret police and the government's then Religious 
Affairs Committee concluded that the Muslim movement is not "extremist" or "terrorist" 
and that there was no reason to ban it (see F18News 28 March 
2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2162). 
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However, Kazakhstan – in defiance of its international human rights commitments – bans 
all exercise of freedom of religion or belief without state permission. This means that 
religious communities which do not want to or are unable to gain state registration are in 
effect banned and risk punishment if they continue to meet for worship. 

Council of Churches Baptists – who continue to meet for worship while choosing not to 
seek state permission to exercise their right to freedom of religion or belief – face 
frequent raids, fines, confiscations and travel bans. 

The government allows only one Muslim organisation in the entire country to gain state 
registration - the Muslim Board (which represents only Hanafi Sunni Islam). This means 
that no other forms of Islam are allowed to exist legally. This prevents Shia and Ahmadi 
Muslims from gaining registration, as well as mosque communities serving mainly one 
ethnic community or ones that want to function independently of the Muslim Board (see 
Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious freedom survey  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 
 
Bans violate international human rights commitments 

Given that Kazakhstan bans all religious activity without state permission, a ban (even if 
temporary) would prevent individuals and members of such a banned community from 
meeting for worship. 

Such court-ordered bans violate Kazakhstan's international human rights commitments. 
Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights – to which 
Kazakhstan is a party – guarantees the right to freedom of religion or belief. 

It adds: "Freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs may be subject only to such 
limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, 
health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others." 

General Comment 22 of the United Nations Human Rights Committee 
(CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.4) explains the permitted limitations in more detail: "Limitations 
imposed must be established by law and must not be applied in a manner that would 
vitiate the rights guaranteed in article 18." 

And it adds: "Limitations may be applied only for those purposes for which they were 
prescribed and must be directly related and proportionate to the specific need on which 
they are predicated. Restrictions may not be imposed for discriminatory purposes or 
applied in a discriminatory manner." 

On 4 September, Forum 18 asked Aliya Abeldinova, deputy chair of the Religious Affairs 
Committee (part of the Religion and Civil Society Ministry in the capital Astana), how 
such bans on entire communities comply with Kazakhstan's international human rights 
commitments. Forum 18 also asked why proposed new legal amendments would allow 
such bans to be imposed permanently even for a first "offence", rather than to be limited 
to three months. She refused to answer any questions on this and put the phone down. 

Personal bans also 

In many other cases, courts have banned individuals convicted on criminal charges for 
exercising freedom of religion or belief from exercising freedom of religion or belief after 
they complete their prison terms. 

At least 15 of the 22 people given criminal convictions so far in 2017 have been handed 
such post-prison bans on exercising freedom of religion or belief for between two and 
four years (see F18News 29 August 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2311). 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

In many administrative cases too, courts ban individuals from specific activity for three 
months. Retail traders who offer even one religious book or icon for sale without the 
compulsory state licence from their Regional Religious Affairs Department face not only 
fines but a ban on trading for three months. 

Officials found the Gifts and Books shop at Astana's International Airport offering nine 
Muslim books for sale. On 24 July, an Astana court fined the company that owns the shop 
the prescribed fine for organisations of 200 Monthly Financial Indicators (MFIs), 453,800 
Tenge. It also banned the business literature section of the Gifts and Books shop – where 
the religious books were found – from functioning for three months (see F18News 3 
August 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2302). 

Each 100 MFIs (currently 226,900 Tenge – 5,200 Norwegian Kroner, 550 Euros or 660 
US Dollars) represents about two months' average wage for those in work. 

On 10 July, a court in Almaty Region fined Protestant pastor Marat Tlegenov and five 
foreign visitors for illegal "missionary activity" after the group had held an outdoor 
baptism. All were fined and one of the foreigners was ordered deported. The court fined 
each of the other four foreign citizens 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge, and banned them from 
conducting unspecified activities for three months (see F18News 4 August 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2303). 

Oskemen: New Life Church fined, banned for three months 

New Life Protestant Church in Oskemen (Ust-Kamenogorsk) is appealing to East 
Kazakhstan Regional Court against a lower court decision fining the church and ordering 
it banned for three months, church members told Forum 18 from the city on 6 
September. No date has yet been set for the appeal to be heard. 

The lower court decision fining and banning the Church enters into force only once any 
appeal has been heard. 

Trouble began for the Church on 28 July, when church members, relatives and friends 
were at the Zorka holiday camp by a reservoir in Zyryanovsk District south-east of 
Oskemen. That evening, a resident called the police to complain that she had heard 
religious songs from the group. A group of four officers from the Anti-Extremism Police 
arrived at the camp to investigate. 

Church member Yelena Tretyakova told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service on 17 
August that the camp administrator had told her that the police were already present at 
least 15 minutes before the resident called them to complain. 

On 4 August, Eldar Meirbayev of the Regional Religious Affairs Department drew up a 
record of an offence against the Church, seen by Forum 18. It states that the Church 
should have obtained written permission but had not, and therefore the singing of 
religious songs at the camp was a violation of Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, 
Point 1. 

Article 490, Part 1, Point 1 punishes "violation of procedures established in law for 
conducting rites, ceremonies and meetings". Punishment for individuals is a fine of 50 
MFIs, and for organisations a fine of 200 MFIs plus a three-month ban on activity. 

Tretyakova, who signed the record of an offence, noted on it: "I do not agree, as facts 
are inaccurate." 

The Church's Pastor Vitaly Zatolokin lodged a challenge to the administrative case, 
insisting that the Church had conducted no rituals at the camp and rejecting the 
accusations against it. He also complained that the police officers "had not behaved 
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correctly and were threatening". However, on 16 August Judge Aliya Akhmetova of 
Oskemen's Specialised Administrative Court dismissed the challenge, according to the 
decision seen by Forum 18. 

The same Judge Akhmetova at the same Court heard the administrative case on 18 
August, when she found the Church guilty, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 
She ruled that singing religious songs constituted a religious service and that the Church 
was therefore responsible for holding a service in a location not approved by the 
authorities. She fined it 200 MFIs, 453,800 Tenge, and banned its activity for three 
months, the prescribed punishment for organisations. 

Officials of the Regional Religious Affairs Department told Forum 18 from Oskemen on 5 
September that Meirbayev – who had drawn up the record of an offence and had 
appeared in court to support the prosecution – no longer worked there. 

Department official Aitkurman Turganbayev supported the fine and three-month ban 
handed to New Life Church. "But we didn't prescribe the ban – that was the court," he 
insisted to Forum 18 the same day. He denied that his Department – which had initiated 
the administrative case – is a "punitive body". 

Asked what would happen if the court decision enters into force after any appeal and 
church members meet for worship during the three-month banning period, Turganbayev 
responded: "We'll fine them again." He then put the phone down. 

Almaty: Jehovah's Witness Centre fined, banned for three months 

Trouble began for the Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre in Almaty on 17 May. The 
KNB secret police, as well as the ordinary police, raided the Administrative Centre. More 
than 30 officers, some masked and carrying automatic weapons, conducted the raid "in 
broad daylight" and "on the pretext of conducting a security inspection", Jehovah's 
Witnesses complained. "They claimed that they were carrying out an order to inspect 
public venues to ensure their safety prior to Expo 2017, which began in the capital city of 
Astana in June 2017." 

On 5 June, police began an inspection of the Administrative Centre and authorities claim 
the inspection revealed violations of certain protocols. The inspection alleged that the 
Centre needed three more security cameras in addition to the 25 already installed in 
order to comply with legislation concerning public venues. Jehovah's Witnesses installed 
the three recommended extra cameras by the end of the inspection on 8 June. 

However, on 6 February, state officials had already approved an official plan for the 
Centre's property, showing the location of all installed security cameras. "By approving 
that official plan, the State officials confirmed that the Centre was in full compliance with 
the relevant legislation," Jehovah's Witnesses noted. 

Jehovah's Witnesses disputed the findings of the June inspection, complaining that it was 
conducted in a way that violated legal procedures. They brought a suit against the 
District and City Police in Almaty's Specialised Inter-District Economic Court, but it 
refused to hear their suit on 13 June, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 
Almaty City Court rejected their appeal against this refusal on 12 July. 

Police also interfered in the Jehovah's Witness convention, held at the Administrative 
Centre between 23 and 25 June. Some 1,500 foreign guests joined thousands of local 
Jehovah's Witnesses. On the first two days, police stopped coaches with foreign 
delegates at their hotels for several hours on the pretext of checking drivers' documents 
(11 coaches on the first day, 20 on the second). The Centre filed a complaint with Almaty 
Prosecutor's Office, but it did not respond. 
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On 29 June, Judge Nurzhan Pakirdinov of Almaty's Specialised Inter-District 
Administrative Court found the Jehovah's Witness Administrative Centre guilty of 
violating Administrative Code Article 149, Part 2. This punishes: "Non-fulfilment and (or) 
inadequate fulfilment of duties on providing antiterrorist protection and observing the 
proper level of security of an object vulnerable to terrorism". 

The Judge fined the Centre 300 MFIs, 680,700 Tenge, according to the decision seen by 
Forum 18. He also banned all its activity for the three months. 

"The decision to suspend all of the Centre's activities is a grossly disproportionate penalty 
for the alleged violation," Polat Bekzhan, chair of the Administrative Centre, complained. 
"We are appealing the decision, which seems to have been motivated by religious 
intolerance." 

Late in the evening on 3 August, at the second hearing in the case, Judge Zhenis 
Karibayev of Almaty City Court upheld the fine, but partially modified the ban, according 
to the decision seen by Forum 18. Instead of banning for three months the entire 
Administrative Centre and all activity on its premises, he restricted the ban to "the use of 
the buildings and territory vulnerable to terrorism, where the place of worship and 
seasonal tent" are located. 

The 81-year-old, disabled resident of the Centre, Anatoly Melnik, told the hearing that if 
worship is banned at the Centre he and his 79-year-old wife would be unable to travel 
anywhere else to worship with others. 

The decision imposing the fine and three-month ban came into force when it was issued. 

"The Court thus satisfied the request of Jehovah's Witnesses not to extend the 
suspension decision to the major part of the activity of the legal entity, including the use 
of its administrative buildings," Jehovah's Witnesses noted the following day. 

However, Jehovah's Witnesses lamented that several of their groups in Almaty, which 
used to meet for worship at the Centre, would have to find other temporary places to 
worship. They pointed out that this would create difficulties particularly for older 
Jehovah's Witnesses. "This could be seen as a serious hindrance to the life of the 
religious community in Almaty." 

Asked why Jehovah's Witnesses are being restricted in their right to meet for worship, 
Yergali Kosheke, deputy head of Almaty City Religious Affairs Department, insisted: "We 
don't ban anyone and we don't persecute anyone". 

Asked by Forum 18 on 5 September what would happen were Jehovah's Witnesses to 
meet for worship at the Administrative Centre during the three-month ban, Kosheke 
responded: "We would take measures to ensure compliance with the law." He refused to 
specify what measures would be taken, but said that court bailiffs, not the Religious 
Affairs Department, would take any measures. He then put the phone down. 

Courts have fined other religious communities for failing to have enough security 
cameras, but Forum 18 is not aware that any of these have been banned for three 
months. The leader of one such community fined 200 MFIs during the summer, who 
asked not to be identified, confirmed to Forum 18 that the community had not been 
banned. 

Almaty: Source of Life Church fined, banned for three months 

Officials of Almaty's Religious Affairs Department raided Source of Life Protestant 
Church's 25 January meeting for worship. The Church was meeting in a rented venue, 
not their legal address, of which they had informed the city's Almaly District authorities. 
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Despite this, on 15 March Almaty Specialised Administrative Court fined the Church 
under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 1. This punishes "violation of 
procedures established in law for conducting rites, ceremonies and meetings". As well as 
the prescribed fine for religious organisations of 200 MFIs, the Church was also handed 
the prescribed three-month ban (from 13 April to 12 July). On 13 April, Almaty City Court 
rejected the church's appeal (see F18News 25 April 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2275). 

Source of Life Church then appealed to the Supreme Court in Astana. However, on 19 
May Judge Denis Shipp sent the case back without hearing it (see F18News 8 June 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2285).  
 

An Orthodox priest charged with ‘extremism’ 

HRWF (17.08.2017) - For the first time in Kazakhstan, the priest of an Orthodox parish is 
charged for violating the law “On Religious Activities and Religious Associations.” 

End of July and early August, Fr Vladimir Vorontsov, from the village of Merke (Zhambyl 
region of Kazakhstan), organized a ten-day camp in the mountains for a group of 
Orthodox children and some parents. On 2 August, representatives of the local 
administration, the police and members of the National Security Committee (KNB) 
invaded the camp for inspection. They had been told about the priest’s spiritual retreat 
by an anonymous call. 

Initially, the priest was rudely accused of extremism, detaining children illegally and 
smuggling religious literature. The law enforcement forces tried to interrogate the 
children about their activities and only a call to the deputy head of the regional 
administration slowed down their ardour. They left, allowing the camp participants to 
continue their vacation.  

However, two days later Fr Vorontsov received a protocol outlining his violation of the 
administrative code and on 6 August the court summoned him for holding religious 
meetings in inappropriate places. 

Under the law on religious activities, any ritual can only be held in registered places for 
worship. For this reason, religious minorities - Protestants, Hare Krishna worshippers, 
non-mainline Muslim groups - are systematically subjected to fines or administrative 
arrests, even for Bible studies or prayers in private apartments. However, until now, 
representatives of Orthodox churches had never been arrested for allegedly violating “On 
Religious Activities and Religious Associations” as Orthodoxy is considered as one of the 
traditional religions of Kazakhstan. 

According to Vladimir Vorontsov, the regional administration for religious affairs 
summoned Orthodox clergymen of various parishes on 10 August and rudely admonished 
them.  
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Vladimir Vorontsov. Photo from his Facebook page 

 

There was no official reaction of the Metropolitan (Bishop) District of the Russian 
Orthodox Church in Kazakhstan about the incident with Vladimir Vorontsov.  

A number of parents complained with the Consul General of the Russian Federation who 
was very surprised and promised to support their claim.  

The Union of Orthodox Citizens claimed demanded to draw back all charges against 
Vladimir Vorontsov. 

 
The children in the camp of Vladimir Vorontsov. Photo from his Facebook page 
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Official statistics about the religious situation in Kazakhstan 

In June 2017, the President of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, approved the Concept 
of State Policy in the Religious Sphere of the Country for 2017-2020. Interfax reported its 
content saying that, as of 1 January 2017, there are 3,658 religious associations and 
their branches representing 18 denominations registered in the country. 

The most numerous among them are the Islam of the Hanafi School and Orthodox 
Christianity. There are also Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Buddhist and other communities. 

3,464 religious buildings are registered in the republic: 2,550 mosques, 294 Orthodox 
and 109 Catholic churches, 495 Protestant churches and prayer houses, seven 
synagogues, two Buddhist temples, seven prayer houses for the "Society for Krishna 
Consciousness" and the Baha'i community. 

Operating mosques are the property of the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Kazakhstan. 

The Orthodox Church of Kazakhstan has the second largest number of followers. It 
comprises 325 religious entities, including 301 parishes, nine dioceses and 294 religious 
buildings, as well as the Metropolitan district in Kazakhstan. 

Other Orthodox churches include the Armenian Apostolic Church, the Russian Orthodox 
Church Abroad, the Pomor Orthodox Church and three Old Believers churches. 

The Catholic Church in Kazakhstan is represented by 85 religious communities, five of 
them belong to the Greek Catholic Church. 

There are 667 Protestant communities in the country, the largest of them are the 
churches of Pentecostals, Evangelical Christian-Baptists, Presbyterians, Seventh-day 
Adventists and Lutherans. 

There are also 531 registered missionaries - in total, they represent 13 religious 
denominations: 257 are Roman Catholic and 84 are Orthodox - citizens of Russia. 

Source : Fergana News Agency, 15 August 2017 
(http://enews.fergananews.com/articles/3032) 
 

30 months' jail for sharing faith 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (15.08.2017) - http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2307 - Tekeli Court 
in Almaty Region jailed 25-year-old Iliyan Raiymzhan for 30 months for alleged 
membership of Muslim missionary movement Tabligh Jamaat. The Prosecutor claimed 
"society suffered" because of Raiymzhan's exercise of freedom of religion, but refused to 
say how or identify any specific victims. 

On 1 August, a court in the southern Almaty Region imprisoned another Sunni Muslim for 
alleged membership of the banned Muslim missionary movement Tabligh Jamaat. Tekeli 
City Court handed 25-year-old Iliyan Raiymzhan a two-and-a-half year prison term. The 
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Judge also banned him from exercising freedom of religion or belief for some years after 
his prison term. The case was initiated by the National Security Committee (KNB) secret 
police. 
 
The Prosecutor in the case claimed to Forum 18 that "society suffered" because of 
Raiymzhan's exercise of the right to freedom of religion or belief. But he refused to say 
how or identify any specific victims (see below). 

Iliyan Raiymzhan (born 8 February 1992) is an ethnic Kazakh born in China. He is 
married with young children. 

Raiymzhan's conviction brings to 21 the number of individuals known to have been given 
criminal convictions so far in 2017 to punish the exercise of freedom of religion or belief. 
Of these, 19 were Sunni Muslims and 2 Jehovah's Witnesses. Of the 21 (all of them 
men), 19 received prison terms and 2 received restricted freedom sentences, where they 
live at home under restrictions (see F18News 25 July 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2300). 
 
Raiymzhan's conviction also brings to 61 the number of Sunni Muslims known to have 
been convicted on criminal charges since December 2014 accused of membership of the 
banned Tabligh Jamaat movement. 
 
An Astana court banned the Tabligh Jamaat movement in Kazakhstan as "extremist" in 
February 2013, just a year after an extensive study commissioned by the KNB secret 
police and the government's then Religious Affairs Committee concluded that the Muslim 
movement is not "extremist" or "terrorist" and that there was no reason to ban it (see 
F18News 28 March 2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2162). 
 
Raiymzhan is likely to be added to the Finance Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee 
List of individuals "connected with the financing of terrorism or extremism", thus blocking 
any bank accounts they might have, without any additional due legal process. Three 
more prisoners of conscience sentenced this year have been added in July and August 
(see below). 
 
As individuals are not told when they are added to the List, they normally only find out 
they have been added when they or relatives attempt to withdraw money from their 
bank (see F18News 10 June 2016  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2187). 
 
Meanwhile, the trial in Oral (Uralsk) of Sunni Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov is due to 
continue on 16 August (see below). 
 
The appeal of Sunni Muslim Nariman Seytzhanov against his five-year prison term is due 
to begin at Akmola Region Court on 16 August (see below). 
 
Raiymzhan: April arrest 
 
The Almaty Region KNB secret police arrested Raiymzhan in April, Darkhan Mukangaliyev 
of Tekeli Prosecutor's Office told Forum 18 from the town on 15 August. Investigators 
launched a case against him under Criminal Code Article 405, Parts 1 and 2. 
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Article 405, Part 1 punishes "organising the activity of a social or religious association or 
other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their liquidation in 
connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine or up to six 
years' imprisonment. 
 
Article 405, Part 2 punishes "participation in the activity of a social or religious 
association or other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their 
liquidation in connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine 
or up to two years' imprisonment. 
 
Prosecutors claim Raiymzhan was a member of Tabligh Jamaat and had studied at its 
centres abroad, including in India, Bangladesh and elsewhere. They said that he 
preached his faith, met other members and recruited new members, knowing that the 
movement had been banned. His preaching "facilitated a rise in the number of adherents 
of the banned movement", they claimed. 
 
Raiymzhan: Prison term, post-prison restrictions 
 
The criminal case against Raiymzhan was prepared by Mukangaliyev of Tekeli 
Prosecutor's Office. He also led the prosecution case in court, he told Forum 18. 
 
The case was handed to Tekeli City Court on 30 June, where it was assigned to Judge 
Auesbek Omarov, according to case documents. After hearings on 18 and 25 July, the 
trial concluded on 1 August. In his closing statement, Raiymzhan asked the court to hand 
down a "just decision", Nurli Bek, a journalist for BNews.kz noted from the courtroom. 
"Everything else is subject to the will of Allah," he quoted Raiymzhan as telling the court. 
 
Raiymzhan was not in the defendants' box in the courtroom as he read his final 
statement but at a lectern in the centre of the room. He remained handcuffed to a police 
officer standing or sitting next to him during the hearing. 
 
At the final 1 August hearing, Judge Omarov found Raiymzhan guilty under Criminal Code 
Article 405, Parts 1 and 2. She handed down a two-and-a-half year general regime 
labour camp sentence, Prosecutor Mukangaliyev told Forum 18. She also banned 
Raiymzhan from exercising freedom of religion or belief for "about four years" after his 
prison term, the prosecutor added. 
 
"See we gave him the minimum term," Prosecutor Mukangaliyev told Forum 18. Asked 
who – if anyone – had suffered because of Raiymzhan's exercise of the right to freedom 
of religion or belief, he responded: "He didn't kill anyone – he conducted agitation, not 
terrorism." Asked what Raiymzhan had "agitated" for, he responded: "He recruited other 
people – to pray." 
 
Asked who had suffered from this, given the prison term handed down, Mukangaliyev 
said: "Society suffered." However, he refused to give any evidence of any specific 
suffering caused to anyone or to identify any specific victims. 
 
Raiymzhan: Freedom of religion or belief in Investigation Prison? 
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Raiymzhan has been held since his April arrest at the Investigation Prison at 
Taldykorgan, the regional capital. Prosecutor Mukangaliyev told Forum 18 that he will 
remain there until the verdict goes into force, which would be after any appeal is heard. 
 
The duty officer at the Investigation Prison refused to give any information about 
Raiymzhan, including as to his state of health or whether he can pray openly and read 
religious literature of his choice in prison. "We don't give any information by telephone," 
he told Forum 18 on 15 August. 
 
Many prisoners of conscience imprisoned for exercising the right to freedom of religion or 
belief have complained of being unable to pray visibly in prison or have religious 
literature. Other prisoners too have complained of these restrictions (see F18News 3 May 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2277). 
 
The UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (known as the Mandela 
Rules, A/C.3/70/L.3) require governments to respect the freedom of religion or belief and 
other human rights of prisoners – including those in pre-trial detention. 
 
Raiymzhan's Investigation Prison address (until after any appeal is heard): 
 
Almatinskaya Oblast 
g. Taldykorgan 
Spetsgorodok No. 20 
Sledstvenny izolyator LA-155/16 
Kazakhstan 
 
Raiymzhan: Earlier court case 
 
Raiymzhan had earlier been brought to court for exercising freedom of religion or belief. 
On 12 June 2015, Police in Karmakshi District of Kyzylorda Region wrote a record of an 
offence against him. After 23 religious books were seized from him, they accused him on 
2 March 2015 of violating Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Part 3. 
 
Article 490, Part 1, Point 3 punishes: "Violating the requirements of the Religion Law for 
.. import, manufacturing, production, publication and/or distribution of religious literature 
and other religious materials, and items for religious use". The punishment for individuals 
is a fine of 50 Monthly Financial Indicators. 
 
On 3 March 2015 a judicial psychological and philological "expert analysis" was ordered, 
which was completed on 1 April 2015. 
 
On 23 July 2015, Judge Klara Kaniyeva acquitted Raiymzhan because the time limit for 
bringing such administrative cases had expired, according to the decision seen by Forum 
18. However, she ordered him to pay procedural costs of 26,906 Tenge. She also ordered 
that 23 religious book seized from him and held in the case files be destroyed. 
 
Raiymzhan did not pay the costs. On 25 November 2015, court executors launched 
proceedings against him in Almaty Region to recover the money. Because of his failure to 
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pay, he was for some years on the Justice Ministry's list of court debtors banned from 
leaving Kazakhstan. However, as of 15 August 2017 he is no longer on the list. 
 
Raiymzhan: "Under special control" 
 
Officials claimed Raiymzhan was a suspect in an alleged attack on a young girl on the 
streets of Tekeli, local television reported on 30 November 2015. Zhanar Tolegenkyzy of 
the Regional Police press service told the television station that Tekeli police were 
conducting a pre-trial investigation and that Raiymzhan was the suspect. He absolutely 
denied the allegation "as a model family man and father of three children". However, no 
criminal case against him reached court. 
 
In the television coverage of the case, officials repeatedly claimed that Raiymzhan was 
an adherent of Tabligh Jamaat. An unnamed Specialist of Almaty Region Religious Affairs 
Department told the television station that he was "registered as a member of a religious 
movement banned in Kazakhstan. We have more than once conducted explanatory 
conversations with his parents. He is being kept under special control". 
 
Forum 18 asked Tolegenkyzy of the Regional Police on 21 April 2016 why no criminal 
case against Raiymzhan had reached court some six months later if police considered 
him the suspect in the attack on the girl. Forum 18 also asked what it meant that he was 
"registered" as a member of Tabligh Jamaat and with which government agency. She 
asked Forum 18 to send the questions in writing. However, she did not respond to the 
written questions. 
 
As Police did not answer, it remains unclear how an individual under "special control" 
could attack a girl on the street. 
 
An official of Almaty Region Religious Affairs Department told Forum 18 on 22 April 2016 
that "we only register missionaries, not extremists". 
 
Abduzhabbarov: Trial continues 
 
Eleven days of hearings have already been held in the criminal trial of Sunni Muslim 
Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov in the city of Oral (Uralsk) in West Kazakhstan Region. 
The latest hearing was on 15 August, with the next scheduled for 16 August. His trial 
began at Oral City Court on 25 July. 
 
Abduzhabbarov, who lived for ten years in Saudi Arabia, was arrested on his enforced 
return to Kazakhstan in February 2017. He denies the charges of "inciting religious 
hatred" and "propaganda of terrorism" (see F18News 25 July 2017  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2300). 
 
Seytzhanov: Appeal due 
 
On 16 August, Akmola Regional Court is due to begin hearing the appeal of Sunni Muslim 
Nariman Seytzhanov against his imprisonment for exercising freedom of religion or 
belief. 
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A court in Kokshetau sentenced Seytzhanov on 9 June to five years' imprisonment for 
allegedly "inciting religious hatred" in talks he gave on Islam to pilgrims to Saudi Arabia 
(see F18News 15 June 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2286). 
 
Added to financial blacklist 
 
Denis Korzhavin was added to the Finance Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee List of 
individuals "connected with the financing of terrorism or extremism" on 1 July. Korzhavin 
– who had studied his faith at Medina Islamic University before returning to Kazakhstan – 
was given a five-year restricted freedom term in Almaty on 11 May (see F18News 15 
June 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2286). 
 
Kuanysh Bashpayev was added to the same list on 14 July. He was given a four-and-a-
half year prison term in Pavlodar on 7 April for "inciting religious hatred" for speaking 
about Islam (see F18News 11 April 2017  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2272). 
 
Dmitry Tsilenko was added to the same list on 1 August. He was given a three-year 
prison term in Kostanai on 12 May for alleged membership of Tabligh Jamaat (see 
F18News 25 July 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2300).  
 

Six fines, one deportation for baptism 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (04.08.2017) - http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2303 - After a 
Protestant Pastor and five foreign guests held baptisms in hot springs near Almaty, a 
court fined all six and ordered one foreigner deported, deeming they had conducted 
illegal "missionary activity". A Baptist pastor succeeded in overturning a police fine for 
leading his church. 

A local Protestant pastor and five foreign visitors were fined for holding baptisms in hot 
springs near Kazakhstan's commercial capital Almaty. One of the foreigners – a United 
States-based Canadian citizen – was ordered deported. 

A court in Akmola Region overturned a summary police fine on a Baptist pastor for 
leading a church that chooses to meet for worship without seeking the compulsory state 
registration. The Judge ruled that as he had been fined for this in 2013 he could not be 
fined twice for the same "offence" (see below). 

Strict controls 

Kazakhstan imposes strict controls on who is allowed to exercise freedom of religion or 
belief and where. Only registered religious communities are allowed to meet for worship 
and they can do so only in their own registered premises or in other venues with state 
approval. Those who exercise freedom of religion or belief outside these strict limits risk 
punishment through the courts for what the state regards as "missionary activity" (see 
Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious freedom survey 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 
 
Those who conduct "missionary activity" without personal registration as a "missionary" 
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and without specific state approval for an literature they might use are subject to fines 
equivalent to about two months' average wage for those in work. However, anyone who 
is not a citizen of Kazakhstan is also subject to deportation. 
 
In April Almaty City Court overturned a fine and deportation order on an Indian citizen 
long resident in Kazakhstan. A lower court had found him guilty of "missionary activity". 
However, the fine and three-month ban on the Church for meeting in a location the 
authorities had not approved was not overturned (see F18News 8 June 2017  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2285). 
 
Leading a religious community without state registration is one of the "offences" subject 
to summary police fines with no court hearing. Such fines too are equivalent to about two 
months' average wage for those in work. Such summary fines appear to be increasing. It 
is possible to challenge police-imposed fines through the courts or a Prosecutor's Office. 
However, this process is more difficult than (as with court convictions) lodging an appeal 
to a higher court against a lower court decision (see F18News 8 June 2017 
 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2285). 
 
Kazakhstan also imposes strict controls on publication, distribution and import of 
religious literature, which is subject to state censorship. Those who distribute unapproved 
works or in a place that does not have state permission for distribution of religious 
literature risk punishment. Fines are frequent. After Transport Police found nine Muslim 
books in an Astana Airport gift shop, a court fined the company on 24 July and ordered 
the shop section closed for three months (see F18News 3 August 2017 
 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2302). 
 
Almaty Region: Fines, deportation for baptisms 
 
A court in Almaty Region fined a local Protestant pastor Marat Tlegenov and five foreign 
visitors for illegal "missionary activity", according to the court decisions seen by Forum 
18. The group had held an outdoor baptism on 8 July at the Altyn Su hot springs in 
Uyghur District in the far south-east of Kazakhstan, 40 kms (25 miles) from the Chinese 
border. Records of an offence against all six were prepared on 10 July, the same day the 
cases reached court. 
 
On 10 July Judge Ruslan Suleimenov of Uighur District Court found Tlegenov guilty of 
violating Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3 for conducting religious rituals in the 
form of "baptism in water with the aim of recovery" without personal registration as a 
missionary. He fined him 100 Monthly Financial Indicators (MFIs), 226,900 Tenge. 
 
Article 490, Part 3 punishes: "Carrying out missionary activity without state registration 
(or re-registration), as well as the use by missionaries of religious literature, information 
materials with religious content or religious items without a positive assessment from a 
religious studies expert analysis, and spreading the teachings of a religious group which 
is not registered in Kazakhstan". The punishment is a fine of 100 MFIs, with deportation 
if the individual is a foreign citizen. 
 
A fine of 100 MFIs (currently 226,900 Tenge – 5,400 Norwegian Kroner, 575 Euros or 
680 US Dollars) represents about two months' average wage for those in work. 
 
The same Judge the same day on the same charges sentenced visiting pastor Hae Taik 
Kim, a Canadian citizen who pastors a church in New York. Judge Suleimenov similarly 
fined him 100 MFIs and also ordered his deportation. 
 
In separate hearings the same day, the same Judge found Korean citizens Myungsoon 
Bae and Byung Jin Ahn, and US citizens Samantha Sun Yu Leist and Sung Chun Park 
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guilty under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 1 for participating in the 
ceremony. Judge Suleimenov fined each of them 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge, and banned 
them from conducting unspecified activities for three months. 
 
Article 490, Part 1, Point 1 punishes "violation of procedures established in law for 
conducting rites, ceremonies and meetings". Punishment for individuals is a fine of 50 
MFIs. 
 
The court decisions for five of the six note that they told the court that they did not know 
that participating in such rituals was illegal. 
 
The court decisions do not say who decided to prosecute the four men and two women. 
An official of Almaty Region Religious Affairs Department, who would not give his name, 
said that the case had been initiated by the local authorities in Uighur District. "We 
weren't involved," he told Forum 18 from the regional capital Taldykorgan on 4 August. 
"We were just informed of it." 
 
The prosecutor who brought the cases to court, Shakhmurad Imirov, was in hospital 
when Forum 18 called on 1 August. His colleague Nursultan Zhunis repeatedly refused to 
say how prosecutors had found out about the baptisms. 
 
"The religious group is registered in Enbekshikazakh District, but they had come here to 
our District to conduct their religious rituals," Zhunis told Forum 18 on 1 August. "Under 
the law this is banned. We have various bans on religious activity under our law." Asked 
why individuals should be fined and ordered deported for holding baptism ceremonies, he 
responded: "We just enforce the law. Ask our law-makers." 
 
Tlegenov had been fined in July 2013 to punish him for exercising freedom of religion or 
belief (see F18News 11 November 2013  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1895). 
 
The Almaty Region Religious Affairs Department official confirmed that many cases had 
been brought in the Region so far in 2017 under Administrative Code Article 490. These 
were to punish "missionary activity" without registration and distribution of religious 
literature without state permission. However, although he insisted it was not a "state 
secret", he refused to say by telephone how many such cases there had been. 
 
Forum 18 received no immediate response to its written request for the number of such 
cases in Almaty Region. 
 
Akmola Region: Fine for leading community overturned 
 
Council of Churches Baptist Pastor Aleksandr Gorbunov, who leads the church in 
Astrakhanka in Akmola Region, succeeded on appeal in overturning a police fine imposed 
to punish him for exercising freedom of religion or belief. 
 
The District Police issued Pastor Gorbunov a summary fine of 100 MFIs on 25 May after 
"operational measures" (a police raid) the previous day found he was leading a religious 
community which does not have state registration. Police punished him under 
Administrative Code Article 490, Part 9 ("Leadership of an unregistered, halted, or 
banned religious community or social organisation") (see F18News 8 June 2017  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2285). 
 
On 23 June, Judge Aleksei An of Astrakhanka District Court overturned the fine, 
according to the decision seen by Forum 18. He ruled that because Pastor Gorbunov had 
been fined for the same "offence" on 16 July 2013, he could not be punished a second 
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time. Article 12 of the Administrative Code states: "No one can be brought to 
administrative responsibility twice for one and the same offence." 
 
The court decision notes that Pastor Gorbunov had not paid the 2013 fine. Council of 
Churches Baptists have a policy of civil disobedience, refusing to pay fines to punish 
them for exercising freedom of religion or belief. 
 
Pastor Gorbunov is one of the many Council of Churches Baptists on the Justice Ministry's 
blacklist of those banned from leaving Kazakhstan because of the unpaid fine. 
 

Fines for offering religious literature 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (02.08.2017) - http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2302 - After 
Transport Police found nine Muslim books in an Astana Airport gift shop, a court fined the 
company and ordered the shop section closed for three months. This is one of 15 cases 
to punish freedom of religion so far in one court in 2017. 

A court in the capital Astana has fined a company running a gift shop at Astana Airport 
for offering nine Muslim books for sale and ordered the section of the shop closed for 
three months. The court has considered 14 other administrative cases so far in 2017 to 
punish exercise of freedom of religion or belief. 

Four Baptists in the northern Akmola Region have been fined for offering Christian 
literature to visitors to cemeteries in two towns on the day the Russian Orthodox 
commemorate the dead. A state-commissioned analysis of the New Testament and other 
Christian books the Baptists were offering found that they do not "represent cultural and 
social significance for Kazakh society" (see below). 

A court ruled that the second of two Baptists detained elsewhere in Akmola Region for 
offering religious literature on the streets should be acquitted, as the case had also not 
been brought within the specified two-month deadline. In a move that surprised local 
Baptists attending the hearing, the judge spent 30 minutes reading out appeals that had 
come in from Baptist churches elsewhere in Kazakhstan and eight other countries (see 
below). 
 
Complete religious literature censorship 

The authorities impose compulsory prior state censorship of all literature and items 
related to religion and beliefs, and publishing, distributing and importing them requires 
state permission (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious freedom survey 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 
 
The import of religious literature for personal use was restricted even more by January 
2017 alleged "anti-terrorism" legal changes. Among other things, the changes restrict 
individuals to importing only one copy of any publication for personal use (see F18News 5 
January 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2243). 

Kazakhstan's censorship regime also imposes "expert analyses", including to help decide 
whether an item, text, or webpage should be banned. The process is often closed to 
public scrutiny and without any grounds of appeal. Among the items subject to such 
"expert analysis" have been Orthodox icons (see Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious 
freedom survey http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1939). 
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Astana: Fined for selling religious books at airport 

The Gifts and Books shop at Astana's International Airport has been fined for offering 
nine Muslim books for sale. On 24 July, Judge Bauyrzhan Akhmetkaliyev of Astana's 
Specialised Inter-District Administrative Court found the company which owns the shop, 
Satti Astana 2011, guilty under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 3.  

This punishes "Violating the requirements of the Religion Law for import, manufacturing, 
production, publication and/or distribution of religious literature and other religious 
materials, and items for religious use". The punishment for individuals is a fine of 50 
Monthly Financial Indicators (MFIs), while for organisations the fine is 200 MFIs, plus a 
three-month ban on activities. 

A fine of 50 MFIs (currently 113,450 Tenge – 2,700 Norwegian Kroner, 280 Euros or 340 
US Dollars) represents about a month's average wage for those in work. 

Judge Akhmetkaliyev handed down the prescribed fine for organisations of 200 MFIs, 
453,800 Tenge, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. He also banned the 
business literature section of the Gifts and Books shop – where the nine religious books 
were found – from functioning for three months. He did not say what should happen to 
the nine religious books. The shop's representative admitted "guilt" in court and asked 
that the punishment not be harsh. 

A 28 March inspection of the shop by the Airport Transport Police found on sale the nine 
Muslim books, eight in Russian and one in Kazakh. Several of the books – including "Why 
Islam for Me", "On Death and Eternity" and "Women and Islam" - were by the Moscow 
Imam Shamil Alyautdinov. Another was by his brother, Imam Ildar Alyautdinov. An 
"expert analysis" found that the books were religious, but did not find that any were 
"extremist". 
 
Despite this, an officer of the Airport Transport Police insisted that the shop had been 
punished for selling "extremist" Muslim books. "You can sell normal religious books, but 
these were radical books," the officer – who did not give his name – told Forum 18 from 
the airport on 3 August. "The Religious Affairs Committee must give its approval for the 
books." 
 
However, the court decision makes clear that the company was punished not for selling 
unapproved religious books but for selling religious books without the compulsory state 
licence required before any shop is legally allowed to sell any religion-related book. 

The Airport Transport Police officer added that he and his colleagues inspect any religious 
book being brought into Kazakhstan. "We have to check them, and give them back if 
they turn out to be normal," he told Forum 18. 

Astana: 14 other cases in 2017 

The punishment for selling religious books at the airport was one of 15 cases under 
Administrative Article 490 heard so far in 2017 by Astana's Specialised Inter-District 
Administrative Court, Botagoz Bayanova, spokesperson for Astana City Court, told Forum 
18 on 2 August. 

Akmola Region: Fined for book distribution after criminal case withdrawn 

A court in Akmola Region fined two Council of Churches Baptists for talking about their 
faith and offering religious literature in a shopping centre in the town of Stepnyak. 
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Mikhail Milkin from Shchuchinsk and Aleksandr Ventsel from the village of Astrakhanka 
had come to Stepnyak on 17 January. 

A shop assistant had called the police, Baptists told Forum 18 on 14 July. The court 
decisions, seen by Forum 18, note that the individual had called Samat Bermagambetov, 
head of the Internal Policy Department of Enbekshilder District Akimat (Administration). 
He had then rushed to the shopping centre with his assistant. He also called the police to 
alert them that "unknown people are distributing religious literature". 

Police detained Milkin and Ventsel and searched their car, seizing all the religious books 
they found there. Police then opened an investigation of the two Baptists under Criminal 
Code Article 174, Part 1 ("incitement of religious hatred"). 

On 31 January, a "complex judicial psychological/philological and religious studies expert 
analysis" of the confiscated books was ordered. The analysis, completed on 18 March, 
said the 23 books and brochures were religious "and adhere to the Protestant teaching in 
Christianity". Only after receiving this analysis did prosecutors close the criminal case 
against Milkin and Ventsel and seek to punish them under the Administrative Code. 

Cases were prepared under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 3. Prosecutors 
complained that Milkin and Ventsel were distributing the religious books in a place that 
was not authorised for religious book distribution. Stepnyak does not have such a 
licensed place where religious books are allowed to be distributed, the court decisions 
note. 
 
In separate hearings on 27 June, Judge Gulmira Anarbekova of Enbekshilder District 
Court found Milkin and Ventsel guilty. She fined each of them 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge, 
according to the decisions seen by Forum 18. 

The Judge did not say what should happen to the confiscated books. Baptists complained 
to Forum 18 that the books had not been returned. 

Milkin appealed against his punishment, Baptists told Forum 18. In his appeal, he pointed 
to guarantees in Article 22 of Kazakhstan's Constitution that "everyone has the right to 
freedom of conscience" and Article 20 that "Everyone has the right freely to receive or 
distribute information by any means not banned in law". 

Milkin noted that in following these Constitutional guarantees, "I shared my convictions 
with anyone who wanted to listen to me. For this I chose the simplest and most 
accessible means: relating directly with people." 

However, on 24 July, Judge Kayirkeldi Musetov of Akmola Regional Court rejected 
Milkin's appeal, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 

"I was just carrying out my job," Bermagambetov at the Internal Policy Department 
insisted to Forum 18 on 2 August. "It's our job to monitor the religious situation." He said 
the Religion Law bans selling religious literature without approval, but stressed that the 
Court had decided on the case. 

Akmola Region: Same town, new punishments 

Three other Council of Churches Baptists from the church in the nearby town of Makinsk, 
Yury Safronov, Vitaly Yashchenko and Dmitry Isayev, visited Stepnyak on 25 April, the 
day the Orthodox commemorate the dead and many people visit cemeteries. There they 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

spoke to people about their faith at the cemetery for two hours and offered Christian 
books, Baptists told Forum 18 on 1 August. 

Police soon arrived. They detained the three men and confiscated all the literature they 
still had (nine books, 17 booklets and 33 magazines). On 16 May Akmola Regional 
Religious Affairs Department sent the books to the Religious Affairs Committee in Astana 
for an "expert analysis", which confirmed that they were religious. Cases were prepared 
against all three under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 3. 

At hearings at Enbekshilder District Court on 25 and 26 July, the same Judge Anarbekova 
fined each of them 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge, according to the decisions seen by Forum 
18. She also ruled that the confiscated literature should be returned to Isayev. 

In Isayev's case in court, Galina Bessmertnaya of the Regional Religious Affairs 
Department justified the restrictions on sharing information by referring to Article 19 of 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. This guarantees the right to 
freedom of expression and notes that exercise of this right "carries with it special duties 
and responsibilities. It may therefore be subject to certain restrictions, but these shall 
only be such as are provided by law and are necessary: (a) For respect of the rights or 
reputations of others; (b) For the protection of national security or of public order (ordre 
public), or of public health or morals." 

The court decision does not explain on which of these grounds Bessmertnaya considered 
it justifiable to restrict the Baptists' right to offer literature to others. 

Safronov, Yashchenko and Isayev "did not admit to any wrongdoing and intend to appeal 
against the court decisions", local Baptists told Forum 18. 

Akmola Region: Fined for offering literature 

On 25 April, the day the Orthodox commemorate the dead and many people visit 
cemeteries, Viktor Leven and several other church members in the Akmola Region town 
of Esil visited the local cemetery as they have done in recent years. There they sang 
hymns and offered the New Testament and other Christian literature and discs, Baptists 
told Forum 18 on 1 August. 

Officers of Esil District Criminal Police detained Leven and another church member Andrei 
Blok and took them to the police station. The two were forced to write statements. Police 
took one copy of each book and disc to send for "expert analysis" and then released 
them. 
 
The "expert analysis" was conducted by Galina Novikova and Marlen Muslimov of the 
Scientific Research and Analytical Centre on Religious Questions of the Religious Affairs 
Committee under the Religion and Civil Society Ministry. 

Novikova and Muslimov found that the books were religious and "of Protestant 
orientation". "The religious orientation, determined from its content, is not traditional for 
the Republic of Kazakhstan," the "experts" wrote, "and does not represent cultural and 
social significance for Kazakh society." They found that the books and discs did not 
contain "extremism". 

A case was prepared against Blok under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 3. 
On 25 July, Judge Kazbek Abishev of Esil District Court fined him 50 MFIs, 113,450 
Tenge, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. The Judge ordered the seized 
literature to be returned to Blok. 
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Akmola Region: Second literature distribution case dismissed 

A court has dismissed the case against the second of two Council of Churches Baptists 
from the Akmola Region town of Stepnogorsk to punish them for offering Christian 
literature on the streets of the town. On 29 May, Judge Gulmira Toleubayeva of 
Stepnogorsk Town Court ruled that Valery Zhigalov was guilty under Administrative Code 
Article 490, Part 1, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 

However, Judge Toleubayeva said that Zhigalov's "offence" had taken place on 28 
January, while the record against him was prepared only on 5 April. This was more than 
the two-month period allowed in the Administrative Code to bring such cases. She 
dismissed the case and ordered that the literature seized from him should be returned. 

Although the court decision made no mention of it, church members noted that at the 
start of the hearing Judge Toleubayeva spent 30 minutes reading out appeals in 
Zhigalov's support from Baptist churches elsewhere in Kazakhstan, as well as in 
Uzbekistan, Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova, Germany, the United States and Canada. 
"This was unexpected for those church members gathered in the court-room," Baptists 
told Forum 18 on 13 June. 

Police stopped Zhigalov and fellow church member Ruslan Sadvakasov in Stepnogorsk on 
28 January. They took them to the police station and confiscated their books. On 17 May, 
Stepnogorsk Town Court similarly dismissed the case against Sadvakasov as it had been 
brought beyond the legal deadline (see F18News 22 May 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2281).  

 

Jehovah's Witnesses assert their rights 

Trial	of	Jehovah’s	Witnesses’	appeal	begins	in	Almaty	

Radio Azattic (01.08.2017) - https://rus.azattyq.org/a/28652811.html - Today there 
began the consideration of the appeal of the regional religious organization "Christian 
Center of Jehovah's Witnesses" against the order of the Specialized Inter-regional 
Administrative Court of Almaty of 29 June, which suspended the activity of the religious 
organization for three months and levied a fine of 680 thousand tenge (more than 2,100 
US dollars). 

In the appellate court, a witness was questioned, 81-year-old Jehovah's Witness Anatoly 
Melnik, who along with his 79-year-old wife has lived in the center for 21 years now. If 
the center is closed, then, according to the invalid Melnik, he and his wife (who cannot 
get around independently and besides can barely see) will have no place to go. 

According to the judge of the appellate chamber for civil affairs of the Almaty city court, 
Zhenis Karabaev, Major Maulen Berimbetov, an officer of the department for internal 
affairs of Almaty, was summoned for today's court session. On 5 June he participated in 
an inspection of the Christian Center of Jehovah's Witnesses, but he did not appear in 
court for an unknown reason. The judge announced that Berimbetov will be summoned 
for the next session, and if he does not appear voluntarily, then he will be transported by 
police forcibly. 
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After a review of petitions of the defense and questions of the prosecutor, Serik 
Kozhakhmetov, addressed to the defense, Judge Karibaev declared a recess in the court 
session and scheduled the next session for 3 August.  

The order of the administrative court of 29 June that the Christian Center of Jehovah's 
Witnesses is appealing was issued on the basis of the fact that the building in Almaty that 
the religious association occupies supposedly does not comply with established protocols 
for safety of buildings for large assemblies of people. Earlier this year the religious 
association was held accountable on article 149 of the Code of Administrative Violations 
of Law ("Lack of and/or improper performance of requirements for ensuring anti-terrorist 
protection and observing the required level of security of a building vulnerable to terrorist 
attack").  

Information on the website of the "Christian Society of Jehovah's Witnesses" notes that 
events in Kazakhstan recall the intimidation on the part of police and the religious 
intolerance which have faced the society in Russia. The Russian Supreme Court ruled the 
organization to be extremist and banned its activity. (tr. by PDS, posted 2 August 2017) 

 

Twentieth known 2017 criminal conviction 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (25.07.2017) - Sunni Muslim Dmitry Tsilenko, jailed for three years for alleged 
membership of banned Muslim missionary movement Tabligh Jamaat, is the 20th 
individual known to have been criminally convicted in 2017 for exercising freedom of 
religion or belief. Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov's trial began on 25 July. 

On 4 July, Kostanai Regional Court rejected the appeal by 26-year-old Sunni Muslim 
Dmitry Tsilenko against his three-year prison term. The National Security Committee 
(KNB) secret police arrested him in October 2016 on charges of membership of the 
banned Muslim missionary group Tabligh Jamaat. The Prosecutor who led the case in 
court refused to explain what Tsilenko had done that might have justified imprisoning 
him. 
 
Tsilenko's conviction brings to 20 the number of individuals known to have been given 
criminal convictions so far in 2017 to punish the exercise of freedom of religion or belief. 
Of these, 18 were Sunni Muslims and 2 Jehovah's Witnesses. Of the 20 (all of them 
men), 18 received prison terms and 2 received restricted freedom sentences, where they 
live at home under restrictions (see F18News 13 July 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2296). 
 
Tsilenko's conviction also brings to 60 the number of Sunni Muslims known to have been 
convicted on criminal charges since December 2014 accused of membership of the 
banned Tabligh Jamaat movement. 
 
Meanwhile, the criminal trial began on 25 July in Oral (Uralsk) in West Kazakhstan Region 
of 42-year-old Sunni Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov. He denies the charges of "inciting 
religious hatred" and "propaganda of terrorism". The trial is due to resume on 1 August 
(see below). 
 
Kostanai: October 2016 arrest 
 
Dmitry Valeryevich Tsilenko (born 7 February 1991 and who is unmarried) converted to 
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Islam in about 2011 and began praying and attending mosque, according to a 22 July 
2017 article in the regional newspaper "Kostanaiskie Novosti". It said he had got to know 
members of Tabligh Jamaat and went on visits to share his faith in the city of Almaty, 
Almaty Region and East Kazakhstan Region. 
 
An Astana court banned the Tabligh Jamaat movement in Kazakhstan as "extremist" in 
February 2013, just a year after an extensive study commissioned by the KNB secret 
police and the government's then Religious Affairs Committee concluded that the Muslim 
movement is not "extremist" or "terrorist" and that there was no reason to ban it (see 
F18News 28 March 2016 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2162). 
 
The KNB secret police arrested Tsilenko on 5 October 2016, according to case materials. 
He was held in pre-trial detention in Kostanai's Interior Ministry Investigation Prison (the 
KNB does not have its own Investigation Prison in Kostanai Region). The KNB accused 
Tsilenko of Tabligh Jamaat membership. 
 
Charges were brought against Tsilenko under Criminal Code Article 405, Part 1. This 
punishes "organising the activity of a social or religious association or other organisation 
after a court decision banning their activity or their liquidation in connection with 
extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine or up to six years' 
imprisonment. 
 
Kostanai: Three year prison term 
 
Tsilenko's case was handed for trial to Kostanai City Court No. 2 on 20 February 2017. 
His trial began under Judge Lyazzat Mukhamedzhanova on 6 March. Serik Yergaliyev of 
Kostanai Regional Prosecutor's Office led the case against him in court. Defending 
Tsilenko was local lawyer Sardarbek Shaekenov. 
 
As the case had been initiated by the KNB secret police the trial was closed, Yergaliyev 
told Forum 18. However, others told Forum 18 that the trial was open and at least one 
fellow Muslim attended. Tsilenko's father acted as his lay public defender. 
 
After repeated hearings, Judge Mukhamedzhanova found Tsilenko guilty on 12 May under 
Criminal Code Article 405, Part 1. She sentenced him to three years' ordinary regime 
labour camp, to count from the date of his arrest in October 2016, the court chancellery 
told Forum 18 on 25 July. 
 
The Judge imposed no restrictions after Tsilenko has completed his prison term, the 
chancellery added. However, he is required to pay a fee of 278,038 Tenge (6,750 
Norwegian Kroner, 725 Euros or 850 US Dollars) to cover the cost of "expert analyses" 
conducted as part of the prosecution case. 
 
Yergaliyev, who has since been transferred to the Prosecutor's Office in Rudny, confirmed 
that he had led the prosecution of Tsilenko in court but refused to explain what harm he 
might have caused to anyone in his exercise of the right to freedom of religion or belief. 
"You don't know the whole case," he told Forum 18 from Rudny on 25 July, before 
adding: "I can't discuss anything by telephone as it is against procedures." 
 
Tsilenko appealed against his conviction, but a panel of three judges at Kostanai Regional 
Court rejected his appeal at a closed hearing on 4 July, the court chancellery told Forum 
18 on 25 July. It added that if Tsilenko is dissatisfied with the decision, he can appeal to 
the Supreme Court in the capital Astana. 
 
On 20 July court bailiffs initiated moves to recover the court-imposed fee from Tsilenko. 
Nesibeli Basenova, the court bailiff in charge of recovering the fee, told Forum 18 on 25 
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July that as Tsilenko is in Investigation Prison it is doubtful if they will be able to seize 
anything from him to pay the fee. 
 
Tsilenko – and Imam Abduzhabbarov if he is convicted - are likely to be added to the 
Finance Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the 
financing of terrorism or extremism", thus blocking any bank accounts they might have, 
without any additional due legal process. 
 
As individuals are not told when they are added to the List, they normally only find out 
they have been added when they or relatives attempt to withdraw money from their 
bank (see F18News 10 June 2016  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2187). 
 
Kostanai: Can Tsilenko pray, read Koran? 
 
The Special Department of Kostanai's Investigation Prison confirmed that it is still holding 
Tsilenko. "As soon as we get the appeal decision when it has entered into force he will be 
ready for transfer to a labour camp, which will probably be next week," an official told 
Forum 18 on 25 July. "It is not yet clear where he will be sent to serve his sentence." 
 
Asked whether Tsilenko is able to have a copy of the Koran, to pray unobstructed and – 
in May and June – was able to observe the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, the Special 
Department official passed the phone to another official. "We can't give such information 
by phone," he kept repeating and then put the phone down. 
 
Prisoners have repeatedly complained of being denied access to religious books of their 
choice and punished for trying to observe their faith. 
 
Imam Abduzhabbarov – who is now on trial in Oral (see below) - spent at least ten days 
in the Investigation Prison punishment cell in late June for praying and fasting in 
Ramadan. While in the punishment cell he was given only black bread and water, and 
had to stand (see F18News 13 July 2017  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2296). 
 
Tsilenko's address in Kostanai Investigation Prison (until his expected transfer to labour 
camp in early August): 
 
Kostanaiskaya Oblast 
g. Kostanai 
ul. Dzhangildina 9 
Sledstvenny izolyator UK-161/1 
Kazakhstan 
 
Oral: Trial begins 
 
The trial of Sunni Muslim Imam Abdukhalil Abdukhamidovich Abduzhabbarov (born 6 
April 1975) began under Judge Ruslan Zhumagulov at Oral City Court in West 
Kazakhstan Region in the morning of 25 July. Prosecutor's Office official Kairat Daukenov 
is leading the case against him in court. 
 
Imam Abduzhabbarov is facing charges under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 and 
Article 256, Part 2. He rejected the accusations in court. 
 
Article 174, Part 1 punishes "Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious 
hatred or discord, insult to the national honour and dignity or religious feelings of 
citizens, as well as propaganda of exclusivity, superiority or inferiority of citizens on 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

grounds of their religion, class, national, generic or racial identity, committed publicly or 
with the use of mass media or information and communication networks, as well as by 
production or distribution of literature or other information media, promoting social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord" committed by individuals. If 
convicted, they face two to seven years' imprisonment, or two to seven years' restricted 
freedom. 
 
Kazakh and international human rights defenders, including the United Nations (UN) 
Special Rapporteur on the rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association and 
the UN Human Rights Committee, have strongly criticised Criminal Code Article 174 and 
its wide application (see F18News 2 February 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2252). 
 
Article 256, Part 2 punishes: "Propaganda of terrorism or public calls to commit 
terrorism" - which includes the production, storage for distribution or distribution of 
[unspecified in the Article] specified materials - committed by an individual using a state 
or non-state official position, or with the use of the mass media or other communication 
networks, or with foreign support, or in a group". The punishment is seven to 12 years' 
imprisonment with confiscation of property. 
 
Prosecutors had earlier appeared to have withdrawn the Article 256 charges against 
Abduzhabbarov (see F18News 13 July 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2296). However, this turned out not to 
be the case. 
 
Oral: Trial to be part-closed 
 
"Abduzhabbarov, using the nickname Sheikh Khalil, called on Muslims to designate as 
'kafirs' [unbelievers] those Muslims who do not pray the namaz and not to buy meat 
from 'kafirs', and also called for jihad," Daukenov claimed in the indictment read out in 
court, Sanat Urnaliyev of Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service – who was present in the 
courtroom – noted after the hearing. 
 
The indictment claimed that Abduzhabbarov had preached "the ideas of Wahhabism and 
takfirism [Muslims deeming other people to be unbelievers]" from 2003 at various 
mosques in Atyrau, Oral and Aktobe. 
 
Imam Abduzhabbarov asked in court to be tried with a jury, but Judge Zhumagulov 
rejected this, Radio Free Europe noted. Kazakhstan has held only small scale 
experiments with jury trials and most cases are decided by judges. 
 
Imam Abduzhabbarov's lawyer Zhandos Bulkhaiyr asked for the case to be adjourned to 
allow more time for him to prepare the defence case. The trial is due to resume on 1 
August, when Imam Abduzhabbarov will be questioned. 
 
Judge Zhumagulov warned journalists that 27 "witnesses" from Oral will be questioned 
during the trial at closed sessions. He claimed that the witnesses "feared for their lives", 
Radio Free Europe noted. About 100 "witnesses" are due to be questioned in all as part 
of the trial. 
 
Imam Abduzhabbarov's hair and beard had been closely shaved. Attending the trial was 
Abduzhabbarov's wife Dinara, one of their ten children, and Abduzhabbarov's brother. 
 
Imam Abduzhabbarov lived and worked in Saudi Arabia for ten years. The KNB secret 
police arrested him, extradited from Saudi Arabia at Kazakhstan's request, as he arrived 
at Almaty Airport on 18 February. He was then transferred to Oral in West Kazakhstan 
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Region. His wife Dinara and their ten children went to stay with relatives in Shymkent in 
South Kazakhstan Region (see F18News 21 February 2017  
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2259). 
 
Abduzhabbarov's prison address is: 
 
Zapadno-Kazakhstanskaya Oblast 
g. Oral 
Ul. Mukhita 124 
Sledstvenny izolyator RU-170/1 
Kazakhstan 
 

Another jail term, another trial imminent 

By Felix Corley  

Forum 18 (13.07.2017) - http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2296 - Satymzhan 
Azatov was jailed for four years eight months for inciting religious hatred and promoting 
terrorism, which he denied. He is the fourth Muslim who studied in Saudi Arabia 
convicted in 2017. The trial of Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov, punished in 
Investigation Prison for observing Ramadan, is imminent. 

The last of four Sunni Muslims who had studied their faith at a Saudi Arabian university 
has been jailed. On 10 July a court in Kazakhstan's capital Astana sentenced Satymzhan 
Azatov to a four year eight month prison term. Two days later a criminal case against 
Sunni Muslim Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov – who lived and worked in Saudi Arabia 
for ten years and was arrested in February on his return to Kazakhstan - reached Oral 
(Uralsk) City Court in West Kazakhstan Region. His trial is likely to begin soon. 

The 27-year-old Azatov was convicted on charges of inciting religious hatred and 
promoting terrorism, charges he denied (see below). 

However, prosecutors have withdrawn charges of promoting terrorism against 42-year-
old Imam Abduzhabbarov and he now faces charges only of "inciting religious hatred", 
which he denies (see below). 

Imam Abduzhabbarov spent at least ten days in the Investigation Prison punishment cell 
in late June for praying and fasting in the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, which ended 
on 24 June. While in the punishment cell he was given only black bread and water, and 
had to stand. The prison head refused to comment to Forum 18 (see below). 

The conviction of Azatov in Astana brings to 19 the number of individuals known to have 
been given criminal convictions in Kazakhstan so far in 2017 to punish them for 
exercising the right to freedom of religion or belief. Of these, 17 were Sunni Muslims and 
2 Jehovah's Witnesses. Of the 19 (all of them men), 17 received prison terms and 2 
received restricted freedom sentences, where they live at home under restrictions (see 
F18News 30 June 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2292). 

Forum 18 has been unable to find out if the Judge also banned Azatov from exercising 
freedom of religion or belief after his prison term. This is a frequent additional 
punishment, though it remains unclear how it will be implemented. He – and Imam 
Abduzhabbarov if he is convicted - are also likely to have their bank accounts frozen (see 
below). 
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Criminal charges 

The broadly-framed Criminal Code Article 174 is widely used to punish those the 
government does not like. It punishes "Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or 
religious hatred or discord, insult to the national honour and dignity or religious feelings 
of citizens, as well as propaganda of exclusivity, superiority or inferiority of citizens on 
grounds of their religion, class, national, generic or racial identity, committed publicly or 
with the use of mass media or information and communication networks, as well as by 
production or distribution of literature or other information media, promoting social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord". 

Kazakh and international human rights defenders, including the United Nations (UN) 
Special Rapporteur on the rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association and 
the UN Human Rights Committee, have strongly criticised Criminal Code Article 174 and 
its wide application (see F18News 2 February 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2252). 
 
Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 punishes these actions committed by individuals. If 
convicted, they face two to seven years imprisonment, or two to seven years restricted 
freedom. Typically, during sentences of restricted freedom individuals live at home, but 
are not able to leave their town or city without seeking permission. They are often also 
banned from visiting restaurants, cafes or places of public entertainment. 

Part 2 punishes these actions "committed by a group of persons, a group with prior 
planning, repeatedly, with violence or threat of violence, or by an official, or by the 
leader of a public association". If convicted they face five to 10 years' imprisonment, 
"with deprivation of the right to hold specified positions or to engage in specified activity 
for up to three years". 

Azatov – and, if convicted, Imam Abduzhabbarov - are likely to be added to the Finance 
Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the financing 
of terrorism or extremism". All known prisoners of conscience convicted under Criminal 
Code Article 174 have been added to this List, thus freezing any bank accounts they may 
have, without any additional due legal process. As individuals are not told when they are 
added to the List, they normally only find out they have been added when they or 
relatives attempt to withdraw money from their bank (see F18News 10 June 2016 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2187). 
 
Criminal Code Article 256 ("Propaganda of terrorism or public calls to commit terrorism"), 
which includes the production, storage for distribution or distribution of [unspecified in 
the Article] specified materials, carries a punishment of five to nine years' imprisonment 
plus confiscation of property. If committed by an individual using a state or non-state 
official position, or with the use of the mass media or other communication networks, or 
with foreign support, or in a group, the punishment is seven to 12 years' imprisonment 
with confiscation of property. 

Astana: Nearly five-year prison term 

An Astana court jailed Sunni Muslim Satymzhan Bagytzhanuli Azatov (born 17 September 
1989) on the afternoon of 10 July. Judge Bolat Pazylov of Saryarka District Court No. 2 
found him guilty of violating Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 and Article 256, Part 1. He 
handed down a four year, eight month prison term. Azatov rejected the charges against 
him. 
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"The Judge did not read out anything about any restrictions after his prison term," his 
lawyer Bauyrzhan Azanov told Forum 18 on 12 July. "We'll see the exact terms when we 
get the written decision in a few days' time." 

Judge Pazylov's telephone went unanswered each time Forum 18 called on 13 July. 

Like Kuanysh Bashpayev (sentenced in April), Denis Korzhavin (sentenced in May) and 
Nariman Seytzhanov (sentenced in June), Azatov had studied his faith at Medina Islamic 
University before returning to Kazakhstan in 2014 (see F18News 30 June 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2292). 
 
Astana KNB opened a case against Azatov in late December 2016 under Criminal Code 
Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
discord"). He had met with other Muslims in Astana without state permission. He was 
arrested on 4 January 2017 (see F18News 18 April 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2273). 
 
Azatov was accused of "inciting religious hatred" in his remarks to guests at a meeting in 
a cafe in Astana in September 2016 (of which the KNB secret police obtained a 
recording) and at a subsequent meeting in a home in the city. 

Azatov and Seytzhanov (who was also present at the cafe) were given administrative 
fines in November 2016 to punish them for the meeting (see F18News 6 February 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2253). 
 
The KNB secret police later added charges against Azatov under Criminal Code Article 
256, Part 1. The case reached court on 11 May, with the first hearings on 29 May. 

The prosecution was based on secret recordings of the two September 2016 meetings in 
Astana. KNB secret police-appointed "expert" Roza Akbarova, deputy director of Astana's 
Centre for Judicial Expert Analysis, had found that Azatov's words contained "elements of 
extremism and the incitement of religious hatred". She claimed that he had "spoken 
negatively of Shia Muslims, that they blew up a mosque" and "by intonation emphasised 
certain forms of jihad, but did not openly call for any action", Radio Free Europe's Kazakh 
Service noted after the 8 June hearing which it attended. 

Akbarova refused to discuss her "expert analysis" which had helped convict Azatov. "You 
have the right to accept or reject my expert analysis," she told Forum 18 from her 
Institute in Astana on 13 July. "But the law forbids me from discussing anything. Ask 
your questions of the Judge." 

Akbarova similarly refused to discuss her analyses which helped imprison Seventh-day 
Adventist prisoner of conscience Yklas Kabduakasov in 2015 and Jehovah's Witness 
prisoner of conscience Teymur Akhmedov in 2017 (see F18News 15 June 2017 
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2286). 
 
During the trial, the lawyer Azanov tried to have the secret KNB recordings removed as 
evidence until an analysis could be undertaken as to whether they were of Azatov's voice 
and had not been tampered with. He also sought to have the "expert analysis" deemed 
inadmissible. 
 
In his closing address to the court, Azanov insisted that his client had committed no 
crime and should therefore be acquitted, he noted on his page on the Russian social 
network VKontakte. 
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Oral: Trial imminent 

The trial of Sunni Muslim Imam Abdukhalil Abdukhamidovich Abduzhabbarov (born 6 
April 1975) in Oral appears imminent. Prosecutors handed the criminal case to Oral City 
Court on 12 July, according to court records. The case was assigned the same day to 
Judge Ruslan Zhumagulov. 

No date has yet been set for the trial to begin, Judge Zhumagulov's assistant told Forum 
18 on 13 July. He insisted the trial would be open. He said Abduzhabbarov is facing trial 
only under the equivalent of Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. He said the case makes no 
mention of Criminal Code Article 256, Part 2. 

Imam Abduzhabbarov is accused of actions that took place before the current Criminal 
Code came into force. He is therefore facing trial under Article 164 of the old Criminal 
Code, which similarly punished "inciting religious hatred". 

The Judge's assistant said the case makes no mention of who will represent the 
Prosecutor's Office in the trial. The Astana-based lawyer Zhandos Bulkhaiyr will represent 
Imam Abduzhabbarov, he added. 

Imam Abduzhabbarov's relatives insist he is innocent of any crime. "He has no 
connection with any actions they are accusing him of," one told Forum 18. "It is all lies 
and slander." 

 
The KNB secret police arrested Imam Abduzhabbarov, extradited from Saudi Arabia at 
Kazakhstan's request, as he arrived at Almaty Airport on 18 February. He was then 
transferred to Oral in West Kazakhstan Region. His wife Dinara and their ten children 
went to stay with relatives in Shymkent in South Kazakhstan Region (see F18News 21 
February 2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2259). 

Oral: Prison punishment for observing Ramadan 

Abduzhabbarov has been held in Oral's Interior Ministry Investigation Prison since soon 
after his arrest and transfer to the city in February. (The KNB secret police does not have 
its own Investigation Prison in Oral.) 

Abduzhabbarov was punished in mid-June for praying and fasting during the Muslim holy 
month of Ramadan, which ran from late May to late June. He was sent to the Prison's 
punishment cell for at least ten days, family members complained to Forum 18. "He had 
to stand as it is impossible to sit or lie, there is no food except water and black bread," 
they noted. 

Prison authorities released Abduzhabbarov from the punishment cell on 30 June, relatives 
told Forum 18. "You can imagine his state when he emerged from the punishment cell. 
We are still denied permission to hand in food for him and we are not allowed any 
meetings. Maybe they are torturing him there." 

Relatives have had no telephone calls from Abduzhabbarov since May. "As soon as the 
new Investigator was named to his case he has not been allowed to call." Investigators 
have to give permission for meetings and telephone calls. 
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The head of the Investigation Prison, Mustafin Ismagulov, refused to explain why Imam 
Abduzhabbarov was punished for praying and fasting. "I can't comment by telephone," 
he kept repeating to Forum 18 on 13 July. He then put the phone down. 

Many prisoners of conscience imprisoned for exercising the right to freedom of religion or 
belief have complained of being unable to pray visibly in prison or have religious 
literature. Other prisoners too have complained of these restrictions (see F18News 3 May 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2277). 

The UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (known as the Mandela 
Rules, A/C.3/70/L.3) require governments to respect the freedom of religion or belief and 
other human rights of prisoners – including those in pre-trial detention. 

Four prisoners in a strict-regime labour camp UG-157/9 in Atyrau were put in the 
punishment cell on 29 May after they began the daytime Ramadan fast, human rights 
defender Asel Nurgaziyeva told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service. She said the prison 
authorities had used a pretext to hand down the extra punishment (see F18News 21 June 
2017 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2289). 

Abduzhabbarov's prison address is: 

Zapadno-Kazakhstanskaya Oblast g. Oral, Ul. Mukhita 124 Sledstvenny izolyator RU-
70/1, Kazakhstan 

HRWF Comment about the Medina Islamic University in Saudi Arabia 

Like Kuanysh Bashpayev (sentenced in April), Denis Korzhavin (sentenced in 
May) and Nariman Seytzhanov (sentenced in June), Azatov studied at the 
Medina Islamic University which teaches the Salafi ideology, prevalent in Saudi 
Arabia. The admission is open to every Muslim individual based on scholarships 
programs and provides accommodation and living expenses. The university also 
provides Arabic Language for Non-Native speaker Institute for those who do not 
have basic in this language. 

Salafism promotes a form of sharia which includes the death penalty for 
apostasy and physical punishments such as flogging and amputation of hands 
for thieves, all practices in blatant contradiction with international human rights 
standards. 

Since the beginning of this century, the expansion of a violent and totalitarian 
Islamist political ideology has been accompanied by the spread and the 
strengthening of the sharia law in its most discriminatory and violent forms in 
an increasing number of Muslim majority countries. This has been achieved 
inter alia by offering young people free education or scholarships for theological 
studies in Saudi Arabia, in Pakistan, in Iran…, just to name a few countries 
fueling the worldwide radicalization of Islam. During their studies, the youths 
sent to overseas madrasas are converted to Salafist, Wahhabi and other 
totalitarian forms of Islam that are alien to the traditional Islam of their country 
of origin. Along with “returnees” from the battlefields of Syria and Iraq, these 
educated "returnees" from radical religious training centers abroad are then 
expected to import back home their ideology which threatens the historically 
tolerant culture of the local traditional Islam. 
 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

Government suspends branch operations of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses 

World Headquarters of JW (04.07.2017) - http://bit.ly/2tPxbhi - On June 29, 2017, a 
Kazakhstan court ordered the branch office of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Almaty, 
Kazakhstan, to suspend operations for three months and fined them approximately 
680,000 KZT ($2,107). 

Leading up to the court decision, authorities conducted a raid of the branch property on 
May 17, 2017, which created a public spectacle and involved an intimidating force of 
some 40 armed officers, some of whom were masked. The Witnesses plan to file a 
complaint against the raid. 

On June 5, 2017, police inspected the branch property and authorities claim the 
inspection revealed violations of certain protocols. The Witnesses disputed the findings of 
the inspection, which was conducted in a way that violated legal procedures. 

The developments in Kazakhstan are reminiscent of the police intimidation and religious 
intolerance that Jehovah’s Witnesses are facing in Russia, where the government has 
effectively banned the activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses. The Witnesses will be appealing 
the June 29 decision, which must be filed by July 14, 2017. 

 

Six jailed for sharing faith 

Six months after arrest, six Sunni Muslims were jailed in Atyrau for between 
two and three years for sharing their faith, with post-prison bans on religious 
activity. Their bank accounts are likely to be frozen. They are among 18 known 
criminal convictions in 2017. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (30.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2tDn3Y5 - After more than six months in pre-trial 
detention, six Sunni Muslim men were sentenced on 28 June at the end of a closed trial 
in the Caspian port city of Atyrau to punish them for talking to others of their faith. The 
man the prosecution regarded as the organiser, 35-year-old Rollan Arystanbekov from 
Almaty, was given a three-year prison term. The other five were each given two-year 
prison terms. 

All were convicted on criminal charges – initiated by the National Security Committee 
(KNB) secret police - of organising and participating in a "banned religious association", 
the Muslim missionary movement Tabligh Jamaat. 

The Judge also banned the six men from conducting religious activity for up to three 
years after their prison terms. They are also likely to have their bank accounts frozen. 

The six Atyrau convictions bring to 18 the number of individuals known to have been 
given criminal convictions in Kazakhstan in the first half of 2017 to punish them for 
exercising the right to freedom of religion or belief. Of these, 16 were Sunni Muslims and 
2 Jehovah's Witnesses. Of the 18 (all of them men), 16 received prison terms and 2 
received restricted freedom sentences, where they live at home under restrictions. 
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The Atyrau convictions also bring to 59 the number of Sunni Muslims known to have 
been convicted on criminal charges since December 2014 accused of membership of the 
banned Tabligh Jamaat movement. 

Many trials 

In violation of its international human rights commitments, Kazakhstan imposes tight 
restrictions on all aspects of the exercise of freedom of religion or belief. Criminal and 
administrative trials to punish individuals who exercise their freedom despite these 
restrictions are common. 

Sunni Muslim Kuanysh Bashpayev was among four Sunni Muslims who had studied their 
faith together at Medina Islamic University before returning to Kazakhstan. He was 
sentenced in Pavlodar in April to four and a half years' imprisonment. 

Bashpayev has failed to overturn his conviction on appeal. However, in its 15 June 
judgment the Regional Court changed the location of where he will serve his prison term, 
Bashpayev's lawyer Baurzhan Azanov told Forum 18 on 28 June. 

The trial of the last of four Sunni Muslims who had studied their faith together at Medina 
Islamic University, Satymzhan Azatov, on charges of "inciting religious hatred" is due to 
continue in the capital Astana on the morning of 5 July. 

Former Saudi-based Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov is in detention in Oral (Uralsk) 
awaiting trial on charges of "inciting religious hatred". 

Atyrau: Sentenced for sharing faith 

The trial of six Sunni Muslim men began at Atyrau City Court No. 2 on 6 June. Judge 
Zhumagali Tashimov declared the trial closed. At the final hearing on 28 June, the Judge 
read out the verdict. He convicted all six under Criminal Code Article 405, Parts 1 and 2, 
according to a statement the same day on the Regional Court website. 

Article 405, Part 1 punishes "organising the activity of a social or religious association or 
other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their liquidation in 
connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine or up to six 
years' imprisonment. 

Article 405, Part 2 punishes "participation in the activity of a social or religious 
association or other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their 
liquidation in connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine 
or up to two years' imprisonment. 

Judge Tashimov handed the longest sentence to the man the prosecution regarded as the 
organiser, 35-year-old Rollan Arystanbekov. He was given a three-year general regime 
prison term, according to video of the Judge reading the verdict broadcast on Atyrau 
television the following day. 

Judge Tashimov handed two-year general regime prison terms to each of the other five: 
55-year-old Zhumabai Nurpeyis; Nurlan Ibrayev; Kanat Shaigozhanov; 54-year-old 
Nuralim Tyupeyev; and Ermek Akhmetov, according to the video from the courtroom on 
Atyrau television. 

"They were also deprived of the right to engage in activity to instruct in religion in 
religious organisations and associations permitted in Kazakhstan for a period of between 
two and three years," the 28 June court statement declared. 
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At least some of the six are planning to appeal against their convictions. They can do so 
only when the verdict has been issued in writing, court officials told Forum 18 on 29 
June. 

The 28 June court statement says the men were educated in their faith in Tabligh Jamaat 
educational establishments abroad. "Having completed their education they began to 
spread the ideas of the banned extremist organisation, first in Almaty then at the end of 
2016 they travelled to Mangistau and Atyrau Regions," it added. "When they were 
arrested, banned religious books in Russian and Kyrgyz were confiscated from them." 
The statement did not identify the books. 

The defendants "partially admitted their guilt," the court statement claimed. However, as 
the court hearings were closed and court officials refused to discuss the trial Forum 18 
has been unable to verify the claim. 

Nurpeyis lives in Atyrau, but the other five – who are all from Almaty – had arrived in the 
city to "call local people to Allah", a friend of one of the defendants told Forum 18 earlier 
in June. "They did nothing against the law. They are simply Muslims who pray the namaz 
five times a day". 

Atyrau Regional Court claimed on its website on 6 June that the men "had conducted 
actions aimed at developing cells in Atyrau Region and increasing the number of 
adherents, that is they carried out activity aimed at the participation in and organisation 
of the activity of an extremist organisation". 

The six were arrested in Atyrau in November 2016. They have been held since their 
arrest at the Investigation Prison UG-157/1 in the village of Taskala on the southern 
edge of Atyrau. 

The woman who answered the phone at the Investigation Prison's Special Department on 
30 June refused to discuss the six men's conditions, or whether they were allowed to 
pray or have religious materials in the prison. "We can't discuss anything by phone," she 
told Forum 18. 

Atyrau: Secret trial 

The Judge declared the case closed, his assistant told Forum 18 on 21 June, as the case 
had been initiated by the KNB secret police. He identified the lawyers as Karlygash 
Tleubayeva, who is defending several of the men, as well as Aktolkyn Baltabayeva, who 
is defending one or two of them. He identified Zhanar Moldasheva as the lawyer for the 
Atyrau resident Nurpeyis. 

All three of the lawyers have had to sign statements not to reveal anything about the 
cases, the Judge's assistant added. 

The two lawyers who defended Jehovah's Witness prisoner of conscience Teymur 
Akhmedov in Astana faced criminal cases to punish them for addressing an appeal on 
behalf of their client to President Nursultan Nazarbayev. The criminal case appears to 
have been dropped. 

Defendant's earlier punishment 

The man prosecutors identified as the organiser of the group, Arystanbekov, was fined on 
17 April 2009 for sharing his faith at the central mosque in Ekibastuz in Pavlodar Region. 
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Officials from the Regional Religious Affairs Department arrived at the mosque and 
discovered him and two other Muslims discussing their faith with local people "without 
documents granting permission from the Muslim Board" or permission from the local 
administration, the Justice Ministry noted at the time. 

The three men "did not deny their adherence to the Tabligh Jamaat movement", the 
Justice Ministry added. They also had literature belonging to the movement. 

Ekibastuz Specialised Administrative Court fined Arystanbekov and the two other Muslims 
five Monthly Financial Indicators under the then Administrative Code Article 375, Part 3 
("carrying out missionary activity without local registration"). 

Bank accounts likely to be blocked 

The six men convicted in Atyrau are likely to be added to the Finance Ministry Financial 
Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the financing of terrorism or 
extremism", thus blocking any bank accounts they might have, without any additional 
due legal process. 

As individuals are not told when they are added to the List, they normally only find out 
they have been added when they or relatives attempt to withdraw money from their 
bank. 

59 Tabligh Jamaat convictions since December 2014 

A court in the capital Astana banned Tabligh Jamaat in Kazakhstan as "extremist" in 
February 2013. Until the movement was banned, it used to send members on short-term 
missions to other towns and villages where they slept in mosques and addressed local 
Muslims, both door to door and in the mosque, a close observer of the movement in 
Central Asia told Forum 18. Male adherents are often identified by their beards and 
wearing of South Asian clothing. If Muslims are thought by the authorities to agree with 
some of Tabligh Jamaat's teachings or practices, possess religious books often used in 
the movement, or meet others close to the movement, this can be enough to trigger a 
criminal prosecution. 

A total of 59 alleged Tabligh Jamaat adherents (all of them Kazakh citizens) are known to 
have been given criminal convictions since December 2014. Of these, 45 were given 
prison terms while 14 were given restricted freedom sentences. In the most recent 
known previous sentences, seven Sunni Muslim men were sentenced in Sairam in South 
Kazakhstan Region on 4 April to between one and four years' imprisonment, plus 
subsequent bans on activity for between two and four years. 

Organising, participating in a "banned religious association" 

Like the six Atyrau defendants, all the previous 53 convicted Sunni Muslims have been 
tried under Criminal Code Article 405 (or its equivalent in the old Criminal Code). 

Two of the 53 Sunni Muslims - Saken Tulbayev and Khalambakhi Khalym - were also 
convicted and imprisoned under the broadly-framed Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. 
This punishes "incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
antagonism" with imprisonment or restricted freedom for between two and seven years. 

The number of such Criminal Code Article 174 prosecutions – all initiated by the KNB 
secret police or with its close involvement - appears to be growing. Kazakh and 
international human rights defenders – including the United Nations Human Rights 
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Committee and a UN Special Rapporteur – have strongly criticised both the formulation 
and the use of Article 174. 

2017: 18 known criminal convictions for exercising freedom of religion or belief 

Eighteen individuals (listed below) are known to have been convicted for exercising 
freedom of religion or belief in the first six months of 2017. The list does not include 
individuals known to have been punished under Criminal Code Article 174, but for whom 
it is unclear what the content of the material they distributed was. 

1) Asaf Gadzhiaga ogly Guliyev; Jehovah's Witness; born 4 October 1973; arrested 
18 January 2017; sentenced 24 February 2017 Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2; 
Criminal Code Article 174, Part 2; no appeal; 5 years' restricted freedom, plus 
bank accounts blocked. 

2) Bakhytzhan Esimkhanovich Baimusayev; Sunni Muslim; born 15 November 1963; 
arrested at end of trial; sentenced 4 April 2017 Sairam District Court; Criminal 
Code Article 405, Part 1; no appeal; 4 years' imprisonment, plus four-year post-
prison ban on activities, plus bank accounts blocked. 

3) Abduvakhab Salibekovich Shakirov; Sunni Muslim; born 21 December 1962; 
arrested at end of trial; sentenced 4 April 2017 Sairam District Court; Criminal 
Code Article 405, Part 1; no appeal; 4 years' imprisonment, plus four-year post-
prison ban on activities, plus bank accounts blocked. 

4) Furkhat Farkhadovich Abatayev; Sunni Muslim; born 27 January 1965; arrested at 
end of trial; sentenced 4 April 2017 Sairam District Court; Criminal Code Article 
405, Part 2; no appeal; 1 year imprisonment, plus two-year post-prison ban on 
activities, plus bank accounts blocked. 

5) Abdivasit Abdikakharovich Abdirazakov; Sunni Muslim; born 28 August 1965; 
arrested at end of trial; sentenced 4 April 2017 Sairam District Court; Criminal 
Code Article 405, Part 2; no appeal; 1 year imprisonment, plus two-year post-
prison ban on activities, plus bank accounts blocked. 

6) Murodzhon Abdivakhabovich Abdullayev; Sunni Muslim; born 21 January 1969; 
arrested at end of trial; sentenced 4 April 2017 Sairam District Court; Criminal 
Code Article 405, Part 2; no appeal; 1 year imprisonment, plus two-year post-
prison ban on activities, plus bank accounts blocked. 

7) Zhenisbek Erakhmetovich Manbetov; Sunni Muslim; born 16 July 1983; arrested 
at end of trial; sentenced 4 April 2017 Sairam District Court; Criminal Code Article 
405, Part 2; no appeal; 1 year imprisonment, plus two-year post-prison ban on 
activities, plus bank accounts blocked. 

8) Meirambek Amalbekuli Sarymsak; Sunni Muslim; born 8 March 1965; arrested at 
end of trial; sentenced 4 April 2017 Sairam District Court; Criminal Code Article 
405, Part 2; no appeal; 1 year imprisonment, plus two-year post-prison ban on 
activities, plus bank accounts blocked. 

9) Kuanysh Ablayevich Bashpayev; Sunni Muslim; born 3 February 1987 ; arrested 
12 October 2016; sentenced 7 April 2017 Pavlodar City Court No. 2; appeal 15 
June 2017 Pavlodar Regional Court modified labour camp provision; Old Criminal 
Code Article 164, Part 1 (equivalent to Article 174, Part 1 of new Code); 4 and a 
half years' imprisonment. 
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10) Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov; Jehovah's Witness; born 7 May 1956; arrested 18 
January 2017; sentenced 2 May 2017 Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2; Criminal 
Code Article 174, Part 2; appeal rejected 20 June 2017 Astana City Court; 5 year 
prison term, plus 3 year post-prison ban on exercise of religious freedom. 

11) Denis Valeryevich Korzhavin; Sunni Muslim; born 21 May 1983; arrested 18 
February 2017; sentenced 11 May 2017 Almaty's Almaly District Court; Criminal 
Code Article 174, Part 1; no appeal; 5 years' restricted freedom. 

12) Nariman Kabdyrakhmanovich Seytzhanov; Sunni Muslim; born 2 May 1989; 
arrested 15 January 2017 (after earlier arrest in Kyrgyzstan); sentenced 9 June 
2017 Kokshetau City Court; Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1; 5 year prison term, 
plus 91,693.58 Tenge fee. 

13) Rollan Talgatovich Arystanbekov; Sunni Muslim; born 5 December 1981; arrested 
November 2016; sentenced 28 June 2017 Atyrau City Court No. 2; Criminal Code 
Article 405, Parts 1 and 2; 3 year prison term, plus 2 or 3 year post-prison ban on 
exercise of religious freedom. 

14) Zhumabai Shaikhyuly Nurpeyis; Sunni Muslim; born 23 July 1961; arrested 
November 2016; sentenced 28 June 2017 Atyrau City Court No. 2; Criminal Code 
Article 405, Parts 1 and 2; 2 year prison term, plus 2 or 3 year post-prison ban on 
exercise of religious freedom. 

15) Nurlan Amangeldyevich Ibrayev; Sunni Muslim; arrested November 2016; 
sentenced 28 June 2017 Atyrau City Court No. 2; Criminal Code Article 405, Parts 
1 and 2; 2 year prison term, plus 2 or 3 year post-prison ban on exercise of 
religious freedom. 

16) Kanat Serikovich Shaigozhanov; Sunni Muslim; arrested November 2016; 
sentenced 28 June 2017 Atyrau City Court No. 2; Criminal Code Article 405, Parts 
1 and 2; 2 year prison term, plus 2 or 3 year post-prison ban on exercise of 
religious freedom. 

17) Nuralim Archiyevich Tyupeyev; Sunni Muslim; born 13 November 1962; arrested 
November 2016; sentenced 28 June 2017 Atyrau City Court No. 2; Criminal Code 
Article 405, Parts 1 and 2; 2 year prison term, plus 2 or 3 year post-prison ban on 
exercise of religious freedom. 

18) Ermek Tursynbayevich Akhmetov; Sunni Muslim; arrested November 2016; 
sentenced 28 June 2017 Atyrau City Court No. 2; Criminal Code Article 405, Parts 
1 and 2; 2 year prison term, plus 2 or 3 year post-prison ban on exercise of 
religious freedom. 

2017: Three on trial or under criminal investigation 

1) Satymzhan Bagytzhanuli Azatov; Sunni Muslim; born 17 September 1989; 
arrested 4 January 2017; trial began 29 May 2017 Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2; 
Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. 

2) Abdukhalil Abdukhamidovich Abduzhabbarov; Sunni Muslim; born 6 April 1975; 
arrested 18 February 2017; under investigation; Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 
and Article 256, Part 2. 

3) Aleksandr Milentievich Kharlamov; atheist; born 2 July 1950; under travel 
restrictions in Ridder; under investigation; Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. 
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Secret trial after six months' imprisonment 

At a closed trial in Atyrau in a secret police-initiated case, with the lawyers 
sworn to secrecy, six Sunni Muslims face possible years of imprisonment for 
talking to others of their faith. Jehovah's Witness cancer sufferer Teymur 
Akhmedov failed to overturn his five-year prison term. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (21.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2tQPm2N - After more than six months in pre-trial 
detention, six Sunni Muslim men went on trial in the Caspian port city of Atyrau on 6 
June to punish them for talking to others of their faith. All face criminal charges – 
initiated by the National Security Committee (KNB) secret police - of organising and 
participating in a "banned religious association", the Muslim missionary movement 
Tabligh Jamaat. If convicted they face possible fines or long terms of imprisonment. The 
closed trial, which is nearing its conclusion, is set to resume on the morning of 26 June. 

If the Atyrau court convicts the six men, this would bring to 59 the number of Sunni 
Muslims known to have been convicted on criminal charges in Kazakhstan since 
December 2014 accused of membership of the banned Tabligh Jamaat movement. 

Meanwhile, on 20 June Astana City Court rejected the appeal by 61-year-old Jehovah's 
Witness prisoner of conscience and cancer sufferer Teymur Akhmedov against his five-
year prison term. 

Many trials 

In violation of its international human rights commitments, Kazakhstan imposes tight 
restrictions on all aspects of the exercise of freedom of religion or belief. Criminal and 
administrative trials to punish individuals who exercise their freedom despite these 
restrictions are common. 

Three of four Sunni Muslims who had studied their faith together at Medina Islamic 
University before returning to Kazakhstan have been sentenced since April. A court in 
Kokshetau in Akmola Region sentenced Nariman Seytzhanov on 9 June to five years' 
imprisonment for allegedly "inciting religious hatred" in talks he gave on Islam to pilgrims 
to Saudi Arabia. 

The trial of the last of the four, Satymzhan Azatov, on charges of "inciting religious 
hatred" continues in the capital Astana. 

Former Saudi-based Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov is in detention in Oral (Uralsk) 
awaiting trial on charges of "inciting religious hatred". 

Atyrau arrests for sharing faith 

The six Sunni Muslim men on trial in Atyrau are: 

1. Zhumabai Shaikhyuly Nurpeyis (born 23 July 1961). 

2. Nurlan Amangeldyevich Ibrayev. 

3. Kanat Serikovich Shaigozhanov. 
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4. Rollan Talgatovich Arystanbekov. 

5. Nuralim Archiyevich Tyupeyev. 

6. Ermek Tursynbayevich Akhmetov. 

Nurpeyis lives in Atyrau, but the other five – who are all from Almaty – had arrived in the 
city to "call local people to Allah", a friend of one of the defendants told Forum 18 on 21 
June. "They did nothing against the law. They are simply Muslims who pray the namaz 
five times a day." 

Atyrau Regional Court claimed on its website on 6 June that the men "had conducted 
actions aimed at developing cells in Atyrau Region and increasing the number of 
adherents, that is they carried out activity aimed at the participation in and organisation 
of the activity of an extremist organisation". 

The six were arrested in Atyrau in November 2016, a court official told Forum 18 on 21 
June 2017. They have been held since their arrest at the Investigation Prison UG-157/1 
in the village of Taskala on the southern edge of Atyrau, he added. 

The KNB secret police lodged criminal cases against the six men under Article 405, Parts 
1 and 2, the court official told Forum 18. 

Article 405, Part 1 punishes "organising the activity of a social or religious association or 
other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their liquidation in 
connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine or up to six 
years' imprisonment. 

Article 405, Part 2 punishes "participation in the activity of a social or religious 
association or other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their 
liquidation in connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine 
or up to two years' imprisonment. 

Atyrau secret trial begins 

Prosecutors handed the case against the six Muslim men to Atyrau City Court No. 2 on 26 
May 2017, according to case records. It was assigned to Judge Zhumagali Tashimov. The 
trial began on 6 June, with four further hearings between then and 20 June. 

The Judge declared the case closed, his assistant told Forum 18 on 21 June, as the case 
had been initiated by the KNB secret police. He identified the lawyers as Karlygash 
Tleubayeva, who is defending several of the men, as well as Aktolkyn Baltabayeva, who 
is defending one or two of them. He identified Zhanar Moldasheva as the lawyer for the 
Atyrau resident Nurpeyis. 

All three of the lawyers have had to sign statements not to reveal anything about the 
cases, the Judge's assistant added. 

The Judge's assistant said the trial is due to resume at 11 am on 26 June, with the 
parties to the case presenting their final statements. He said he expected the verdicts to 
be handed down in the following days. 

53 Tabligh Jamaat convictions already since December 2014 

A court in the capital Astana banned Tabligh Jamaat in Kazakhstan as "extremist" in 
February 2013. Until the movement was banned, it used to send members on short-term 
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missions to other towns and villages where they slept in mosques and addressed local 
Muslims, both door to door and in the mosque, a close observer of the movement in 
Central Asia told Forum 18. Male adherents are often identified by their beards and 
wearing of South Asian clothing. If Muslims are thought by the authorities to agree with 
some of Tabligh Jamaat's teachings or practices, possess religious books often used in 
the movement, or meet others close to the movement, this can be enough to trigger a 
criminal prosecution. 

A total of 53 alleged Tabligh Jamaat adherents (all of them Kazakh citizens) are known to 
have been given criminal convictions since December 2014. Of these, 39 were given 
prison terms while 14 were given restricted freedom sentences. In the most recent 
known previous sentences, seven Sunni Muslim men were sentenced in Sairam in South 
Kazakhstan Region on 4 April to between one and four years' imprisonment, plus 
subsequent bans on activity for between two and four years. 

Organising, participating in a "banned religious association" 

Like the six Atyrau defendants, all the previous 53 convicted Sunni Muslims have been 
tried under Criminal Code Article 405 (or its equivalent in the old Criminal Code). 

Two of the 53 Sunni Muslims - Saken Tulbayev and Khalambakhi Khalym - were also 
convicted and imprisoned under the broadly-framed Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. 
This punishes "incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
antagonism" with imprisonment or restricted freedom for between two and seven years. 

The number of such Article 174 prosecutions – all initiated by the KNB secret police or 
with its close involvement - appears to be growing. 

Bank accounts likely to be blocked 

If convicted, the six men on trial in Atyrau are likely to be added to the Finance Ministry 
Financial Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the financing of 
terrorism or extremism", thus blocking any bank accounts they might have, without any 
additional due legal process. 

As individuals are not told when they are added to the List, they normally only find out 
they have been added when they or relatives attempt to withdraw money from their 
bank. 

Astana: Jehovah's Witness Akhmedov's appeal fails 

On 20 June, Astana City Court rejected the appeal by Jehovah's Witness prisoner of 
conscience Teymur Akhmedov against his five year prison term. Akhmedov's lawyer, 
Natalya Kononenko, told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service the same day that the court 
had rejected all the motions submitted by the defence. 

On 2 May Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2 sentenced Akhmedov to five years' 
imprisonment on charges of "inciting religious hatred" under Criminal Code Article 174, 
Part 2. 

Akhmedov was punished for discussing his faith with seven young men who were KNB 
secret police informers but claimed to be students. He was also banned from conducting 
"ideological/preaching activity in the area of religion" for three years after the end of his 
sentence. 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

Akhmedov, a retired bus driver who is now 61 and is married with three sons, has been 
in prison since his 18 January arrest. Asaf Guliyev, arrested with him on the same 
charges, was sentenced to five years' restricted freedom on 24 February. 

Akhmedov's lawyers have filed complaints with the United Nations (UN) Working Group 
on Arbitrary Detention, the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, and 
the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of 
Association. 

Right to medical treatment denied in prison 

Prison officials have repeatedly denied that Akhmedov's health is at risk, despite the 
cancer he suffers from. "His health is satisfactory – he's not at death's door," an official 
of the Special Department of Astana Investigation Prison No. 12 – who would not give 
her name – insisted to Forum 18 on 14 June. "He has access to doctors." 

Akhmedov has two large tumours of the gastro-intestinal tract. A report from the 
National Scientific Centre for Oncology and Transplantation (the national cancer centre) 
"recommends an operation and requests that Akhmedov undergo an examination before 
being hospitalised". 

The head of Astana's Public Observers Commission, Ruslan Ozdoyev, visited Akhmedov in 
prison in late February. He recommended that he be immediately sent to hospital for full 
medical treatment. However, prison officials have repeatedly refused to send Akhmedov 
for treatment as an in-patient in hospital. 

Akhmedov was also tortured while in pre-trial detention. 

Freedom of religion denied in prison 

The Astana Investigation Prison official also confirmed that prisoners such as Akhmedov 
are not allowed to have religious books. "Regulations don't allow it," she told Forum 18. 

Many prisoners of conscience imprisoned for exercising the right to freedom of religion or 
belief have complained of being unable to pray visibly in prison or have religious 
literature. Other prisoners too have complained of these restrictions. 

The UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (known as the Mandela 
Rules, A/C.3/70/L.3) require governments to respect the freedom of religion or belief and 
other human rights of prisoners – including those in pre-trial detention. 

Four prisoners in labour camp UG-157/9 in Atyrau were put in the punishment cell on 29 
May after they began the daytime fast for the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, human 
rights defender Asel Nurgaziyeva told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service the same day. 
She said the prison authorities had used a pretext to hand down the extra punishment. 

The four prisoners intended to continue their fasts. "It is not easy to maintain the fast in 
a strict regime labour camp," Nurgaziyeva added. 

Zhastalap Basarov, Deputy Head of the Interior Ministry's prison department for Atyrau 
Region, confirmed to Radio Free Europe that prison rules and the obligations of prisoners 
do not allow them to observe the Ramadan fast. He claimed this could disturb the rights 
of other prisoners. 
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Protestant Churches now outnumber Russian Orthodox 
ones in Kazakhstan  

By Paul Goble 

Window on Eurasia (19.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2sl3JOh - The religious activity of people 
is seldom best captured by statistics, but some aspects of religious life, including the 
number of religious organizations and even the ones that a government or other 
organization uses to categorize them can nonetheless provide important details about 
this aspect of social life. 

A new article on the Regnum news agency provides comprehensive data on the numbers 
of various religious denominations in Kazakhstan in 2011 before Astana adopted its 
current law on religion and now, almost six years after it did so. They are extremely 
instructive about developments and especially state policy there. 

“In 2011,” the article reports, “32 confessions and more than 20 denominations were 
registered in Kazakhstan. They formed a total of 4430 religious groups, 3839 of which 
were registered as legal persons or branches and 559 as small groups.  Together, they 
used 3369 religious facilities.”  The list also includes the number of small, missionary-led 
groups. 

At the end of that year, Kazakhstan adopted a new law on religious organizations at least 
partially in response to a number of terrorist acts there.  The state tightened its 
restrictions on religious life. Among the results achieved in 2012, the Regnum article 
reports, were the following: 

The number of religious organizations and the number of confessions declined to 3088 
and 17 respectively. The Old Believers and the Armenian Apostolic Church were folded 
into the Orthodox category. Protestant denominations were reregistered with their 
number falling from 666 to 462, Charismatics from 48 to 16, and the Scientologists 
entirely liquidated. 

But almost immediately, the number of organizations in each category began expanding 
again. According to a survey taken at the end of April 2017 by the Kazakhstan religious 
affairs and civil society ministry, there are now 3679 religious organizations (2570 
Muslim, 333 Orthodox, 85 Catholic, 668 Protestant, seven Jewish, and 17 others. 

What is most striking is that the Protestant now outnumber the Russian Orthodox by 
more than two to one.   

Last October, the same ministry published figures on the number of religious buildings in 
the country. At that time, there were 3436 “cult” facilities, including 2528 mosques, 294 
Orthodox churches, 108 Catholic churches, 490 Protestant facilities, seven synagogues, 
two Buddhist shrines, three Krishna consciousness centers, and four Bahai houses. 

At present, Regnum says, there are 495 missionaries in Kazakhstan, 238 of whom are 
Catholics, 175 Protestants, and 87 Orthodox. 

 

Five years' jail for Islamic talks 

Sunni Muslim Nariman Seytzhanov was given five years' jail for "inciting 
religious hatred" by talking about schools of Islam to Kazakh pilgrims to Saudi 
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Arabia. Satymzhan Azatov's trial on similar charges continues in Astana on 21 
June. Five years' suspended sentence handed down in Almaty. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (15.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2tEbDzO - The third of four Sunni Muslims who 
had studied their faith together at Medina Islamic University before returning to 
Kazakhstan has been sentenced. A court in Kokshetau in Akmola Region sentenced 
Nariman Seytzhanov on 9 June to five years' imprisonment for allegedly "inciting 
religious hatred" in talks he gave on Islam to pilgrims to Saudi Arabia. He denied the 
accusations. 

A court in Kazakhstan's commercial capital Almaty sentenced another of the former Saudi 
students, Denis Korzhavin, on 11 May to five years' restricted freedom after he admitted 
his "guilt". Like the others, he was punished for allegedly "inciting religious hatred" under 
Criminal Code Article 174. 

The trial of the fourth, Satymzhan Azatov, on charges of "inciting religious hatred" is due 
to resume in the capital Astana on the morning of 21 June. 

The first of the four to be sentenced was Kuanysh Bashpayev. He was sentenced under 
Criminal Code Article 174 to four and a half years' imprisonment on 7 April at the end of 
a closed trial in Pavlodar. Bashpayev does not appear to have appealed against his 
sentence. 

A court in the southern Kyzylorda Region handed Salafi Muslim Kasimkhan 
Mukhanbetaskar a suspended sentence of two years and ten months for posting Islamic 
material on social media which prosecutors claimed "incited religious hatred". The court, 
prosecutors and investigators have refused to tell Forum 18 what the material was, so it 
is impossible to determine either whether freedom of religion or belief has been violated, 
or if the accused advocated the destruction of others' human rights. 

Jehovah's Witness prisoner of conscience and cancer sufferer Teymur Akhmedov has 
lodged his appeal to Astana City Court against his five-year prison term. 

A court in Oral (Uralsk) has extended the pre-trial detention of former Saudi-based Imam 
Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov as he awaits trial on charges of "inciting religious hatred" 
under Article 174. 

Atheist writer Aleksandr Kharlamov – under investigation in East Kazakhstan Region 
under Criminal Code Article 174 - has dismissed an "expert analysis" which claimed to 
find "incitement to religious hatred" in his writings. He has appealed to the Prosecutor for 
a new analysis. 

Police in Oral have told a Jehovah's Witnesses that charges against him of "inciting 
religious hatred" under Criminal Code Article 174 have been dropped. He will be 
prosecuted under the Administrative Code. 

Seventh-day Adventist prisoner of conscience Yklas Kabduakasov, imprisoned under 
Criminal Code Article 174, is due for release at the beginning of October. He has been 
encouraged in prison in Pavlodar by many letters he has received from fellow-Christians 
around the world. 

More prisoners of conscience punished for exercising freedom of religion or belief have 
had their bank accounts frozen after being added to the financial blacklist. 
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Kokshetau: Seytzhanov's five year prison term 

Another Sunni Muslim who studied his faith in Saudi Arabia has been imprisoned, this 
time in Akmola Region. On 9 June Judge Ilyas Kakim at Kokshetau City Court found 28-
year-old Nariman Seytzhanov guilty under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement 
of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord"). The Judge handed him a 
five-year prison term in an ordinary regime labour camp, the term the prosecutor had 
been demanding. He denied the charges. 

Seytzhanov was also ordered to pay a fee of 91,693.58 Tenge, according to the verdict 
seen by Forum 18. This is to cover the cost of "expert analyses", completed on 13 
January and 14 March, of his three recorded lectures. 

Seytzhanov intends to appeal to Akmola Regional Court, a friend told Forum 18 on 15 
June. 

Seytzhanov's closed trial began on 25 April. The verdict was handed down at a closed 
session and no other parties were allowed into the courtroom to hear it being read, one 
of Seytzhanov's friends told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service the same day. 

Seytzhanov – who had studied his faith in Saudi Arabia – worked in a travel agency in 
Astana. He led a group of pilgrims on the umra pilgrimage to Mecca in October 2016. He 
was arrested by Kyrgyzstan's National Security Committee (NSC) secret police in January 
2017. They handed him over to Kazakhstan's National Security Committee (KNB) secret 
police. 

Seytzhanov was formally arrested in Kazakhstan on 15 January. He has been held since 
his arrest in Kokshetau's Interior Ministry Investigation Prison No. 20. 

Prosecutors accused Seytzhanov of inciting religious hatred by "speaking negatively of 
mashabs [schools of Islamic thought]" on the basis of talks he gave while leading 
pilgrims on the umra pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia in October 2016. Three audio-recordings 
were placed on the internet. Prosecutors alleged he had recorded them and made them 
public. 

However, Seytzhanov's lawyer Bakhyt Suleimenova denied this to Radio Free Europe's 
Kazakh Service. She said he did not know who had made the recordings or uploaded 
them to the internet. "Nothing in these talks was against the law," Suleimanova told 
Radio Free Europe. 

"He simply explained to people how to conduct the haj or umra pilgrimage, and explained 
in general the fundamentals of the religion so that all we Muslims and all people would be 
in unity," his friend told Radio Free Europe, "so that there would be no schisms, as in 
Syria or Ukraine where murders take place, that the people would not be divided." 
Seytzhanov also called on his listeners to respect the President "so that no one would go 
against the government" and obey imams. 

The Judge ordered the hearings closed allegedly to protect the identity of two witnesses 
who feared for their safety. 

Suleimanova questioned why the hearings needed to be closed. "According to the 
Criminal Procedure Code, this is for when there are sexual crimes, such as rapes." 

"Only Nariman's wife was able to attend the trial," a friend of Seytzhanov told Forum 18 
on 15 June. "None of his other friends or relatives were allowed into the court building." 
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Almaty: Korzhavin's five years' restricted freedom 

An Almaty-based Sunni Muslim received a suspended sentence after admitting his 
"mistake". At a one-day trial on 11 May, Judge Nariman Begaliyev of the city's Almaly 
District Court found Denis Korzhavin guilty under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 
("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord"). The Judge 
handed him a five-year term of restricted freedom. 

Korzhavin was punished for lectures in Russian based on the Arabic-language Muslim 
book "The Three Fundamental Principles". This was banned in Kazakhstan in 2014. 
Recordings of the lectures were posted on the internet. "Experts" appointed by the 
prosecution claim to have found incitement to hatred in Korzhavin's lectures. 

In February 2014, Astana's Saryarka District Court found a book at least partly written by 
Salafi Muslim Mohammed ibn Abdul-Wahhab "extremist". The book - a Russian 
translation of the work "Explanation of the Three Fundamental Principles of Islam" – is 
543 pages and was published in Cairo in 2008. Mohammed ibn Abdul-Wahhab helped 
found a precursor to the present-day kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 

The comparatively mild sentence followed Korzhavin's admission of "guilt" in court and 
an agreement before the trial between Police Investigator Aleksei Chapurin and Dauren 
Sagindykov of the Prosecutor's Office on one side and Korzhavin and his lawyer Ruslan 
Dzhaniyev on the other. 

As part of the agreement, Korzhavin pledged to call publicly for peace and unity between 
religions and to ask people not to circulate copies of his lectures. He recorded such a 
video-message which was posted on the internet. 

Under the sentence, Korzhavin will need permission to leave Almaty or change his place 
of residence and will have to undergo educational work organised by the probation 
service, Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service noted on 11 May. 

Korzhavin, who is now 34 and married with four children, was freed in the courtroom. He 
had been held since his 18 February arrest in Almaty's Investigation Prison. Both he and 
his lawyer told Radio Free Europe that he would not be appealing against the sentence. 

Korzhavin – an ethnic Russian who converted to Islam - had studied his faith at Medina 
Islamic University in Saudi Arabia. He returned to Kazakhstan in 2011. 

Astana: Azatov's trial continues 

The trial in Astana of another of the former students from Medina Islamic University, 27-
year-old Satymzhan Azatov, is due to continue at 11 am on 21 June, according to court 
records. His trial began under Judge Bolat Pazylov at Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2 on 
29 May. 

At the most recent hearing on 13 June, Azatov renounced his state-appointed lawyer. 
Instead he chose Baurzhan Azanov and Aiman Umirova to represent him. 

"The trial is open, but it is taking place in a small courtroom that can accommodate only 
15 spectators," a friend of Azatov told Forum 18 on 14 June. "Officials allow in some of 
his friends and relatives, then claim that the courtroom is full."  

Astana KNB opened a case against Azatov in late December 2016 under Criminal Code 
Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
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discord"). He had met with other Muslims in Astana without state permission. He was 
arrested on 4 January 2017. 

Azatov is accused of "inciting religious hatred" in his remarks to guests at a meeting in a 
cafe in Astana in September 2016 (of which the KNB secret police obtained a recording) 
and at a subsequent meeting in a home in the city. 

Azatov and Seytzhanov (who was also present at the cafe) were given administrative 
fines in November 2016 to punish them for the meeting. 

The prosecution has again turned to Roza Akbarova to provide "expert analysis", 
including during the trial. She claimed that he had spoken negatively of Shia Muslims, 
stating that they had blown up a mosque. 

Akbarova provided analysis which helped convict Seventh-day Adventist Yklas 
Kabduakasov (see below) and Jehovah's Witness Teymur Akhmedov. 

At an 8 June hearing, Azatov called for Judge Pazylov to be removed from the case, 
Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service noted the same day. Azatov described the trial as a 
"theatre show". 

Kyzylorda: Muslim sentenced – for what? 

Because of the secrecy surrounding cases of alleged "incitement to religious hatred" and 
the closure of many of the trials, many cases remain unknown. Even in cases which are 
known it can be impossible to establish if an individual has been punished for statements 
that do not call for harm to the human rights of others. 

One such is that of Salafi Muslim Kasimkhan Nabiuly Mukhanbetaskar (born 19 April 
1992) in the southern Kyzylorda Region. The Police Anti-Extremism Department found in 
November 2016 that he had distributed audio-recordings on social media that incited 
religious hatred, according to a 19 April police statement, issued after he was sentenced. 
It described him as an "adherent of a destructive religious tendency". 

On 15 March 2017 Judge Kumisbai Kusekeyev of Kyzylorda Court No. 2 found 
Mukhanbetaskar guilty of violating Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement of 
social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord"). The Judge handed him a 
suspended sentence of two years and ten months, according to the police statement. He 
also ordered him to pay fees for "expert analyses" of 233,282 Tenge. 

Mukhanbetaskar appealed against his sentence. Judge Sabit Abdikanov of Kyzylorda 
Regional Court heard his appeal on 30 May, Court officials told Forum 18 on 2 June. They 
said the hearing was open, but that in addition to the Judge only Mukhanbetaskar, his 
lawyer Toktarbek Myrzambetov and the prosecutor were present. 

However, Court officials refused to say what decision the Judge handed down. Forum 18 
was unable to reach Judge Abdikanov the same day. Forum 18 has also been unable to 
reach lawyer Myrzambetov. 

Askhat Mukhtarov of the Police Investigation Department led the case against 
Mukhanbetaskar. However, colleagues said he had been transferred to Zhalagash 
District. Officers there told Forum 18 on 2 June that he was ill. Yerkin Sagymbayev, 
deputy head of the Anti-Extremism Department of the Regional Police refused to answer 
any of Forum 18's questions on the case, citing the "secrecy of the investigation". Yerlan 
Zhamalbek of the Prosecutor's Office told Forum 18 that it cannot give information by 
telephone. 
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Astana: Jehovah's Witness Akhmedov appeals 

On 2 May Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2 sentenced Jehovah's Witness prisoner of 
conscience Teymur Akhmedov to five years' imprisonment on charges of "inciting 
religious hatred" under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 2. 

Akhmedov was punished for discussing his faith with seven young men who were KNB 
secret police informers but claimed to be students. He was also banned from conducting 
"ideological/preaching activity in the area of religion" for three years after the end of his 
sentence. 

Akhmedov, who is now 61, has been in prison since his 18 January arrest. Asaf Guliyev, 
arrested with him on the same charges, was sentenced to five years' restricted freedom 
on 24 February. 

Akhmedov's appeal against his sentence reached Astana City Court on 31 May, according 
to court records. No date has yet been set for a hearing. 

Oral: Abduzhabbarov's further month in pre-trial detention 

In early June Oral (Uralsk) City Court extended the pre-trial detention of Sunni Muslim 
Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov for a further month, until 18 July, Saule Kaisarova, 
head of the Court chancellery, told Forum 18 from Oral on 14 June. 

The KNB secret police arrested 41-year-old Imam Abduzhabbarov, extradited from Saudi 
Arabia at Kazakhstan's request, as he arrived at Almaty Airport on 18 February. He was 
then transferred to Oral in West Kazakhstan Region. 

A KNB secret police Investigator is investigating Abduzhabbarov under Criminal Code 
Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
discord") and Criminal Code Article 256, Part 2. 

Article 256, Part 2 punishes: "Propaganda of terrorism or public calls to commit 
terrorism" - which includes the production, storage for distribution or distribution of 
[unspecified in the Article] specified materials - committed by an individual using a state 
or non-state official position, or with the use of the mass media or other communication 
networks, or with foreign support, or in a group". The punishment is seven to 12 years' 
imprisonment with confiscation of property. 

Ridder: Atheist writer Kharlamov appeals to Prosecutor 

On 13 June, atheist writer and blogger Aleksandr Kharlamov wrote to the Prosecutor of 
East Kazakhstan Region where he lives, Bagban Taimbetov, asking for a new "expert 
analysis". He complains that "ignorant or unscrupulous experts" of the Regional Judicial 
Expert Analysis Institute had claimed to find "incitement of religious hatred" in his 
writings on religion. 

"However, I live in a secular state and am not obliged to have a positive attitude to 
religions and speak positively about religions and religious people, all the more about 
religious people committing crimes against humanity and against the truth," he told 
Prosecutor Taimbetov in his letter seen by Forum 18. 

Kharlamov complained that the "experts" had "illegally distorted the essence of my 
publications". He stressed that as a human rights defender he calls on everyone to 
respect the human rights of "religious people of any religious confession". 
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Police opened the second case against Kharlamov in autumn 2016 under Criminal Code 
Article 174, Part 1. He has not been arrested but remains under travel restrictions in his 
home town of Ridder. The first criminal case against him on similar charges, opened in 
January 2013, has possibly been suspended but never closed. 

Oral: Jehovah's Witness investigated but to be punished administratively 

Police in Oral told a local Jehovah's Witness on 12 April he was being investigated under 
Criminal Code Article 174, Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18. The criminal case was 
launched after the man gave "an interested person" a copy of the Jehovah's Witness 
publication "What Does the Bible Really Teach?" 

Police claimed the book is "extremist" as it has been banned in neighbouring Russia. No 
Jehovah's Witness publications are known to have been banned as "extremist" in 
Kazakhstan, although KNB secret police-appointed "experts" claim 16 of 90 Jehovah's 
Witness publications seized from Akhmedov in Astana at the time of his January arrest 
(see above) contain "extremist" passages. 

Police in Oral also questioned four other Jehovah's Witnesses in connection with the 
criminal case. They ordered an "expert analysis" of "What Does the Bible Really Teach?" 

Police later dropped the criminal case and the Jehovah's Witness is now being 
investigated under the Administrative Code. 

Criminal investigations under Article 174 are known to have been launched against 
Muslims, Council of Churches Baptists and commercial booksellers which were 
subsequently dropped. In all the known cases, individuals are then punished under the 
Administrative Code. 

Pavlodar: Kabduakasov in prison encouraged by letters 

Seventh-day Adventist prisoner of conscience Yklas Kabduakasov – who failed in his 
attempts to seek early release – is due to complete his labour-camp sentence in early 
October, his pastor Andrei Teteryuk said. "Attempts were made to provoke incidents to 
use against him, but thank God they came to nothing," he told Forum 18 from Astana on 
15 June. 
 
Kabduakasov was in December 2015 sentenced to two years in a labour camp under 
Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. He was punished for discussing his faith with students 
recruited by the KNB secret police in a KNB-rented flat. 

Kabduakasov is serving his two-year prison sentence in a labour camp in the northern 
city of Pavlodar. "Yklas gains strong moral encouragement from letters from around the 
world which Christians are sending him every day!" Pastor Teteryuk added. "It is also a 
powerful testimony for the labour-camp administration." 

More prisoners of conscience on financial blacklist 

Seven Sunni Muslim men sentenced in Sairam in South Kazakhstan Region have been 
added to the Finance Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee List of individuals 
"connected with the financing of terrorism or extremism". 

All known prisoners of conscience convicted under Criminal Code Article 174 and Article 
405 (involvement in the activity of a banned organisation) have been added to this List, 
thus freezing any bank accounts they may have, without any additional due legal 
process. As individuals are not told when they are added to the List, they normally only 
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find out they have been added when they or relatives attempt to withdraw money from 
their bank. 

The seven Muslims added to the financial blacklist on 19 May were Bakhytzhan 
Baimusayev, Abduvakhab Shakirov, Furkhat Abatayev, Abdivasit Abdirazakov, 
Murodzhon Abdullayev, Zhenisbek Manbetov and Meirambek Sarymsak. 

All seven were convicted for alleged membership of the Muslim missionary movement 
Tabligh Jamaat, which the Kazakh authorities banned in 2013. They were sentenced on 4 
April under Criminal Code Article 405. All were given prison terms of between one and 
four years, plus a ban on unspecified activity once the prison terms are over. 

Five Sunni Muslim former prisoners of conscience, all imprisoned under Criminal Code 
Article 405 to punish them for alleged membership of the Muslim missionary movement 
Tabligh Jamaat, have been removed from the financial blacklist: Rashid Erimbetov on 18 
April; Ruslan Abirov on 28 April; Erbol Sharipov on 15 May; and Serik Seitzhaparov and 
Adi Bakyt on 2 June. 

Erimbetov, Abirov and Sharipov were among four Muslim men each sentenced in the 
southern Zhambyl Region in December 2015 to one year's restricted freedom. 
Seitzhaparov was sentenced in Akmola Region in February 2016 to two years' restricted 
freedom. Bakyt was sentenced in April 2015 in Aktobe Region to two years' restricted 
freedom. 

 

Fingerprints, mugshots, fines follow worship raid 

After one of many recent raids on Baptist Sunday meetings for worship in Taraz, 
police took 21 people present to the police station. Claiming they were looking 
for criminals, officers fingerprinted and photographed them and took addresses 
and personal data. Police issued summary fines. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (08.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2rh6GjF - Police who raided a Baptist Sunday 
morning meeting for worship on 28 May in the southern city of Taraz took 20 of the men 
and one of the women present to the local police station. There they took their 
fingerprints, photographed them both face on and from the side, and recorded their 
home addresses and other personal data. Police have already issued summary fines with 
no court hearing to eight of those present. 

Exactly a week later, police raided a second of the three Taraz congregations affiliated 
with the Council of Churches Baptists during their Sunday meeting for worship. Police 
issued further summary fines. 

 
 
At least a further four men have been fined in western Regions of Kazakhstan for saying 
the word "Amen" aloud in mosques during prayers. Police and imams back the imposition 
of such fines. 

Almaty City Court has overturned a fine and deportation order handed down to an Indian 
citizen long resident in Kazakhstan for addressing a Protestant Church. The Church itself 
– which was also fined and ordered to close for three months from April to July – has 
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been trying to challenge the fine and closure order. However, the Supreme Court in the 
capital Astana returned their appeal without a hearing. 

Also in Almaty, an administrative case against a rehabilitation charity was dismissed. 

Growing summary police fines 

Many Council of Churches Baptists have been handed summary fines by police with no 
court hearing for leading or participating in religious meetings without state permission. 

Council of Baptists have adopted a policy of civil disobedience, refusing to pay fines 
imposed to punish them for exercising their human rights. Many who refuse to pay such 
fines are then placed on Kazakhstan's exit blacklist, preventing them from leaving the 
country. Some have property confiscated, such as washing machines or cars. Others 
have restraining orders placed on property, such as homes, cars or calves, preventing 
them from selling or disposing of them. 

The power to impose summary fines without initial due process was first given to police 
under the 2015 revision of the Code of Administrative Offences. Such fines are first 
known to have been imposed in 2016, also against Baptists. 

It is possible to challenge police-imposed fines through the courts or a Prosecutor's 
Office. However, this process is more difficult than (as with court convictions) lodging an 
appeal to a higher court against a lower court decision. 

Taraz: Sunday worship raided 

On 28 May, while a Baptist congregation in Taraz in the southern Zhambyl Region was 
meeting for Sunday worship, a state official in civilian clothes filmed the community from 
through an open door, Baptists complained to Forum 18 on 6 June. 

When the meeting finished, police officers blocked the exit and prevented anyone from 
leaving. "We've come to conduct prophylactic measures and we need to check whether 
any criminals are here," Baptists quoted police as telling them. They then said they would 
take all those present to the police station, before agreeing to allow women, children and 
the sick to leave. 

Officers took 20 men and one woman (who insisted on accompanying her husband) to 
Police Station No. 2. There officers took fingerprints from all of them, photographed each 
face on and from the side, and recorded their personal data, including home addresses, 
Baptists complained to Forum 18. 

Forum 18 was unable to find out why police thought criminals might be found among the 
men present at the worship service, why they needed to take fingerprints and 
photographs of the men and what they would do with the information collected. 

The telephone of Murat Umbetaliyev, head of Zhambyl Region Anti-Extremism Police 
went unanswered each time Forum 18 called on 8 June. Baurzhan Udergenov, who is in 
charge of Police Station No.2, acknowledged to Forum 18 the same day that the raid and 
data collection had happened. "I won't answer your questions by phone," he added and 
then put the phone down. 

The day after the raid, 29 May, Police summoned five church members to their local 
police stations. Each of them – Pyotr Demchenko, Viktor Fot, Aleksandr Fot, Stanislav 
Denisov and Aleksandr Strignatsky – was handed notification of a summary fine of 50 
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MFIs, 113,450 Tenge. They were punished under Administrative Code Article 489, Part 
10. 

Article 489, Part 10 punishes: "Participation in an unregistered, halted, or banned 
religious community or social organisation" with a fine of 50 MFIs. 

On 30 May Police handed notifications of a summary fine to two more people present at 
the worship meeting, church member Konstantin Nurtazin and visitor Vladimir Klochan. 
Police warned them that they had orders to fine all those detained, Baptists told Forum 
18. 

On 2 June the local police officer summoned another church member Oleg Getman and 
told him police were sending him a notification of a fine of 50 MFIs by post. 

At least some of those given police fines have lodged appeals to Taraz Specialised 
Administrative Court. Judge Duman Maulenov is due to hear Viktor Fot's and 
Demchenko's appeals on the afternoon of 12 June, according to court records. Judge 
Kamar Usembayeva is due to hear Denisov's appeal on the afternoon of 13 June.  

Taraz: Another raid on worship meeting, summary fines 

On 4 June, exactly a week after the previous raid, three ordinary Police and two Anti-
Extremism Police officers raided the Sunday meeting for worship of a second Baptist 
congregation in Taraz. Again they filmed the meeting through the open door, Baptists 
complained to Forum 18. 

After the service Police took seven of those present to the local police station, including 
Aleksei Tishko, Sergei Tyan, Vitaly Relin, Shukhrat Alzhanov and his mother Tamara 
Alzhanova. As Relin had been fined in April (see below), police let him leave. Later they 
called him back to say he would be fined a second time. 

Police accused the remaining six of violating Administrative Code Article 489, Part 10. 
They issued notifications of a fine to Tishko and Alzhanov, Baptists told Forum 18. 
Officers told Tyan that notification of a fine would be sent to him by post in the District 
where he lives. 

Yerkebulan Akbai, Chief Specialist of Zhambyl Regional Religious Affairs Department, 
claimed that "we're not informed" about the repeated raids on two of the Baptist 
congregations in Taraz. "This is the work of the law-enforcement agencies," he told 
Forum 18 from Taraz on 8 June. 

Asked how his Department would defend the rights of the Baptists – and other local 
people – to exercise their right to freedom of religion or belief, Akbai insisted that they 
had been punished for breaking the law. "Their services were illegal – worship without 
state registration is banned." Told that the Baptists were exercising the rights set out in 
the Constitution, he responded: "Of course the Constitution allows it, but under the law it 
is banned." 

Asked what would happen to the fingerprints and photos of the Baptists taken at the 
police station Akbai responded: "They were taken to provide evidence." 

Taraz: Appeals against Easter Sunday fines fail 

Police raided one of the Taraz Baptist congregations during their meeting for worship on 
Easter Sunday, 16 April. Police handed summary fines to three church members: one 
under Administrative Code Article 489, Part 9 ("Leadership of an unregistered, halted, or 
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banned religious community or social organisation") of 100 MFIs to Pastor Pyotr 
Panafidin, and two under Administrative Code Article 489, Part 10 of 50 MFIs each to 
Vitaly Ryzhkov and Vitaly Relin. 

On 18 May, Judge Maulenov of Taraz Specialised Administrative Court rejected Pastor 
Panafidin's appeal, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. However, the Judge 
reduced the fine from 100 MFIs to 70 MFIs. In separate hearings on 19 May, Judge 
Usembayeva of the same Court rejected Ryzhkov's and Relin's appeals, according to the 
decisions seen by Forum 18. 

Yakov Fot also appealed against a summary fine of 100 MFIs handed down by police on 5 
April under Administrative Code Article 489, Part 9 to punish him for leading a meeting 
for worship police raided several days earlier. 

However, on 27 April, Judge Usembayeva of Taraz Specialised Administrative Court 
rejected Yakov Fot's appeal, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 

Astrakhanka: Worship meeting raided, police fine 

Three police officers raided the 24 May evening meeting for worship of the Council of 
Churches congregation in a home in the village of Astrakhanka in Akmola Region, 
Baptists complained to Forum 18 on 31 May. 

Operational officer Ayazbek Toishibayev came into the prayer room where Pastor 
Aleksandr Gorbunov was leading a Bible hour, interrupting with questions. Gorbunov told 
him he would answer questions after the meeting. A detective, Talgat Zhadayev, then 
began filming those present despite requests to stop. 

When the meeting was over, officers drew up a record of an offence against Pastor 
Gorbunov and ordered him to go to the police station the following day, 25 May, Baptists 
told Forum 18. When he went to the Police Station, officers handed him notification of a 
summary fine of 100 MFIs, 226,900 Tenge, under Administrative Code Article 489, Part 9 
("Leadership of an unregistered, halted, or banned religious community or social 
organisation"). 

Pastor Gorbunov insists he did nothing wrong by leading a meeting to worship and study 
the Bible, Baptists told Forum 18. He lodged an appeal against the fine to Astrakhanka 
District Court. On 5 June the Court assigned the case to Judge Aleksei An, according to 
court records. No date has yet been set for the appeal hearing. 

The duty officer at Astrakhanka District Police told Forum 18 on 8 June that neither 
Zhadayev nor Toishibayev were present and nor was the district police chief. An officer – 
who would not give his name – acknowledged to Forum 18 that the raid and fine had 
occurred but immediately added: "We don't give commentary." He then put the phone 
down. 

Further fines for "Amen" in mosques 

At least one man in West Kazakhstan Region and three in Atyrau Region have been fined 
for praying the word "Amen" aloud in mosques. 

In November 2016 the state-controlled Muslim Board – which adheres to Sunni Hanafi 
Islam only - banned saying the word "Amen" out loud in mosques. Human rights 
defenders in Kazakhstan, who wish to remain anonymous for fear of state reprisals, state 
that fines for saying "Amen" aloud in mosques are common, especially in western areas 
of Kazakhstan. 
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At least five Muslims in Zhanozen, in the south-western Mangistau Region, were fined in 
February and March for saying "Amen" aloud at the end of their prayers in the city 
mosque. A regional religious affairs official who brought the cases, with the support of 
the state-appointed imam and the police, claimed the men thereby obstructed other 
people's prayers. All five men denied this allegation, and one managed to overturn his 
fine on appeal. 

All have been punished under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 2. This punishes: 
"Impeding lawful religious activity as well as violation of the civil rights of physical 
persons on grounds of their religious views or insulting their feelings or profanation of 
items, buildings and places revered by followers of any religion, unless there are signs of 
criminally punishable actions". The punishment for individuals is 50 Monthly Financial 
Indicators (MFIs), and for legal entities 200 MFIs. 

West Kazakhstan Region: Fine for "Amen" in mosque 

In Oral (Uralsk) in West Kazakhstan Region, on 23 February Judge Kanat Makhmetov at 
the city's Specialised Administrative Court fined a 40-year-old local man Marat 
Mukhanbetov under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 2. Judge Makhmetov fined 
Mukhanbetov 35 MFIs, 79,415 Tenge, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 

Mukhanbetov appealed against the decision. However, on 16 March Judge Aygul 
Mashtakova of West Kazakhstan Regional Court rejected his appeal, according to the 
decision seen by Forum 18. 

Mukhanbetov was punished under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 2 for praying 
with the word "Amen" aloud during the namaz at Oral's central Aksham mosque on 
Friday 23 December 2016. The Regional Police described Mukhanbetov to the local media 
on 1 June 2017 as being of a "destructive religious tendency" without identifying which 
one or why they regard it as "destructive". 

During the prayers, Mukhanbetov heard mosque officials asking loudly who had used the 
word "Amen", he told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service for an 8 June article. After 
prayers were over, he walked past the imams' office where he heard mosque officials 
"talking to some lads crudely and with raised voices". He went in and told the mosque 
officials: "Have fear of Allah. What are you doing?" 

Imams asked the young men if they had spoken the word "Amen" aloud, but they denied 
it, Mukhanbetov told Radio Free Europe. After they had left, an imam asked him if he had 
done so and he said he had. "It's not forbidden," Mukhanbetov explained. "They jumped 
on this. And in court they used my acknowledgment as proof." 

In January a police officer had ordered Mukhanbetov to visit the Regional Religious 
Affairs Department "for explanatory work", he told Radio Free Europe. There he was 
forced to write a statement. On 27 January the record of an offence under Administrative 
Code Article 490, Part 2 was issued against him. 

Mukhanbetov denied that he had shouted the word "Amen" or disturbed other 
worshippers. He insisted he had been punished simply for stepping in to defend others. 
He argued that he had been chosen to make an example to others. 

Atyrau Region: Fines for "Amen" in mosques 

Three Muslims were fined in Atyrau Region, the local Moi Gorod news agency noted on 26 
May. The imam of a mosque in Kulsary in Zhilioi District was forced to halt namaz 
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prayers in February, claiming that two young men present had disturbed the prayers by 
concluding the Fatiha sura by shouting out the word "Amen". 

Officials prepared a record of an offence against the 30-year-old and the 27-year-old 
men under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 2. Zhilioi District Court fined each the 
prescribed 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge. This represents about one month's average wages 
for those in work. 

A 39-year-old man from the village of Dossor in Atyrau Region was similarly fined 50 
MFIs at Makat District Court, the news agency added. 

Almaty: Deportation order overturned 

Indian citizen Ayothi Daniel Gunaseelan has succeeded in overturning the fine and 
deportation order imposed after a 25 January raid on an Almaty Protestant community, 
Source of Life Church. On 24 April Judge Zhenis Karibayev of Almaty City Court 
overturned both punishments, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. Strangely, 
the Judge does not appear to have issued the decision in writing until 31 May. 

Not only did Gunaseelan and his lawyer back the overturning of the original guilty 
decision. Nariman Beknazarov, Prosecutor of Almaty's Zhetysu District, also backed the 
overturning of the decision. He blamed the lower court judge for "inappropriate 
conclusions" and "significant violations of procedural norms". 

Officials brought the case against church member Gunaseelan under Administrative Code 
Article 490, Part 3. This punishes: "Carrying out missionary activity without state 
registration (or re-registration), as well as the use by missionaries of religious literature, 
information materials with religious content or religious items without a positive 
assessment from a religious studies expert analysis, and spreading the teachings of a 
religious group which is not registered in Kazakhstan". The punishment is a fine of 100 
MFIs, with deportation if the individual is a foreign citizen. 

Gunaseelan is a businessman who had been living and working legally in Kazakhstan. He 
insisted in court that he was not the Church's pastor. "He is a member of the church, not 
the pastor, and shares God's word like any other believing member of this church," the 
court decision quotes him as declaring. 

However, Almaty Specialised Administrative Court found Gunaseelan guilty on 15 March 
and handed down the prescribed fine of 100 MFIs and deportation. 

Officials of the city's Religious Affairs Department raided Source of Life Church's meeting 
for worship on the evening of 25 January. The Church was meeting in a rented venue, 
not their legal address, of which they had informed the city's Almaly District authorities. 

Despite this on 15 March Almaty Specialised Administrative Court fined the Church under 
Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 1. This punishes "violation of procedures 
established in law for conducting rites, ceremonies and meetings". As well as the 
prescribed fine for religious organisations of 200 MFIs, the Church was also banned for 
three months (from 13 April to 12 July). On 13 April, Almaty City Court rejected the 
church's appeal. 

Source of Life Church then appealed to the Supreme Court in Astana, where the case was 
assigned to Judge Denis Shipp. However, on 19 May he sent the case back without 
hearing it, according to court records. 

Almaty: Case against rehabilitation charity dismissed 
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Officials lodged a case in Almaty against the local branch of the charity Teen Challenge 
over its Chance rehabilitation project. The charity is part of an international organisation 
founded in 1958 by an American Pentecostal Pastor to tackle drug, alcohol and other 
addictions. Officials accused the Almaty branch of violating Administrative Code Article 
490, Part 1, Point 1 ("violation of procedures established in law for conducting rites, 
ceremonies and meetings"). 

The case was handed to Almaty's Specialised Administrative Court on 24 April, where it 
was assigned to Judge Zhanna Nurgaliyeva. After initially postponing the case she 
dismissed it on 22 May, according to court records. 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Deportation, fines, Bible and Koran seizures 

A Russian was deported with no court decision and home-owner fined after 
police raided a Tashkent Christian meeting. Officials told a Muslim seeking back 
her seized Koran manuscript that police cannot be prosecuted. Tashkent Airport 
customs seized pilgrims' Korans. A court ordered New Testament texts 
destroyed. 

By Mushfig Bayram 

Forum 18 (22.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2rqMVC0 - In an Anti-Extremism Police raid on a 
shop in Kokshetau in Kazakhstan's northern Akmola Region, officials seized an Arabic-
language Koran and Muslim books in Kazakh and Russian on how to pray the namaz. The 
woman who had the books on sale was fined in early May, not for extremism-related 
activity but for selling Muslim literature without the state licence required to sell any 
religious literature and materials. She has to appeal if she wants the books returned, 
officials told Forum 18. 

A case against a Baptist in the nearby town of Stepnogorsk for offering Christian 
literature to others without state permission was dismissed because it had been lodged 
too late. Another Baptist is challenging the Judge due to hear his case. 

In other cases in North Kazakhstan, West Kazakhstan and Kyzylorda Regions, individuals 
have been fined for offering or selling religious literature on the streets. In Karaganda 
Region two Jehovah's Witnesses were punished for "missionary activity" for talking to 
others about their faith with the use of literature. Two young Muslims were punished in 
Karaganda Region for sending Muslim texts on the Telegram messaging app. In Atyrau a 
court fined a woman for offering for sale nine Christian icons, while the same court fined 
a Muslim for teaching his faith with Muslim texts. 

Officials often claim that those distributing or selling religious literature which has not 
undergone compulsory state religious censorship or in a place not approved to sell 
religious literature are guilty of spreading "extremism". Those who distribute non-
approved Islamic texts are also often accused of distributing literature "of non-traditional 
Islam". 

The government allows only one Muslim organisation to function, the state-backed 
Muslim Board, which is Hanafi Sunni. It bans all other forms of Islam, although this ban 
is not prescribed in any law. 
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Restrictions on who can sell religious literature and where has stopped online retailers 
from offering religious books, though confusion abounds as to what constitutes "religious 
literature". 

Reached on 22 May, acting head of the Religious Affairs Committee Bakhytzhan 
Kulekeyev declined to discuss the state-imposed religious censorship – or anything else – 
with Forum 18. 

In addition to seizing religious books, icons and other items being sold or distributed 
without state permission, officials often seek the banning of religious books and 
webpages as "extremist". State-appointed "experts" ruled that statements by German 
Lutheran Pastor and Nazi-era political prisoner Martin Niemöller – published 70 years ago 
– are "extremist". Prosecutors may lodge a banning suit to court. 

Tight state censorship 

All religious literature is under tight state censorship. Only books and other items 
approved by the Religious Affairs Committee, which is part of the Religion and Civil 
Society Ministry in the capital Astana, are allowed to be sold, distributed, printed or 
imported. In addition, only registered religious organisations (on their own premises) and 
book sellers with a state licence are allowed to sell or distribute religious literature. 

"Anti-extremism" legal changes which came into force in January restricted imports of 
religious literature for "personal use" to one copy of any one book. 

Article 490, Part 1, Point 3 of the Administrative Code punishes: "Violating the 
requirements of the Religion Law for .. import, manufacturing, production, publication 
and/or distribution of religious literature and other religious materials, and items for 
religious use". The punishment for individuals is a fine of 50 Monthly Financial Indicators 
(MFIs). 

Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3 punishes: "Carrying out missionary activity 
without state registration (or re-registration), as well as the use by missionaries of 
religious literature, information materials with religious content or religious items without 
a positive assessment from a religious studies expert analysis, and spreading the 
teachings of a religious group which is not registered in Kazakhstan". The punishment is 
a fine of 100 MFIs, with deportation if the individual is a foreign citizen. 

A fine of 50 MFIs represents about a month's average wage for those in work. 

No religious books at online retailers 

The requirement to have a state licence before a commercial book-seller can sell any 
religious literature means that online book retailers cannot sell religious literature. 
"Unfortunately we don't currently sell literature with religious themes," one Kazakhstan-
based online retailer told Forum 18 from Almaty in late March. "Since the 2011 Religion 
Law came in, such literature can only be sold in specialised shops or through religious 
organisations." 

However, confusion surrounds what constitutes a "religious" book. Some online retailers 
still sell Leo Tolstoy's "Confession", in which the Russian novelist grappled with the 
meaning of human existence, or his "The Thoughts of Wise Men", a collection of sayings, 
including from the Christian Gospels, the Talmud and "Buddhist wisdom". 

Kokshetau: Selling "banned" religious literature 
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Anti-extremism police officer Y. Yergaliyev and Regional Religious Affairs Department 
Chief Specialist Galina Bessmertnaya raided a shop in a shopping centre in Kokshetau in 
Akmola Region on the afternoon of 7 February. The two had seen that religious literature 
was on sale. 

The officials seized all the religious books they could find: 57 copies of 14 different 
publications, according to the subsequent court decision. These included an Arabic-
language Koran and Muslim books in Kazakh and Russian, among them several on how 
to pray the namaz. 

Officials sent the books to the Religion and Civil Society Ministry's Religious Affairs 
Committee in the capital Astana for "expert analysis". The Committee told Akmola 
Regional Religious Affairs Department that the books were religious. 

On 31 March Bessmertnaya drew up a record of an offence against the seller of the 
books, Vera Yafyasova, under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1 for selling religious 
materials without the compulsory state approval. 

A 20 April Police statement on the case claimed that the Muslim literature Yafyasova had 
on sale was "banned" in Kazakhstan. 

A case was sent to Kokshetau Specialised Administrative Court. The hearing was 
repeatedly delayed because religious affairs official Bessmertnaya failed to come to court. 
On 5 May, Judge Serik Tuleyev found Yafyasova guilty and fined her 10 MFIs, 79,415 
Tenge, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. It said the fine had been reduced 
because she had admitted her guilt and expressed remorse in court and because of her 
"financial position". The court decision did not say whether or not the seized books were 
to be returned to her or not.  

Bessmertnaya defended the seizure of the Muslim books. "All was done in accordance 
with the law," she told Forum 18 from Kokshetau on 22 May. "Yafyasova can apply to get 
the books back – there must be an official document before they can be returned." She 
then put the phone down. 

The head of the Regional Religious Affairs Department, Bolat Kasenov, insisted to Forum 
18 the same day that Yafyasova and others need state permission before they can sell 
any religious book or item. "We're not violating anyone's rights – just read the law." 

Kasenov said the books are currently at the court as they constituted evidence in the 
case. 

Stepnogorsk: Offering literature on streets 

Police stopped two Baptists, Valery Zhigalov and Ruslan Sadvakasov, on 28 January as 
they were offering Christian literature to passers-by on the street outside the Siberia 
shopping centre in the town of Stepnogorsk in Akmola Region. Officers seized all their 
literature, 136 copies of various books, claiming that religious literature can be 
distributed only in state-approved locations, Baptists complained to Forum 18. "The 
Christian library has run continuously for 27 years," Baptists explained to Forum 18 on 
14 April. 

Police took the two men to the police station. They told them that they would send the 
books for "expert analysis". 
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On 5 April, Bessmertnaya of Akmola Regional Religious Affairs Department drew up 
records of an offence for each of the two Baptists under Administrative Code Article 490, 
Part 1, Point 3. The cases were then handed to Stepnogorsk Town Court on 10 April. 

Zhigalov's case was handed initially to Judge Gulmira Toleubayeva. However, he 
submitted a motion to have her replaced by another judge. 

On 17 May, Judge Aisulu Mamilyanova dismissed the case against Sadvakasov, according 
to the decision seen by Forum 18. Although she found that his unapproved distribution of 
religious literature had been illegal, she dismissed the case became the case had been 
submitted to court beyond the legal two-month deadline. The Judge did not say in her 
decision what should happen to the confiscated books. 

Bessmertnaya – who was present at Sadvakasov's hearing – would not discuss the cases 
with Forum 18. 

Ualikhanov: Offering literature on streets 

On 2 March, Ualikhanov District Court in North Kazakhstan Region punished a local 
Baptist, Roman Pugachev, for offering religious literature to others without state 
permission. Judge Serik Temirbekov found him guilty of violating Administrative Code 
Article 490, Part 1, Point 3 and fined him 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge, according to the 
decision seen by Forum 18. The Judge also banned him from conducting unspecified 
activity for three months. 

At lunchtime on 18 January, police had stopped him in the village of Novotroitse as he 
was offering religious literature to passers-by. Police drew up a record of an offence on 
27 January. Pugachev told the court that he had indeed been offering Christian literature 
which had been provided on the basis of donations by church members. 

Oral: Offering literature on streets 

A Baptist from Oral (Uralsk) in West Kazakhstan Region was again punished for 
exercising freedom of religion or belief, this time for offering religious literature to others. 
On 6 February Judge Roza Sariyeva of Oral Specialised Administrative Court found 
Serkali Kumargaliyev of violating Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 3, 
according to the decision seen by Forum 18. She fined him 50 MFIs, 106,050 Tenge. 

Kumargaliyev did not attend the hearing, but in a statement denied that he had been on 
the streets of the town near the university on the afternoon of 7 December 2016 when 
police claim he was distributing religious literature without state permission. 

A student told the court that an "unknown man" had given him a Christian leaflet which 
his sister had then handed to the police. At the police station the student identified 
Kumargaliyev from photos of a number of men officers showed him. On 30 December 
2016, police then drew up a record of an offence against Kumargaliyev. 

In his statement Kumargaliyev freely declared that he often does often Christian 
literature to others in public places, insisting that "praising God is the breath of his life", 
according to the court decision. 

However, Baptists insisted to Forum 18 on 11 March that Kumargaliyev made no written 
statement and had not been informed about the court hearing. They say he learnt of it 
only on 23 February, when the written court decision reached him. 
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On 31 January Terekti District Court sentenced Kumargaliyev to three days' 
imprisonment under Administrative Code Article 669, according to the decision seen by 
Forum 18. He was punished for refusing to pay fines handed down in 2013 and 2014 for 
exercising freedom of religion or belief. 

On 5 February Kumargaliyev was again fined – this time by the police - for participating 
in an unregistered meeting for worship. Six fellow-Baptists were fined with him. 

Kyzylorda: Selling literature on streets 

Kyzylorda Regional Anti-Extremism Police detained a 49-year-old local resident selling 
religious literature on the streets of Kyzylorda in a location not approved by the local 
authorities. Police claimed in a 28 April statement that the individual was of a 
"destructive religious movement", which they did not identify. 

A record of an offence was prepared and sent to Kyzylorda Specialised Administrative 
Court. The book-seller was fined 50 MFIs, according to the police statement. Neither the 
Court nor the Regional Religious Affairs Department would identify the individual. 

Police pointed out that the city of Kyzylorda has only three designated bookshops where 
religious literature and other items can legally be sold. 

Satpayev: Talking to others about faith, offering newspaper 

Two Jehovah's Witnesses were punished in Satpayev in Karaganda Region for talking to a 
woman about their faith on 12 February without personal state registration as 
"missionaries" and distributing religious literature (a book and a magazine) which had not 
undergone the compulsory state religious censorship. The woman had called the police. 

On 17 February, police drew up a record of an offence against Karlygash Zholomanova 
and Fariza Iskakova under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3. The cases were then 
handed to Satpayev Town Court. 

On 27 February, Judge Zhaksybek Skakov found Zholomanova guilty and fined her 100 
MFIs, 226,900 Tenge, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. He ordered that the 
book and magazine be held in the case files. 

On 9 March, Judge Kanat Shaikamalov found Iskakova guilty and similarly fined her 100 
MFIs, 226,900 Tenge, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. He ordered that a 
DVD confiscated from her be held in the case files but that a book confiscated from her 
be returned once the decision entered into force. 

Judge Nadezhda Kuznetsova of Karaganda Regional Court rejected Zholomanova's appeal 
on 28 March and Iskakova's appeal on 6 April, according to the decisions seen by Forum 
18. 

The same Judge Skakov had fined a local Pentecostal, Natalya Konopleva, on 2 
November 2016. She had offered ten copies of a Christian newspaper "From the Source" 
(published by her congregation, Agape) on 1 October 2016 in the shop where she 
worked. The Judge found her guilty of violating Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1 
and fined her 50 MFIs, 106,050 Tenge. He also ordered that the eight remaining copies 
of the newspaper be held in the case file, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 

Judge Yerlan Yermekov of Karaganda Regional Court rejected Konopleva's appeal against 
her fine on 5 December 2016, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 
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Karaganda: Online Muslim materials 

Two young Muslims in Karaganda, Eldar Zhakayev and Nurlan Dukenbayev, were fined 
for posting Muslim materials on the Telegram messaging app. On 12 April, Serik 
Tlekbayev, head of the department of the Regional Religious Affairs Department that 
liaises with the police, drew up records of an offence against the two for distributing such 
materials without state permission. He also accused them of distributing materials which 
had not undergone the state censorship and which were not related to "traditional 
Islam". 

On 5 May, Judge Almagul Aikenova of Karaganda Inter-District Specialised Administrative 
Court found Zhakayev guilty of violating Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 3. 
She fined him 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. The 
decision does not identify the material he distributed, but states that it belonged to "non-
traditional Islam". 

On 12 May the same Judge at the same Court found Dukenbayev guilty under 
Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3. She fined him 70 MFIs, 158,830 Tenge, 
according to court records. 

A 16 May statement from the Internal Policy Department of Karaganda Regional Akimat 
(administration) accused the two men, "who profess non-traditional Islam", of 
"distributing extremist ideology" and conducting "illegal missionary activity". 

The telephone of Tlekbayev of the Regional Religious Affairs Department went 
unanswered or was switched off each time Forum 18 called on 22 May. His colleague 
Kaisar Akbarov told Forum 18 he was unable to explain by phone what constitutes 
"traditional Islam" or what law bans Islamic material which the state does not consider to 
be in line with "traditional Islam". 

Atyrau: Icons, Arabic-language materials 

On 1 February Judge Zhanat Khabarov of Atyrau's Specialised Administrative Court found 
Svetlana Tashieva guilty of violating Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 3 for 
selling icons without state permission. He fined her 79,415 Tenge, according to the 
decision seen by Forum 18. She was also banned from commercial activity for three 
months. The Judge ordered that the icons be returned to her. 

Meiram Kikimbayev, Chief Specialist of the Regional Religious Affairs Department, 
discovered Tashieva offering nine Christian icons for sale without state permission at her 
kiosk in an Atyrau shopping centre on 15 November 2016. He drew up a record of an 
offence against her on 23 January 2017. 

Icons were seized from a bookseller in Oral in October 2013 and he was fined for selling 
them and religious literature without a state licence. An official of the government's then 
Agency for Religious Affairs in Astana told Forum 18: "We have experts to check icons". 

Meanwhile, on 23 February at the same court, Judge Saniya Kenzhaliyeva punished 
Shirazidin Temirkululy under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3 for teaching Islam to 
children at a charitable centre in Atyrau on 27 December 2016. She fined him 100 MFIs, 
226,900 Tenge. She also ordered that Arabic language Muslim books seized from him be 
returned, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 

On 13 March, the Regional Court announced that Atyrau's Specialised Administrative 
Court fined an individual identified only as "T." 79,415 Tenge under Administrative Code 
Article 490, Part 1, Point 3 for selling Arabic-language Muslim materials in digital format 
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at a stall in the city's Dina market. The Court also banned the individual from commercial 
activity for three months. Forum 18 has been unable to establish the identity of the 
individual punished. 

"People must have state permission to sell icons and religious materials, including DVDs, 
in kiosks," Kikimbayev of the Regional Religious Affairs Department told Forum 18 from 
Atyrau on 24 March. 

 

Kazakhstan tramples on religious freedom and convicts 
Teymur Akhmedov 

JW.ORG (03.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2qpZEbu - On May 2, 2017, an Astana court 
sentenced Teymur Akhmedov to five years in prison merely for sharing his religious 
beliefs with others. He is the first of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan to be criminally 
convicted for his religious activity since the nation’s independence in 1991. 
 
Mr. Akhmedov has been in pretrial detention for over three months despite international 
efforts to have him released to house arrest pending trial. He is 61 years old, married 
and the father of three sons, and in poor health. 

Punishing the exercise of religious freedom 

Mr. Akhmedov’s ordeal began in January 2017 when Kazakhstan’s secret police, the 
National Security Committee (KNB), arrested him for allegedly violating Article 174(2) of 
Kazakhstan’s Criminal Code. The KNB accused him of “incitement of . . . religious hatred” 
for expressing his religious beliefs to others in private. 

Judge Talgat Syrlybayev ruled that Mr. Akhmedov’s speech constituted “inciting religious 
discord” and promoted the “propaganda of exclusivity, superiority of citizens on grounds 
of their religion.” The judge also imposed a three-year ban on Mr. Akhmedov’s freedom 
to participate in “ideological religious activity”—effectively banning his worship. 

Philip Brumley, General Counsel for Jehovah’s Witnesses, responded: “The authorities are 
grossly misapplying the law. In 2016, several men invited Teymur to an apartment to 
talk about his religious beliefs. They even came to his home. What Teymur didn’t know is 
that those discussions were secretly recorded and would be used later to fabricate a 
criminal case against him. This shows just how far the authorities are willing to go to 
repress and criminalize peaceful religious activity. This is a travesty of justice.” 

The UN Human Rights Committee directed that Kazakhstan should amend its Constitution 
to protect freedom of religion and stated that it “is further concerned about the use of 
broadly formulated definitions of crimes and administrative offences in the Criminal Code, 
including in articles 174 and 404, the Administrative Code, and legislation on combating 
extremism, to punish individuals exercising their freedom of religion and belief with 
severe sanctions. . . . The State party should guarantee the effective exercise of freedom 
of religion and belief and the freedom to manifest a religion or belief in practice.”—
Human Rights Committee, Concluding Observations on the Second Periodic Report of 
Kazakhstan, UN Doc. CCPR/C/KAZ/CO/2 (August 9, 2016). 

Additionally, Mr. Akhmedov’s family is gravely concerned about his health. He suffers 
from a bleeding tumor (suspected cancer), but authorities have denied motions to 
change Mr. Akhmedov’s detention to house arrest and have not provided the medical 
attention that he urgently needs. His lawyers have filed complaints with the UN Working 
Group on Arbitrary Detention, the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion and 
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belief, and the UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and 
of association. 

Will religious freedom survive in Kazakhstan? 

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan have experienced numerous challenges in carrying 
out their religious activity. However, the unjust imprisonment of Mr. Akhmedov is a new 
and shocking attack on their worship. Representatives of the Witnesses continue their 
appeals to Kazakhstan’s authorities to respect the nation’s international commitments to 
uphold the fundamental freedom to worship without interference from the authorities. 

Arguments in support of Mr. Akhmedov’s right to freedoms of religion and 
expression 

During the second week of the trial, expert opinions from several renowned scholars 
were submitted to the court in support of Mr. Akhmedov’s right to express himself on 
religious matters. 

• “The statements of Mr. Akhmedov . . . [were] a peaceful exchange of religious 
ideas. . . . The content of that literature contains peaceful discussion on religious 
teachings and education . . . [and does] not contain signs of extremism . . . [or] 
incitement of social, ethnic, clan, racial or religious enmity or discord.”—Professor 
Emeritus Eileen Barker, London School of Economics and Political Science, 
University of London. 

• “Comments implying that the religion of Jehovah’s Witnesses is true and that 
other religions are false are typical of all religious discussions and are not 
evidence of extremism or violence.”—Dr. Massimo Introvigne, University of Turin, 
Italy. 

• “The statements made [by Mr. Akhmedov], and particularly the religious literature 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses, provide their sincere understanding of the Bible and its 
passages concerning many human activities that are sanctioned positively or 
negatively.”—James T. Richardson, J.D., Ph.D., Professor of Sociology and Judicial 
Studies, Emeritus, University of Nevada, Reno. 

These expert opinions support the evidence that Mr. Akhmedov cannot be guilty of 
“inciting religious discord” and “advocating [religious] superiority” as charged. His views 
on religious matters and his expressions of personal religious beliefs are within the 
framework of the law. 

 

Kazakh Baptists raided, fined on Easter Sunday as 
‘illegal’  

World Watch Monitor (04.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2q35uzI - Tammar leads a church of 
young Uyghurs in Kazakhstan. On Easter Sunday, as 20 of them gathered, there was a 
sudden police raid, including members of the anti-terrorist team. All 20 had to sign a 
form saying they were at this ‘illegal’ meeting, and Tammar was fined $900. At first, he 
wouldn’t sign, but his wife Nadina advised him to. He had to borrow money to pay the 
fine. 

A week after the raid, Tammar found a dead dog in the garden – he took it as a warning 
his family was being watched. The shock and stress caused a pregnant Nadina to 
miscarry at five months. 
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Police raided meetings of at least two Baptist Churches on Easter Sunday, April 16th, 
including in the central city of Temirtau and the southern city of Taraz. 

Kazakh authorities insist–despite the country’s international human rights obligations–
that religious communities must gain state registration before they are allowed to meet. 
Anyone who defies these restrictions risks raids by police and other state officials. Such 
raids on congregations of the Council of Baptist Churches are frequent; they choose to 
hold their church services without seeking state registration. 

Its Church members visited the General Prosecutor’s Office in the capital Astana twice in 
2017, Dmitry Yantse, on its Council, told Forum 18. Baptists informed the state Office 
that the churches’ decision not to seek state registration “is their conviction and not a 
whim.” 

However, Kazakh police also have the right to fine individuals without a court hearing. On 
Easter Sunday, they issued four fines – totaling about nine months’ wages – with no 
court hearings. 

Since the start of 2017, police and courts have enforced about 20 fines on Baptist 
community members; Dmitry Yantsen told Radio Free Europe’s Kazakh Service of a “new 
wave” of raids against their communities across Kazakhstan. 

Separately, a court in the southern city of Almaty has banned a Protestant church from 
meeting for three months, according to another report from Forum 18. The court also 
fined members for holding a church service in a place other than its registered address. 
An Indian associated with the church is appealing against a fine and deportation order. 

An official of Almaty’s Religious Affairs Department, Karshyga Malik, told Forum 18 that 
the administrative cases against the church and the Indian are among 33 it’s launched 
since the start of 2017. The cases are meant to punish those who meet ‘illegally’ or who 
meet in other than the registered places, as well as those who distribute religious 
literature and talk to others about their faith without state permission. 

Imprisonment 

While Protestant communities are having to pay fines, some others are imprisoned for 
their faith. On 2 May the court in Astana sentenced Teymur Akhmedov, a 61 year old bus 
driver (who suffers from cancer) to five years’ imprisonment for talking about his faith. 
As a Jehovah’s Witness he met with seven young men who claimed to be students but 
turned out to be secret police informers. His sentence also includes a ban from 
conducting “ideological/preaching activity in the area of religion” for three years after the 
end of his sentence. Another man arrested with him on similar charges, Asaf Guliyev, 
was sentenced to five years’ restricted freedom. 

This comes in the wake of a Supreme Court ruling in neighbouring Russia on 20 April, 
where the court ruled in favour of the government and outlawed the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
as an “extremist” group. According to the Ministry of Justice the group had distributed 
materials that incited hatred against other groups. 

Pressure on Christians slowly increasing 

World Watch Monitor reported a year ago on a number of ‘Easter raids’ on churches by 
the authorities as well. Where President President Nazerbayev in 2015 appeared to be 
positive about the influence of Protestant churches, the pressure on Christians was slowly 
increasing, said a charity worker then. 

Kazakhstan is 43 on the World Watch List of 50 countries where it’s most difficult to live 
as a Christian. 
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Legal details 

Administrative Code Article 489, Part 9 gives police officers the right to fine individuals 
without a court hearing for “Leadership of an unregistered, halted, or banned religious 
community or social organization.” 

This was first given under the 2015 revision of the Code of Administrative Offences. Such 
fines are first known to have been imposed in 2016, also against Baptists. 

The fine can rise to 100 Monthly Financial Indicators (MFIs), or $725 US. 

(According to February 2017 average income figures from the Statistics Committee this is 
about three months’ local wages. However, some of those fined are unemployed or 
pensioners on lower incomes, such as 70-year-old Ivan Yantsen, a Baptist known to have 
been given such fines this year). 

It’s possible to challenge police-imposed fines through the courts or a Prosecutor’s Office. 
However, this process is more difficult (as with court convictions) than lodging an appeal 
to a higher court against a lower court decision. 

 

Five year jail, three year ban 

Jehovah's Witness prisoner of conscience, pensioner and cancer-sufferer 
Teymur Akhmedov was jailed in Astana on 2 May for five years and banned for a 
further three years from conducting "ideological/preaching activity". He denied 
KNB secret police charges of "inciting religious hatred" and will appeal. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (03.05.2017) - http://bit.ly/2pBW2Sc - On 2 May a Judge in Kazakhstan's 
capital Astana sentenced Jehovah's Witness prisoner of conscience Teymur Akhmedov to 
five years' imprisonment for discussing his faith with seven young men who were 
National Security Committee (KNB) secret police informers but claimed to be students. 
He was also banned from conducting "ideological/preaching activity in the area of 
religion" for three years after the end of his sentence, a court statement declared. 

Akhmedov rejected the charge of "inciting religious hatred" under Criminal Code Article 
174 and will appeal. The Prosecutor had demanded a six year, eight month prison 
sentence. 

Akhmedov, a retired bus driver who marks his 61st birthday on 7 May, has been in pre-
trial detention since 18 January, where he was tortured with beatings. Officials have 
repeatedly refused to allow him to be treated in hospital for the cancer he is suffering 
from. 

The KNB secret police has already launched a criminal case against two of Akhmedov's 
lawyers for allegedly violating the secrecy of the case by appealing on their client's behalf 
to President Nursultan Nazarbayev. 

KNB secret police Investigator Medet Duskaziyev – who launched the cases against 
Akhmedov and two of his lawyers - refused absolutely to discuss anything with Forum 18 
on 3 May. He put the phone down as soon as it had introduced itself. 
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Asaf Guliyev, arrested with Akhmedov on the same charges in January, was sentenced to 
five years' restricted freedom on 24 February in Astana for speaking with Akhmedov 
about their faith to KNB secret police agents pretending to be students. 

Five Sunni Muslims have faced criminal prosecution under the same charges of "inciting 
religious hatred" as Akhmedov and Guliyev after studying their faith in Saudi Arabia. 
Kuanysh Bashpayev was sentenced to four and a half years' imprisonment in Pavlodar on 
7 April at the end of a closed trial. The closed trial of 27-year-old Nariman Seytzhanov 
began in Kokshetau in Akmola Region on 25 April. The case of Denis Korzhavin was 
handed to Almaty's Almaly District Court on 19 April. No trial date has been set. 
Satimzhan Azatov remains in pre-trial detention in Astana, while Imam Abdukhalil 
Abduzhabbarov is in pre-trial detention in Oral (Uralsk). 

Seytzhanov's trial is due to resume on the morning of 11 May. 

Azatov's case might be about to be handed for trial, as Prosecutors do not appear to 
have applied to extend his pre-trial detention, which expires on 4 May. 

Prisoners – both in pre-trial detention and in labour camp – are often denied the right to 
exercise freedom of religion or belief. An official of Astana's Investigation Prison where 
Akhmedov is being held told Forum 18 bluntly that "religious literature is banned". 

Akhmedov: Five year prison term 

The KNB secret police alleged that between May and October 2016 Akhmedov and 
Guliyev insulted the faith of non-Jehovah's Witnesses as they spoke about their own faith 
in Astana to young men who turned out to be KNB agents, who secretly video-recorded 
their conversations. Both men were arrested in 18 January. 

Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov (born 7 May 1956) went on trial at Astana's Saryarka 
District Court No. 2 under Judge Talgat Syrlybayev with a preliminary hearing on 27 
March. The full trial began on 6 April. In his final summing up, Prosecutor Baurzhan 
Kulmaganbetov demanded that Akhmedov be imprisoned for six years and eight months. 

On 2 May, at the end of the trial, Judge Syrlybayev found Akhmedov guilty of violating 
Criminal Code Article 174, Part 2. An Astana City Court statement the same day claimed 
Akhmedov had "in the presence of his followers spoken publicly and negatively in relation 
to representatives of Islam, Catholicism and Orthodoxy, propagandising the superiority of 
one religion over another". 

The Judge sentenced Akhmedov to five years' imprisonment in a general regime labour 
camp. The Judge also banned him from conducting "ideological/preaching activity in the 
area of religion" for three years after the end of his sentence, according to the Astana 
City Court statement. 

Bans on exercising freedom of religion or belief after an individual has completed a prison 
term have become a regular extra punishment. Muslim prisoner of conscience Saken 
Tulbayev he was sentenced in July 2015 to four years eight months' imprisonment. He 
was also banned from exercising freedom of religion or belief, including praying with 
others and reading the Koran, until the end of 2022 three years after his release. 

Akhmedov is likely to be added to the Finance Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee 
List of individuals "connected with the financing of terrorism or extremism". All known 
prisoners of conscience convicted under Article 174 have been added to this List, thus 
freezing any bank accounts they may have, without any additional due legal process. As 
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individuals are not told when they are added to the List, they normally only find out they 
have been added when they or relatives attempt to withdraw money from their bank. 

Akhmedov: No release for cancer treatment 

Since Akhmedov's 18 January arrest, officials have repeatedly refused to release him 
from Investigation Prison to undergo hospital treatment for cancer. A report from the 
National Scientific Centre for Oncology and Transplantation (the national cancer centre) 
"recommends an operation and requests that Akhmedov undergo an examination before 
being hospitalised". 

Akhmedov's lawyer Kuznetsov told Forum 18 in early April that his client is suffering with 
two large tumours of the gastro-intestinal tract which are suspected of being cancerous. 
Akhmedov also told Kuznetsov he was tortured by being beaten in Astana's Investigation 
Prison No. 12. The duty officer, an official of the Special Department and the Deputy 
Head of the Investigation Prison separately claimed to Forum 18 in March that no one is 
beaten there and one accused Akhmedov of lying. 

The detention of a cancer sufferer who needs to be hospitalised violates the UN Standard 
Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (known as the Mandela Rules, 
A/C.3/70/L.3). 

The head of Astana's Public Observers Commission, Ruslan Ozdoyev, visited Akhmedov in 
prison in late February. He told Forum 18 on 3 May that he had recommended that 
Akhmedov be immediately sent to hospital for full medical treatment. "I was angered – 
how can a person be put in pre-trial detention if they already have a condition needing 
full treatment?" 

An official of the Special Department of Astana's Investigation Prison No. 12, where 
Akhmedov is being held, refused to discuss his medical condition with Forum 18 on 3 
May. 

Akhmedov: Proof "ignored" 

The seven young men who in 2016 invited Akhmedov and Guliyev to meetings at a 
rented flat, as well as at the two Jehovah's Witnesses' homes, claimed in court to be 
students of Astana's Eurasian University. They secretly filmed the meetings and passed 
the 17 discs of recordings to the KNB secret police. 

However, at the hearing on 13 April, at which the "chief witness" was questioned, 
everyone except for the Prosecutor and Akhmedov's lawyers were excluded from hearing 
the testimony. Even Akhmedov was excluded, Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service noted. 
The prosecution claimed the "chief witness" feared for his safety. The defence said it was 
he who had arranged the invitation to Akhmedov to speak to the young men. 

Fellow Jehovah's Witness Yevgeny Plachenta told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service in 
the court room after the verdict was handed down that Jehovah's Witnesses were "angry 
and shocked" by it. 

"Proof put forward by the defence were all ignored, while the Prosecutor and court simply 
had the aim of convicting him," he complained. "These were simple religious 
conversations. He didn't do anything, didn't hit anyone, didn't incite anyone to commit 
violence." 

Criminal case against Akhmedov's lawyers 
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On 16 March KNB secret police Major Duskaziyev opened a criminal case against two of 
Akhmedov's lawyers, Natalya Kononenko and Vitaly Kuznetsov (who is from Russia). He 
is seeking to punish them for appealing about their client's case to President Nursultan 
Nazarbayev and other state agencies. 

The two lawyers are being investigated under Criminal Code Article 423, which punishes: 
"Revealing information from a pre-trial investigation by an individual warned under the 
law of the inadmissibility of information being revealed without the permission of the 
prosecutor or person undertaking the pre-trial investigation". Punishments are fines of up 
to 2,000 Monthly Financial Indicators, or restricted freedom or imprisonment of up to two 
years. 

However, the first time the lawyers themselves knew they were facing a criminal case 
was when officials told them this during the preliminary hearing of Akhmedov's criminal 
trial on 27 March. 

KNB Investigator Duskaziyev is also accusing Kuznetsov of putting pressure on Guliyev, 
who testified in Akhmedov's case. Kuznetsov and Akhmedov's son Parviz met Guliyev to 
discuss the case. Guliyev later wrote a complaint to Investigator Duskaziyev against 
Kuznetsov. 

Police have already summoned the two lawyers, Kononenko and Kuznetsov for 
questioning. The lawyers regard the criminal case against them as further pressure on 
Akhmedov. 

On 3 May Forum 18 was unable to reach police Investigator Ersain (last name unknown), 
who is investigating the case. 

Prisoners denied right to pray, have religious literature 

Many prisoners of conscience imprisoned for exercising the right to freedom of religion or 
belief have complained of being unable to pray visibly in prison or have religious 
literature. Other prisoners too have complained of these restrictions. 

The UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (known as the Mandela 
Rules) require governments to respect the freedom of religion or belief and other human 
rights of prisoners – including those in pre-trial detention. 

Prison officials at Oral Investigation Prison refused to accept a copy of the Koran for pre-
trial prisoner of conscience Imam Abduzhabbarov. 

The administration of Prison camp KA-168/2 in Aktobe refuses to allow Sunni Muslim 
prisoner of conscience Khalambakhi Khalym to pray visibly. He is allowed to read the 
Koran only once a week, when prisoners have a lesson on the Koran from an imam of the 
state-backed Muslim Board, the only Muslim community the government allows to 
function in the country. 

Political prisoner Amin Eleusinov, on trial in Astana for his trade union activities, has – 
like Akhmedov – been held in Astana's Investigation Prison No. 12. He has been denied 
the right to pray the namaz in prison, his daughter Milana Eleusinova told Svetlana 
Glushkova of Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service on 26 April. Family members were also 
not allowed to hand in religious literature for him or a pair of ordinary galoshes, because 
the prison authorities regarded these as "religious" footwear. 

The Special Department official at Astana's Investigation Prison No. 12, who did not give 
her name, told Forum 18 bluntly on 3 May: "Religious literature is banned." She refused 
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to explain why or discuss any other restrictions on detainees' rights to freedom of religion 
or belief. 

Seytzhanov: Trial continues 

In Akmola Region, the closed trial of Muslim prisoner of conscience Nariman 
Kabdyrakhmanovich Seytzhanov (born 2 May 1989) under Judge Ilyas Kakim continues 
at Kokshetau City Court. He is on trial under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 
("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord"). A further 
hearing was held today (3 May), with the next due at 10.00 am on 11 May, according to 
court records. 

Judge Kakim was not available each time Forum 18 called on 3 May. It was therefore 
unable to find out why he has declared the trial closed. 

Seytzhanov – who had studied his faith in Saudi Arabia – was arrested on 15 January. He 
has been held since his arrest in Kokshetau's Interior Ministry Investigation Prison No. 
20. 

Azatov: Trial imminent? 

In Astana, the trial of Muslim prisoner of conscience Satimzhan Bagytzhanuli Azatov 
(born 17 September 1989) might be imminent. The latest approval to hold him in pre-
trial detention – approved by Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2 - expires on 4 May. As of the 
afternoon of 3 May, Prosecutors had submitted no suit to court to have the pre-trial 
detention extended. Nor had they submitted the case to court for trial, Astana City Court 
told Forum 18. 

Azatov remains in the city's KNB secret police Investigation Prison. Astana KNB opened a 
criminal case against him in late December 2016 under Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement 
of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord"). He had met with other 
Muslims in Astana without state permission. Arrested on 4 January 2017, he remains 
under investigation. 

KNB secret police investigator Senior Lieutenant Nurlan Belesov initiated and investigated 
the case against Azatov. His telephones went unanswered each time Forum 18 called on 
3 May. 

Broadly-framed Criminal Code Article 174 

Criminal Code Article 174 punishes: "Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or 
religious hatred or discord, insult to the national honour and dignity or religious feelings 
of citizens, as well as propaganda of exclusivity, superiority or inferiority of citizens on 
grounds of their religion, class, national, generic or racial identity, committed publicly or 
with the use of mass media or information and communication networks, as well as by 
production or distribution of literature or other information media, promoting social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord". 

Article 174, Part 2, which Akhmedov and Guliyev were sentenced under, punishes these 
actions "committed by a group of persons, a group with prior planning, repeatedly, with 
violence or threat of violence, or by an official, or by the leader of a public association". If 
convicted they face five to 10 years' imprisonment, "with deprivation of the right to hold 
specified positions or to engage in specified activity for up to three years". 

All the cases have either been brought by or have the close involvement of the KNB 
secret police. Secrecy surrounds many of these cases. Lawyers are forced not to reveal 
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information on the cases, hearings are often closed to observers, and prosecution and 
court officials often refuse to answer questions. 

The then United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the rights to Freedom of Peaceful 
Assembly and of Association, Maina Kiai, as well as the UN Human Rights Committee and 
Kazakh human rights defenders have strongly criticised the broad and unclear 
formulation of Article 174 and other laws, as well as the prosecution of a wide range of 
individuals under Article 174. 

 

Authorities entrap and imprison witness on fabricated 
charges 

HRWF (13.04.2017) - On January 18, 2017, Kazakhstan’s National Security Committee 
arrested and imprisoned Teymur Akhmedov for talking to others about his religious 
beliefs. During May and June 2016, seven men invited Teymur to a rented apartment, 
claiming to be interested in the beliefs of Jehovah’s Witnesses. They also met at 
Teymur’s home later in the year. Unbeknownst to Teymur, these seven “Bible students” 
covertly video recorded their conversations. 
 
Based on these peaceful religious discussions, Teymur was charged with “inciting 
religious discord” and “advocating [religious] superiority.” As of 13 April 2017, he was in 
pretrial detention, but he faces a 5- to 10-year prison term if found guilty. 
 
Teymur, who is 60 years old, is married and has a cancer. His attorneys expect that the 
appeal from the pretrial detention order will be heard during the week of 
January 23, 2017. 
  
Ruling on 20 January 2017 in Astana (Translation from Russian) 
  
Examining Judge A. I. Isayeva of District Court No 2 in the Saryarka District of the city of 
Astana, in the presence of court session clerk A. Yelaman, with the participation of 
Prosecutor K. Tileuzhan of the department of the prosecutor’s office for the Saryarka 
District of the city of Astana and with the participation of defence lawyer N. A. 
Kononenko, considered in open court session the motion of the director of the operationa 
linvestigative group, Senior Investigator of the Department of Internal Affairs of the 
Investigative Directorate of the Astana City Department of the National Security 
Committee (KNB), Major of National Security M. M. Duskaziyev, requesting that 
preventive measures in the form of detention be imposed on suspect Teymur Sultan ogly 
Akhmedov, born 7 May 1956 in the Republic of Azerbaijan, citizen of the Republic of 
Kazakhstan, ethnic Azeri, higher education, no prior convictions, married, residing at g. 
Astana, ul. Bartolda (Kutuzova), d. 48, suspected of committing the crime specified in 
Article 174(2) of the Criminal Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan (‘Criminal Code’) and 
detained on 18 January 2017 at 9:51 a.m. under Articles 128-131 of the Criminal 
Procedural Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan (CrPC), 
  
ESTABLISHED: 
  
On 20 January 2017 the court received a motion from the director of the operational 
investigative group, Senior Investigator of the Department of Internal Affairs of the 
Investigative Directorate of the Astana City Department of the National Security 
Committee, Major of National Security M. M. Duskaziyev, requesting that preventive 
measures in the form of detention be imposed on suspect Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov, 
born 7 May 1956, because he is suspected of committing a grave criminal offense and, if 
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left at large, could hide from the pre-trial investigation agency and the court, obstruct an 
objective investigation of the case, and continue to engage in criminal activity. 
  
On 18 January 2017 Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov was declared a suspect in a criminal 
case. 
  
On 18 January 2017 Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov was detained under Articles 128-131 
of the CrPC at 9:51 a.m. 
  
The 19 January 2017 ruling of the director of the operational-investigative group, Senior 
Investigator of the Department of Internal Affairs of the Investigative Directorate of the 
Astana City Department of the National Security Committee, Major of National Security 
M. M. Duskaziyev, classified the actions of Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov under Article 
174(2) of the Criminal Code. 
  
This motion was supported by the first deputy Astana City Prosecutor, Senior Counsellor 
of Justice T. K. Suleymenov, and sent to the court along with the attached materials on 
20 January 2017. 
  
Having heard the prosecutor, who supported the motion for preventive measures in the 
form of detention, and having heard the suspect and his defence lawyer, N. A. 
Kononenko, who held that the motion should be denied and that preventive measures in 
the form of house arrest could be imposed, the court finds as follows. 
  
According to Article 147(1)(6) of the CrPC, detention is imposed as a preventive measure 
only by court order and only on accused persons suspected of deliberately committing 
crimes for which the law stipulates punishment by deprivation of liberty for at least five 
years. 
  
According to the materials submitted by the criminal investigation agency, Teymur Sultan 
ogly Akhmedov is suspected of committing a grave criminal offence, and the punishment 
specified in Article 174(2) of the Criminal Code is deprivation of liberty for five to ten 
years. 
  
This crime presents a danger to the public in that it violates a fundamental constitutional 
principle, the principle of equality.  Observance of this principle is one of most important 
conditions for the existence and development of any civilised society. The object against 
which the crime was committed is the principle of international law and the constitutional 
principle that the incitement of social, ethnic, clan, racial, class or religious enmity or 
discord must not be allowed. 
  
In court session the defence lawyer made a motion for preventive measures in the form 
of house arrest to be imposed because her client suffers from cancer. 
  
A report from the National Scientific Centre for Oncology and Transplantation was 
submitted in court session. The report stated that patient Teymur Sultan ogly 
Akhmedov’s chart had been studied. He has been diagnosed with an 8 cm villous 
adenoma of the rectum, class II haemorrhage and posthemorrhagic anaemia. The report 
recommends an operation and requests that he undergo an examination before being 
hospitalised. 
  
This report is a recommendation, requesting that, if no contraindications are revealed by 
the examination, the patient be registered on the patient portal for hospitalisation in the 
surgery department of the National Scientific Centre for Oncology and Transplantation. 
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However, the defence did not submit any documents proving that it was impossible for 
the suspect to be in detention due to his illness. 
  
Therefore, the court denies the defence lawyer’s motion to impose preventive measures 
in the form of house arrest. Considering that Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov is suspected 
of committing a grave criminal offence for which the law specifies punishment of up to 
ten years and the crime falls under the category of grave crimes, the court has grounds 
to believe that if he is left at large, he could hide from the pre-trial investigation agency 
and the court, obstruct an objective investigation of the case, and continue to engage in 
criminal activity. Therefore the court finds no grounds for denying the investigator’s 
motion and imposes preventive measures on Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov in the form 
of detention. 
  
On the basis of the foregoing and guided by Articles 147 and 148 of the CrPC, 
  
RULED: 
  
To impose preventive measures in the form of detention for two (2) months, that is, 
through and including 18 March 2017, on Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov, born 7 May 
1956. 
  
This ruling can be appealed or protested to the Astana City Court through District Court 
No 2 in the Saryarka District of the city of Astana within three days from when it is 
announced. 
  
Examining Judge A. I. Isayeva 
  
Examining Judge [seal and signature] A. I. Isayeva 
  
Original copy below: 
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The state of religious freedom in Kazakhstan 

Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers 

HRWF (12.04.2017) - Kazakhstan is a sparsely-populated country in Central Asia with a 
population of about 17 million. More than 70% of the population is Muslim (mainly Sunni 
of the Hanafi School), 26.2% is Christian (mainly Russian Orthodox) and the rest is made 
up by other minorities such as Jews and non-believers.  
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The country is home to 130 ethnic groups and an advisory body (the Assembly of the 
People in Kazakhstan) has been put in place to promote inter-ethnic relations. The two 
major ones are: the Kazakhs (63.1% of population, for the most part Muslims) and 
Russians (23.7%, mainly Christians). The Kazakhs came into prominence in the 16th 
century, only to be dominated two hundred years later by the Russians. Kazakhstan 
became a part of the Russian Empire in the 19th century and then became the Kazakh 
Soviet Socialist Republic in 1936. 
 
Kazakhstan was the last of the Soviet Republics to declare its independence following the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. Nursultan Nazarbayev has been the country’s 
president since independence.  
 
Constitutional Framework 

 
The Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan establishes a secular democracy ‘whose 
highest values are an individual, his life, rights and freedoms’ (Article 1). It recognises 
‘ideological and political diversity’ and forbids the state to interfere with the free 
functioning of ‘public associations,’ as long as it does not undermine state security or 
incite enmity among the people (Article 5).  
 
Discrimination of any kind is prohibited, including discrimination on the basis of religion 
(Article 14). The right to peacefully assemble is also assured, although it may be 
‘restricted by law in the interests of state security, public order, protection of health, 
rights and freedoms of other persons’ (Article 32). 
 
The Kazakhstani approach to statehood is clearly woven into the language of the 
Constitution: the respect of individual human rights is fine as long as it does not conflict 
with the interests of the state. Even the right to freedom of conscience is tempered by 
one’s ‘responsibilities before the state’ (Article 22). 
 
The Constitution is honoured annually by a national holiday, the 30th of August, the day 
when it was approved in 1995. In 1998 and 2007, the Constitution was amended to 
make significant changes in the structure and powers of government, notably increasing 
the authority of the President. Article 42 was amended by the Kazakh Parliament two 
days after its approval by national referendum, making an exception to the two-term 
limit on the presidency in the case of ‘the First President of the Republic of Kazakhstan,’ 
effectively giving President Nazarbayev the status of de facto President for life. 
One final observation on Kazakhstan’s constitutional law is the country’s relation to 
international treaties, including those which potentially protect freedom of religion or 
belief. Article 4.2 of the Constitution states that international treaties are the law of the 
land in Kazakhstan unless inconsistencies with national laws are found at the time of 
ratification, in which case correctives would be made through the legislative process.  
 
However, the Kazakh Parliament passed in 2005 a Law on International Treaties which 
directs in the case of conflict with international treaty requirements that ‘the treaty shall 
be amended, suspended or terminated’ (Article 20). This law has been strongly 
criticised, as it stands in stark contradiction to both the Kazakh Constitution and the UN 
Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties. The Vienna Convention, to which Kazakhstan 
acceded in 1994, declares that each State Party will ensure that its national legal 
framework permits the country to meet its treaty obligations under international law. 
 
Legislative Framework and Criminalisation of Religious Activities 

In contrast to the lofty values promulgated in the Constitution, individual and collective 
religious life in Kazakhstan is rigorously controlled. Specifically, amendments to the Law 
on Religion in 2011 placed severe restrictions on all religious activity that is not 
registered with the government. 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

Registration procedures have become increasingly arduous and complex in Kazakhstan. 
Religious groups are required to have at least 50 members to be registered locally, 500 
regionally and 5000 at a national level. This has meant that numerous religious groups 
have been unable to be registered and are therefore considered to be engaged in ‘illegal 
worship activities.’ ‘Failed’ registration means that people cannot any more practise their 
religion collectively, even in private. Individuals cannot preach or evangelize either in 
public or in private. Police raids, exorbitant fines and detention of religious workers have 
become commonplace. Hundreds of religious communities have simply had to cease 
functioning.  

The fight against extremism is the common justification raised for Kazakhstan’s 
repressive policies on religion. It gives the government the power to act ‘legally’ while 
denying a mandated re-registration to religious groups, effectively cancelling their right 
to exist and to conduct normal activities. The government’s official support of the Russian 
Orthodox Church and sponsorship of the Muslim Board are ultimately strategies of 
control. Other religious groups are delegitimised and represented in the media as 
dangerous and harmful to the family and to society.  

Administrative Code 

Article 374-1 of the Administrative Code was introduced in 2005 as part of harsh new 
‘national security’ amendments to various laws - including the Law on Religion - which 
severely increased the controls of religion. The anti-extremist measures empower the 
Committee for National Security (KNB) to determine which organisations are to be 
considered ‘terrorist’ and grants the KNB broad powers to suppress them. Predictably, 
the 2005 law has also been applied to religious entities. 

Amendments were also made to Article 375 of the Administrative Code, which punishes 
‘violations of the religion law,’ including actions by leaders who reject state registration, 
by communities whose activity ‘contradicts their aims and tasks’ or which is not listed in 
their state-approved statutes, and by individuals who conduct ‘missionary activity’ 
without a special license from the state. 

Article 375 punishes leaders of religious organisations that break any law with fines of up 
to 30 times the minimum monthly wage, while the organisations themselves can be fined 
up to 200 times the minimum monthly wage and banned for up to six months. Religious 
organisations that ‘systematically carry out activity in defiance of their statute’ or refuse 
to stop activities that led to their being suspended face fines of up to 300 times the 
minimum monthly wage and a total ban on their activities. 

Criminal  Code   
 
Article  174  Part  1: Incitement  of  social,  national,  clan,  racial  or  religious hatred  
or  antagonism  with  imprisonment  of  two  to  seven  years  or  restricted  freedom  for  
the same period. 1  
Article  174  Part  2:   Punishes  incitement  of  social,  national,  clan,  racial  or 
religious discord by repeat offenders with prison terms of between five and ten years.2  
Article 337-1, Part 2: Organizing or participating in the activity of a social or religious  
association  or  other  organization  after  a  court  decision  banning  their  activity  or  
their liquidation in connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out. 
Article 405, Part 1: Organizing the activity of a social or religious association or  other  
organization  after  a  court  decision  banning  their  activity  or  their  liquidation  in 

                                            
1 http://www.refworld.org/docid/56cffca04.htmlCriminal  
2 http://www.refworld.org/docid/561e004a4.html 
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connection  with  extremism  or  terrorism  they  have  carried  out  with  a  fine  or  up  
to  six  years imprisonment. 3 
Article 405, Part 2: Participating in the activity of a social or religious association or 
other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their liquidation in 
connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out, resulting in possible fines 
or up to two years imprisonment.4 
 
Religious Panorama 

 
According to the Embassy of Kazakhstan in Brussels, 

• In 2012, there was a re-registration process for all religious organizations on the 
basis of the new Law on Religion (2011): 3088 religious associations out of 
previously operating 4551 were re-registered.  

• The republican Islamic religious association “Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Kazakhstan’ and 2228 of its regional mosques were re-registered. 

• The Orthodox Church of Kazakhstan is represented by a republican religious 
association as a Metropolitan District, bringing together nine dioceses and 261 
parishes. In addition, one Armenian Apostolic Church and eight Old Believers’ 
Churches are in activity. 

• Concerning the Catholic Church, 79 entities are in activity. 
• Four Jewish communities and two Buddhist religious associations were re-

registered. 
• Concerning Protestantism: 478 Protestant religious groups were successfully re-

registered, including 11 Methodist Unions, 13 associations of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church, 100 Baptist Unions, 42 Seventh-Day Adventists communities, 8 
Apostolic Churches, 189 Pentecostal Churches, 55 Presbyterian Churches and the 
association of Mennonites. 

• Other re-registered associations: 59 Jehovah’s Witnesses, eight Hare Krishna, six 
Baha’i and two Mormon communities.  

• There are more than 3000 mosques, churches, chapels, synagogues and other 
places of worship in the country 

• There are 47 religious media outlets 
• There are almost 500 foreign missionaries in the country 
• Key dates of the Islamic and Christian calenders are holidays for all people 

 
State-sponsored International Inter-religious Activities 

 
To promote peaceful inter-religious relations, Kazakhstan organizes a “Congress of 
Leaders of World and Traditional Religions” every three years which brings together 
political, religious and civil society leaders from around the world. The Congress 
cooperates with the “United Nations Alliance of Civilizations”. 
Within the “Organization of the Islamic Cooperation” (OIC), Kazakhstan has launched an 
initiative of what is known as “Islamic Rapprochement”, to bridge the gap between 
various nations and directions within Islam. 
Kazakhstan was also among the coalition of nations who established 2013-2022 as the 
“International Decade for the Rapprochement of Cultures.” 
 
EU – Kazakhstan Relations & Policy Recommendations 

 
Relations between the EU and Kazakhstan are mainly based on: 
                                            
3 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2139Criminal  
4 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2139  
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• the enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) agreed in late 2014 

which replaced the previous Partnership and Cooperation Agreement 1999; 
• the Central Asia Strategy for a New Partnership adopted in 2007; 
• the commitment of one billion euros as part of the EU’s Development Cooperation 

Instrument for the countries of Central Asia for the period from 2014 to 2020. 
 

HRWF Int’l recommends that the EU should put the following issues on the 
agenda of its relations with Kazakhstan through the tools set out in the EU 
guidelines on Freedom of Religion or Belief: 
 
Calling on Kazakhstan, as a member state of the UN and the OSCE:  
 

1. to honour its international and regional human rights obligations such as the 
ICCPR, the ICESCR and the OSCE Guidelines on the Legal Personality of Religious 
or Belief Communities; 

2. to reaffirm Article 14 of the Constitution which guarantees freedom of religion; 
3. to revise Article 20 of the 2005 Law on International Treaties which allows for 

international treaties to ‘be amended, suspended or terminated’ when they are in 
conflict with national laws; 

4. to repeal the 2011 amendments to the Law on Religion which restrict the exercise 
of freedom of conscience and religion; 

5. to take measures to prevent the misuse of  
Article 374-1 and 375 of the Administrative Code  
Article  174  Part  1 and  2, Article 337-1, Part 2, Article 405, Part 1 and 2 of the 
Criminal Code, which give authorities a broad range of powers on the grounds of 
national security to crack down on religious groups; 

6. to unconditionally release freedom of religion or belief prisoners who have not 
used or advocated violence. 

 

 Eight Muslim prisoners of conscience sentenced 

Kuanysh Bashpayev was jailed for four and a half years at a closed trial in 
Pavlodar for "inciting religious hatred" for speaking about Islam. Seven Muslims 
were jailed in South Kazakhstan for up to four years for alleged membership of 
Tabligh Jamaat missionary movement. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (11.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2oxYKbl - On 7 April, at the end of a closed trial, a 
court in the north-eastern city of Pavlodar sentenced Sunni Muslim Kuanysh Bashpayev 
to four and a half years' imprisonment to punish him for talks he gave on his faith 
between 2008 and 2011. He had been arrested in October 2016 on his return to 
Kazakhstan from Saudi Arabia. 

The 30-year-old Bashpayev – who is married with six children – denied inciting religious 
hatred and will appeal against his conviction, his lawyer told Forum 18. One of the two 
Prosecutor's Office officials who led the case in court refused to say what harm 
Bashpayev might have done to anyone else. 

A growing number of Muslims who have studied their faith in Saudi Arabia – like 
Bashpayev – have been arrested and are awaiting trial. Among those is Nariman 
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Seitzhanov, who has been held in pre-trial detention in Kokshetau in Akmola Region 
since 15 January. 

And in a separate case, a court in South Kazakhstan Region imprisoned seven Sunni 
Muslims for between one and four years on 4 April. They were also banned from 
conducting certain activities – which the court would not reveal – after their release. All 
seven were convicted for alleged membership of the Muslim missionary movement 
Tabligh Jamaat, which the Kazakh authorities banned in 2013. 

Sairam District Prosecutor Orazali Abdramanov – who led the prosecution of the seven 
men in court – denied that they had been punished for their faith. He refused to say who 
– if anyone – the men might have harmed. 

One of the seven men had been given an administrative fine in August 2016 to punish 
him for exercising the right to freedom of religion or belief. 

Seven sentenced Sunni Muslims 

The seven men sentenced in Sairam in South Kazakhstan Region under Criminal Code 
Article 405 are: 

1. Bakhytzhan Esimkhanovich Baimusayev, 4 years' imprisonment, plus four-year 
ban on activities. 

2. Abduvakhab Salibekovich Shakirov, born 21 December 1962, 4 years' 
imprisonment, plus four-year ban on activities. 

3. Furkhat Farkhadovich Abatayev, 1 year imprisonment, plus two-year ban on 
activities. 

4. Abdivasit Abdikakharovich Abdirazakov, 1 year imprisonment, plus two-year ban 
on activities. 

5. Murodzhon Abdivakhabovich Abdullayev, 1 year imprisonment, plus two-year ban 
on activities. 

6. Zhenisbek Erakhmetovich Manbetov; born 16 July 1983, 1 year imprisonment, 
plus two-year ban on activities. 

7. Meirambek Amalbekuli Sarymsak; born 8 March 1965, 1 year imprisonment, plus 
two-year ban on activities. 

All seven men are married with children. 

53 Tabligh Jamaat convictions since December 2014 

A court in the capital Astana banned Tabligh Jamaat in Kazakhstan as "extremist" in 
February 2013. Until the movement was banned, it used to send members on short-term 
missions to other towns and villages where they slept in mosques and addressed local 
Muslims, both door to door and in the mosque, a close observer of the movement in 
Central Asia told Forum 18. Male adherents are often identified by their beards and 
wearing of South Asian clothing. If Muslims are thought by the authorities to agree with 
some of Tabligh Jamaat's teachings or practices, possess religious books often used in 
the movement, or meet others close to the movement, this can be enough to trigger a 
criminal prosecution. 
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The new sentences in Sairam bring to 53 the number of alleged Tabligh Jamaat 
adherents (all of them Kazakh citizens) known to have been given criminal convictions 
since December 2014. Of these, 39 were given prison terms while 14 were given 
restricted freedom sentences. In the most recent known previous sentences, five Sunni 
Muslims in Almaty Region were sentenced in late December 2016 to between 18 months' 
and three years' imprisonment. 

Organising, participating in a "banned religious association" 

Like the previous 46 convicted Sunni Muslims, all seven Sairam defendants were 
convicted under Criminal Code Article 405 (or its equivalent in the old Criminal Code). 

Article 405, Part 1 punishes "organising the activity of a social or religious association or 
other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their liquidation in 
connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine or up to six 
years' imprisonment. 

Article 405, Part 2 punishes "participation in the activity of a social or religious 
association or other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their 
liquidation in connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine 
or up to two years' imprisonment. 

Two of the 53 Sunni Muslims - Saken Tulbayev and Khalambakhi Khalym - were also 
convicted and imprisoned under the broadly-framed Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. 
This punishes "incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
antagonism" with imprisonment or restricted freedom for between two and seven years. 

As well as Tulbayev, Khalym and the newly-sentenced Bashpayev, Seventh-day Adventist 
prisoner of conscience Yklas Kabduakasov is among many other individuals serving a 
prison sentence under Article 174, Part 1. Jehovah's Witness Teymur Akhmedov is 
currently on trial in the capital Astana under Article 174, Part 2, which punishes such 
incitement by groups of people. All reject the accusations. 

The number of such prosecutions – all initiated by the National Security Committee 
(KNB) secret police or with its close involvement - appears to be growing. 

Bank accounts likely to be blocked 

All eight newly-sentenced prisoners of conscience – Bashpayev in Pavlodar and the seven 
in Sairam - are likely to be added to the Finance Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee 
List of individuals "connected with the financing of terrorism or extremism", thus blocking 
any bank accounts they might have, without any additional due legal process. 

As individuals are not told when they are added to the List, they normally only find out 
they have been added when they or relatives attempt to withdraw money from their 
bank. 

Pavlodar: "Inciting religious hatred"? 

Bashpayev gained a first degree and then began studies for a Master's degree in Islamic 
theology at Medina University in Saudi Arabia. The Saudi authorities detained him from 
December 2015 to autumn 2016 at the request of Kazakhstan's authorities. They freed 
him with no charge and apologised to him, his lawyer Bauyrzhan Azanov told Forum 18 
on 10 April 2017. 
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Bashpayev returned from Saudi Arabia to Kazakhstan on 12 October 2016 on what he 
intended to be a short visit. However, he was arrested as soon as his flight landed at 
Astana Airport and taken to a prison in Pavlodar, Azanov added. 

Captain Gabit Bakirov of Pavlodar Region KNB secret police had already launched a case 
against Bashpayev under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 ("incitement of social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or antagonism"). 

Captain Bakirov launched the case after officers found recordings of Bashpayev's talks on 
Islam on the Russian social network VKontakte on 7 April 2016, according to the 24-page 
indictment seen by Forum 18. Further online talks were found on 22 May 2016. "Expert 
analyses" of 15 April 2016 and 20 June 2016 claim to have found Bashpayev inciting 
religious hatred in the talks. 

In some of his remarks, Bashpayev criticised the state-controlled Muslim Board. Colonel 
Bekezhan Kalkomanov of Pavlodar KNB claimed to Forum 18 in January that he had 
"insulted the religious feelings of Kazakhstan's traditional Muslims". 

Bashpayev said the recordings of the talks, which he gave in a mosque in Ekibastuz in 
2008 and in a cafe in Almaty in 2011, were later placed online without his knowledge. He 
denied inciting hatred of any sort. 

One of those who claimed in the investigation that Bashpayev had incited hatred was 
Asiya Abitova, a religious studies specialist at the state-financed Centre for Analysis and 
Development of Inter-confessional Relations in Pavlodar. She refused to answer any of 
Forum 18's questions about her analysis. 

Dulat Beisembyaev, the lead Prosecutor's Office official at the trial, refused to explain 
who – if anyone – had suffered from Bashpayev's exercise of his right to freedom of 
religion or belief. "I can't answer any questions by telephone," he told Forum 18 on 10 
April. He then put the phone down. 

Pavlodar: Closed trial 

Bashpayev's closed trial began under Judge Kayirbek Yelemesov at Pavlodar City Court 
No. 2 with a preliminary hearing on 14 February. The full trial began on 6 March. The 
prosecution case was presented by two officials of Pavlodar Regional Prosecutor's Office, 
led by Beisembayev. 

The Judge ordered the trial closed, claiming that this was at the request of a "victim", the 
prominent Almaty Muslim Board imam Ersin Amire. The Judge's assistant refused to tell 
Forum 18 in what way Amire needed protecting. 

Bashpayev's lawyer Azanov described the decision to order the trial closed as "a violation 
of the law". He noted that only the Judge, two prosecutors, Bashpayev and himself as his 
lawyer were present, apart from witnesses questioned. 

The acting head of the Pavlodar branch of the Kazakhstan International Bureau for 
Human Rights and Rule of Law, Ruslan Issenov, had been intending to observe 
Bashpayev's trial. "The Judge read my appeal to be allowed into the trial and rejected it," 
Issenov told Forum 18 from Pavlodar in early March. "I asked for a copy of the ruling 
declaring the trial closed, but he replied that a ruling is an internal document and cannot 
be handed out". 

Bashpayev was brought to court for each hearing by four masked and armed guards. 
"Observers from the Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human Rights and the Rule of 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

Law's branch in Pavlodar were denied entry, as were Bashpayev's relatives," his lawyer, 
Azanov, told Forum 18. "His mother appealed to the Judge to let her even see her son, 
but he refused." 

Azanov pointed out to the court that his client's alleged "crimes" had taken place under 
the old Criminal Code, which had been replaced in January 2015. The case was then 
heard under Article 164, Part 1 ("incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious 
hatred or antagonism") of the then Criminal Code in force at that time. Although the 
wording of the crime was almost the same as the current Article 174, Part 1, the 
maximum Article 164, Part 1 punishment was – between 2002 and 2011 – five years' 
imprisonment. 

Azanov commissioned a linguistic analysis of Bashpayev's words from the Almaty-based 
free speech organisation Adil Soz (Free Word). The analysis – completed on 22 March – 
"found not one sign of incitement to religious discord in Bashpayev's words, not one". 

Religious studies specialist Abitova, who had given testimony against Bashpayev before 
the trial, also appeared in court as a prosecution witness. However, Azanov dismissed her 
and her testimony as "ill-informed about Islam". 

Azanov sought to have the KNB investigator in the case questioned in court, as well as 
other specialists who had prepared "expert analyses" on Bashpayev's remarks. He also 
sought the right to question witnesses for the defence in court. "In all I lodged 20 
different appeals during the course of the trial," Azanov told Forum 18. "I referred to an 
individual's rights under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The 
Judge rejected all of them." 

Pavlodar: Prison sentence 

On 7 April, the final day of the trial, Judge Yelemesov found Bashpayev guilty under the 
old Article 164, Part 1. He sentenced him to four and a half years' imprisonment in a 
general regime labour camp, the lawyer Azanov told Forum 18. In his oral presentation 
of the verdict, the Judge mentioned no other restrictions on Bashpayev's activity after he 
completes his sentence, Azanov added. 

"The Judge read out the verdict at the end of the trial but has not yet provided it in 
writing," Azanov told Forum 18. He added that the written verdict is expected by 14 
April. Bashpayev intends to appeal against his conviction to Pavlodar Regional Court. He 
is also considering lodging a complaint to the United Nations Human Rights Committee in 
Geneva. 

Until any appeal is heard, Bashpayev is likely to remain in Pavlodar's Investigation 
Prison. 

Only on 11 April – after the trial was over – did Judge Yelemesov grant Bashpayev's 
mother the right to visit her son in prison, Azanov noted. She had sought such a meeting 
for more than four months. 

Sairam: Secret police launch investigation 

Meanwhile, in South Kazakhstan Region, KNB secret police officers detained the seven 
Muslim men in November 2016. Officers searched their homes and claimed to find 
"banned" religious literature in Uzbek and Russian, as well as audio and video recordings. 

The KNB opened cases against the seven under Criminal Code Article 405. It identified 
two of the men, Bakhytzhan Baimusayev and Abduvakhab Shakirov, as leaders. They 
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had to lodge money while the investigation continued to ensure they did not flee. None of 
the seven was held in pre-trial detention. 

The seven men insisted during the investigation – and later during their trial – that they 
are simply Muslims and not members of Tabligh Jamaat. 

Sairam: Court hands down prison terms 

On 9 March the case against the seven men reached Sairam District Court, where it was 
assigned to Judge Saltanat Kabylova, according to court records. The prosecution case 
was led in court by Sairam District Prosecutor Orazali Abdramanov. 

After hearings on 16, 28 and 29 March, the Judge found all seven men guilty on 4 April. 
All seven men had denied any guilt. 

Judge Kabylova took an hour and a half to read the verdict at the end of the trial, 
Kazinform news agency noted on 4 April. 

The two men identified as leaders - Baimusayev and 54-year-old Shakirov – were each 
sentenced to four years' imprisonment in an ordinary regime labour camp under Criminal 
Code Article 405, Part 1, the court chancellery told Forum 18 on 7 April. Both men had 
been on bail in the run-up to the trial. 

The Judge also banned Baimusayev and Shakirov from conducting certain activities for 
four years after the end of their prison terms. The court chancellery did not specify what 
activity they would be banned from conducting. 

The other five - Furkhat Abatayev, Abdivasit Abdirazakov, Murodzhon Abdullayev, 33-
year-old Zhenisbek Manbetov and 52-year-old Meirambek Sarymsak - were each 
convicted under Article 405, Part 2. Each was sentenced to one year's imprisonment, to 
be served in a work camp. 

The Judge similarly banned the five men from conducting certain activities for two years 
after the end of their prison terms. The court chancellery did not specify what activity 
they would be banned from conducting. 

District Prosecutor Abdramanov insisted that the seven men "had not been punished 
because of their faith". "They conducted propaganda for a religious organisation that has 
been banned," he told Forum 18 on 7 April. Abdramanov acknowledged that the men had 
not killed anyone or incited the killing of anyone, but refused to say in what way the 
men's exercise of the right to freedom of religion or belief had – if at all - violated the 
human rights of others. "I won't answer your questions," he said, before putting the 
phone down. 

Sairam: Punished for literature, meetings 

The seven men are alleged to have joined the Tabligh Jamaat movement in the 2000s. 
"The leader of the group and his assistant studied the Tabligh Jamaat movement deeply 
and travelled to study in India and Pakistan," Judge Kabylova told journalists after the 
hearing. "Then they perfected their knowledge over four months in Bangladesh, which is 
considered the headquarters of this destructive movement." 

Judge Kabylova added that the men forged links with Tabligh Jamaat in neighbouring 
Kyrgyzstan and adopted their practices. "From Kyrgyzstan they imported banned 
literature and conducted agitation in Sairam District. They conducted propaganda for the 
destructive movement among villagers in Karabulak and Karasu who had gathered in 
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prayer rooms and mosques. Later they created a group – that is a jamaat [group] – and 
conducted agitation at home." 

The two apparent leaders, Baimusayev and Shakirov, also travelled to other regions of 
Kazakhstan. The other five were accused of listening to sermons and distributing 
religious books. 

"This is all slander," Otyrar.kz, a Shymkent news site, quoted the men as declaring in 
their final address to the court. "We're not terrorists and we're not members of any 
movements. We're normal Muslims." 

All seven men were arrested in the courtroom after the sentences were handed down. 

Sairam: Earlier punishment 

The same Sairam District Court had earlier punished one of the seven sentenced 
Muslims, Manbetov, for exercising freedom of religion or belief. Police accused him on 14 
May 2016 of maintaining a prayer room linked to the Tabligh Jamaat movement in his 
home village of Karabulak of Sairam District. The record of an offence was prepared 
against him on 12 July 2016. 

On 3 August 2016, Judge Saparaly Kurbanov of Sairam District Court found Manbetov 
guilty of violating Administrative Code Article 490, Part 1, Point 1. This punishes 
"violation of procedures established in law for conducting rites, ceremonies and 
meetings" with a fine for individuals of 50 Monthly Financial Indicators (MFIs). This 
represents about a month's average wage for those in work. 

Judge Kurbanov fined Manbetov the prescribed 50 MFIs, 106,050 Tenge (2,600 
Norwegian Kroner, 280 Euros or 310 US Dollars), according to the decision seen by 
Forum 18. He also banned him from conducting unspecified activities for three months. 
Manbetov did not appeal against the fine to South Kazakhstan Regional Court. 

Because Manbetov failed to pay the fine, court bailiffs launched proceedings to recover 
the funds on 7 November 2016, according to Justice Ministry records. 

 

Lawyers now face trial for defending client 

The two lawyers for a Jehovah's Witness now on trial in Astana are themselves 
under criminal investigation. The KNB secret police investigator accuses them of 
"revealing information from a pre-trial investigation" by appealing to President 
Nazarbayev for the case against their client to be halted. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (03.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2n6ySUC - Kazakhstan's National Security 
Committee (KNB) secret police has opened a criminal case against two lawyers defending 
a Jehovah's Witness on trial for exercising freedom of religion and belief. Vitaly 
Kuznetsov and Natalya Kononenko are facing criminal investigation seeking to punish 
them for appealing to Kazakhstan's President Nursultan Nazarbayev for the charges 
against their client to be dropped. Charges were brought against the lawyers even before 
the trial they were working on began in the capital Astana. 

The KNB secret police accuses Kuznetsov and Kononenko of "revealing information from 
a pre-trial investigation" under Criminal Code Article 423. Kuznetsov described the 
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accusation to Forum 18 as "absurd". An Astana-based legal specialist told Forum 18 the 
accusation was "bizarre". 

Astana Prosecutor's Office handed the case to Asilzhan Gabdykaparov of the General 
Prosecutor's Office, it told Forum 18 on 3 April. His telephone went unanswered the same 
day. 

KNB Major Medet Duskaziyev – who initiated the criminal cases against Jehovah's 
Witnesses Teymur Akhmedov and Asaf Guliyev, as well as the two lawyers Kuznetsov 
and Kononenko – refused to answer any of Forum 18's questions on 30 March. 

At the preliminary hearing of Akhmedov's criminal trial on 27 March, Prosecutor 
Baurzhan Kulmaganbetov tried to have Kuznetsov and Kononenko removed as his 
lawyers for allegedly "revealing information from a pre-trial investigation", Radio Free 
Europe's Kazakh Service reported after the hearing. Judge Talgat Syrlybayev of Astana's 
Saryarka District Court No. 2 rejected the Prosecutor's request. Akhmedov's full trial is 
due to begin at 10.30 am on 6 April. 

Attempt to remove Akhmedov's lawyers 

During the closed part of Akhmedov's preliminary hearing, Prosecutor Kulmaganbetov 
tried to have Kuznetsov and Kononenko removed from defending Akhmedov. He argued 
that Kuznetsov is a lawyer from Sverdlovsk Region in Russia, so should not be allowed to 
defend his client. He also revealed – for the first time - that the criminal case had been 
opened against both lawyers. 

Judge Syrlybayev rejected the Prosecutor's request. 

Criminal case against Akhmedov's lawyers 

On 20 February the lawyers Kuznetsov and Kononenko sent a 23-page appeal (plus 
numerous attachments) to KNB Investigator Major Duszkaziyev, who led the 
investigation against Akhmedov and Guliyev. The appeal asked for the case against 
Akhmedov to be halted "because of the absence of the elements of a crime". 

The lawyers argued that the "expert analyses" of the literature confiscated from 
Akhmedov and Guliyev should be "completely rejected as contradicting international 
law". They gave documentary evidence that officials and leaders of so-called "traditional" 
religions have made statements that are far more insulting and critical than the 
statements Akhmedov is accused of making. 

The lawyers noted that law enforcement officials stated that the words used by officials 
and so-called "traditional" religious leaders were lawful. 

(Claims about so-called "traditional" and "non-traditional" religions are often used by the 
state to legitimise attacks on freedom of religion and belief) 

The lawyers also sent copies of their appeal to several officials and state agencies, 
including President Nursultan Nazarbayev and the Foreign Ministry. 

On 1 March the Investigator, KNB Major Duskaziyev rejected the appeal without 
addressing the points made. 

On 16 March Major Duskaziyev opened a criminal case against the lawyers Kuznetsov 
and Kononenko, Astana Prosecutor's Office told Forum 18 on 30 March. The case is under 
Criminal Code Article 423, which punishes: "Revealing information from a pre-trial 
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investigation by an individual warned under the law of the inadmissibility of information 
being revealed without the permission of the prosecutor or person undertaking the pre-
trial investigation". Punishments are fines of up to 2,000 Monthly Financial Indicators, or 
restricted freedom or imprisonment of up to two years. 

However, the first time the lawyers themselves knew they were facing a criminal case 
was when officials told them this during the preliminary hearing of Akhmedov's criminal 
trial on 27 March. 

"To pressure the lawyers and deprive Akhmedov of his defence" 

An Astana legal specialist described the opening of the criminal case against Kuznetsov 
and Kononenko for having addressed an appeal to President Nazarbayev as "bizarre". 
"This is a violation of the right of an individual to be properly defended," the legal 
specialist told Forum 18. 

The legal specialist – who preferred not to be identified for fear of state reprisals – 
pointed out that only a limited number of lawyers are allowed to take on cases which the 
state regards as covering "state secrets". 

Kuznetsov described opening the criminal case against him and fellow lawyer Kononenko 
for appealing to President Nazarbayev and the Foreign Ministry on behalf of Akhmedov as 
"absurd". "I don't believe the President needs any permission from the investigator to 
know about the violations of the human rights of an individual in a state of which he is 
the head," Kuznetsov told Forum 18. 

"When we appealed to the Foreign Ministry about Akhmedov's case, the KNB had already 
provided the Ministry with information on the case," the lawyer told Forum 18. "They had 
even provided such details for example that Guliyev had admitted his guilt." 

Kuznetsov pointed out that even before the criminal case was launched on 16 March, the 
television channel Khabar had shown a video of "operational/investigative measures" 
against the two Jehovah's Witnesses, including a house search. 

"How can one talk about revealing information of the investigation to the President after 
information from the investigation was shown on television?" Kuznetsov asked. "It is 
therefore clear that this criminal case has one aim – to pressure the lawyers and deprive 
Akhmedov of his defence." 

What next for prosecution of lawyers for doing their duty? 

After Major Duskaziyev opened the case, the KNB secret police then handed it via 
Astana's Prosecutor's Office to Astana Police for investigation. "We don't know who the 
case has been assigned to at Astana Police," Kuznetsov told Forum 18. 

Despite repeated calls to Astana Police on 30 March, including to its Investigation 
Department and Central Chancellery for criminal cases, no official would give Forum 18 
any information on the criminal case against Kuznetsov and Kononenko. 

Astana's Prosecutor's Office told Forum 18 on 3 April that the case against the lawyers 
had been handed to Asilzhan Gabdykaparov of the General Prosecutor's Office. His 
telephone went unanswered each time Forum 18 called the same day. 

Cancer sufferer Akhmedov detained and tortured, not hospitalized 
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On 20 January Akhmedov was ordered to be held in two months' pre-trial detention, 
even though a report from the National Scientific Centre for Oncology and 
Transplantation (the national cancer centre) "recommends an operation and requests 
that Akhmedov undergo an examination before being hospitalised". 

The pre-trial detention of a cancer sufferer who needs to be hospitalised violates the 
United Nations (UN) Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (known as 
the Mandela Rules). 

"Akhmedov has two large tumours of the gastro-intestinal tract," his lawyer Kuznetsov 
told Forum 18. "There is no confirmed diagnosis yet that this is cancer. But it is 
suspected that these tumours are cancerous." The lawyer added that this would only 
become clear after Akhmedov has the operation he has been waiting for. 

While in detention Akhemdov has been tortured, which officials deny. In defiance of the 
UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment, no arrests of anyone strongly suspected of having tortured prisoners of 
conscience (including Akhmedov) jailed or detained for exercising freedom of religion and 
belief appear to have been made. 

Wide-ranging Criminal Code Article 174 

The 60-year-old Jehovah's Witness Akhmedov – a retired bus driver - is on trial for 
allegedly "inciting religious hatred or discord" under the wide-ranging Criminal Code 
Article 174, Part 2. He denies inciting hatred of any sort. He had spoken to KNB secret 
police agents pretending to be students. Guliyev, arrested with him, was sentenced on 
24 February to five years' restricted freedom. 

Guliyev does not appear to have appealed to Astana City Court against his conviction. 

Criminal Code Article 174 punishes: "Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or 
religious hatred or discord, insult to the national honour and dignity or religious feelings 
of citizens, as well as propaganda of exclusivity, superiority or inferiority of citizens on 
grounds of their religion, class, national, generic or racial identity, committed publicly or 
with the use of mass media or information and communication networks, as well as by 
production or distribution of literature or other information media, promoting social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord". 

Part 2, which Akhmedov and Guliyev have faced, punishes these actions "committed by a 
group of persons, a group with prior planning, repeatedly, with violence or threat of 
violence, or by an official, or by the leader of a public association". If convicted they face 
five to 10 years imprisonment, "with deprivation of the right to hold specified positions or 
to engage in specified activity for up to three years". 

The UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of 
Association, Maina Kiai, as well as the UN Human Rights Committee and Kazakh human 
rights defenders have strongly criticised the broad and unclear formulation of Article 174 
and other laws, as well as the prosecution of a wide range of individuals under Article 
174. 

Growing number of Article 174 prosecutions 

Akhmedov and Guliyev are among a growing number of individuals prosecuted under 
Criminal Code Article 174 for exercising their rights to freedom of religion or belief and 
freedom of speech. Lawyers in at least some Criminal Code Article 174 cases have been 
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forced to sign statements that they will not violate the "secrecy of the investigation", 
people close to several cases have told Forum 18. 

Muslim prisoner of conscience Kuanysh Bashpayev is on trial under Article 174, Part 1 for 
criticising the state-controlled Muslim Board. His closed trial is due to continue at 
Pavlodar City Court at 10.00 am on 5 April. 

Others are still being investigated under Article 174 include: Satimzhan Azatov who met 
with other Astana Muslims without state permission; Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov 
who was extradited from Saudi Arabia and who was then immediately arrested on 18 
February; and atheist writer Aleksandr Kharlamov who faces two separate Article 174 
cases. 

Also under arrest and under investigation is Almaty resident Denis Korzhavin. He had 
previously studied Islam in Saudi Arabia. However, Forum 18 has been unable to find out 
why he was arrested. 

Those convicted to be stripped of citizenship? 

A Justice Ministry draft amendment to Criminal Code Article 174 – published on 27 March 
on the Ministry's website – would if adopted also allow courts to strip Kazakh citizenship 
from those convicted under the Article. No changes were proposed to the other existing 
punishments. The amendment is silent on what would happen if the only citizenship held 
by a convicted person was that of Kazakhstan. 

The proposed amendment does not explain whether this would apply only to individuals 
who are citizens of more than one country or citizens only of Kazakhstan. 

A legal specialist pointed out to Forum 18 that countries cannot strip people of citizenship 
to leave them stateless. "This would be a violation of international law." 

Akhmedov trial begins 

The trial of Jehovah's Witness Akhmedov began with a preliminary hearing on 27 March. 
He was held in the cage in the courtroom during the hearing. Akhmedov's lawyers put 
forward a motion to the Judge to free their client from pre-trial detention. The Prosecutor 
put forward a motion to have the lawyers removed from the case. 

Although the Judge had declared the trial open, he ordered relatives and supporters out 
of the courtroom as he considered the requests "so as not to disturb the normal process 
of the trial", Bolat Abilkasimov of Ratel.kz wrote the same day. They were allowed back 
in only to hear his decisions on the requests. 

Some 20 relatives and supporters were banished from the courtroom in addition to the 
journalists, Abilkasimov added. The Judge's secretary claimed to them that the 
courtroom was too small to accommodate them. 

In the corridors of the court, Akhmedov's son Parviz told local journalists that his father 
was known among colleagues as honest and hard-working. He added that he had been 
praised in the press in an article entitled "The World is not without Good People". 

Bashpayev: secret trial continues 

The closed trial of Muslim prisoner of conscience Kuanysh Bashpayev under Article 174, 
Part 1 began under Judge Kayirbek Yelemesov at Pavlodar City Court No. 2 with a 
preliminary hearing on 14 February. The full trial began on 6 March. 
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Further hearings were held on 13, 14 and 27 March, according to court records. The trial 
is due to resume at 10.00 am on 5 April. 

Judge Yelemesov's secretary – who did not give her name – said the Judge had ordered 
the hearings closed "to protect the security of the victim". She confirmed to Forum 18 on 
30 March that the "victim" in the case is the prominent Almaty Muslim Board imam Ersin 
Amire. However, she declined to say in what way he needed "protecting". She told Forum 
18 she "did not have the right to give any further information on the case" and put the 
phone down. 

The 30-year-old Bashpayev gained a first degree and then began studies for a Master's 
degree in Islamic theology at Medina University in Saudi Arabia. 

Captain G. Bakirov of Pavlodar Region KNB secret police prepared the criminal case 
against Bashpayev after officers found recordings of his sermons on the Russian social 
network VKontakte on 7 April 2016, according to the 24-page indictment seen by Forum 
18. Further online sermons were found on 22 May 2016. "Expert analyses" of 15 April 
2016 and 20 June 2016 claim to have found Bashpayev inciting religious hatred. 

One of those questioned as a witness in the case was Asiya Abitova, a religious studies 
specialist at the state-financed Centre for Analysis and Development of Inter-confessional 
Relations in Pavlodar. She claimed that in his sermons, Bashpayev had described making 
pilgrimages to mausoleums and reading the Koran there as "shirk" (idolatry). "The official 
Islamic clergy of Kazakhstan do not ban visiting mausoleums or the graves of the 
deceased and reading verses of the Koran there," the indictment summarises Abitova's 
remarks. 

Abitova also claimed – without providing any detail - that in another sermon Bashpayev 
had declared it was permitted to kill those guilty of "shirk". 

Reached at the Centre in Pavlodar, Abitova refused to discuss her testimony with Forum 
18 on 29 March 2017. 

Interrogated on 12 October 2016, Bashpayev refused to answer any questions, according 
to the indictment. He was arrested the following day. 

KNB Captain Bakirov signed the indictment on 25 January 2017 and K. Bazarbayev of the 
Regional Prosecutor's Office counter-signed it five days later. 

Korzhavin: why was he arrested? 

Arrested in Almaty in mid-February was Denis Valeryevich Korzhavin. On 21 February 
Judge Maral Dzharilgasova of Almaty's Turksib District Court ordered him held in two 
months' pre-trial detention, the court chancellery told Forum 18 on 3 April. It added that 
Korzhavin is being investigated under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. 

The Special Department of Almaty's Investigation Prison No. 18 confirmed to Forum 18 
on 30 March that it is holding Korzhavin. However, the official – who would not give her 
name – refused to discuss his conditions in prison, including whether he has access to 
the Koran and whether he can pray openly. 

Korzhavin is an ethnic Russian who converted to Islam. He then studied his faith at 
Medina University in Saudi Arabia before returning to Kazakhstan. 
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Forum 18 has been unable to find out why Korzhavin was arrested. No official at Turksib 
District Prosecutor's Office would identify the Investigator in the case on 3 April or tell 
Forum 18 why he had been arrested. 

 

Fined for praying “Amen” in mosque 

The state is prosecuting and fining Muslims for saying the word "Amen" aloud in 
mosques, after November 2016 Muslim Board behaviour regulations were 
imposed. Also, moves have begun in one region for the state-backed Muslim 
Board to seize mosque building ownership. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (28.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2oByVUs - At least four Muslims in Zhanozen, in 
Kazakhstan's south-western Mangistau Region, were fined in February and March for 
saying "Amen" aloud at the end of their prayers in the city mosque. A regional religious 
affairs official who brought the cases, with the support of the state-appointed imam and 
the police, claimed the men thereby obstructed other people's prayers. All four men deny 
this allegation, and one has managed to overturn his fine on appeal. 

In November 2016 the state-controlled Muslim Board – which adheres to Sunni Hanafi 
Islam only - banned saying the word "Amen" out loud in mosques. Human rights 
defenders in Kazakhstan, who wish to remain anonymous for fear of state reprisals, state 
that fines for saying "Amen" aloud in mosques are common in Mangistau Region and 
elsewhere in Kazakhstan. 

A state religious affairs official in the neighbouring Atyrau Region confirmed to Forum 18 
that "of course" such punishments have also been imposed in his Region. An official of 
Atyrau Specialised Administrative Court confirmed "many" such cases in 2016, but the 
Court refused to say exactly how many. 

"I am an adherent of the Hanbali school and consider it necessary to pray the word 
'Amen' aloud," one of the Muslims affected told Forum 18 on 27 March, asking not to be 
identified. "But after imams halted the prayers because I prayed the word aloud I had to 
stop and say it to myself just to avoid conflict." 

"Amen" ("Amin" in Kazakh, derived from Arabic) is used by Muslims asking God to accept 
a prayer. A lawyer in one case unsuccessfully argued that the ban on saying the word 
aloud "violates the constitutional rights of citizens who belong to the Shafi or Hanbali 
schools as, in those schools, saying the word 'Amen' aloud is permitted". 

Moves have now begun in one region for the Muslim Board to take over the ownership of 
mosque buildings and property. In another region a prosecution official has proposed 
imposing controls on mosque donations. 

State-imposed Muslim Board monopoly 

The state allows only one registered Muslim organisation in all of Kazakhstan: the Muslim 
Board. The Board is Hanafi Sunni and bans any other expressions of Islam. The state 
imposes an extra-legal ban on all non-Board controlled mosques, whether of other 
schools of Sunni Islam (such as Hanbali or Shafi), Shia, Ahmadi, or independent Sunni 
Hanafi mosques. All mosques must give the Board one third of their financial income, and 
accept imams appointed by the Board with no consultation. 
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This makes Muslim exercise of freedom of religion and belief even more restricted than 
the freedom of religion and belief of those who follow other beliefs. 

Numbers of prisoners of conscience jailed for exercising freedom of religion and belief are 
increasing, primarily but not exclusively Muslims who allegedly adhere to the Tabligh 
Jamaat missionary movement. 

Only Board's idea of Hanafi Islamic behaviour allowed 

At a meeting in Almaty, the Muslim Board's Council of Scholars approved new 
Regulations for the Internal Order of Mosques on 16 November 2016. Point 3.4 of the 
Regulations states: "In accordance with the Hanafi school, visitors to the mosque say the 
word 'Amen' to themselves." 

The telephone at the Muslim Board in Almaty of Head of Mosques, Zhandula Begzhigitov, 
went unanswered on 27 March. So too did the phone of Muslim Board spokesperson 
Agabek Sydykov. 

Meiram Kikimbayev, Chief Specialist of Atyrau Region's Religious Affairs Department, 
admitted that no law exists banning the registration of Muslim communities which exist 
outside the framework of the Muslim Board. "But I'm just an official of a regional 
Religious Affairs Department," he told Forum 18 from Atyrau on 24 March "This decision 
was taken at a higher level." 

But Kikimbayev claimed the ban on non-Muslim Board mosques does not violate the 
rights of Muslims who do not adhere to the Hanafi Sunni school of Islam. "They can come 
to mosques and observe their traditions quietly and respectfully," he claimed to Forum 
18. He accused those of praying "Amen" aloud of being Salafis who want to make a 
demonstration of their difference. 

"Impeding lawful religious activity"? 

Esenali Isa of Mangistau Region's Religious Affairs Department brought the four known 
February and March cases in Zhanaozen, and attended at least three of those hearings, 
according to the decisions seen by Forum 18. 

Isa accused the men of violating Administrative Code Article 490, Part 2. This bans: 
"Impeding lawful religious activity as well as violation of the civil rights of physical 
persons on grounds of their religious views or insulting their feelings or profanation of 
items, buildings and places revered by followers of any religion, unless there are signs of 
criminally punishable actions". The punishment for individuals is 50 Monthly Financial 
Indicators (MFIs), and for legal entities 200 MFIs. 

A fine of 50 MFIs, currently 113,450 Tenge (3,000 Norwegian Kroner, 330 Euros or 360 
US Dollars), represents about one month's average wage. 

Administrative Code Article 490, Part 2 is mainly used to punish individuals who cause 
disruption in mosques, such as by shouting or fighting. No cases are known where it has 
been used against people – such as officials - impeding people who follow other beliefs 
from exercising freedom of religion and belief. 

Police officers, National Security Committee (KNB) officers and state religious affairs 
officials have frequently raided religious communities, halting worship and confiscating 
religious literature. All these actions should lead to officials being investigated and tried 
under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 2. 
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"It is not a question of the word 'Amen'" 

Isa of Mangistau Region's Religious Affairs Department said that imams had complained 
to the police about those praying with the word "Amen" aloud, and the police had handed 
the material to his Department. He admitted to Forum 18 from Mangistau on 24 March 
that he had personally signed the records of an offence and attended court hearings. 

However, Isa refused to say how many such cases he had presented to court since the 
new Muslim Board Regulations had been adopted in November 2016. 

Kikimbayev from Atyrau Region's Religious Affairs Department similarly refused to tell 
Forum 18 how many cases his Department had initiated. He said his superior, Mukhtar 
Izgaliyev, prepares the records of an offence under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 
2 and one or other of them attends hearings in court, depending who has prepared the 
case. 

"We get the materials in these cases from the police," Kikimbayev told Forum 18. "They 
get the initial information, which is usually more than half the case. We interview 
relevant people also. If there is a confirmed violation, we prepare the record of an 
offence and it goes to court." 

Kikimbayev insisted that, in the cases his Department had initiated, "it is not a question 
of the word 'Amen'. The word 'Amen' is not important. What is important is the violation 
of collective prayers, which represents obstruction of lawful religious activity". 

December 2016 Zhanaozen cases 

On the evening of Thursday 29 December 2016, local Muslim Ilyas Zhalimbet concluded 
his prayers in the city mosque with the word "Amen". An imam at the mosque warned 
him that if Zhalimbet continued to use the word "Amen" he would go to the police. After 
chief imam Kairat Mamanbayev complained about Zhalimbet, Isa of the Regional 
Religious Affairs Department drew up a record of an offence under Administrative Code 
Article 490, Part 2. 

The case against Zhalimbet was handed to court on 8 February 2017. On 14 March, 
Judge Marat Kuzdeubayev of Zhanozen Specialised Administrative Court handed 
Zhalimbet the prescribed fine of 50 MFIs, 106,050 Tenge. The Judge dismissed the 
argument by Zhalimbet's lawyer Galym Nurpeisov that he cannot have disturbed the 
imam through saying "Amen" aloud, according to the court decision seen by Forum 18. 

The following evening, 30 December 2016, another local Muslim was praying in the same 
mosque and similarly concluded his prayers by saying "Amen" aloud. On 19 January 
2017 the Regional Religious Affairs Department drew up a record of an offence against 
him under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 2. 

The case against the second Muslim was handed to court on 25 January 2017. On 2 
February, Judge Kenzhekul Kalauova of Zhanozen Specialised Administrative Court 
handed him the prescribed fine of 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge, according to the decision 
seen by Forum 18. On 20 February the Judge was obliged to correct her decision, 
reducing the fine to 106,050 Tenge, the rate that applied in 2016 when he committed his 
"offence". 

January 2017 Zhanaozen cases 

At evening prayers on Sunday 8 January 2017 in Zhanozen's city mosque, Nurlan 
Nurdzhanov and Ulugbek Baytursunov similarly used the word "Amen" at the conclusion 
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of their prayers. Their use of the word similarly defied Imam Mamanbayev's public 
announcement in the mosque on 29 December 2016 and again on the evening of 8 
January 2017 that worshippers should not say the word "amen" aloud at the conclusion 
of prayers. 

Isa of Mangistau Region's Religious Affairs Department drew up the record of an offence 
against Nurdzhanov on 1 February under Article 490, Part 2. He handed the case to court 
on 8 February. On 14 March, Judge Kalauova of Zhanozen Specialised Administrative 
Court found Nurdzhanov guilty. She gave him a reduced fine of 79,415 Tenge as he had 
committed an offence for the first time. 

Religious Affairs official Isa also drew up a record of an offence against Baytursunov on 6 
February under Article 490, Part 2. He handed the case to court on 8 February. On 14 
March, Judge Kuzdeubayev of Zhanozen Specialised Administrative Court found 
Baytursunov guilty. He fined him the prescribed 50 MFIs, 113,450 Tenge. 

In court, Imam Mamanbayev insisted that Baytursunov had violated the Muslim Board's 
Regulations for the Internal Order of Mosques, adopted on 16 November 2016. Point 3.4 
of the Regulations states: "In accordance with the Hanafi school, visitors to the mosque 
say the word 'Amen' to themselves." The Imam claimed that by saying the word aloud, 
Baytursunov had "prevented the chief imam of the mosque from carrying out the legal 
religious activity of praying the namaz". 

Baytursunov's lawyer Nurpeisov contested this, according to the court decision seen by 
Forum 18. He noted that his client was 30 metres away from Imam Mamanbayev, who 
probably could not hear him. He also argued that the Muslim Board's Regulations "violate 
the constitutional rights of citizens who belong to the Shafi or Hanbali schools as, in 
those schools, saying the word 'Amen' aloud is permitted. The Judge dismissed both 
these arguments. 

First Zhanaozen appeal overturns fine 

The first of the four Muslims to appeal against the fines was successful. On 27 February, 
Judge Bekzat Shokanova of Mangistau Regional Court overturned the fine and acquitted 
the Muslim, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 

The other three men have challenged their fines also, Forum 18 has learned. They each 
had ten days from the 14 March decisions to lodge any appeal to Mangistau Regional 
Court. 

How many other cases? 

State religious affairs officials have confirmed to Forum 18 that punishments for praying 
"Amen" aloud in mosques have occurred in Mangistau and Atyrau Regions. The cases all 
appear to have arisen after the November 2016 Muslim Board Regulations were adopted. 
 
An official of Atyrau Specialised Administrative Court told Forum 18 on 27 March that 
"many" cases to punish individuals for saying the word "Amen" aloud during prayers in 
mosques were heard at the Court in 2016, especially in autumn 2016. "Judge Zamira 
Bainazarova alone heard two such cases and there are many other judges." No similar 
cases have been heard in 2017, the official added. 

However, the head of the Court chancellery Zharnagul Kiyarova claimed to Forum 18 
from Atyrau on 28 March that it "does not have information" on the number of such 
cases. 
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The Almaty-based lawyer Nurpeisov, who defended the four men in court in Zhanaozen, 
first learned about the court cases for praying with the word "Amen" aloud in early 
February 2017. "I then decided that I had to go there," he told Sputnik Kazakhstan on 16 
March. "For me it was a shock – I hadn't understood that it was so serious." 

Nurpeisov noted that he chose five cases to defend in Zhanaozen as he was not able to 
defend all the people who had appealed to him. "I physically wasn't able to work in other 
districts, so just picked on one town." 

The cases of the four men already fined related to prayers at Zhanozen's city mosque, 
but cases had arisen in other mosques. Nurpeisov said he was aware of about 20 cases in 
Mangistau Region, including Zhanozen and the regional capital Aktau, as well as other 
cases in Atyrau, capital of the neighbouring Region. 

"Terrorism" used to justify state mosque building and property grab 

The state-controlled Muslim Board already controls the activity and leadership of all 
mosques, as well as taking one third of their financial income. 

Moves have now begun for the Muslim Board also to take over the ownership of mosque 
buildings and property. Bekbolat Orynbekov, the First Deputy Akim (administration chief) 
of the southern Zhambyl Region, told a 10 March meeting in the regional capital Taraz 
that district Akims need to "coordinate the work of handing over mosques at present 
owned by organisations and individuals to the ownership of the Spiritual Administration 
of Muslims of Kazakhstan [Muslim Board]", according to the Regional Administration 
website. The website described his remarks as an "instruction". 

Orynbekov denied that he had instructed Akims to seize the ownership of mosque 
buildings and property from individuals and other existing owners, and hand the 
ownership over to the Muslim Board. "We're just preparing to listen to the views of the 
population," he claimed to Forum 18 from Taraz on 27 March. "No one is preparing to 
confiscate any property – we won't use force. Any transfer must be voluntary." 

Asked why individuals and organisations other than the Muslim Board cannot own 
mosque buildings, Orynbekov responded: "In many countries there are terrorist acts. 
We've asked all mosques and churches to install videocameras, because these are places 
where many people gather. It's a question of the safety of worshippers." 

Muslim Board and state officials have already used alleged "terrorism" to justify forcibly 
closing down independent mosques and other freedom of religion and belief violations, 
without providing any proof of these claims. 

When Forum 18 repeated its question as to why mosques cannot be owned by anyone 
other than the Muslim Board, Orynbekov said he had people in his office and ended the 
call. 

"Advantages" of religious education inside Kazakhstan 

At the 10 March meeting, Zhambyl Region First Deputy Akim Orynbekov also instructed 
the district Akims to conduct "informational/explanatory work" to outline the 
"advantages" of religious education inside Kazakhstan rather than abroad. 

Religious organisations which send people abroad for study in religious educational 
institutions already require a state licence for this. Restrictions on other foreign religious 
travel and pilgrimages were introduced as part of allegedly "anti-terrorist" legal changes 
in January. 
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Control to be imposed over mosque funds? 

The state-controlled Muslim Board already takes one third of all mosques' financial 
income. 

In the central Karaganda Region, Regional Prosecutor's Office official Margulan 
Kaliakparov told a 14 March meeting of the Consultative Council for Countering 
Extremism of the Regional Akimat that councils of elders will be imposed on mosques to 
check all donations of money, livestock and food. "It is important to know how donations 
are spent." 

Kaliakparov did not explain how such controls would be enacted, Kazinform news agency 
noted the same day. 

Anti-corruption organisation Transparency International ranked Kazakhstan 131 out of 
176 of the world's countries in its 2016 Corruption Perceptions Index. 

Kaliakparov's telephone at the Regional Prosecutor's Office went unanswered each time 
Forum 18 called on 27 March. 

Serik Tlekbayev of the Regional Religious Affairs Department dismissed Kaliakparov's 
proposals. "He doesn't understand the situation and expressed himself incorrectly," 
Tlekbayev told Forum 18 on 27 March. "Mosques have their own controls. Religion here is 
separate from the state." 

 

A ‘controversial’ imam in prison 

The case of Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov in the light of ICCPR Article 5 
 

Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers 

HRWF (10.03.2017) - On 17 February 2017, the Saudi authorities deported 41 year-old 
Sunni Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov, his wife, and their ten children back to 
Kazakhstan via Dubai, on the basis of an extradition request issued by Astana. On his 
arrival in Kazakhstan, the authorities arrested him and put him in jail. The KNB secret 
police in Oral is currently investigating his case.  
 
In its 20 February statement, the KNB secret police accused Imam Abduzhabbarov of 
spreading the ideas of so-called takfir[1] in western Kazakhstan in the early 2000s, 
inciting religious hatred (Criminal Code Article 174), and being involved in terrorist 
activities (Article 256). He denied these accusations.  
 
The KNB has claimed that it had opened a criminal case against him as early as 2015. It 
also claims that since his move to Saudi Arabia in 2006, Imam Abduzhabbarov has 
"continued attempts to influence Muslims in Kazakhstan and students who were studying 
abroad". The charges for such a crime can carry many years of imprisonment.  
 
In May 2006, he and his family (they then had five children) went on the umra 
pilgrimage to Mecca. Although the family did not intend to remain abroad for long, they 
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decided to stay in Medina, Saudi Arabia for longer than originally planned. From Saudi 
Arabia, Imam Abduzhabbarov remained in contact with Muslims back in Kazakhstan and 
some visited him while they were on the hajj pilgrimage.  
 

 
Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov and his family 

  
 

Article 5 of the ICCPR 
 
Article 5 of the ICCPR reads as follows:  
 
Nothing in the present Covenant may be interpreted as implying for any State, group or 
person any right to engage in any activity or perform any act aimed at the destruction of 
any of the rights and freedoms recognized herein or at their limitation to a greater extent 
than is provided for in the present Covenant. 
 
So, the question becomes: Has Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov engaged in any activity 
or performed any act aimed at the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms 
recognized herein or at their limitation while claiming the protection of his religious 
freedom?  
 
Under Article 17 of the European Convention on Human Rights, which is identical to 
Article 5 of the ICCPR, the European Court has raised a similar issue in two cases 
concerning the Islamic movement Hizb-ut Tahrir and its members who claim not to 
advocate the use of violence.[2] The Court sought to answer whether their ideology 
aimed at the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms recognized in Article 5 of the 
ICCPR or at their limitation. Ultimately, the Court answered 'yes' in both cases.  
 

What was the theological training of Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov? 
 
According to Forum18: 
 

"Imam Abduzhabbarov - who also uses the name Sheikh Khalil - studied Islam in 
a mosque in his native South Kazakhstan Region, according to Ponomarev of 
Memorial, who has been following his case. In 1999 he graduated from the 
International Islamic University in the Pakistani capital Islamabad. On his 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

return he taught in the then Kazakhstan-Kuwaiti University in Shymkent, which 
lost its state registration and had to close in 2004. 
 
In 2003 Abduzhabbarov moved to Atyrau on the northern shores of the Caspian 
Sea in western Kazakhstan to teach in a madrassah (Islamic school) attached to 
the city's Imangali Mosque. On the recommendation of the Mosque's imam he 
advised on Arabic calligraphy in the new Attakua Mosque built in Rembaza on the 
southern edge of the city. 
 
In November 2003, the Regional Prosecutor's Office accused Abduzhabbarov of 
rejecting state registration and violating the Religion Law under the then 
Administrative Code Article 375, Part 1. Prosecutors accused him of leading 
evening prayers illegally during Ramadan in October 2003 in the illegally-built 
Attakua Mosque in Rembaza, attended by up to 20 Muslims. 
 
However, witnesses testified in court that the authorities had assigned the land for 
the Mosque that it had not been completed and only the building workers had 
used the uncompleted building for worship, Ponomarev noted. In December 2003 
an Atyrau court acquitted Abduzhabbarov of the charges. The following month 
Atyrau Regional Court rejected the Prosecutor's Office appeal against the 
acquittal. 
 
In June 2004, the authorities finally registered the Darus-Salam Muslim 
community, under which the Attakua Mosque was able to begin functioning. Up to 
70 Muslims would regularly attend Friday prayers there. Darus-Salam later 
organised courses in Islam and Arabic, with up to 40 attendees, most of them 
young people. 
 
However, in summer 2004 Abduzhabbarov had to leave Atyrau and moved to 
Oral, capital of the neighbouring West Kazakhstan Region. Local Muslims told 
Ponomarev of Memorial that officials had given "unofficial warnings" that the 
Mosque would not get registration if Abduzhabbarov remained in Atyrau. He 
maintained contact with Mosque members after his move to Oral, Ponomarev 
added. 
 
Local media later noted differences between Imam Abduzhabbarov and other local 
clergy, who appeared less knowledgeable about Islam and were said to mix folk 
elements into their religious practice. The media accused Abduzhabbarov of being 
a Wahhabi or Salafi." [3] 

 
What is the International Islamic University of Islamabad where Imam 
Abduzhabbarov studied and what can we find in its curriculum? 
 
In his 2013 paper on the International Islamic University of Islamabad, Qasir Amir notes 
that the following teachings of the criminal law are instructed in the said institution: 
 

The punishments of Hudood[4] are the fundamental and integral part of Islam and 
cannot be done away with or abolished on the demand of certain elements. Islam 
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has ordained three kinds of punishments - Hadd, Qisas and Tazir - for different 
offences and crimes subject to fulfillment of certain prerequisites. 
 
Adultery/ Illegal sexual intercourse 
 
For those who are married: The punishment of Hadd for adultery is Rajam i.e. 
stoning to death for those who are married. 
 
For unmarried: For those who are un-married/bachelors the punishment is 100 
stripes. 
This sentence was not introduced by Islam but even before Islam, this sentence 
was present in other divine books like Torah that was revealed to the Moses. 
 
In this regard, Almighty God says in verse number 2 of Surah Noor, 
"Those who fornicate whether female or male - flog each one of them with 100 
lashes. And let not tenderness for them deters you from what pertains to Allah's 
religion, if you do truly believe in Allah and the Day of Judgment and let a party of 
believers witness their punishment". 
 
Theft 
 
The punishment of Hadd for theft is amputation of right hand from the joint of the 
wrist if the theft is committed for the first time.  
 
In this regard, Almighty God says in verse number 38 of Surah Maidah, "As for 
the thief - male or female - cut off the hands of both. This is a recompense for 
what they have done, and an exemplary punishment from Almighty Allah. Allah is 
All-Mighty, All-wise".  
 
Drinking alcohol 
 
The punishment of Hadd for drinking wine or taking intoxicating liquor is whipping 
80 stripes.  
 
About the prohibition of drinking/taking liquor Almighty God says in verse 90 of 
Surah Maidah, "Believers! Intoxicants, games of chance, idolatrous sacrifices at 
altars and divining arrows are all abominations, the handiwork of Satan. So turn 
wholly away from it that you may attain to true success".  
 
Apostasy (Irtidad) 
 
The punishment of Hadd is death. [5] 

 
 
 

Some conclusions 
 
In the light of these teachings, it is easy to imagine what was being taught about the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the status of non-Muslims and women, school 
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education for girls, the choice of their spouse, in an "ideal" Islamic society as seen at the 
Islamic University of Islamabad. 
 
It can be expected that this is the sort of theological training that Imam Abdukhalil 
Abduzhabbarov received in the 1990s in Pakistan. This theological teaching might have 
been the one he had shared when he was back in Kazakhstan and for which he got in 
trouble with the authorities until he left for Saudi Arabia in 2006. In this country, he 
might have felt more "at home" than in post-Soviet Kazakhstan as a similar theology is 
endorsed by the Saudi Arabian state and its practical implementation in criminal law is 
strictly implemented. 
 
More research about what Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov was preaching and teaching 
in Kazakhstan and in Saudi Arabia to other Kazakhs visiting the country is needed before 
an opinion can be expressed on his case. However, if the contents of his writings and 
sermons are in line with the curriculum of the International Islamic University of 
Islamabad and the theological ideology of Saudi Arabia, he is obviously violating Article 5 
of the ICCPR even if he does not advocate violence. 
 
Despite that, Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov has the right to a fair trial and to be free 
from torture, and the international human rights community should make sure that these 
rights are respected. However, people who profess and promote an ideology that implies 
the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms recognized in the ICCPR or at their 
limitation should not be considered prisoners of conscience or victims of violations of 
their freedom of religion. They should not be instrumentalized either by 'democratic' 
countries or human rights NGOs to denounce autocratic or dictatorial regimes under 
which they live. It would be jumping from the frying pan into the fire. 
 

 
[1] The identification by a Muslim of others as being infidels. This term is as strong as "infidel" in English or 
« mécréant » in French. It presupposes that non-Muslims are second-rank citizens and conveys the concept 
that they are some sort of "Untermensch". 
[2]See Application no 31098/08: Hizb-ut Tahrir and Others v. Germany. The case concerned the prohibition in 
Germany of the activities of Hizb-ut Tahrir, which advocated the overthrow of non-Islamic governments and the 
establishment of an Islamic Caliphate. The Court held in particular that under Article 17 (prohibition of abuse of 
rights) of the European Convention on Human Rights, it was impossible to derive from the Convention a right to 
engage in an activity aimed at destroying any of the rights and freedoms set forth in the Convention. The 
association could therefore not rely on Article 11 (freedom of assembly and association) to complain about the 
ban of its activities. 
See as well Application nos. 26261/05 and 26377/06: Kasymakhunov and Aybatalov v. Russia (Paragraphs 
106, 113 and 116 
[3]http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2259 
[4]The HudoodOrdinances are laws in Pakistan that were enacted in 1977 as part of then military ruler Zia-ul-
Haq's "Sharisation" of "Islamisation" process. It replaced parts of the British-era Pakistan Penal Code adding 
new criminal offences of adultery and fornication, and new punishments of whipping, amputation and stoning to 
death. The Hudood Law was intended to implement Shari'a law or bring Pakistani law into "conformity with the 
injunctions of Islam", by enforcing punishments mentioned in the Quran and sunnah for zina (extramarital sex), 
qazf (false accusation of zina), theft, and consumption of alcohol. 
[5]https://www.academia.edu/people/search?utf8=%E2%9C%93&q=International+Islamic+University+in+the
+Pakistani+capital+Islamabad 
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Article 174 cases increase, cancer sufferer tortured 

Jehovah's Witness Asaf Guliyev was given five years' restricted freedom on 24 
February. Fellow Jehovah's Witness Teymur Akhmedov, a cancer sufferer, is in 
pre-trial detention and states he was tortured. Guliyev's conviction is one of an 
increasing number of Criminal Code Article 174 cases. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (07.03.17) - http://bit.ly/2m1QfRK - Of two Jehovah's Witnesses arrested in 
January in Kazakhstan's capital Astana for "inciting religious hatred or discord" for talking 
to National Security Committee (KNB) secret police agents about their faith, one has 
already been punished. Asaf Guliyev was given a five-year restricted freedom sentence 
on 24 February. 

Still in pre-trial detention is 60-year-old fellow Jehovah's Witness Teymur Akhmedov, 
who suffers from cancer and who told his lawyer he was tortured by being beaten in 
prison. He is also denied hospitalisation, violating the UN Standard Minimum Rules for 
the Treatment of Prisoners (known as the Mandela Rules). Akhmedov was also given 
tablets which made him feel much worse, but it is unclear if this was deliberately 
intended. 

Guliyev's conviction brings to five the number of individuals known to have been 
convicted since the beginning of 2015 under the broadly-framed Criminal Code Article 
174 for exercising freedom of religion or belief. The closed trial of another person is 
already underway in Pavlodar, with five further cases under investigation. The number of 
prosecutions appears to be growing. 

Criminal Code Article 174 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred 
or discord") cases are currently ongoing against: Kuanysh Bashpayev, a Muslim who 
criticised the state-controlled Muslim Board and whose case has been described as 
"completely fabricated" and where the next hearing in Pavlodar is due on 13 March; 
Satimzhan Azatov who met with other Astana Muslims without state permission; Imam 
Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov who was extradited from Saudi Arabia and who was then 
immediately arrested on 18 February; and atheist writer Aleksandr Kharlamov who faces 
two separate Article 174 cases. 

Secrecy surrounds many of these cases. Lawyers are forced not to reveal information on 
the cases, hearings are often closed to observers, and prosecution and court officials 
often refuse to answer questions. 

All the cases have either been brought by or have the close involvement of the KNB 
secret police. 

Criminal Code Article 174 

Criminal Code Article 174 bans: "Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious 
hatred or discord, insult to the national honour and dignity or religious feelings of 
citizens, as well as propaganda of exclusivity, superiority or inferiority of citizens on 
grounds of their religion, class, national, generic or racial identity, committed publicly or 
with the use of mass media or information and communication networks, as well as by 
production or distribution of literature or other information media, promoting social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord". 

Part 1 bans these actions committed by individuals. If convicted, they face two to seven 
years imprisonment, or two to seven years restricted freedom. Typically, during 
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sentences of restricted freedom individuals live at home, but are not able to leave their 
town or city without seeking permission. They are often also banned from visiting 
restaurants, cafes or places of public entertainment. 

Part 2 bans these actions "committed by a group of persons, a group with prior planning, 
repeatedly, with violence or threat of violence, or by an official, or by the leader of a 
public association". If convicted they face five to 10 years imprisonment, "with 
deprivation of the right to hold specified positions or to engage in specified activity for up 
to three years". 

Human rights defenders and opposition political activists are also frequent victims of 
Article 174. 

All known prisoners of conscience convicted under Criminal Code Article 174 have been 
added to the Finance Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee List of individuals 
"connected with the financing of terrorism or extremism", thus freezing any bank 
accounts they may have, without any additional due legal process. As individuals are not 
told when they are added to the List, they normally only find out they have been added 
when they or relatives attempt to withdraw money from their account. 

The United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the rights to Freedom of Peaceful 
Assembly and of Association, Maina Kiai, as well as the UN Human Rights Committee and 
Kazakh human rights defenders have strongly criticised the broad and unclear 
formulation of Article 174 and other laws, as well as the prosecution of a wide range of 
individuals under Article 174. 

Prosecutions increasing 

The number of prosecutions under Criminal Code Article 174 to punish individuals for 
exercising the right to freedom of religion or belief appears to be increasing. Since the 
new Criminal Code came into force on 1 January 2015, Article 174 criminal cases are 
known to have been launched or to have been underway against 19 individuals in 20 
cases. 

Of these 20 known cases: five have ended in convictions (3 Muslims, 1 Jehovah's 
Witness, 1 Seventh-day Adventist); one trial is currently underway (Muslim); and five 
cases are still being investigated (2 Muslim, 1 Jehovah's Witness, while atheist Aleksandr 
Kharlamov is facing two investigations – see list below). In nine known cases, Article 174 
cases were launched but were then closed down, with the individuals instead fined under 
the Administrative Code. 

Article 174 replaced the identically worded Article 164 of the old Criminal Code. 
Kharlamov, as well as other individuals, were prosecuted under the old Article 164. He 
still may be prosecuted under the Article 164 investigation. But overall, the number of 
pre-January 2015 Article 164 freedom of religion or belief prosecutions was lower. 

Secrecy, closed hearings, lawyers banned from speaking 

The authorities appear determined to keep publicity of the Article 174 cases to a 
minimum. Investigators and courts have often refused to give Forum 18 any information 
about the cases, even simple factual information. 

Lawyers in at least some of the cases have been forced to sign statements that they will 
not violate the "secrecy of the investigation", people close to several cases have told 
Forum 18. 
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When cases come to court, at least some are held in closed hearings, as is happening in 
Pavlodar in the case of the Muslim Kuanysh Bashpayev. Human rights defenders and 
observers have been denied entry to hearings. 

Bashpayev on trial 

The criminal case in the north-eastern city of Pavlodar against Kuanysh Bashpayev, a 
Muslim, was handed to Pavlodar City Court on 2 February, the day before his 30th 
birthday. It was assigned to Court Chair Judge Kayirbek Yelemesov. The trial under 
Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
discord") began with an initial hearing on 14 February. The first full hearing was held on 
6 March and the trial is due to resume on the afternoon of 13 March, according to court 
records. 

The KNB secret police arrested Bashpayev in Pavlodar on 13 October 2016 after he 
criticised the state-controlled Muslim Board. Colonel Bekezhan Kalkomanov of Pavlodar 
KNB claimed to Forum 18 in January that Bashpayev had "insulted the religious feelings 
of Kazakhstan's traditional Muslims". Bashpayev allegedly said "it is not right for Kazakh 
Muslims to visit graves and pray for their deceased relatives, which he thinks is idolatry". 
He "also spoke against the official representatives of Islam in Kazakhstan, the Spiritual 
Administration of Muslims of Kazakhstan [the Muslim Board], by which he tried to sow 
discord among the Muslims", Colonel Kalkomanov added. 

"The case against Bashpayev is completely fabricated," one individual familiar with the 
case told Forum 18 on 7 March 2017. "It is entirely unfounded. The witnesses give 
confusing testimony and don't seem to know what to say." 

Bashpayev's closed trial 

Judge Yelemesov closed Bashpayev's trial to observers and human rights defenders. 
Several sources told Forum 18 this was a response to a request by the alleged "victim" of 
Bashpayev's activity, the prominent Almaty Muslim Board imam Ersin Amire. 

Forum 18 made repeated attempts to reach Judge Yelemesov on 6 and 7 March to find 
out why he had declared the trial closed. However, the telephone went unanswered each 
time. 

The acting head of the Pavlodar branch of the Kazakhstan International Bureau for 
Human Rights and Rule of Law, Ruslan Issenov, had been intending to observe 
Bashpayev's trial. "The Judge read my appeal to be allowed into the trial and rejected it," 
Issenov told Forum 18 from Pavlodar on 7 March. "I asked for a copy of the ruling 
declaring the trial closed, but he replied that a ruling is an internal document and cannot 
be handed out." 

Guliyev sentenced 

The KNB secret police arrested two Jehovah's Witnesses, the 43-year-old Asaf Guliyev 
and Teymur Akhmedov, on 18 January after launching a criminal case against them 
under Article 174, Part 2 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred 
or discord"). The KNB allege that between May and October 2016 the two men insulted 
the faith of non-Jehovah's Witnesses as they spoke about their own faith to young men 
who turned out to be KNB agents, who secretly video-record their conversations. 

The KNB told Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service on 13 February that in searches at the 
two men's homes and at the religious community's temporary address, officers then 
confiscated copies of 18 different books. The books were "earlier not recommended for 
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import into or distribution in Kazakhstan on the basis of a religious-studies expert 
conclusion by the Religious Affairs Committee", it added. 

KNB investigators separated the case against the two men, Guliyev and Akhmedov, 
apparently in February. 

Prosecutors sent the case against Guliyev to Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2 on 16 
February, according to court records. On 24 February, Judge Bolat Pazylov found him 
guilty under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 2. The Judge handed down a sentence of five 
years' restricted freedom. 

In deciding not to imprison Guliyev, the Judge took into account his "full recognition of 
his guilt and pure-hearted repentance", newtimes.kz noted on 28 February. Guliyev was 
defended in court by a government lawyer, Forum 18 learned. 

Cancer sufferer Akhmedov awaiting trial, tortured 

The KNB secret police in Astana is continuing to investigate fellow Jehovah's Witness 
Akhmedov under Article 174, Part 2 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or 
religious hatred or discord"). He remains in Astana's Investigation Prison No. 12. Astana's 
Saryarka Court No. 2 told Forum 18 no case against Akhmedov has yet reached court. 

Akhmedov told his lawyer Vitaly Kuznetsov that following his 18 January arrest he was 
tortured by being beaten in the Investigation Prison, as Investigators tried to force him 
to admit his "guilt", the Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human Rights and Rule of 
Law noted on 3 March. However, Akhmedov continues to insist he is innocent of any 
wrongdoing, it added. 

The head of Astana's Public Observers Commission, Ruslan Odoyev, visited Akhmedov in 
prison in late February. Odoyev expressed serious concern about whether Akhmedov 
would survive his imprisonment, in view of his cancer and the poor and overcrowded 
prison conditions. (The Public Observers Commission is a body set up by the state to 
inspect prisons, and consists of civil society activists.) 

Akhmedov "barely spoke and, when he did speak about his condition, tears began to 
flow", Odoyev told Svetlana Glushkova of Radio Free Europe's Kazakh Service on 28 
February. 

Akhmedov told Odoyev of his anaemia and cancer. He complained of tablets he was 
given which he said "made him feel even worse", Odoyev noted. It is unclear if this was 
deliberately intended. "He can hardly walk." Odoyev said the question had been raised 
with prosecutors that in such conditions an individual should be transferred to house 
arrest or some other form of restriction. 

Akhmedov denied hospitalization 

On 20 January Akhmedov was ordered to be held in two months pre-trial detention, even 
though a report from the National Scientific Center for Oncology and Transplantation (the 
national cancer centre) "recommends an operation and requests that Akhmedov undergo 
an examination before being hospitalised". The pre-trial detention of a cancer sufferer 
who needs to be hospitalised violates the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment 
of Prisoners (known as the Mandela Rules). 

Article 14, Part 7 of the Criminal Procedural Code stipulates that detention of criminal 
suspects "must occur in conditions excluding a threat to their life and health". 
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Akhmedov "lying because no one is beaten here" 

At Astana's Investigation Prison No. 12 where Akhmedov is being held, the duty officer, 
an official of the Special Department and the Deputy Head of the Investigation Prison 
separately claimed to Forum 18 on 7 March that no one is beaten there. The Head of the 
Prison, Murat Uralbayev, was not present when Forum 18 called. 

"People can lie," the Special Department official told Forum 18. Akhmedov "is lying 
because no one is beaten here". 

Among many other recommendations, the UN Human Rights Committee recommended in 
July 2016 that Kazakhstan "should take robust measures to eradicate torture and ill-
treatment and to effectively investigate, prosecute and punish such acts". Credible claims 
of torture have often been made in relation to prisoners of conscience jailed for 
exercising their freedom of religion or belief. 

Under the UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment, which Kazakhstan acceded to in 1998, the government is 
obliged to both arrest any person suspected on good grounds of having committed 
torture, and to try them under criminal law which makes "these offences punishable by 
appropriate penalties which take into account their grave nature". No arrests of anyone 
strongly suspected of having tortured prisoners of conscience jailed for exercising 
freedom of religion and belief appear to have been made. 

Appeal to end case dismissed, worse statements of others ignored 

On 20 February Akhmedov’s lawyers filed an appeal to terminate the case, giving 
documentary evidence that officials and leaders of so-called "traditional" religions have 
made statements that are far more insulting and critical than Akhmedov's statements. 
The documentation notes that law enforcement officials stated that the words used by 
officials and so-called "traditional" religious leaders were lawful. The Investigator rejected 
the motion without addressing the points made, so appeals to Astana City Prosecutor and 
then if necessary higher courts will be made. 

Akhmedov being given all necessary medical treatment? 

The three Investigation Prison officials – none of whom would give their names - also 
insisted that Akhmedov is being given all necessary medical treatment in the Prison. "If 
he was ill he wouldn't be here," the duty officer told Forum 18. "Of course he is not 
dying," the Special Department official said. "If it is needed he would be taken at once to 
the city hospital." 

The Deputy Head – who repeatedly refused to give his name – told Forum 18 that prison 
warders had once taken Akhmedov to the city hospital, where he was examined by a 
doctor. The Deputy Head added that Akhmedov's son regularly brings prescriptions. 

The Deputy Head insisted that "of course Akhmedov can pray" in prison. Asked if he can 
have religious literature of his choice, the Deputy Head responded: "We have a prison 
library he can use, which has a wide-range of religious literature, including the Koran and 
the Bible." He then declined to discuss anything further. 

Muslim prisoners of conscience have stated that their human rights are violated in prison, 
including by being banned from reading the Koran and other religious books. 

Azatov awaiting trial 
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Also in Astana, 27-year-old Muslim prisoner of conscience Satimzhan Azatov remains in 
the city's KNB Investigation Prison. Arrested in early January, he is under investigation 
under Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred 
or discord"). He had met with other Muslims in Astana without state permission. 

Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2 first put Azatov in two-months' pre-trial detention on 6 
January. On 27 February, Judge Elizaveta Atchibayeva at the same Court extended this 
pre-trial detention for a further two months, Court officials told Forum 18. 

Abduzhabbarov awaiting trial 

The KNB secret police arrested 41-year-old Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov, extradited 
from Saudi Arabia at Kazakhstan's request, as he arrived at Almaty Airport on 18 
February. He was then transferred to Oral in West Kazakhstan Region. 

KNB secret police Investigator Daniyar Ashim is investigating Abduzhabbarov under 
Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious 
hatred or discord") and Criminal Code Article 256, Part 2. 

Article 256, Part 2 bans: "Propaganda of terrorism or public calls to commit terrorism" - 
which includes the production, storage for distribution or distribution of [unspecified in 
the Article] specified materials - committed by an individual using a state or non-state 
official position, or with the use of the mass media or other communication networks, or 
with foreign support, or in a group". The punishment is seven to 12 years' imprisonment 
with confiscation of property. 

On 22 February Judge Slukhanym Kadraliyeva of Oral City Court acceded to the request 
of KNB secret police Investigator Ashim to have Abduzhabbarov held in two months' pre-
trial detention, Saule Kaisarova, head of the Court chancellery, told Forum 18 from Oral 
on 7 March. Abduzhabbarov was brought to court under convoy and was present for the 
hearing, she added. She said she had not seen him and was unable to comment on his 
condition. 

Given that such court orders must be adopted within 72 hours of an individual's arrest 
and given that Abduzhabbarov was arrested on the evening of 18 February, Forum 18 
was unable to establish why no court decision had been adopted by the evening of 21 
February. 

Kaisarova, however, insisted that no violation of the deadline for gaining court approval 
for Abduzhabbarov's arrest had occurred. "The court last year adopted a decision in 
absentia to hold him in pre-trial detention," she told Forum 18. She did not give any 
further details. 

What did others convicted do? 

Official secrecy surrounding Criminal Code Article 174 ("Incitement of social, national, 
clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord") cases often makes it impossible to determine 
either whether freedom of religion or belief has been violated, or if the accused 
advocated the destruction of others' human rights. 

For example, on 31 May 2016, in a case initiated by the KNB secret police, Judge Esen 
Ustelbayev of Almaty Region's Zhambyl District Court found 47-year-old ethnic Uyghur 
Muslim Farida Kolesnyuk guilty under Article 174, Part 1. As she admitted her guilt, he 
sentenced her to three years' restricted freedom, according to court records. She lives at 
home and can attend mosque, but must be home each night and cannot leave her town 
without permission. 
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An official of the court familiar with the verdict claimed to Forum 18 on 6 March 2017 
that Kolesnyuk had gathered a group of fellow Muslims and expounded her ideas about 
Islam. Among the material she allegedly used were recordings of sermons by Muslim 
preachers, including the Russian convert Said Buryatsky, who fought with the North 
Caucasian insurgency. It is unclear whether Kolesnyuk herself advocated the destruction 
of other people's human rights or not. 

Criminal Code Article 174 prosecutions for freedom of religion or belief 

The people listed below (with the most recent at the top) are all those known to have 
faced charges under Criminal Code Article 174 to punish them for exercising freedom of 
religion or belief. Article 174 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious 
hatred or discord") of the current Criminal Code came into force at the beginning of 
2015, and replaced the identically-worded Article 164 of the old Criminal Code. 

More information on all the cases listed below is in previous Forum 18 articles: 

• Under investigation on one Article 174 charge 

1. Abdukhalil Abdukhamidovich Abduzhabbarov; born 6 April 1975; Muslim; 
arrested Almaty 18 February 2017; Article 174, Part 1, Article 256, Part 2; Oral 
Investigation Prison. 

2. Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov; born 7 May 1956; Jehovah's Witness; arrested 
Astana 18 January 2017; Article 174, Part 2; Astana Interior Ministry 
Investigation Prison. 

3. Satimzhan Bagytzhanuli Azatov; born 17 September 1989; Muslim; arrested 
Astana early January 2017; Article 174, Part 1; Astana KNB Investigation Prison. 

• Under investigation on two Article 174 charges 

4. Aleksandr Milentievich Kharlamov; born 2 July 1950; atheist. 

First case opened January 2013 (possibly suspended but never closed) under old 
Article 164, Part 1 (equivalent to new Article 174, Part 1); under travel 
restrictions in Ridder. 

Second case opened autumn 2016; Article 174, Part 1; under travel restrictions in 
Ridder. 

• On trial 

5. Kuanysh Ablayevich Bashpayev; born 3 February 1987; Muslim; arrested 
Pavlodar 13 October 2016; Article 174, Part 1; trial began 14 February 2017 
Pavlodar City Court No. 2; Pavlodar City Police Investigation Prison. 

• Convicted 
 
6. Asaf Gadzhiaga ogly Guliyev; born 4 October 1973; Jehovah's Witness; Article 
174, Part 2; sentenced 24 February 2017 Astana's Saryarka Court No. 2; five 
years' restricted freedom. 

7. Rustam Imenzhanovich Musayev; born 17 April 1985; Muslim; Article 174, Part 
1; sentenced 1 June 2016 Karasai District Court; two years' imprisonment. 
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8. Khalambakhi Khalym; born 12 August 1984; Muslim; sentenced 18 February 
2016 Astana's Saryarka District Court No. 2; Article 405, Part 2, Article 174, Part 
1; 2 and a half years' imprisonment. 

9. Yklas Kairullinovich Kabduakasov; born 19 February 1961; Seventh-day 
Adventist; Article 174, Part 1 (though initial investigation under Article 174, Part 
2); sentenced 28 December 2015 Astana City Court; two years' imprisonment. 

10. Saken Peisenovich Tulbayev; born 16 June 1969; Muslim; sentenced 2 July 
2015 Almaty's Bostandyk Court No. 2; Article 174, Part 1 and Article 405, Part 2; 
4 years 8 months' imprisonment and banned from exercising freedom of religion 
or belief until the end of 2022, three years after his release. 

• Investigated but charges dropped 

11. Erlan Amanzholovich Aubakirov; born 22 March 1981; Muslim; Article 174, 
Part 1; case closed 31 May 2016, fined under Administrative Code. 

12. Alisher Erkinbayevich Abduraimov; born 20 July 1971; Muslim; Article 174, 
Part 1; case closed 15 December 2015, fined under Administrative Code. 

13. Gennadi Sergeyevich Zhirov; born 14 December 1953; Council of Churches 
Baptist; Article 174, Part 1; case closed 10 November 2015, fined under 
Administrative Code. 

14. Yuri Ivanovich Bekker; born 18 June 1964; Council of Churches Baptist; 
Article 174, Part 1; case closed 10 November 2015, fined under Administrative 
Code. 

15. David Yakovlevich Leven; born 4 November 1969; Council of Churches 
Baptist; Article 174, Part 1; case closed 10 November 2015, fined under 
Administrative Code. 

16. Aleksandr Gennadievich Kulbeda; born 20 August 1972; Council of Churches 
Baptist; Article 174, Part 1; case closed 24 August 2015, fined under 
Administrative Code. 

17. Vitali Nikolayevich Pan; born 5 May 1961; Council of Churches Baptist; Article 
174, Part 1; case closed 24 August 2015, fined under Administrative Code. 

18. Roza Sovetovna Sarsembayeva; born 21 September 1964; book seller; Article 
174, Part 1; case closed 28 July 2015, fined under Administrative Code. 

19. Nargiz Zhaksylykovna Bekkhozhayeva; born 8 June 1959; book seller; Article 
174, Part 1; case closed 26 March 2015, fined under Administrative Code. 

 

Imam imprisoned after 10 years’ absence 

Immediately on arrival back in Kazakhstan after more than ten years' absence, 
secret police officers arrested Sunni Muslim imam and teacher Abdukhalil 
Abduzhabbarov. They transferred him from Almaty to Oral (Uralsk), where he 
awaits criminal trial for allegedly inciting religious discord and terrorism. 

By Felix Corley 
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Forum 18 (21.02.17) - http://bit.ly/2l6Pwye - More than ten years after he left 
Kazakhstan, 41-year-old Sunni Muslim imam and teacher Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov is 
back in his home country and in prison in Oral (Uralsk) in West Kazakhstan Region. The 
Saudi authorities deported him, his wife and their ten children back to Kazakhstan on 17 
February. The National Security Committee (KNB) secret police arrested Abduzhabbarov 
on arrival at Almaty airport the following evening, family members told Forum 18. They 
then transferred him to the Investigation Prison in Oral. 

The KNB secret police in Oral is investigating Abduzhabbarov on charges of "inciting 
religious hatred or discord" under Criminal Code Article 174 and "propaganda of 
terrorism" under Article 256, according to a 20 February statement on the KNB website. 
The charges carry punishment of many years' imprisonment. 

The KNB secret police Investigator in Oral in Abduzhabbarov's case is Daniyar Ashim. 
Reached on 20 February, he refused absolutely to give Forum 18 any information on the 
case. So too did fellow KNB Investigator, Didar Tulepov, who had told Forum 18 in 
November 2016 that he had opened the criminal case against Abduzhabbarov. 

Vitaly Ponomarev of the Russian human rights group Memorial, who has been following 
the case, expressed "serious concern" about Abduzhabbarov following his "illegal 
deportation back to Kazakhstan". 

"As far as I know, Abduzhabbarov never engaged in propaganda of terrorism," 
Ponomarev told Forum 18. "He made no calls, statements or lectures in support of 
terrorism." 

As for inciting discord, in the years before his 2006 emigration, Abduzhabbarov and the 
"official" imams in West Kazakhstan Region "held differing views on religious questions", 
Ponomarev added. "These differences of opinion did not go beyond internal, religious 
arguments, but were made more dramatic after the interference of state bodies." 

Criminal charges 

The broadly-framed Criminal Code Article 174 is widely used to punish those the 
government does not like. It punishes "Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or 
religious hatred or discord, insult to the national honour and dignity or religious feelings 
of citizens, as well as propaganda of exclusivity, superiority or inferiority of citizens on 
grounds of their religion, class, national, generic or racial identity, committed publicly or 
with the use of mass media or information and communication networks, as well as by 
production or distribution of literature or other information media, promoting social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord". 

Part 1 punishes these actions committed by individuals. If convicted, they face two to 
seven years imprisonment, or two to seven years restricted freedom. Typically, during 
sentences of restricted freedom individuals live at home, but are not able to leave their 
town or city without seeking permission. They are often also banned from visiting 
restaurants, cafes or places of public entertainment. 

Part 2 punishes these actions "committed by a group of persons, a group with prior 
planning, repeatedly, with violence or threat of violence, or by an official, or by the 
leader of a public association". If convicted they face five to 10 years imprisonment, 
"with deprivation of the right to hold specified positions or to engage in specified activity 
for up to three years". 

Human rights defenders, as well as the United Nations, have repeatedly criticised both 
the framing of Article 174 and its wide application. 
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If convicted, Abduzhabbarov is likely to be added to the Finance Ministry Financial 
Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the financing of terrorism or 
extremism". All known prisoners of conscience convicted under Article 174 have been 
added to this List, thus freezing any bank accounts they may have, without any 
additional due legal process. 

Criminal Code Article 256 ("propaganda of terrorism") carries a punishment of five to 
nine years' imprisonment plus confiscation of property or, if conducted by an individual in 
the course of their job, or with the use of the media or with foreign support or in a group, 
seven to 12 years' imprisonment with confiscation of property. 

"Continued attempts to influence Muslims" 

In its 20 February statement, the KNB said Abduzhabbarov had committed crimes of 
"spreading the ideas of so-called takfir" (the identification by a Muslim of other people as 
infidels) in western Kazakhstan in the early 2000s. It said it had opened a criminal case 
against him in 2015. It claimed that while living in Saudi Arabia from 2006 
Abduzhabbarov "continued attempts to influence Muslims in Kazakhstan and students 
who were studying abroad". 

The KNB did not explain why it had opened a criminal case more than ten years after the 
alleged crimes and more than ten years after Abduzhabbarov had left Kazakhstan. 

Pre-trial detention 

Abdukhalil Abdukhamidovich Abduzhabbarov (born 6 April 1975) was transferred after 
his arrest from Almaty to Oral. He was placed in the city's Interior Ministry Investigation 
Prison (the KNB does not have its own Investigation Prison in Oral). 

Neither the Special Department nor the Prison Chief (who would not give his name) 
would give Forum 18 any information on 21 February about when Abduzhabbarov arrived 
at the prison nor whether he can pray or have access to religious literature. 

Forum 18 has been unable to establish which court approved Abduzhabbarov's pre-trial 
detention and for how many months. Oral City Court told Forum 18 on 21 February that 
it had not approved Abduzhabbarov's pre-trial detention. Similarly all seven courts in 
Almaty which can approve pre-trial detention denied to Forum 18 on 20 and 21 February 
that they had done so. 

Article 14 of the Criminal Procedural Code requires court approval for pre-trial detention 
within 72 hours of arrest. A court would have had to approve Abduzhabbarov's pre-trial 
detention by the evening of 21 February. 

Abduzhabbarov's prison address: 

Zapadno-Kazakhstanskaya Oblast 
g. Oral 
Ul. Mukhita 124 
Sledstvenny izolyator RU-170/1 

Deportation 
 
Although the KNB claims the criminal case against Abduzhabbarov was opened in 2015, it 
appears to have been trying to get him back some years before that. He was on a 
Kazakh wanted list. The Saudi authorities held him in custody from December 2015 at 
the request of the Kazakh authorities. 
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In October 2016, the Saudi authorities put Abduzhabbarov and his family on a Turkish 
Airlines flight to Kazakhstan via Istanbul. The extradition was at Kazakhstan's request. 
However, in Istanbul they all refused to board the onward flight and asked for political 
asylum in Turkey. 

After living at Istanbul airport for four months, on 16 February 2017 the Turkish 
authorities deported Abduzhabbarov and his family back to Medina in Saudi Arabia, 
Ponomarev of Memorial noted. They were given no prior notice of their deportation. 

Before their enforced departure from Istanbul airport, Turkish police beat Abduzhabbarov 
and his sons, Abduzhabbarov noted on a video message recorded immediately after his 
arrival in Saudi Arabia and posted online. In the video, Abduzhabbarov appears 
surrounded by his ten children with his left arm in a sling. 

On 17 February the Saudi authorities deported the entire family via Dubai back to Almaty 
in Kazakhstan, where they arrived the following day. On arrival the Kazakh authorities 
arrested Abduzhabbarov. His wife and their children travelled on to Shymkent in South 
Kazakhstan Region. 

The KNB statement said that it had requested Abduzhabbarov's extradition from Saudi 
Arabia. 

Tight state control 

Although all faiths in Kazakhstan are under tight government control, Islam is subject to 
extra government controls not applied to other faiths. 

Only one Muslim organisation – the state-backed Muslim Board, which espouses Hanafi 
Sunni Islam – has been allowed to gain the compulsory registration required before 
individuals are allowed to exercise their freedom of religion or belief. Only mosques 
under its control are allowed to gain registration as its branches. This means that non-
Hanafi Sunni Islam, as well as Islam independent of the Muslim Board, is banned. 

Many Muslims have been imprisoned in recent years. Rustam Musayev was jailed in 
Almaty Region in June 2016 for two years for talking about his Islamic faith to KNB secret 
police informers. 

At least 46 Sunni Muslims have been sentenced in Kazakhstan on charges of involvement 
in the Muslim missionary movement Tabligh Jamaat since December 2014. Of these, 32 
received prison terms, while the remaining 14 received restricted freedom sentences. All 
these cases – as well as that of the Seventh-day Adventist prisoner of conscience Yklas 
Kabduakasov – were initiated by the KNB secret police. 

The trial of another Muslim Kuanysh Bashpayev for criticising the state-controlled Muslim 
Board began in Pavlodar on 14 February. He is on trial under Criminal Code Article 174. 
Yet another Muslim, Satimzhan Azatov, is under arrest in Astana facing similar charges. 

Because of the state secrecy surrounding many other terrorism-related prosecutions, it 
remains unclear if other Muslims have been sentenced for exercising freedom of religion 
or belief or for involvement in terrorism. 

Two Jehovah's Witnesses in the capital Astana, Teymur Akhmedov and Asaf Guliyev, are 
in pre-trial detention awaiting criminal trial for talking to KNB informers about their faith. 
The KNB arrested them in January and is investigating them under Criminal Code Article 
174. Akhmedov was imprisoned despite suffering from cancer. 
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Imam, Islamic teacher 

Imam Abduzhabbarov – an ethnic Uzbek who also used the name Sheikh Khalil – studied 
Islam in a mosque in his native South Kazakhstan Region. In 1999 he graduated from 
the International Islamic University in the Pakistani capital Islamabad. On his return he 
taught in the then Kazakhstan-Kuwaiti University in Shymkent, which lost its state 
registration and had to close in 2004. 

In 2003 Abduzhabbarov moved to Atyrau on the northern shores of the Caspian Sea in 
western Kazakhstan to teach in a madrassah (Islamic school) attached to the city's 
Imangali Mosque. On the recommendation of the Mosque's imam he advised on Arabic 
calligraphy in the new Attakua Mosque built in Rembaza on the southern edge of the city. 

In November 2003, the Regional Prosecutor's Office accused Abduzhabbarov of rejecting 
state registration and violating the Religion Law under the then Administrative Code 
Article 375, Part 1. Prosecutors accused him of leading evening prayers illegally during 
Ramadan in October 2003 in the illegally-built Attakua Mosque in Rembaza, attended by 
up to 20 Muslims. 

However, witnesses testified in court that the authorities had assigned the land for the 
Mosque, that it had not been completed and only the building workers had used the 
uncompleted building for worship. In December 2003 an Atyrau court acquitted 
Abduzhabbarov of the charges. The following month Atyrau Regional Court rejected the 
Prosecutor's Office appeal against the acquittal. 

In June 2004, the authorities finally registered the Darus-Salam Muslim community, 
under which the Attakua Mosque was able to begin functioning. Up to 70 Muslims would 
regularly attend Friday prayers there. Darus-Salam later organised courses in Islam and 
Arabic, with up to 40 attendees, most of them young people. 

However, in summer 2004 Abduzhabbarov had to leave Atyrau and moved to Oral, 
capital of the neighbouring West Kazakhstan Region. Officials had given "unofficial 
warnings" that the Mosque would not get registration if Abduzhabbarov remained in 
Atyrau. He maintained contact with Mosque members after his move to Oral. 

Local media later noted differences between Imam Abduzhabbarov and other local clergy, 
who appeared less knowledgeable about Islam and were said to mix folk elements into 
their religious practice. The media accused Abduzhabbarov of being a Wahhabi or Salafi. 

In Oral the KNB secret police conducted open surveillance of Imam Abduzhabbarov and 
his family. In May 2006 – four months after he and his wife had participated in the haj 
pilgrimage to Mecca - he and his family (they then had five children) went on the umra 
pilgrimage to Mecca. Even on the train to Almaty to catch the flight to Saudi Arabia police 
checked their papers several times. 

Although the family did not intend to remain abroad for long, they decided to remain in 
Medina in Saudi Arabia. "It soon became clear that returning to their homeland was not 
safe," Ponomarev added. 

From exile in Saudi Arabia, Imam Abduzhabbarov remained in contact with Muslims back 
in Kazakhstan. Some visited him while they were on the haj pilgrimage. 
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Atheist writer faces more criminal charges 

Atheist writer Aleksandr Kharlamov faces new criminal charges for a 2014 book. 
Police searched his home, confiscated books, and brought charges after he 
sought closure of the 2013 case. "They decided to protect themselves and take 
new action against me," he told Forum 18. 

By Felix Corley  

Forum 18 (17.02.17) - http://bit.ly/2kPkrhE - Kazakhstan continues to target people who 
exercise their freedom of religion and belief by writing about religious or belief topics, 
sharing or importing such publications, or meeting to discuss such publications. The 66-
year-old human rights defender and atheist writer Aleksandr Kharlamov is again facing a 
criminal case for his writings on religion and beliefs, this time for a book he published in 
2014. Investigators in East Kazakhstan Region claim the book incites "religious discord 
and hatred". They confiscated 78 copies of it in a 2 February 2017 raid on his home in 
Ridder. If eventually convicted, Kharlamov faces two to seven years' imprisonment. 

Kharlamov remains under travel restrictions after a previous criminal case on the same 
charges which has never been closed. As part of that case he spent from March to 
September 2013 in pre-trial detention, including a month in a psychiatric hospital. 

In 2016 a Muslim in Atyrau narrowly avoided a similar criminal case after trying to send 
Arabic-language Muslim books by train to Almaty, three of which were subsequently 
banned as "extremist". He was fined instead. Court bailiffs would have destroyed the 
three banned books, an official told Forum 18. 

A Turkish citizen married to a Kazakh citizen and with three Kazakh citizen children 
narrowly avoided deportation for participating in a home meal with friends in Oral 
(Uralsk). Officials accused them of meeting to study the writings of a Muslim theologian. 
On 6 February 2017 Aktobe Regional Court overturned the deportation order and the 
fine. 

Complete religious literature censorship 

The authorities impose compulsory prior state censorship of all literature and items 
related to religion and beliefs, and publishing, distributing and importing them requires 
state permission. 

The import of religious literature for personal use was restricted even more by January 
2017 alleged "anti-terrorism" legal changes. Among other things, the changes restrict 
individuals to importing only one copy of any publication for personal use. 

Kazakhstan's censorship regime also imposes "expert analyses", including to help decide 
whether an item, text, or webpage should be banned. The process is often closed to 
public scrutiny and without any grounds of appeal. Among the items subject to such 
"expert analysis" have been Orthodox icons. 

"Incitement of hatred or discord" 

Criminal Code Article 174 punishes: "Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or 
religious hatred or discord, insult to the national honour and dignity or religious feelings 
of citizens, as well as propaganda of exclusivity, superiority or inferiority of citizens on 
grounds of their religion, class, national, generic or racial identity, committed publicly or 
with the use of mass media or information and communication networks, as well as by 
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production or distribution of literature or other information media, promoting social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord". 

Article 174, Part 1, which atheist writer Kharlamov is being investigated again under, 
punishes these actions committed by individuals. If convicted, he faces two to seven 
years' imprisonment, or two to seven years' restricted freedom. Typically, during 
sentences of restricted freedom individuals live at home, but are not able to leave their 
town or city without seeking permission. They are often also banned from visiting 
restaurants, cafes or places of public entertainment. 

Criminal Code Article 174 has been strongly criticised by Kazakh and international human 
rights defenders, including the United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the rights to 
Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association and the UN Human Rights Committee. 

As well as the broadly-framed Criminal Code Article 174, which Kharlamov is being 
investigated under, individuals can also be punished under Administrative Code Article 
453, Part 4. This bans production, storage, import, transfer and distribution of literature 
containing, among other things, "social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
discord". The punishment for individuals is a fine of 100 Monthly Financial Indicators 
(MFIs) and confiscation of the offending publications. 

Ridder: Kharlamov case 

Ridder-based atheist writer Kharlamov has faced a long-running investigation from March 
2013 under the then-Criminal Code Article 164 (the equivalent of Article 174 in the 
current Criminal Code) for his writings related to religion. 

Kharlamov was from March to September 2013 forcibly held in a psychiatric hospital, 
where he was subjected to repeated forcible psychiatric examinations. Officials have 
repeatedly refused to explain why he has been detained and investigated, or why he was 
without any medical evidence repeatedly psychiatrically examined and sent to a 
psychiatric hospital. This also happened to retired Presbyterian Pastor Bakhytzhan 
Kashkumbayev. 

One doctor told Kharlamov that he had been sent to the psychiatric hospital "because 
you are an inconvenient person for the authorities". 

Although Kharlamov was released from detention in 2013, prosecutors neither closed nor 
presented to court any criminal case. Yet he remains under travel restrictions, being 
unable to leave his home town without written state permission. 

When the case was started in 2013, atheist journalist, human rights defender, and 
former prisoner of conscience Sergei Duvanov commented to Forum 18: "People in 
Kazakhstan are not free to preach or promote their religious faith. Now it is even 
dangerous to promote atheism, as the case of Aleksandr Kharlamov demonstrates". 

Ridder: 2014 book 

Following Kharlamov's 2013 release from detention, in the first half of 2014 he wrote a 
Russian-language book "Samaya genialnaya kniga" (The Most Brilliant Book). This 
contains "conclusions based on the brilliant scientific discoveries by scholars, inventors 
and philosophers", Kharlamov told Forum 18 on 6 February 2017. "All I did was bring 
everything together. Therefore the book cannot contain information directed at inciting 
religious hatred or discord, as I am not at all a religious person." 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

Kharlamov paid a local printing firm in his home town of Ridder to produce 400 copies. 
On 6 July 2014, he held a book launch in a local cafe. As well as friends and journalists, 
he invited the head of the town police, Oralbek Bilimbayev, Judge Mukhtar Tokzhanov of 
Ridder City Court and the head of the Akimat (Administration) Internal Policy Department 
Anar Dukenbayeva. 

"I gave a copy of the book to all those invited," Kharlamov noted, "as well as to Ridder's 
Prosecutor and his deputy, the head of the KNB [secret police] in Ridder, the head and 
specialists of the education department in Ridder, the heads of educational 
establishments, the local head of the [ruling] Nur Otan political party and other 
townspeople." 

Ridder: Complaint sparks revenge criminal investigation? 

Police launched the new case against Kharlamov in autumn 2016, soon after he lodged a 
complaint over the police failure to close the earlier criminal case against him and lift the 
travel restrictions on him. "They decided to protect themselves and take new action 
against me," Kharlamov told Forum 18. "If the case was closed they would have to give 
me compensation because they violated all procedural norms." 

Police made an "operational purchase" of a copy of Kharlamov's book "Samaya 
genialnaya kniga", according to case documents seen by Forum 18. The Deputy Head of 
Ridder Police, Nurzhan Beldeubayev, then opened a criminal investigation into Kharlamov 
on 16 November 2016. 

Ridder: "Expert analysis" 

The Deputy Head of the Operational/criminological Department, Kairat Yuvashev, 
commissioned an "expert analysis" of Kharlamov's book from Serik Omargazin and 
Gulnar Kudaibergenova of East Kazakhstan Regional Institute of Judicial Expert Analysis 
in the regional capital Oskemen. 

Yuvashev asked them to determine whether the book incites hatred, calls for the violent 
seizure of power, or a change to the political system or the territorial integrity of 
Kazakhstan. He also asked them to specify which religion the book relates to and what 
views the author has of other nations and religions. 

The authors of so-called "expert analyses" normally only provide their philological or 
religious views, Yevgeny Zhovtis of the Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human 
Rights and the Rule of Law observed to Forum 18 on 28 January. He noted that these 
"experts" are often unable to professionally comment on whether there are any grounds 
in international law for any action relating to the texts. Zhovtis also commented that 
Kazakh law does not use concepts relevant to such analyses which can be found within 
international human rights law. 

Before Kharlamov was detained in a psychiatric hospital, Kudaibergenova in 2013 
produced for Ridder Police a "psychological/philological expert analysis" of his writings. It 
claimed that they "contain negative information aimed at inciting religious hatred and 
discord". But she refused to tell Forum 18 whether anyone has suffered from his writings. 

On 22 November 2016, within days of being appointed to conduct the 
"psychological/philological expert analysis", Omargazin and Kudaibergenova claimed 
according to case documents that Kharlamov's book: "contains information aimed at 
inciting religious hatred or discord, statements on the exclusivity, superiority or inferiority 
of individuals on grounds of their attitude to religion, as well as statements of an 
insulting nature in relation to the honour, worth and religious feelings of individuals". 
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Omargazin refused to discuss his analysis. "I have no right to give any information about 
it," he told Forum 18 from Oskemen on 13 February. "I am not an interested party." 
Asked whether he believes Kharlamov should be imprisoned for his book, Omargazin 
responded: "Whether he should be imprisoned or not is not a decision for me. I work on 
a text." He declined to say if he believes Kharlamov is a dangerous person. Asked 
whether he believes that writing on religion is an issue of state danger, he refused to 
respond. 

Ridder: Search, confiscations 

Ridder Police Deputy Head Beldeubayev then asked Ridder City Court to approve a 
search of Kharlamov's flat/office and confiscation of any relevant materials they might 
find. On 2 February 2017 Judge Galiya Saiduldinova approved the search, according to 
the decision seen by Forum 18. "In this case, religious literature, objects and materials of 
analogous content having significance as proof in the criminal case are subject to 
seizure," the Judge noted. 

That same day, police Investigator Denis Simonov, Operational/criminological 
Department Deputy Head Yuvashev, three unidentified police officers, and the legally-
required two witnesses came to Kharlamov's flat, which he also uses as an office. 
Kharlamov refused to let them search it without a lawyer being present. 

Police then summoned duty lawyer Bolatzhan Uskembayev. The search lasted from about 
5 pm to after 8 pm, Kharlamov noted. Officers confiscated a computer, three memory 
sticks, 60 hand-written pages, and 78 copies of Kharlamov's book. 

Ridder: Suspect, attempt to introduce state lawyer 

Officers handed Kharlamov a summons to an interrogation the following day with 
Investigator Simonov. He handed Kharlamov a declaration identifying him as a suspect 
under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 ("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or 
religious hatred or discord"). He was then allocated a lawyer Irina Serova at state 
expense, who was present as he was interrogated. "I said I didn't agree with the expert 
analysis," Kharlamov told Forum 18. "I renounced the use of the lawyer Serova, as I 
hadn't chosen her." 

Kharlamov then chose his own lawyer, Manshuk Medikhanova. He also asked for a new 
"expert analysis" from people in Almaty he thinks will be more objective, as well as 
independent of the police. 

Investigator Simonov refused to discuss why Police are again seeking to have Kharlamov 
punished for his writings about religion. "I'm not connected to the case," he claimed to 
Forum 18 from RIdder on 13 February. "All I did was go on the house search." He said 
the case is being led by Ridder Police Deputy Head Beldeubayev. 

Beldeubayev's phone went unanswered between 13 and 17 February. The duty officer 
refused to put Forum 18 through to him. 

Oral: Raid on Muslim meeting 

Meanwhile in Oral (Uralsk) in West Kazakhstan Region close to Kazakhstan's northern 
border with Russia, police and religious affairs officials raided a home in the evening of 2 
December 2016. Local police officer A. Mendybekov claimed – in a report seen by Forum 
18 – to have received an anonymous call that "10-15 men with beards with books in 
their hands had entered a flat". The alleged caller requested that they be investigated. 
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About half an hour later, police accompanied by Adil Nurmukhanov of the Regional 
Religious Affairs Department and one of his colleagues, arrived after the 14 men had 
gathered for a meal. "None of the men had beards!!!" journalist Tokbergen Abiyev noted 
on his website on 18 January. 

Officers confiscated four books, one by the late Turkish Sunni Muslim theologian Said 
Nursi, as well as two prayer books and a Koran. They forced those present to write 
statements. All said that no religious discussions nor teaching based on Nursi's writings 
had taken place. 

Police identified Habib Akkus, a visitor from Aktobe, as the leader of the group. The 
state-controlled Muslim Board invited Akkus, a Turkish citizen, to Kazakhstan in 1992. 
Against international human rights law, the state has given the Muslim Board a monopoly 
of all public expressions of Islam. The Board insists that all mosques should be under its 
control, and the only form of Islam allowed is Sunni Hanafi. In 1994 Akkus married a 
Kazakh citizen, and the couple live in Aktobe with their three children. 

Oral: "Carrying out missionary activity without state registration" 

On 5 December 2016, Adil Nurmukhanov of the Regional Religious Affairs Department 
drew up a record of an offence against Akkus. It accused him of having "conducted 
missionary activity without appropriate documents and preached the ideology of Said 
Nursi, which is not registered in Kazakhstan". 

Regional Religious Affairs Department official Nurmukhanov claimed Akkus had violated 
Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3. This bans: "Carrying out missionary activity 
without state registration (or re-registration), as well as the use by missionaries of 
religious literature, information materials with religious content or religious items without 
a positive assessment from a religious studies expert analysis, and spreading the 
teachings of a religious group which is not registered in Kazakhstan". The punishment is 
a fine of 100 MFIs, with deportation if the individual is a foreign citizen. 

"Spreading a religious faith without registration is illegal," Nurmukhanov told Forum 18 
from Oral on 7 February. Asked why people cannot meet in a home to discuss religion, he 
responded: "It's not people's internal life. Only the [state-backed] Muslim Board has the 
right to interpret Islam in Kazakhstan." Asked if people can gather in homes to read and 
discuss Pushkin or other writers, he responded: "That's not religious literature. He 
[Akkus] conducted propaganda of a religious faith." 

Nurmakhanov claimed that neither his Religious Affairs Department nor the police know 
who made the call asking them to investigate the people meeting in a rented flat. "The 
police called us and asked us to accompany them." He did not explain how the raid was 
allegedly organised within 30 minutes of the meeting starting. All religious communities 
are thought to be under surveillance by the ordinary police and KNB secret police. 

Aktobe: Deportation, fine, then both annulled 

Akkus was brought to court in his home city of Aktobe. On 6 January 2017, Judge Nurlan 
Baktygaliyev of Aktobe's Specialised Administrative Code found him guilty under 
Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3. The Judge fined him the prescribed 100 MFIs, 
212,100 Tenge. He also ordered him deported by 25 January, according to the decision 
seen by Forum 18. The four seized books were ordered returned to him. 

In his 12 January appeal, seen by Forum 18, Akkus argued that he had committed no 
"offence" as he had not discussed religious themes with those present for the meal. He 
pointed out that all those present had confirmed this in their statements, including the 
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eight who had testified to this in court. Akkus added that those present who had copies 
of works by Nursi had bought them freely in Kazakhstan, where they are not banned. 

On 6 February, Judge Bagatai Iztai of Aktobe Regional Court upheld Akkus' appeal. The 
Judge cancelled both the fine and the deportation, noting that no offence had taken 
place, according to the decision seen by Forum 18. 

Atyrau: Arabic Muslim books confiscated 

On 14 May 2016, Transport Police at the train station in the Caspian Port city of Atyau 
confiscated Muslim books which local Muslim Tamirlan Kamitov was planning to send to 
Almaty by train, according to case documents seen by Forum 18. The 68 different Arabic-
language books, some in multiple copies, had been published in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
Lebanon and Turkey. 

Transport Police Senior Investigator A. Dzholdybayeva sent the books for "expert 
analysis" to the Central Institute for Judicial Expert Analysis in the capital Astana. This 
found that three of the books contained "extremist" statements, according to the 4 July 
2016 analysis seen by Forum 18. 

Police then launched a case against Kamitov under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1 
("Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord"). However, on 
15 July 2016 the case was closed "for lack of the elements of a crime", according to case 
documents. 

Instead Prosecutors brought a case against Kamitov under Administrative Code Article 
453, Part 4 ("Production, storage, import, transfer and distribution of literature 
containing .. social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord"). On 8 August 
2016 Judge Zamira Bainazarova of Atyrau's Specialised Administrative Court found 
Kamitov guilty, and handed down the prescribed fine of 100 MFIs, 212,100 Tenge, 
according to court records. He did not appeal against the punishment. 

Exactly a month later, on 8 September 2016 (Kamitov's 21st birthday), court bailiffs 
began action to recover the unpaid fine. 

Atyrau: Court bans 3 Muslim books 

On 4 November 2016, Atyrau's Transport Prosecutor Berik Kulmagambet lodged a suit to 
Atyrau City Court for three of the Arabic-language books confiscated from Kamitov in 
May 2016 to be banned. Two of the three books had been published in Riyadh, Saudi 
Arabia and the other in Cairo, Egypt. The suit – seen by Forum 18 – was copied to the 
Transport Police and Atyrau Region's Religious Affairs Department as "interested parties". 

On 22 December 2016, in a decision seen by Forum 18, Judge Zukhra Typylova of Atyrau 
City Court declared the three books "extremist". She banned their import into, 
publication in, or distribution within Kazakhstan. 

Nurlan Sarsenov, deputy head of Atyrau Transport Prosecutor's Office, who was present 
in court, said that following such a banning decision such materials are destroyed. "They 
are destroyed by court bailiffs," he told Forum 18 from Atyrau on 15 February. "I didn't 
take part in this." 

Sarsenov insisted that the Muslim books confiscated from Kamitov that had not been 
found "extremist" should have been returned to him. However, he said that was not a 
matter for him. He was similarly unable to say how the Transport Police would have 
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decided to search the items he was sending on by train to Almaty. "No doubt this was 
part of operational measures," Sarsenov told Forum 18.  

The KNB secret police uses the phrase "operational/investigative measures" to describe 
its activities against people exercising freedom of religion and belief. 

 

Criminal cases for meeting, criticising Muslim Board 

Kazakhstan has detained Kuanysh Bashpayev for criticising the state-controlled 
Muslim Board, and Satimzhan Azatov for meeting Muslims without state 
permission. Both face criminal charges of "inciting religious hatred or discord", 
as does atheist Aleksandr Kharlamov facing a possible new trial. Bashpayev's 
trial opens 14 February. 

By Mushfig Bayram  

Forum 18 (06.02.2017) - http://bit.ly/2jXexzc - Kazakhstan's National Security 
Committee (KNB) secret police has arrested two Muslims for exercising freedom of 
religion and belief without state permission. Kuanysh Bashpayev (30-years-old) criticised 
the state-controlled Muslim Board and was arrested in Pavlodar in October 2016. 
Satimzhan Azatov (27-years-old) met with other Muslims without state permission in the 
capital Astana, and was arrested in early January 2017. 

The KNB secret police has also arrested some of Bashpayev's former classmates from 
Medina University in Saudi Arabia, though their names are unknown, Muslims in 
Kazakhstan told Forum 18 on 31 January. Bashpayev has a Master's degree in Islamic 
theology from Medina. 

Bashpayev's trial is due to begin on Tuesday 14 February at Pavlodar City Criminal Court 
No. 2 under court chair Judge Kayirbek Yelemesov, a court official told Forum 18 on 6 
February. Bashpayev faces up to seven years' imprisonment if convicted under Criminal 
Code Article 174, Part 1 ("Inciting social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
discord"). 

The KNB is still investigating Azatov under Criminal Code Article 174. In November 2016 
he was fined under the Code of Administrative Offences for "unlawful" missionary 
activity. Two other Muslims, Nariman Seytzhanov and Bakhtiyorkhon Soliyev, were at 
that time fined along with Azatov for the same "offence". Soliyev, a Tajik citizen, was 
also ordered to be deported. 

The KNB secret police in Astana also arrested and put into two months pre-trial detention 
Jehovah's Witnesses Teymur Akhmedov and Asaf Guliyev, although Akhmedov needs 
hospitalisation for cancer treatment. Judge Akmaral Isayeva, who also approved Azatov's 
pretrial detention, claimed this was to defend a "civilised society". 

New trial for atheist? 

As well as the Bashpayev case, Judge Yelemesov has also been involved in the then 
Article 164 (equivalent of Article 174 of the current Criminal Code) case against atheist 
writer Aleksandr Kharlamov, including refusing to release him from a psychiatric hospital. 
One doctor told Kharlamov that he had been sent to the psychiatric hospital "because 
you are an inconvenient person for the authorities”. 
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Officers searched Kharlamov's home in Ridder, East Kazakhstan Region, on 2 February 
2017 as they appear to be preparing to bring him to trial again. 

Criminal charges 

The KNB secret police lodged charges against both Bashpayev and Azatov of allegedly 
"inciting social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord" under Criminal Code 
Article 174, Part 1, prosecution and court officials told Forum 18. This Article punishes: 
"Incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord, insult to the 
national honour and dignity or religious feelings of citizens, as well as propaganda of 
exclusivity, superiority or inferiority of citizens on grounds of their religion, class, 
national, generic or racial identity, committed publicly or with the use of mass media or 
information and communication networks, as well as by production or distribution of 
literature or other information media, promoting social, national, clan, racial, or religious 
hatred or discord". 

Article 174, Part 1, which Bashpayev and Azatov are charged under, punishes these 
actions committed by individuals. If convicted, they face two to seven years 
imprisonment, or two to seven years restricted freedom. Typically, during sentences of 
restricted freedom individuals live at home, but are not able to leave their town or city 
without seeking permission. They are often also banned from visiting restaurants, cafes 
or places of public entertainment. 

Kazakh human rights defenders, the United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the 
rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association, and the UN Human Rights 
Committee have repeatedly criticised this and other broadly defined Criminal Code 
articles. 

If convicted, Bashpayev and Azatov are likely to be added to the Finance Ministry 
Financial Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the financing of 
terrorism or extremism". All known prisoners of conscience convicted under Article 174 
have been added to this List, thus freezing any bank accounts they may have, without 
any additional due legal process. As individuals are not told when they are added to the 
List, they normally only find out they have been added when they or relatives attempt to 
withdraw money from their bank. 

Ten alleged members of the Tabligh Jamaat Muslim missionary movement were added to 
the List between 17 and 31 January 2017, according to the Financial Monitoring 
Committee website. One, Kublandy Isatayev, was sentenced in Aktobe in October 2016 
to one year's imprisonment. The other nine, led by Baurzhan Beisembai, were sentenced 
at a group trial in Oskemen in October 2016. Seven of these were given prison terms of 
between one and two and a half years. The other two each received one year's 
"restricted freedom" punishments. 

Article attacks Bashpayev 

On 7 January 2014, Almaty Central Mosque's website published an article commenting on 
a public debate involving local Salafi Muslim Oktam Zaurbekov. The debate was widely 
covered at the time in the local media. The article claims that Salafi Muslims - including 
Zaurbekov and Bashpayev - have "incited religious intolerance" by calling on Muslims not 
to follow the Hanafi school of Islam, which is the only form of Islam permitted in 
Kazakhstan. 

"They [Salafis] laugh at the official Imams and Muslim Board by portraying them as 
heretics, which is a provocation. Their call not to follow the Hanafi school established in 
Kazakhstan by calling it the plague of sectarianism is a provocation. They criticise Abu 
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Hanifa [founder of the Hanafi school] and other great scholars of Islam, which is a 
provocation." 

The article claims that Salafi Muslims are "sly", giving public support to Kazakhstan's 
President Nursultan Nazarbayev while opposing the Muslim Board. "It is a contradiction. 
Submission to the ruler means submission to his authorised representatives. In the 
religious sphere this authority was given to the Muslim Board." 

The article refers to a 19 February 2013 statement of President Nursultan Nazarbayev, 
stating that "our President clearly demonstrated his position on the Muslim Board: the 
only officially recognised organisation of Islam in our country is the Muslim Board. The 
recently adopted Religion Law recognises the place and role of the Hanafi school in the 
spiritual life of the people. The President", the article continues, "personally asked the 
Muslim Board to make religious-legal rulings (fatwas) on urgent issues. This indicates the 
necessity of submission to the Muslim Board." 

Even before the Religion Law was adopted, officials were insisting that all mosques 
independent of the state-backed Muslim Board must be closed. All Islamic literature that 
is not Sunni Hanafi is banned by the stringent state censorship. All mosques must have 
their imams appointed by the Muslim Board, and these imams must only read out 
sermons at Friday prayers which have been provided to them by the Board. All mosques 
must also give the Board 30 per cent of their income. Independent mosques strongly 
objected to these state-imposed restrictions. 

The article also claims that "they [Salafis] go on not submitting to the [official] imams of 
mosques, and continue their activity in discrediting the Hanafi school. This in itself is a 
road to extremism and undermines the security of our country. Instead of supporting 
President and uniting around the Muslim Board, they undermine its authority." 

Bashpayev's arrest 

Pavlodar Regional KNB secret police arrested Bashpayev on 13 October 2016. He has 
been held since then in Pavlodar City Police Investigation Prison. 

Colonel Bekezhan Kalkomanov of Pavlodar KNB claimed to Forum 18 that Bashpayev had 
"insulted the religious feelings of Kazakhstan's traditional Muslims". He "said on the 
internet that it is not right for Kazakh Muslims to visit graves and pray for their deceased 
relatives, which he thinks is idolatry", the Colonel told Forum 18 on 31 January. 

Bashpayev "also spoke against the official representatives of Islam in Kazakhstan, the 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Kazakhstan [the Muslim Board], by which he tried 
to sow discord among the Muslims", Colonel Kalkomanov claimed. 

In video and audio recordings of some of his sermons posted online, Bashpayev 
sometimes criticised the views of the Muslim Board. In the recordings Forum 18 listened 
to, there were no calls for the human rights of other people to be violated. Bashpayev's 
fellow Muslims described him to Forum 18 as "a peaceful believer who prayed for 
Kazakhstan and its leaders". They added: "His only guilt is to have explained the Koran's 
teachings on the internet and in private discussion with other Muslim believers."  

Asked whether it is right to punish an individual for having a different view of Islam from 
that of the Muslim Board, KNB Colonel Kalkomanov replied: "This is not like the times in 
Kazakhstan immediately after the Soviet Union, when crowds would dictate their views. 
We are governed by laws and not subject to the views of crowds." 
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Colonel Kalkomanov then added that "if the Court sees mitigating circumstances in his 
life or actions, maybe they will give a suspended prison sentence." 

Baurzhan Myrzakerov, Deputy Chief Prosecutor of Pavlodar Region, refused to say what 
Bashpayev allegedly did, apart from stating on 31 January "he is accused of inciting 
religious hatred". 

Azatov's first trial 

Meanwhile, in Astana, on 26 September 2016 an anonymous informer told the city's Anti-
Extremism Police about an earlier meeting in a cafe, according to the subsequent court 
decision. "Azatov, together with between 40 and 50 Salafi Muslims, held an unauthorised 
religious discussion on 24 September from 4 pm to 7 pm." 

Along with Azatov, Nariman Seytzhanov and Bakhtiyorkhon Soliyev "conducted 
unauthorised missionary activity and propagated their radical religious ideas and beliefs." 
Azatov allegedly told the participants that "one needs to fear Allah and become a Muslim 
before one dies". 

Prosecutors brought cases against all three men under Administrative Code Article 490, 
Part 3. This bans: "Carrying out missionary activity without state registration (or re-
registration), as well as the use by missionaries of religious literature, information 
materials with religious content or religious items without a positive assessment from a 
religious studies expert analysis, and spreading the teachings of a religious group which 
is not registered in Kazakhstan". The punishment is a fine of 100 Monthly Financial 
Indicators (MFIs), with deportation if the individual is a foreign citizen. 

Missionary activity can only be carried out by a state-approved person, from a state-
approved religious community, who uses state-approved religious materials, in a place 
approved by the state. 

On 1 November 2016 Judge Kuralai Arkhabayeva of Astana's Specialised Inter-District 
Administrative Court fined Azatov the prescribed 100 MFIs or 212,100 Tenge under 
Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3. 

Anti-Extremism Police Officer Damir Baybazarov, who led the case, refused to discuss it 
with Forum 18 on 1 February. Judge Arkhabayeva defended her decision. "He was 
involved in missionary activity without state permission", she told Forum 18 on 1 
February. Asked why she gave such a large fine to Azatov for exercising his freedom of 
religion and belief, she replied "he had a lawyer". 

Judge Arkhabayeva also fined Seytzhanov the same fine as Azatov in a separate hearing 
on 1 November 2016. He was fined 100 MFIs or 212,100 Tenge under Article 490, Part 3. 

Judge Kanat Imanaliyev of Specialised Inter-District Administrative Court imposed the 
same fine on Soliyev as Azatov and Seytzhanov on 21 October 2016. He also ordered 
him to be deported within five days, but Soliyev had already left Kazakhstan on 7 
October. 

On 23 November 2016 Judge Madeniyet Omarbekova of Astana City Court upheld the 
fine on Seytzhanov. In separate hearings the following day, Judge Kazima Aytkaliyeva of 
Astana City Court rejected the appeals of Azatov and Soliyev and upheld the fines. 
Soliyev's deportation entered into force on the same day, the court decision notes. 

KNB secret police arrest Azatov 
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Astana KNB opened the criminal case against Azatov in late December 2016. Officers 
arrested Azatov in Astana in early January 2017.  

Anti-Extremism Police officer Baybazarov, who led the earlier case against Azatov, told 
Forum 18 on 1 February that Astana KNB secret police opened the criminal case against 
Azatov. "The Anti-Extremism Police has nothing to do with it", he claimed. 

Lieutenant Colonel Daniyar Tajigulov, Deputy Chief of Astana KNB's Investigations 
Division refused to discuss the case. "I do not know you and we will not discuss it with 
you over the phone," he told Forum 18 on 1 February. He then put the phone down. 

On 6 January Judge Akmaral Isayeva of Astana's Saryarka District Court No. 2 agreed to 
the KNB request to have Azatov held in pre-trial detention. Adilet (who refused to give 
his last name), Judge Isayeva's assistant, would give no further details of the case on 1 
February and refused to put Forum 18 through to the Judge. 

Judge Isayeva on 20 January similarly approved two month detention for Jehovah's 
Witnesses Teymur Akhmedov and Asaf Guliyev, although Akhmedov needs hospitalisation 
for cancer treatment. Judge Isayeva claimed the detention was to defend a "civilised 
society". The two Jehovah's Witnesses similarly face prosecution under Criminal Code 
Article 174 ("Inciting social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord"). Astana 
KNB is also leading the case against them. 

 

Sharing beliefs “grave crime” requiring detention? 

Kazakhstan's KNB secret police has arrested two Jehovah's Witnesses for 
discussing their faith with KNB informers. Teymur Akhmedov and Asaf Guliyev 
are in two months' pre-trial detention, although Akhmedov needs 
hospitalisation for cancer treatment. The Judge claimed this was to defend a 
"civilised society". 

By Mushfig Bayram 

Forum 18 (02.02.2017) - http://bit.ly/2kcPpAC - On 18 January Kazakhstan's National 
Security Committee (KNB) secret police arrested two Jehovah's Witnesses in the capital 
Astana, for discussing their faith with young people recruited as KNB informers. A court 
ordered Teymur Akhmedov and Asaf Guliyev to be held in pre-trial detention for two 
months, although Akhmedov is suffering from cancer and needs hospitalisation. 

The Jehovah's Witnesses appear, as in other cases involving Muslim and Protestant 
prisoners of conscience, to have been set up for prosecution by the KNB using informers 
it recruited. These informers invited the Witnesses to meetings the KNB recorded. 

Judge Akmaral Isayeva claimed that the Jehovah's Witnesses' "crime presents a danger 
to the public in that it violates a fundamental constitutional principle, the principle of 
equality". She goes on to claim that "observance of this principle is one of most 
important conditions for the existence and development of any civilised society". 

The Judge was presented with a report from the National Scientific Center for Oncology 
and Transplantation (the national cancer centre) which "recommends an operation and 
requests that Akhmedov undergo an examination before being hospitalised". His lawyer 
argued that he should therefore held in house arrest to enable treatment. But the Judge 
refused this, violating the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners 
(known as the Mandela Rules), claiming that the "report is a recommendation". The 
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Judge has been repeatedly unavailable for questions, so Forum 18 has been unable to 
ask her how her decision demonstrated that Kazakhstan was a "civilised society". 

At least two Muslims, Kuanysh Bashpayev from Pavlodar and Satimzhan Azatov from 
Astana, are also in pre-trial detention facing similar accusations. 

Adventist prisoner of conscience Yklas Kabduakasov has tried to appeal against his 
imprisonment to the Supreme Court, but this has been refused. Fellow-Christians state 
that "Yklas conveys his greetings to all who are praying for him .. these letters are a 
great support to him". 

Criminal charges 

All four men are facing charges under Criminal Code Article 174 ("Incitement of social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord, insult to the national honour and 
dignity or religious feelings of citizens, as well as propaganda of exclusivity, superiority or 
inferiority of citizens on grounds of their religion, class, national, generic or racial 
identity, committed publicly or with the use of mass media or information and 
communication networks, as well as by production or distribution of literature or other 
information media, promoting social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
discord"). 

Part 2, which the two Jehovah's Witnesses Akhmedov and Guliyev are charged under, 
punishes these actions "committed by a group of persons, a group with prior planning, 
repeatedly, with violence or threat of violence, or by an official, or by the leader of a 
public association". If convicted they face five to 10 years imprisonment, "with 
deprivation of the right to hold specified positions or to engage in specified activity for up 
to three years". 

Part 1, which the two Muslims Bashpayev and Azatov are charged under, punishes these 
actions committed by individuals. If convicted, they face two to seven years 
imprisonment, or two to seven years restricted freedom. Typically, during sentences of 
restricted freedom individuals live at home, but are not able to leave their town or city 
without seeking permission. They are often also banned from visiting restaurants, cafes 
or places of public entertainment. 

If convicted, the Muslims and Jehovah's Witnesses are likely to be added to the Finance 
Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the financing 
of terrorism or extremism". All known prisoners of conscience convicted under Article 174 
have been added to this List, thus freezing any bank accounts they may have, without 
any additional due legal process. As the government does not state who is on the List, 
people normally find out they have been added when they or relatives attempt to 
withdraw money from their account. 

Human rights defenders' criticise Article 174 

Article 174 has been strongly criticised by the United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on 
the rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association, Maina Kiai. He stated that 
Articles such as this "pose serious risks of criminalizing and penalizing legitimate 
activities of associations". "The Code does not strictly define what is meant by 'incitement 
of discord', which may leave the term open for arbitrary interpretation," he warned in his 
16 June 2015 report following his January visit to Kazakhstan (A/HRC/29/25/Add.2). 
During the visit he noted stated intimidation of those he met and commented on officials' 
"general unwillingness to properly protect human rights". 
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Kazakh human rights defenders have repeatedly called for Criminal Code Article 174 to 
be reworded or abolished. "We have more than once criticised it [Article 174] because it 
does not contain a precise and clear formulation of what constitutes social, national or 
other hatred," Yevgeny Zhovtis of the Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human Rights 
and the Rule of Law told a press conference in Almaty in January 2016. Twelve Kazakh 
human rights organisations, including Adil Soz and the Kazakhstan International Bureau 
for Human Rights and the Rule of Law, strongly criticised the government's human rights 
record to the UN Human Rights Committee. 

In June 2016 the UN Human Rights Committee expressed concern about "the broad 
formulation of the concepts of 'extremism', 'inciting social or class hatred' and 'religious 
hatred or enmity' under the State party's criminal legislation and the use of such 
legislation on extremism to unduly restrict freedoms of religion, expression, assembly 
and association. 

Informers, secret surveillance 

The two Jehovah's Witnesses are 60-year old Teymur Akhmedov and 43-year old Asaf 
Guliyev. Teymur Sultan ogly Akhmedov (born 7 May 1956) is married with three sons, 
and suffers from cancer (see below). Asaf Gadzhiaga ogly Guliyev (born 4 October 1973), 
who is also married, is a citizen of Azerbaijan but long resident in Kazakhstan. 

In the indictment of the two Jehovah's Witnesses, seen by Forum 18, Major Medet 
Duskaziyev of Astana KNB secret police gives short accounts of what he claims were 
conversations Akhmedov and Guliyev had about their faith with others in 2016. The 
conversations were in private homes of city residents, and Major Duskaziyev claims that 
the two men "spoke negatively about representatives of the religions of Islam and 
Orthodoxy" and "advocated the exclusivity and superiority of one religion over another". 

In Major Duskaziyev's view this constituted violations of Criminal Code Article 174, Part 
2. "Akhmedov committed a grave crime against public order and security," he claimed. 

Jehovah's Witnesses described Akhmedov and Guliyev as "victims of a fabricated case." 
They told Forum 18 on 31 January that the two men were invited to the rented flats of 
several adult males, who claimed to be university students interested in the beliefs of 
Jehovah's Witnesses. Akhmedov and Guliyev met the young men for discussions on 
various dates in 2016. 

"Unbeknown to Akhmedov and Guliyev the 'students' covertly recorded the discussions 
using a high quality video camera," Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18. All the 
approximately 16 religious discussions "were secretly video recorded". 

During those discussions, the "students" asked Akhmedov and Guliyev "provocative 
questions about Islam and the Russian Orthodox Church". Jehovah's Witnesses insist that 
despite Major Duskaziyev's claims, their discussions "were entirely peaceful". 

Asked about the case on 27 January, Astana KNB told Forum 18 that Major Duskaziyev 
was "not available," and referred it his superior, Lieutenant Colonel Daniyar Tajigulov, 
Deputy Head of the Investigations Division. Asked why the KNB was doing this, he 
replied "I cannot discuss this with you over the phone." 
 
"Operational/investigative measures" 

The government seems to often use the KNB secret police to set people up to exercise 
their internationally recognised right to freedom of religion and belief, and then jail them 
for exercising their freedom. The KNB is routinely in the lead in such prosecutions, 
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describing the spies and informers it uses as carrying out "operational/investigative 
measures". 

The KNB-led investigations and prosecutions rely on the regime having banned many 
aspects of the right to freedom of religion and belief. This includes banning exercising 
this freedom by people without state permission, banning sharing beliefs without state 
permission, and banning religious publications that have not passed state censorship. 

Seventh-day Adventist prisoner of conscience Yklas Kabduakasov was in December 2015 
sentenced to two years in a labour camp, for discussing his faith with students recruited 
by the KNB secret police in a KNB-rented flat. 

In June 2016 Muslim Rustam Musayev was imprisoned for two years in a labour camp for 
talking to possible KNB officers about his Islamic faith. The KNB recorded the discussions 
and they may have set up the meetings. Both were, like the two Jehovah's Witnesses 
currently in pre-trial detention, charged under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. 

Forum 18 spoke to one KNB spy, Sanat Aktenberdy, used to infiltrate and find evidence 
to jail members of the Tabligh Jamaat Islamic missionary movement. He refused to 
explain to Forum 18 what if any wrongdoing he might have found, or what exactly the 
alleged "extremist activity" of the movement is. 

Alleged members of Tabligh Jammat continue to be jailed with the KNB being in the lead 
of prosecutions. Two - Saken Tulbayev and Khalambakhi Khalym - were convicted and 
imprisoned under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. Like the other 44 alleged members of 
Tabligh Jamaat prosecuted since December 2014, they were also sentenced under 
Criminal Code Article 405. This punishes involvement in a "banned movement". 

Warning letters 

On 14 January Almazbek Mambetov, of Astana Administration's Religious Affairs 
Department, sent Akhmedov and Guliyev warning letters. The texts, seen by Forum 18, 
are identical and state that the Religious Affairs Department "warns you of the following 
in connection with a complaint (..) received from citizen of the Republic of Kazakhstan A. 
A. Rakhymzhanov, born 10 November 1997." According to Rakhymzhanov's alleged 
complaint, the Jehovah's Witnesses "tried to persuade him that it was the only true 
religion" and "coerced him to adopt their faith." 

"It is prohibited for religious associations to forcibly involve citizens of Kazakhstan, 
foreigners and stateless persons in their activity," Mambetov states. He stresses that 
prior official permission is required for "missionary" activity. In conclusion he warns them 
to "obey the Laws of the Republic of Kazakhstan in relation to religion". 

Arrest, pre-trial detention 

KNB secret police officers arrested Akhmedov and Guliyev in Astana on 18 January. On 
19 January the KNB charged the two men under Criminal Code Article 174, Part 2 and 
Major Duskaziyev requested that they be held in two months' pre-trial detention. On 20 
January Judge Akmaral Isayeva of Saryarka District Court No. 2, in separate hearings for 
the two men approved this. 

"Danger to the public", "civilised society"? 

Judge Isayeva in her decision argues that Akhmedov is "suspected of committing a grave 
criminal offence". She claims that "this crime presents a danger to the public in that it 
violates a fundamental constitutional principle, the principle of equality". She goes on to 
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claim that "observance of this principle is one of most important conditions for the 
existence and development of any civilised society." 

The Judge added that the "object against which the crime was committed is the principle 
of international law and the constitutional principle that the incitement of of social, 
national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or discord must not be allowed." 

Jehovah's Witnesses state that in court they raised the freedoms enshrined in the 
International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights, which Kazakhstan has a solemn 
international obligation to implement, and the UN Human Rights Committee's criticisms. 
But these points were ignored. 

Detaining not hospitalising a cancer sufferer 

Judge Isayeva notes in her decision that Akhmedov's lawyer "made a motion for 
preventive measures in the form of house arrest to be imposed because her client suffers 
from cancer." A report from the National Scientific Center for Oncology and 
Transplantation (the national cancer centre) was submitted to the court, which 
"recommends an operation and requests that Akhmedov undergo an examination before 
being hospitalised." 

Judge Isayeva argues that the "report is a recommendation," but that the "defence did 
not submit any documents proving that it was impossible for the suspect to be in 
detention due to his illness." Therefore, the "court denies the defence lawyer's motion to 
impose preventive measures in the form of house arrest.". 

The Judge's decision violates the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 
Prisoners (known as the Mandela Rules, A/C.3/70/L.3), which also apply to people in pre-
trial detention. Rule 27 states in part: "Prisoners who require specialized treatment or 
surgery shall be transferred to specialized institutions or to civil hospitals .. Clinical 
decisions may only be taken by the responsible health-care professionals and may not be 
overruled or ignored by non-medical prison staff". 

Judge Isayeva went on to claim that "considering that Akhmedov is suspected of 
committing a grave criminal offence (..), the court has grounds to believe that if he is left 
at large, he could hide from the pre-trial investigation agency and the court, obstruct an 
objective investigation of the case, and continue to engage in criminal activity. Therefore 
the court finds no grounds for denying the investigator's motion and imposes preventive 
measures on Akhmedov in the form of detention." 

Between 25 and 27 January Saryarka District Court No. 2 officials, including Judge 
Isayeva, were repeatedly claimed to be "busy" and not available to answer questions. 

So Forum 18 was unable to ask Judge Isayeva to explain how putting two men entrapped 
by the KNB into detention, one of whom has cancer and a medical recommendation for 
hospitalisation, demonstrated that Kazakhstan was a "civilised society". 

What "grave crime against public order and security"? 

Kanat Tileuzhan of Saryarka District Prosecutor's Office, who is leading the prosecution in 
the case, told Forum 18 on 26 January that the initiative to put prisoners of conscience 
Akhmedov and Guliyev in custody was "not my own decision but our whole leadership 
supported it." 
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Told that Jehovah's Witnesses think that that the case is fabricated by the KNB, and 
asked what exactly the alleged "grave crime against public order and security" was, 
Prosecutor Tileuzhan replied: "I am not competent to talk to you over the phone." 

On 30 January, Judge Eleonora Ungarsynova of the Judicial Chamber for Criminal Cases 
of the Astana City Court in separate hearings rejected Akhmedov and Guliyev's appeal 
against the pre-trial detention. 

Held at Astana Investigation Prison 

Prisoners of conscience Akhmedov and Guliyev are being held in Astana's Investigation 
Prison No. 12. Major Majidov (who would not give his first name) of the prison claimed to 
Forum 18 on 24 that "they are doing fine." "They have food and all they need." 

Asked whether they can read their Bibles and pray, Majidov did not answer. "I cannot 
discuss this over the phone," he told Forum 18. He then declined to talk further, asking 
for any questions to be sent in writing. 

The UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (known as the Mandela 
Rules, A/C.3/70/L.3) require governments to respect the freedom of religion or belief and 
other human rights of prisoners. Muslim prisoners of conscience have stated that their 
human rights are violated in prison, including by being banned from reading the Koran 
and other religious books. Akhmedov and Guliyev's prison address is: 

010000 Astana 
Alash Tas Zhol street 30/1 
SI-12 (ETs 166/1) 
Kazakhstan 

Supreme Court refuses to hear challenge 

Adventist prisoner of conscience Kabduakasov tried to appeal against his imprisonment 
to the Supreme Court in Astana. However, in November 2016 the Supreme Court refused 
to accept the appeal. The Court "did not give any explanation for its decision to the 
lawyer," Kabduakasov's fellow-Christians told Forum 18 on 23 January. He was in 
December 2015 sentenced to two years in a labour camp, for discussing his faith with 
students recruited by the KNB secret police in a KNB-rented flat. 

Prisoner of conscience Kabduakasov is serving his two-year prison sentence in the 
northern city of Pavlodar. "Nothing has changed with Yklas yet," fellow-Christians stated. 
"He was refused the right to be released on parole." They added that "Yklas conveys his 
greetings to all who are praying for him. He said that he receives up to 150 letters from 
around the world every day, and that these letters are a great support to him." His prison 
address is: 

140000 g. Pavlodar 
Severnaya promyshlennaya zona 
Uchr. AP-162/3, 4 otryad 
Kabduakasovu Yklasu Kairullinovichu 
Kazakhstan 

Muslim prisoner of conscience Tulbayev is also in the same prison. On 2 July 2015 he was 
sentenced to four years eight months' imprisonment. He was also banned from exercising 
freedom of religion or belief, including praying with others and reading the Koran, until 
the end of 2022 three years after his release. His prison address is: 
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140000 g. Pavlodar 
Severnaya promyshlennaya zona 
Uchr. AP-162/3 
Tulbayevu Sakenu Peisenovichu 
Kazakhstan 

 

Arrest and imprisonment of Jehovah’s Witnesses Teymur 
Akhmedov and Asaf Guliyev 

Jehovah’s Witnesses (23.01.2017)  

What are the criminal charges?  

On 18 January 2017, Kazakhstan’s National Security Committee (KNB) arrested and 
charged Teymur Akhmedov (age 61) and Asaf Guliyev (age 43) under Article 174 (2) of 
the Criminal Code of Kazakhstan.  

Both men were targeted because they are Jehovah’s Witnesses. They are unjustly 
accused of “inciting religious discord” and “advocating [religious] superiority.” They face 
5 to 10 years imprisonment.  

In proceedings that ended at about 11:30 p.m. on 20 January 2017, Judge A.I. Isayeva 
of Astana’s Saryarka District Court No. 2 granted the KNB investigator’s motion to place 
both men in pre-trial detention for 60 days. That motion was supported by the First 
Deputy Prosecutor of Astana.  

Messrs Akhmedov and Guliyev are now imprisoned at the No. 12 detention facility of 
Astana (SI-12 (ETs 166/1) Alash Tas Zhol street 30/1, 010000 Astana). Both men are 
married. Mr. Akhmedov has three sons. 

What are the grounds for the criminal charges?  

Messrs Akhmedov and Guliyev were invited to a rented apartment of seven adult male 
“students” who claimed to be interested in the beliefs of Jehovah’s Witnesses. They met 
for discussions on various dates in May and June 2016. Unknown to Messrs Akhmedov 
and Guliyev the “students” covertly recorded the peaceful discussions using a high 
quality video camera. They also met at various dates at the residences of Messrs 
Akhmedov and Guliyev in July, October and November 2016 at which time the “students” 
also covertly video recorded the discussions.  

In total, there were about 16 religious discussions all of which were covertly video 
recorded. During those discussions, the “students” asked Messrs Akhmedov and Guliyev 
numerous questions relating to their personal views on various religious subjects and 
denominations, including Islam and the Russian Orthodox Church.  

The criminal investigator claims that some of the responses given by Messrs. Akhmedov 
and Guliyev to the “students’” questions were “negative … about representatives of the 
religion of Islam and Orthodoxy” and advocated “the superiority of one religion over 
another.” In reality, those discussions were entirely peaceful.  

Messrs Akhmedov and Guliyev are clearly victims of fabricated criminal charges. The 
facts of their case— adult “students” inviting members of a religious minority for 
discussions which are covertly video recorded—are the same as other criminal cases in 
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Astana brought by the KNB against members of other religious minorities. (See Forum 18 
article dated 9 November 2015, “Kazakhstan: Seven years’ restricted freedom for 
discussion faith.”)  

On 9 August 2016, the UN Human Rights Committee called on Kazakhstan to stop 
misusing Article 174 of the Criminal Code to punish the peaceful expression of religious 
beliefs. (CCPR/C/KAZ/CO/2, paras. 47-48)  

What is the next step in the proceedings?  

An appeal against the 20 January 2017 court decision placing both men in pre-trial 
detention will be filed on 23 January 2017. That appeal must be heard within three days. 
 
Click here to see the supporting documents and reports  

 

Five more Sunni Muslim "missionaries" imprisoned 

Five Sunni Muslims in Almaty Region - arrested by the KNB secret police in July 
2016 – were imprisoned in late December for up to 3 years for alleged 
membership of the banned Tabligh Jamaat missionary movement. 46 Muslims 
have been sentenced since December 2014. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (09.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2iKpmQv - After nearly six months in pre-trial 
imprisonment, five Sunni Muslims in Almaty Region were sentenced in late December 
2016 to between 18 months' and three years' imprisonment for alleged membership of 
the Tabligh Jamaat Muslim missionary movement. The movement has been banned in 
Kazakhstan since 2013. 

The five men sentenced in Almaty Region are: 

1. Serik Kudaibergenovich Erimbetov; born 12 September 1975; 3 years' prison. 

2. Abdumazhit Kopurovich Abdullayev; born 21 January 1968; 2 and a half years' 
prison. 

3. Parkhat Abdilgafurovich Gafurov; born 15 November 1977; 2 years' prison. 

4. Oralgazhi Omarkhanovich Koshtybayev; born 2 October 1966; 1 and a half years' 
prison. 

5. Asimtulla Rakhimtullayevich Baiturynov; born 1 September 1971; 1 and a half 
years' prison. 

All five prisoners of conscience are likely to be added to the Finance Ministry Financial 
Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the financing of terrorism or 
extremism", thus blocking any bank accounts they might have. 

Erimbetov, identified by the prosecution as the leader of the group, had been fined 
earlier for speaking to others about his faith. 

46 Tabligh Jamaat convictions since December 2014 
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A court in the capital Astana banned Tabligh Jamaat in Kazakhstan as "extremist" in 
February 2013. Until the movement was banned, it used to send members on short-term 
missions to other towns and villages where they slept in mosques and addressed local 
Muslims, both door to door and in the mosque, a close observer of the movement in 
Central Asia told Forum 18. Male adherents are often identified by their beards and 
wearing of South Asian clothing. If Muslims are thought by the authorities to agree with 
some of Tabligh Jamaat's teachings or practices, possess religious books often used in 
the movement, or meet others close to the movement, this can be enough to trigger a 
criminal prosecution. 

The new sentences bring to 46 the number of alleged Tabligh Jamaat adherents (all of 
them Kazakh citizens) known to have been given criminal convictions since December 
2014. Of these, 32 were given prison terms while 14 were given restricted freedom 
sentences. In the most recent known previous sentences, nine Sunni Muslim men were 
sentenced on 10 October 2016 in Oskemen (Ust-Kamenogorsk) in East Kazakhstan 
Region, seven of whom were jailed. 

Secret police-initiated prosecutions 

The National Security Committee (KNB) secret police initiated the arrest and prosecution 
of the five latest Sunni Muslim prisoners of conscience sentenced in Zhambyl District of 
Almaty Region for alleged Tabligh Jamaat movement. 

The KNB secret police similarly initiated all the previous 41 prosecutions for alleged 
Tabligh Jamaat members since December 2014. It was also heavily involved in the 
prosecution of Seventh-day Adventist prisoner of conscience Ylkas Kabduakasov. He was 
given a two-year prison term in the capital Astana in December 2015 to punish him for 
talking to others of his faith. 

Like the previous 41 convicted Sunni Muslims, all five new defendants were convicted 
under Criminal Code Article 405 (or its equivalent in the old Criminal Code). 

Article 405, Part 1 punishes "organising the activity of a social or religious association or 
other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their liquidation in 
connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine or up to six 
years' imprisonment. 

Article 405, Part 2 punishes "participation in the activity of a social or religious 
association or other organisation after a court decision banning their activity or their 
liquidation in connection with extremism or terrorism they have carried out" with a fine 
or up to two years' imprisonment. 

Two of the 46 Sunni Muslims - Saken Tulbayev and Khalambakhi Khalym - were also 
convicted and imprisoned under the broadly-framed Criminal Code Article 174, Part 1. 
This punishes "incitement of social, national, clan, racial, or religious hatred or 
antagonism". 

As well as Tulbayev and Khalym, Adventist prisoner of conscience Kabduakasov is also 
serving a prison sentence under Article 174, Part 1. All rejected the accusations. 

Arrested July 2016, sentenced December 2016 

The KNB secret police arrested the five men – Erimbetov, Abdullayev, Gafurov, 
Koshtybayev and Baiturynov - on 8 July 2016 on suspicion of membership of Tabligh 
Jamaat, Sagadat Ospanov of Almaty Region's Zhambyl District Prosecutor's Office told 
Forum 18 on 5 January 2017. Zhambyl District Court ordered them held in pre-trial 
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imprisonment. The five men were held in Investigation Prison LA-155/18 in Turksib 
District in northern Almaty while the KNB investigated the case against them, Ospanov 
added. 

The KNB secret police accused the five men of conducting "illegal" missionary activity for 
the banned Tabligh Jamaat movement in Almaty Region. It said they spread the 
teachings of the movement and attracted new adherents. 

Once the KNB had completed its investigation, it handed over the criminal case to 
Zhambyl District Prosecutor's Office for it to bring to court. The case was handed to 
Zhambyl District Court on 6 December 2016, where it was assigned to Judge Esen 
Ustelbayev. The trial itself took place on 21, 22 and 28 December 2016. 

On the afternoon of 28 December 2016, Judge Ustelbayev found all five men guilty under 
both Parts 1 and 2 of Criminal Code Article 405. He sentenced them to prison terms of 
between 18 months and three years each in general regime labour camps. Ospanov led 
the prosecution case in court, he told Forum 18. 

Erimbetov, Abdullayev, Gafurov and Koshtybayev were represented only by local state-
appointed lawyers, Kurmangali Gumarov and Kulsagyl Tokmoldayeva. Baiturynov was 
represented by a lawyer from Almaty, Kairbolat Yegeubayev, chosen by his relatives. 

In addition to the prison terms, the five men were each ordered to pay a share of the 
fees for the "expert analyses" commissioned by investigators in the course of the case, 
Judge Ustelbayev's assistant told Forum 18 from the court on 9 January. The fees came 
to about 106,000 Tenge (2,750 Norwegian Kroner, 300 Euros or 320 US Dollars). 
"Relatives of those sentenced have already asked how they can pay these fees, but have 
not yet done so." 

None of the five sentenced men has lodged an appeal yet. "Asimtulla Baiturynov was 
definitely intending to appeal against the verdict as he was dissatisfied with it," Judge 
Ustelbayev's assistant added.  

Ospanov of the Prosecutor's Office refused to explain in what way the activities of the 
five Sunni Muslims might or might not have harmed anyone. "I can't comment on this," 
he told Forum 18. He refused to comment on the KNB secret police investigation into the 
activity of the five men. 

An official of Almaty Region KNB – who would not give his name – refused to discuss with 
Forum 18 on 9 January 2017 why it had initiated the case against the five men and what 
harm to anyone the men might have committed. 

Five still in Almaty Investigation Prison 

Erimbetov, Abdullayev, Gafurov, Koshtybayev and Baiturynov remain in Investigation 
Prison LA-155/18 in Turksib District in Almaty. "The five men have only just been 
sentenced and are still here," an official of the Investigation Prison's Special Department 
told Forum 18 on 5 January. She said they are likely to be transferred to labour camps to 
serve their sentences once the verdicts enter into force. 

The official – who would not give her name – refused absolutely to say whether the five 
men had access to religious literature of their choice, or whether they were able to pray 
freely. 

The men's current prison address: 
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050054, g. Almaty 
Turksibsky raion 
Ul. Krasnogorskaya d. 73 
Uchr. LA-155/18 

Bank accounts to be blocked? 

The five Sunni Muslims sentenced in Almaty Region are likely to be added to the Finance 
Ministry Financial Monitoring Committee List of individuals "connected with the financing 
of terrorism or extremism", thus blocking any bank accounts they might have. 

Almost all the convicted Sunni Muslims punished on charges of Tabligh Jamaat 
membership have been added to the list. So too was Adventist prisoner of conscience 
Kabduakasov, as well as Sunni Muslim Rustam Musayev, imprisoned for two years in East 
Kazakhstan Region in June 2016 for talking to others about his Islamic faith during 
meetings. 

Convicted individuals can be added to the list without being informed of it and without 
separate legal process. "The only way they would know is when they go to the bank and 
find their account is blocked and the bank then tells them," a Ministry Financial 
Monitoring Committee official told Forum 18 in June 2016. All financial transactions by an 
individual on the List are under tight restrictions. Family members who live in the same 
household without any separate source of income are allowed to apply for access to 
funds for subsistence. 

The names of two of the Sunni Muslims convicted earlier of Tabligh Jamaat membership 
were removed from the Financial Monitoring Committee blacklist in September 2016. The 
latest - Serik Otynshyn and Bakytzhan Nuskabayev - were removed from the list on 20 
December 2016, presumably because their restricted freedom terms had come to an end. 

Earlier punishment 

Erimbetov – who received the longest prison term at the Zhambyl District Court on 28 
December 2016 – had earlier been fined for exercising the right to freedom of religion or 
belief. 

Religious affairs officials brought a case against him for sharing his faith on 12 June 2014 
while visiting the village of Karabulak in Zaisan District of East Kazakhstan Region. He 
was accused of violating the then Administrative Code Article 375, Part 3. This punished 
"Carrying out missionary activity without state registration (or re-registration), as well as 
the use by missionaries of religious literature, information materials with religious 
content or religious items without a positive assessment from a religious studies expert 
analysis". (Article 375, Part 3 was replaced by Article 490, Part 3 of the current 
Administrative Code.) 

On 2 September 2014, Judge Kanat Okuskhanov found Erimbetov guilty and handed him 
the prescribed fine of 100 Monthly Financial Indicators (MFIs), then 185,200 Tenge. The 
court decision – seen by Forum 18 – notes that the case took place in Erimbetov's 
absence. 

Erimbetov did not appeal and the court decision came into force on 3 October 2014, 
according to court records. It remains unclear if he learnt of the decision, but Almaty 
Region court bailiffs later began proceedings to recover the fine as he had not paid it. 
Erimbetov also remains on the Justice Ministry list of court debtors banned from 
travelling abroad. 
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New controls on religious travel and literature 

"Anti-terrorism" legal changes ignoring OSCE recommendations impose foreign 
religious travel controls, restrict religion book imports "for personal use" to one 
copy per title, and reinforce state censorship of books and materials on religion. 
An "anti-extremism" campaign against freedom of religion and belief is 
planned. 

By Felix Corley 

Forum 18 (05.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2jb13yG - New restrictions on foreign religious 
travel and more explicit provisions banning and punishing the production or distribution 
of literature about religion in Kazakhstan without undergoing the compulsory state 
censorship come into force in early January, Forum 18 notes. The Law also restricts the 
number of copies of publications about religion an individual is allowed to import "for 
personal use" without being subject to state censorship. Only one copy of any individual 
publication can now be imported without undergoing censorship. 

The new restrictions are part of a wide-ranging Law on Amendments and Additions to 
Various Laws on Questions of Countering Extremism and Terrorism, prepared by the 
National Security Committee (KNB) secret police, ostensibly aimed at fighting "extremism 
and terrorism". President Nursultan Nazarbayev signed it into law on 22 December 2016. 
The Amending Law mostly comes into force ten days after its official publication on 27 
December 2016. The Law amends five Codes and 20 individual Laws, including the 2011 
Religion Law. 

The Kazakh authorities ignored many recommendations from the Organisation for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) that restrictions on the exercise of freedom 
of religion or belief – particularly over censorship of literature about religion and foreign 
travel for religious purposes – be removed from the Amending Law and from existing 
Law. 

An "anti-extremism" campaign against freedom of religion and belief is planned, based 
around a State Programme to Counter Religious Extremism and Terrorism for 2017-
2020. This will continue the current State Programme to Counter Religious Extremism 
and Terrorism for 2013-2017. 

Many provisions of the new Law widen or increase punishments for those involved in 
violence – such as attacking foreign diplomats, distributing illegal weapons or committing 
acts of terrorism that kill or maim people. However, some provisions – including those 
which restrict still further the exercise of freedom of religion or belief - are unrelated to 
the stated goal of "countering extremism and terrorism". 

The amendments removed none of the existing restrictions on exercising freedom of 
religion or belief already enshrined in the 2011 Religion Law and punishable under the 
Administrative Code or Criminal Code. These restrictions and punishments already 
violated Kazakhstan's international human rights commitments. 

The press office of the Religion and Civil Society Ministry's Religious Affairs Committee in 
the capital Astana refused to discuss the new Law – on indeed anything else – with 
Forum 18 on 5 January. The official said they were not authorised to speak to the media. 
"Only the Minister or his official spokesperson can speak, but the spokesperson is on 
leave at the moment." 
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The amendments come as officials increasingly see the exercise of the right to freedom 
of religion or belief as a state security issue. State agencies tasked with punishing or 
warning those who talk about their faith with others are the KNB secret police, the Police, 
the Prosecutor's Office and Regional Religious Affairs Departments. 

Presidential order to adopt new restrictions 

Following killings in the north-western city of Aktobe [Aqtobe] on 5 June 2016, President 
Nazarbayev told a meeting of the Security Council in Astana on 10 June 2016 that in 
response legal changes would be made to a range of laws "to ensure national security". 
Under Kazakhstan's international human rights obligations, "national security" is not a 
permissible reason to restrict freedom of religion and belief. 

President Nazarbayev instructed the government "within a two-month period to draft a 
package of legislative initiatives in the sphere of countering terrorism and extremism, 
production, storage and sale of weapons, in the area of regulating migration and religious 
associations". He added that it was "necessary" to include the entire legislative package 
in the legislative plan for 2016. 

When wide-ranging increased restrictions on freedom of religion and belief were imposed 
in the 2011 Religion Law along with changes to other laws, they were introduced into 
parliament on 5 September 2011 and in a rushed process with little discussion were 
signed into law on 11 October, despite strong criticism from national and international 
human rights defenders. Officials claimed the restrictions breaking international human 
rights obligations and the rushed process were needed as alleged "counter-terrorism" 
measures. 

The text of the Amending Law – as prepared by the KNB secret police - reached the 
Majilis, the lower house of parliament, on 1 September 2016, was finally approved there 
on 9 November 2016. It was then sent to the upper house, the Senate, which finally 
approved it on 9 December 2016, according to the parliamentary website. 

President Nazarbayev signed the Amending Law into law on 22 December 2016, 
according to the presidential website. It was officially published on 27 December 2016 in 
the Kazakh-language paper "Egemen Kazakhstan" and the Russian-language paper 
"Kazakhstanskaya Pravda". 

Tighter state religious censorship 

Of the 20 Laws which the Amending Law changed, the 2011 Religion Law was amended 
to tighten state controls over producing, distributing and importing literature about 
religion. 

State censorship of religious literature is enacted by the Religious Affairs Committee, 
which is part of the Religion and Civil Society Ministry. The new Ministry was created by a 
presidential decree of 13 September 2016 and the Religious Affairs Committee was 
transferred to it from the Culture and Sports Ministry. Appointed on 13 September 2016 
as the new Religion and Civil Society Minister was Nurlan Yermekbayev, previously 
secretary of Kazakhstan's Security Council. 

Article 9, Part 3 of the Religion Law was rewritten to state: "The import into the territory 
of Kazakhstan of religious literature and informational materials of religious content, with 
the exception of that dedicated to personal use in one copy of each named title, is carried 
out only by registered religious associations after receiving a positive conclusion of a 
religious-studies expert analysis". 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Kazakhstan     
 

This provision limiting to just one the number of copies of any single title anyone wished 
to import into Kazakhstan without having to submit it for censorship by the Religion and 
Civil Society Ministry is repeated in the amended wording of Article 6, Point 1-4. This now 
specifies the same limit on what constitutes literature on religious themes being imported 
"for personal use" and which is therefore exempt from the otherwise compulsory 
censorship by the Religion and Civil Society Ministry. 

The previous versions of these Articles did not specify a limit on the number of copies 
deemed to be for "personal use". 

A new Article 9, Part 3-1 was added: "The production, publication and distribution of 
religious literature and other informational materials of religious content is allowed only 
after receiving a positive conclusion of a religious-studies expert analysis". This 
requirement is also repeated in a new Article 6, Point 1-6 specifying what literature on 
religious themes is subject to compulsory censorship by the Religion and Civil Society 
Ministry. 

This states more bluntly the situation of controls on literature about religion that already 
existed. Many booksellers and others offering religious literature have been punished for 
violating these controls. 

An amendment to Article 490, Part 1, Point 3 of the Administrative Code now also 
punishes "manufacturing" religious literature or other items. The Point now reads: 
"Violating the requirements of the Religion Law for .. import, manufacturing, production, 
publication and/or distribution of religious literature and other religious materials, and 
items for religious use". The punishment for individuals remains a fine of 50 Monthly 
Financial Indicators (MFIs). 

New, revised definitions of "missionary activity" and "spreading a religious 
teaching" 

Amendments to Article 1 of the Religion Law introduce a new definition of "spreading a 
religious teaching". This is defined in Article 1, Point 4-1 as: "activity directed at making 
available or passing on information on the basic dogmas, ideas, views or practices of a 
specific religion". 

Religion Law Article 1, Point 5 is reworded to define "missionary activity" not just as 
spreading a religious teaching by local citizens or foreigners "in the name of a religious 
association registered in Kazakhstan" but by anyone. 

During the parliamentary passage of the Amending Law a proposed provision to broaden 
punishments under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3 to punish not "missionary 
activity" but the broader "spreading a religious teaching" was dropped. 

The impact of these new definitions therefore remains unclear. 

State control over foreign religious travel 

Among the 20 Laws the new amendments amend is the 2011 Tourism Law. An additional 
Point 5 was added to Article 15, requiring that tour firms organising "religious tourism" 
do so under regulations to be drawn up by the Religion and Civil Society Ministry in 
agreement with the Investment and Development Ministry (the state oversight body over 
tourism). 
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An additional Point 2-1 to Article 1 defines "religious tourism" as "the form of tourism 
envisaging the conducting of a pilgrimage or rituals in a country (place) of temporary 
stay". 

An official of the Investment and Development Ministry's Monitoring and Regulation of 
the Tourism Market Department told Forum 18 on 4 January from Astana that this 
definition appears to cover only "religious tourism" to foreign countries, not visits to 
other places within Kazakhstan. 

This imposes state control over, for example, Muslims wanting to go on the haj or umra 
pilgrimages to Mecca or Russian Orthodox wanting to go on pilgrimage to a monastery in 
Russia. While the haj pilgrimage in particular might be easy for the state to control, it 
remains unclear how the state could control individuals or groups travelling abroad to 
visit holy sites. 

This was one of the changes promised by Culture and Sport Minister Arystanbek 
Mukhamediuli in his remarks to a government meeting on 19 July 2016. 
 
State controls already existed on sending people abroad for religious study. Under Article 
27, Part 15 of the Licensing Law, religious organisations which send people abroad for 
study in religious educational institutions require a state licence. 

Regulations on foreign "religious tourism" in preparation, secret police 
involvement 

The official of the Monitoring and Regulation of the Tourism Market Department told 
Forum 18 that the Religion and Civil Society Ministry is preparing the regulations which 
will govern the activity of tourist firms offering "religious tourism". However, the Religion 
and Civil Society Ministry has not yet handed over any draft or adopted them yet. The 
official noted that not only the two Ministries but the KNB secret police will also be 
required to approve these regulations. 

"The KNB is also involved in the issue of foreign religious tourism because it is connected 
with extremism and terrorism," the official added. "It is connected with the security of 
the state. The KNB will definitely be involved." 

Asked why a visit by Muslims to a Muslim holy site abroad, a Russian Orthodox visit to a 
monastery in Russia or a visit by Hare Krishna devotees to a Krishna settlement in India 
was a state security issue, the official responded: "People travel abroad using all kinds of 
pretexts." 

The director of one tour company which organises haj and umra pilgrimages told Forum 
18 on 5 January that officials have already informed the company of the new controls. 
However, the director declined to discuss the details. The director added that the haj and 
the umra are already under the control of the state-backed Muslim Board, as well as 
state officials. 

Foreigners 
 
An addition to Article 7 of the 2011 Migration Law, a new Part 6-1, bans foreign members 
of organisations banned in Kazakhstan from applying for legal residence. While many of 
the banned organisations are violent, one of them – the Muslim missionary movement 
Tabligh Jamaat – does not appear to have been involved in any violence or deprivation of 
the human rights of others. 
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Despite this, 46 alleged Tabligh Jamaat adherents (all of them Kazakh citizens) are 
known to have been given criminal convictions since December 2014. Of these, 32 were 
given prison terms while 14 were given restricted freedom sentences. These include five 
men sentenced in Almaty Region in December 2016 to up to three years' imprisonment. 

Revised wording of Article 28 of the Law on the Legal Status of Foreigners covers 
deportation of foreigners ordered by a court. This would therefore affect foreign citizens 
ordered deported in punishment for conducting "missionary activity" without personal 
registration as a "missionary" under Administrative Code Article 490, Part 3. 

The new wording of Article 28 notes that initially an individual ordered deported is not 
just to leave under "controlled individual departure", but introduces the option of 
"enforced departure of the individual from the Republic of Kazakhstan". Presumably this 
might involve detention in a holding centre to enforce deportation, something available at 
present only for those who fail to leave Kazakhstan in the prescribed period. 
 
Among those ordered deported for exercising the right to freedom of religion or belief are 
individuals who were legally resident in Kazakhstan, including one who is married to a 
Kazakh citizen. 

OSCE recommendations ignored 

The Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) called on Kazakhstan 
to remove legal provisions which enforce the compulsory prior religious censorship, 
including in the Amending Law. The call came in its Preliminary Opinion on the Draft 
Amendments to the Legal Framework on Countering Extremism and Terrorism, issued on 
6 October 2016 while Parliament was considering the Law. 

The OSCE Preliminary Opinion points out that "it is generally questionable whether a 
state body is able to or should be involved in assessing any material with religious 
content". And it adds: "The rights to freedom of religion or belief, and to freedom of 
expression exclude any discretion on the part of the State to determine whether religious 
beliefs or the means used to express such beliefs, including religious literature or any 
other materials containing so-called 'religious content', are legitimate." 

The OSCE described the state religious censorship as "a system of authorization which 
appears to be an excessive, disproportionate and unnecessary limitation to the right to 
acquire, possess, use, produce, import and disseminate religious publications and 
materials, which is an integral component of the right to freedom of religion or belief". 

The OSCE Preliminary Opinion called on Kazakhstan to delete proposed amendments to 
Article 9, Parts 3 and 3-1, of the Religion Law and Article 490, Part 3 of the 
Administrative Code, "thereby removing the requirement of obtaining an 'expert opinion' 
prior to the use of religious material or literature and excluding administrative liability for 
failure to do so". 

To implement this recommendation, provisions in the existing Religion Law and 
Administrative Code enacting such religious censorship would also have needed to be 
amended. 

The OSCE Preliminary Opinion also called on the drafters of the Amending Law to 
"reconsider" the introduction of measures imposing state controls on those who organise 
"religious tourism". It pointed out that imposing such controls "has the potential to 
unduly restrict the freedom of everyone to leave any country, including his/her own" and 
to maintain communication between believers, including through travel. 
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While some of the provisions of the Amending Law were changed during its passage 
through parliament, almost all the new restrictions on the exercise of freedom of religion 
or belief were adopted, either with the same wording as in the July 2016 draft text or 
with different wording in different Articles of a Law. 

Kazakhstan's authorities ignored the OSCE recommendations for a wider abolition of 
restrictions on exercising freedom of religion or belief. 

New anti-"religious extremism" campaign 

The government is preparing a State Programme to Counter Religious Extremism and 
Terrorism in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2017-2020. Prime Minister Bakytzhan 
Sagintayev discussed the proposed plan at a 29 November 2016 meeting attended by 
parliamentary deputies, leaders of the KNB secret police and other state bodies, 
according to the Prime Minister's website. 

A draft decree on the KNB secret police website – to be signed by the Prime Minister – 
indicates that the working group to prepare the new State Programme includes officials 
from the KNB itself, the General Prosecutor's Office, and the KNB's Anti-Terrorist Centre, 
as well as numerous ministries, including the Religion and Civil Society Ministry. 

The previous State Programme to Counter Religious Extremism and Terrorism for 2013-
2017, approved in September 2013, promoted increased government restrictions on 
freedom of religion and belief. It justified these by claiming they were to tackle alleged 
"religious extremism" and terrorism. 

"The widespread distribution of religious literature and other informational materials of 
dubious content create certain conditions for spreading religious extremist ideology," the 
State Programme to Counter Religious Extremism and Terrorism for 2013-2017 claimed. 
"Alongside this, the functioning of places of worship (premises) without consideration of 
the practical demand for them and low level of professional training of clergy harms the 
preventative work underway." 

Among many actions the State Programme called for were: "Uncover and halt the activity 
of illegally functioning places of worship"; "Uncover and halt the distribution of religious 
literature and informational materials of religious content in non-approved locations"; 
"Uncover and halt the carrying out on the territory of the country of illegal missionary 
activity.". It also called for training for all school-age children and many adults over what 
constitutes "religious extremism", as well as ordering "the publication and formation of a 
mass of native religious literature and series of cultural entertainment products 
propagating spiritual and moral values traditional for Kazakhstan". 

The State Programme also called for the establishment of further allaged rehabilitation 
centres for purported "victims of religious extremism and terrorism". These state-backed 
alleged "anti-sect" centres often criticise Protestants, Jehovah's Witnesses and Ahmadi 
Muslims and participate in prosecutions of their members in court. These centres have 
also been thought by local people to be used "to prepare the ground for restrictive laws 
against freedom of religion or belief". 

 


