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Foreword

A plethora of issues are shaping the landscape of peace and security across
Central Asia—many challenges arising from deeply rooted societal issues and
complex regional and international dynamics.

The child soldiers in the devastated country of Afghanistan not only violate the
children's rights but also challenge the efforts that could pave the way for lasting
peace. Unstablising society and the distribution of human development keep
widening the scars of conflict.

Moreover, labour migration within Central Asia without the cover of proper
governmental policies endangers migrant rights and prevents opportunities to
harness migrations for regional stability and growth. 

The legal bias in Kazakhstan is preventing the fight against gender-based
violence and domestic violence which is preventing achieving equal citizenship
and a more harmonious community. Similarly, the femicide of women in
Kyrgyzstan is alarming more than ever yet as the regime is tightening the civic
space, advocacy efforts are the torch in the darkness of legal ignorance.  

The political dynamics in the region and the Ukraine war are motivating Russia to
tighten its relationships in the region, which poses the question of will a country
like  Uzbekistan one of the main labour providers to Russia can negotiate better
deals with Uzbek labour migrants.

Lastly, we scrutinise Tajikistan’s counterterrorism measures, considering the
balance between national security and potential repression. This exploration is
essential for discerning genuine security efforts from those that may infringe on
human rights.

The articles in this edition provide a holistic view of the regional efforts towards
achieving peace, security, and social justice in Central Asia.

Central Asia
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Key Takeaways

Despite its illegality, the military recruitment
of children in Afghanistan has increased
since the Taliban takeover. Existing data on
verified child recruitment cases over the
years seems to signal an exponential growth
of the violation, with no prospect of slowing
down in 2024. 

The freezing of Afghan reserves and aid,
coupled with the fallout from years of natural
disasters, has placed great strain on the
Afghan economy, leading to the near
collapse of the Afghan financial system,
mass unemployment and poverty.  The
imposition of discriminatory domestic laws
and policies against Afghan women further
increases the vulnerability of children and
their likelihood of enlisting in their local
armed groups. These events have the
unintended consequences of exacerbating
children’s already vulnerable situation. 

The Taliban de facto government and the
international community are not in
coordination to address the ongoing
humanitarian and human rights crises in
Afghanistan.  

Entrapped by Desperation: The
Plight of Child Soldiers

International law, through its various
international treaties, [1] cases, [2] and
customs, [3] prohibits the use and recruitment
of children under the age of 18 in armed
conflicts. Despite being bound by international
law to follow suit, [4] the tragic phenomenon of 

child recruitment remains a common trend
among the armed forces and various opposing
armed groups in Afghanistan.  This article notes
that trend, however, seems to be increasing at
an alarming rate. From 2021 to 2022, both the
United Nations Assistance Mission in
Afghanistan and the United Nations Children’s
Fund verified that recruitment and the use of
children in the region amounted to 257 children.
[5] In 2023 alone, there were 342 verified cases
of child recruitment. [6] Most of them carry out
combative roles such as planting IEDs,
conducting suicide attacks, spying, and even
acting as human shields. [7] Given the trend
from 2021 to 2023, we can expect a confirmed
increase in child recruitment in 2024 in the next
UN Secretary-General’s report on children and
armed conflict.

Whilst the Afghan government has previously
taken rudimentary measures to address this
issue, such as the issuance of decrees
prohibiting future recruitment and the
establishment of a Reform Commission to
demobilise existing child soldiers, [8] these
measures remain ineffectual given that Afghan 

Breaking the Cycle: Liberating Child Soldiers 
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Figure 1: Children in Afghanistan (NATO Association of Canada,
2019) 



societies define children not by their age, but
by whether they have manifested pubescent
attributes, thereby inadvertently bypassing
their international legal obligation to not recruit
anyone under the age of 18. [9] Additionally,
the collapse of the Afghan economy as a
direct result of the World Bank freezing aid
disbursements, coupled with prolonged
natural disasters, and an escalating armed
conflict between the Taliban armed forces and
opposing armed groups, have left Afghan
families with little to no purchasing power and
savings. [10] Food insecurity and poverty are
at an all-time high, with an estimated 5 million
children under the age of 5 suffering some
form of malnutrition in 2024. [11] As of now,
85% of the Afghan population makes do with
only 1 USD a day. [12]

Fundamentally, the recruitment of child
soldiers thrives on a foundation of desperation.
Many children, grappling with poverty and
hunger, find themselves ensnared by the
promises of militant groups. [13] Against their
harsh realities of survival, children often see
joining armed factions as the only means to
secure food and financial support for their
families. [14] Tragically, the cycle perpetuates
itself through generations as poverty begets
recruitment, and recruitment perpetuates
conflict. 

Breaking Chains, Building Futures:
Economic Empowerment for
Children 
 

To effectively deter generations of child soldiers
from military service, we must recognize that
merely demobilising them from the immediate
dangers of conflict is insufficient; instead, we
must address the underlying socio-economic
factors that often drive their recruitment and
perpetuate cycles of violence.

Often, various aggravating factors exist in
tangent to persuade children to take up arms,
which includes the presence of armed conflicts,
lack of access to education, impoverishment,
famine, family circumstances, and limited
employment opportunities. [15]A destitute child,
whose family has perished and has received
little to no education, may have no choice but
to join any military forces for income, food,
shelter, and protection. A poverty-stricken
family may even encourage their children to
enlist as soldiers to contribute to the financial
needs of their household. [16] With the
prolonged nature of armed conflicts in
Afghanistan normalising violence and warfare,
Afghan societies often associate these militant
groups as the only means to safety and
security, thus further encouraging children to
enlist.[17] Once the children enlist, however,
whether on their own accord or compelled
under extenuating circumstances, Afghan
children are automatically placed in madrasas
to be subjected to years of religious
indoctrination and military training, [18] with no
possibility of leaving. [19]  

Conversely, it must also be acknowledged that
the militant groups’ demand for child soldiers in
Afghanistan is unlikely to diminish in the
foreseeable future. Armed forces and groups
across the globe often consider children to be
more easily manipulated, coerced, and
controlled than their adult counterparts since
child soldiers require fewer overall resources to
maintain and train. With a low population
median age and ongoing armed conflicts
between competing factions in Afghanistan,
[20] children will continue to be the most
accessible demographic for militant groups like
the Taliban and ISIS-K to replenish their ranks.
[21] 
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Figure 2: Impoverished Children that were once recruited by the
Taliban (Hindustan Times, 2017) 



Noting the above, the international community
should not merely address child soldiering
issues by demanding legal compliance from its
recruiters. Whilst the law is clear on the legality
of recruiting underage persons in hostilities,
solely relying on global condemnation and
provocation of these militant groups often yields
little results. 
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These initiatives should also be tailored to
children’s demographic features, primarily age
and gender, since experiences of every child
differ. Adolescents tend to think of their
prospects in future employment more than
those in early-to-middle childhood. [24] Young
girls tend to have less opportunities to receive a
formal education than their male counterparts.
Therefore, depending on the target
demographic and the vulnerability root causes
the initiatives are targeting,[25] the initiatives
range from providing technical training and
vocational education to imposing legal
protection and childcare centres. [26] 

Figure 3: A child soldier being closely monitored by its recruiters
(HRW, 2021) 

This is because, as previously mentioned,
militant groups perceive children as a cheap
but necessary commodity in their military
engagement. Even with losses, an armed group
that is desperate and sufficiently adaptable will
continue to recruit children amidst its ranks or
worse, further increase their recruitment intake
to recuperate any perceived losses. This was
exactly the case in Afghanistan in 2015. [22]
Despite the UN’s reaffirmed commitment to
impose economic sanctions on the Taliban,
child recruitment not only prevailed but even
proliferated. [23] 

Thus, since the demand for child soldiers
remains relatively inelastic, international efforts
must be directed to address its supply- the
children themselves. This requires a
comprehensive approach that focuses on
children’s economic empowerment, education,
and community engagement that addresses
the root causes of their vulnerability, which may
include poverty, lack of access to education,
and more.  

Figure 4: Women in Afghanistan amid a "gender apartheid"
(Atlantic Council, 2024) 

Empowering Mothers, Nurturing
Communities: Support for Female
Heads of Household 

It is no secret that parents, both the father and
the mother, serve as a ‘fundamental group in
society’ in ensuring their children's ‘full and
harmonious development’. [27] Incorrect family
expectations and loss of household income can
frequently drive parents to demand their
children to join an armed group, in hopes that
the children are either fed or given an income to
be remitted back to the struggling households.
[28] Worse, in the context of young girls, a
financially strained family might sell off their
daughters to individual armed fighters for an
agreed bride price. [29] 



initiatives. To instigate meaningful change, all
parties must prioritise the empowerment of
mothers, especially those who head households
that have been left ravaged by conflict. [33] 

All of this illustrates how children stemming
from volatile family circumstances, such as
poverty and mistreatment, are susceptible to
military recruitment. 

In Afghanistan's patriarchal society, however,
many Afghan women face profound
marginalisation and disempowerment,
exacerbated by the socio-political turbulence
and economic instability plaguing the nation. As
caregivers and household managers, Afghan
mothers not only nurture their children, but
directly affects their children’s lives. [30] Despite
their pivotal roles, women are subjected to
many restrictions, such as their limited access
to education, employment, public participation,
mobility, and legal protections.
 
Since the Taliban takeover in 2021, the de facto
government has reversed many of the previous
administration’s progress on women’s rights.
[31] Now, Afghan women cannot go to school or
university, cannot work, and are even barred
from many public places. [32] The sudden ban
of women, especially mothers, from their public
and economic participation will continue to
aggravate the existing financial insecurity within
the households, thereby increasing the likelihood
of their children enlisting.  

As of now, the Afghan government has
repeatedly violated their international
obligations to protect human rights and
practise inclusive governance. The issue here
lies in the politicisation of the Afghan economy
within the international community. On one
hand, the Taliban has refused to partake in any
international discussion on the ongoing
humanitarian and human rights crises, unless
they are formally recognized by other nation

By providing targeted support, such as cash-
for-work incentives, microfinance opportunities,
and skills training programs, women would have
the tools to secure additional incomes for the
household and actively contribute to their
children's well-being. [34] These initiatives not
only alleviate immediate financial hardships
within the household but also cultivate long-
term economic independence, fostering a sense
of agency among marginalised women.
Furthermore, reversing the Taliban-imposed
legal framework and enacting policies that
ensure equal access to employment, education,
and other equally vital resources are essential
steps toward creating an enabling environment
for women to thrive economically and socially.
[35] Ultimately, the steps taken to foster the
economic independence of Afghan women will
not only benefit all women, but also have a
trickle-down effect on providing children with an
alternative to being servicemen. 

Rebuilding Prosperity Together:
Economic Recovery and
Development 
 
Prioritising children and women in our initiative
to eliminate child recruitment in Afghanistan is
no easy task; in fact, aside from relying on
international organisations and NGOs, the real
challenge is to get the Taliban de facto
government on board with many of the global 
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Figure 5: Impoverished parents are desperate to take care of their
children, leading them to make desperate measures to sell off
one child to save the others (AP Photos, 2021) 



states. [36] On the other, Western states have
refused to recognise the Taliban as the de jure
Afghan government; [37] instead, has opted to
sever all international aid to Afghanistan,
thereby crippling the Afghan economy. Since
2021, global financial institutions like the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund have
cut off the Afghan central bank’s access to its
international resources, essentially crippling the
local economy and the livelihood of its people.
In response, the Afghan government has also
made clear the removal of any obstacle to the
international flow of funds as a prerequisite for
international cooperation. [38]

Consequently, the financial fallout as a result of
the deadlock between the Afghan government
and the Western world has mostly impacted the
women and children in Afghanistan. [39] With a
drastic decrease in economic opportunities in
the domestic labour market, followed by natural
disasters limiting food yield, children are
increasingly left hungry, penniless and
susceptible to military recruitment. [40] Thus, it
cannot be stressed enough that economic
recovery and development are not just
desirable outcomes but imperative for breaking
the vicious cycle of violence and deprivation
that plagues the nation. 

Both the Taliban and the international
community, alongside global financial
institutions and other regional partners must
actively front initiatives aimed at revitalising
Afghanistan's economy and laying the
groundwork for sustainable progress. [41] 

This entails not only injecting much-needed
capital into infrastructure projects but also
facilitating investments in critical sectors,
rebuilding infrastructures, and nurturing a
culture of economic adaptability. [42] Moreover,
by prioritising the development of essential
sectors such as agriculture, Afghanistan can
harness its vast agricultural potential to drive
economic growth and alleviate famine and
poverty. [43] 
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Figure 6: Prior to the collapse of the Afghan banking system, members
of Taliban security forces stand guard as crowds of people walk past
in front of a money exchange market in Kabul, Afghanistan (Reuters,
2021) 

Furthermore, unlocking the entrepreneurial spirit
of Afghan citizens, particularly youth and
women, is essential to foster long-term
economic stability and prosperity. [44] This is
achievable by providing targeted support and
resources to aspiring entrepreneurs and
removing unnecessary barriers. [45] 
 
In essence, by prioritising economic recovery
and development, we can pave the way for a
brighter future for Afghan children, one
characterised by stability, opportunity, and
shared prosperity for all. 

Conclusion 
 
The liberation of generations of child soldiers in
Afghanistan demands a multifaceted approach
that addresses the root causes of their
recruitment. By providing alternative pathways
to economic independence, empowering
mothers as agents of change, and revitalising
the economy, we can break the cycle of conflict
and pave the way for a brighter future. Despite
being a journey fraught with challenges,
together, we can ensure that no children will
ever be on the frontlines. 



Stop weaponising the Afghan economy. The
international community must avoid
imposing conditional financial restrictions
that inequitably affect the most vulnerable
demographics. [49] At the very least, more
aid and investments should be made to
alleviate the needs of all Afghan people and
progress towards economic recovery. By
framing this as a threat to human dignity
and survival, we acknowledge that inequality
among Afghans remains a barrier to
security in Afghanistan. 

Recommendations to Safeguard
Against Child Recruitment in
Afghanistan 

Taliban’s involvement is key. [46] For
peacebuilding initiatives to succeed, the
widest possible range of actors must be
involved, which includes its government. This
directly affects the coverage and
effectiveness of initiatives and the security in
their implementation. Thus, notwithstanding
the issue of recognition and legitimacy, all
nations and international organisations must
find common ground to get the Taliban to
discuss their active role in the global
initiatives on the ongoing humanitarian and
human rights crises. Without the involvement
of its de facto government, no projects,
present or otherwise, will ever be sustainable
or yield tangible results.

Focus on the children’s root cause of
vulnerability. [47] All efforts taken to rid of
child recruitment must go beyond securing
the legal compliance of its recruiters or
merely demobilising existing child soldiers.
The only sustainable way to deter children
from the military is to ensure that they have
an alternative to that.  

Strengthen women’s rights. [48] Respecting
human dignity, regardless of who they are, is
a basic principle of humanity. The Taliban
must immediately reverse all its
discriminatory laws and policies on women’s
education, employment and mobility. By
ensuring women’s rights, children of both
existing and future mothers will less likely
need to join armed groups. 
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Key takeaways

Central Asia’s reliance on labour migration is
extraordinary on a global scale and presents
critical income opportunities both at a micro
and a macro level.  

It also, however, presents significant risks
and issues, including vulnerability to the
economic and political climate in Russia and
Kazakhstan.  

Many migrants and their families suffer poor
living conditions, rights violations, and
violence.  

The issue has come to a head for Uzbekistan
following a sharp drop in remittances due to
the Ruble's depreciation last year, and
heightened discrimination and harassment
against migrants following the Moscow
Crocus City Hall attack in March. 

Tashkent is now strengthening its suite of
support initiatives for migrants, but there is
more still that the governments in Central
Asia and Russia can do. 

Central Asian labour migration -
background and benefits

Labour migration is a major feature of the
Central Asian economies. The migration corridor
between sending countries: Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Kyrgyzstan, and
receiving countries:  Russia and Kazakhstan are
among the busiest globally by population and
remittance volumes. To illustrate, as much as
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16% of the sending Central Asian nations’
economically active population at times lives
and works in Russia or Kazakhstan [1]. These
migration patterns have been more or less
steady throughout the past decade, and
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has not decreased
Central Asia labour migration to the country [2]
[3]. 

The entrenchment of the migration corridor has
clear ties to a number of a social, economic,
cultural and geographic conditions, including
high unemployment and low productivity in the
sending nations, attribute to the weakening of
complex economic ties associated with the
collapse of the Soviet Union, followed by a
number of economic crises and decade-long
recession [4][5]. This, combined with a
shortage of workers, higher incomes and more
diversified economies in the receiving nations,
make a recipe for steady migration [6]. The
Russian language skills of many Central Asian
nationals, cultural similarities, and the strength
of transnational social ties and transport
connections contribute further [7].  

Figure1: Personal remittances as share of GDP in 2022 (data not
available for Turkmenistan). Tajikistan’s remittance share of GDP is
the greatest in the world, Kyrgyzstan’s the third greatest, and
Uzbekistan’s the 13th greatest. (Source: World Bank World
Development Indicators). 



For the sending Central Asian countries, labour
migration presents a critical avenue to income
and development. Migrants access economic
and social opportunities that are not at present
available at home [8] and their remittances
serve to improve living standards and add fuel
to local economies through increased
consumption and investment [9]. Central Asian
households who receive financial support from
family members abroad have improved access
to food, clothes, medical treatment and
education [10][11][12][13] and a study by the
National Institute of Strategic Research of Kyrgyz
Republic showed a 10% increase in remittances
to be associated with a 1.7% decrease in the
share of the population in poverty. At the same
time, the Central Asian economies and
societies’ reliance on labour migration presents
a number of issues and risks.

Major issues associated with
Central Asian labour migration 

Economic dependence, tax revenue and social
insurance. While a large inflow of remittances
has some positive effects on receiving families
and nations, it also creates reliance and a
vulnerability to fluctuations in the Russian and
Kazakh economies. The value of remittances
transferred to the Central Asian nations
decreased sharply with the devaluation of the
Ruble in 2014-15 [14] and the same occurred in
2023 when, for example, Uzbek remittances
from Russia dropped by 39% [15]. Beyond the
risk of remittance fluctuations, lost tax revenues
are a permanent effect of labour outmigration,
restraining government investment in much-
needed public good and services. Many labour
migrants further do not make social insurance
contributions either in their home or host
country, leaving them and their families
exposed. While some provisions are in place to
ensure that Russian employers make pension
contributions to foreign workers, they do not
apply to the majority of seasonal and informal
workers [16]. 
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Informality and poor working and living
conditions. Data on undocumented migrants
and informal workers is inherently difficult to
come by, but estimates indicate that there were
at least 750,000 undocumented migrants from
Central Asian countries in Russia in 2021 – about
a third of the total number of migrants [17]. 

Informality is not something that most Central
Asian labour migrants choose, and it is often
deleterious to their circumstances. Formality
being circumvented by employers is widely
observed, as they benefit from the avoidance of
social insurance contributions and taxes and
from workers’ weakened bargaining power.
Authorities too, however, play a role in
entrenching informality, as officials use migrants
as a source of income through extortion [18]. As
a result, many Central Asian workers in Russia
and Kazakhstan suffer low wages, unsafe
working conditions, risks of sudden dismissal,
and a lack of benefits and professional
development [19][20]. They tend to occupy
positions unattractive to the native population,
often in low-skill or demanding sectors [21]. And
from informal working conditions spring poor
living conditions. Housing options are often
limited and many migrants sleep at their
workplaces or in overcrowded rooms [22]. 

Figure 2: Many Central Asian labour migrants work in construction,
and many have poor working and living conditions. (Image
source: Arron Choi on Unsplash, 2019)



Russia. Xenophobic attacks and police raids,
detentions, extortion and mistreatment have
been occurring for decades [32][33] and
employer intimidation practices such as the
confiscation of workers’ IDs and withholding of
pay have spurred accusations of forced labour
[34].

This is exacerbated by the operations of
intermediaries involved in contracting who not
only defraud migrants by providing false
documents and charging excessive fees, but
also blur the link between employers and
workers, making it harder to hold the former
accountable for rights violations [35].  

Uzbekistan’s response and further
regional action required 

Examples of good practices responding to the
issues outlined above can be found across
Central Asia. Notably, Uzbek President Shavkat
Mirziyoyev issued a decree in April establishing
diplomatic attaches to promote Uzbek labour
migration in several non-traditional host
countries; enhancing migrants’ health insurance,
welfare assistance and legal aid abroad;
introducing reimbursements for certain
qualification exam and visa fees and travel
expenses; strengthening social protection for
migrants’ families; and providing returnees with
access to job training and placements [36][37]
[38]. This is only the latest Uzbek suite of
initiatives, with earlier supports including pre-
departure trainings; dissemination of
information about migrants’ rights; consular
support; diaspora outreach; and negotiations to
facilitate migrants’ recruitment [39][40]. 

Tashkent’s recent initiatives serve as good
models for its neighbours, although there is
more still that the governments of Central Asia
ought to do. While the Uzbek government
appears to be steering its population away from
Russia, the migration corridor between Central
Asia and the north is well entrenched and
diversion, if possible, will take time [41]. In this
context, the Central Asian states would all do
well to advocate for 
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Where migrants’ children accompany them,
their access to education can be compromised
[23][24]. Families’ broader access to health
and justice services also tends to be limited,
either because they are denied support or
because they avoid reporting to authorities out
of fear of reprisal [25].

Gendered impacts of labour migration 

Central Asian labour migration also has
nuanced gender related impacts. In many
cases, women remain at home when their
partners migrate, which has created what is
known as the ‘missing men’ phenomenon. In the
case of Tajikistan, 83% of migrants are men,
exacerbating an already existing gender
imbalance due to the civil war in the 90s. One
effect is a concern with daughters’ prospects of
getting married, resulting in agreements to
marriage at lower ages [26]. Another
consequence is that of divorce when migrants
settle permanently abroad, posing a particular
issue for women in religious or unregistered
marriages who do not benefit from robust
property rights and alimony [27]. and for
women in traditional communities who often
cannot re-marry [28]. At the same time,
migration is being increasingly feminised in
several Central Asian countries. Female
migrants suffer similar challenges as their male
counterparts, although their common
employment as domestic workers can make
them especially vulnerable to informality and
invisibility [29]. 

Violence by host country populations,
authorities, employers and intermediaries  

Violence toward Central Asian migrants has
received renewed attention following the
terrorist attack at the Moscow Crocus City Hall
in March this year which triggered attacks and
harassment, arbitrary arrests, prolonged
detention, dismissals from employment, refusal
of services, destruction of property, large-scale
expulsions and calls for hardened immigration
policies [30][31]. Although these developments
are deplorable, violence against Central Asian
migrants is hardly a new phenomenon in



Russia’s improved immigration practices and
negotiate enhanced working conditions and
social security for migrants [42]. Central to this
end is Russia’s ratification of international legal
instruments such as the International
Convention on the Rights of All Migrant Workers
and Members of Their Families [43]. 

On their own turfs, the Central Asian
governments can step up on preparing
migrants and their families for departure, and
on supporting returns and reintegration.
Migrants across the board need more pre-
departure information, including on their
entitlements while away, without which they are
more vulnerable to exploitation and hardship
[44][45]. There is further a need to enhance
awareness of the importance of registering
marriages to avoid destitution among divorcees
[46]. Building migrants’ vocational and
language skills is key to supporting their safety
and earnings potential while away, as well as
their enhanced contribution to local economies
on return [47][48]. This is tied to the broader
imperative of development for which Central
Asia’s strong remittance flows ought to be more
strategically channelled [49]. Facilitating the
return and reintegration of migrants to support
development on the ground, however, is also
important, keys to which are the reduction of
poverty, inequalities and corruption [50].  
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Figure3: Tajikistan hosting the first meeting of the Country
Coordination Mechanism as part of the Labour Migration
Programme in Central Asia which commenced in 2022. Regional
fora provide ready mechanisms for Central Asian advocacy for
migrants’ rights. (Image source: IOM, 2022) 

Last but not least, a number of actions are
incumbent on the Russian government. Most
urgently, following the recent hike of
discrimination and harassment toward Central
Asian migrants, authorities must stop feeding
xenophobia and inciting violence through one-
sided, securitising rhetoric [51]. 

Attacks on migrants must be condemned and
accountability for perpetrators ensured. The
Russian government is obliged under
international law to protect the rights to life and
security for all within its borders and should be
urgently reminded of this by key international
actors, such as the United Nations Special
Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants
[52]. The Russian economy and society are
heavily reliant on the labour of migrants and the
authorities would do better to enhance
migrants’ reception and integration [53]. This
should involve strengthening controls on
employers and intermediaries and penalising
those who violate migrants’ rights, but also,
centrally, tackling corruption among
government officials [54][55]. 

Conclusion 

Labour migration is both a blessing and a curse
to sending countries in Central Asia. While
fuelling their economies through large
remittance flows, it also makes them dependent
on the economic stability and political
friendliness of major host countries. At the micro
level, many migrants suffer from poor working
and living conditions and both episodic and
systemic violence, while their families often face
lacunae of social protection and services. The
response by the Uzbek government in particular
is laudable, but actions remain for authorities
across the region. Given the prominence of
labour migration, protecting migrants and
strategically harnessing migration to drive
development should be of utmost priority for
sending states. Most urgently, the Russian
government must prevent violence against and
ensure the rights of all Central Asian migrants. 



Recommendations

Russia should take immediate measures to
stop episodic and systemic violence toward
Central Asian migrants, and instead foster
inclusive practices. This includes ratifying the
International Convention on the Protection of
the Rights of All Migrant Workers and
Members of Their Families.

The United Nations Special Rapporteur on
the human rights of migrants, as well as the
ILO and other international actors, should
urge and assist Russia in taking these steps.  

The majority sending Central Asian states
should advocate for the rights of their
citizens in Russia and Kazakhstan. Dedicated
regional fora, such as the Central Asia
Regional Migration Programme, can be
readily leveraged for this. 

Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and
Turkmenistan also need to harness
migration for development, better preparing
migrants before departure, strategically
channelling remittances, and facilitating
return and reintegration.  

The governments of the Central Asian
nations should also urgently work to restore
girls’ human rights by preventing child
marriage, and should offer information to
women about the risks involved in not
registering marriages. 
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Key takeaways

In 2023, authorities in Kazakhstan received
100,000 domestic violence complaints,
marking a substantial increase from
previous years. 

While international conventions like CEDAW
and the Istanbul Convention provide a
framework for combating domestic violence,
the actual impact depends heavily on local
enforcement and cultural adaptation to
address specific regional challenges.  

Traditional norms and gender roles in
Kazakhstan often justify violence against
women and children, leading to
underreporting. Therefore, it is crucial to
enhance legal frameworks, improve
enforcement mechanisms, and ensure the
availability of support services to effectively
combat domestic violence. 

Introduction

Domestic violence is a global crisis, with the
World Health Organization (WHO) indicating
that one in three women worldwide faces
physical or sexual violence from an intimate
partner or a non-partner.[1] This pervasive issue
has seen a marked increase during the COVID-
19 pandemic, with lockdowns and heightened
stress levels trapping victims and exacerbating
violent situations. [2] Kazakhstan is no exception
to this trend, experiencing a significant rise in
domestic violence cases during the pandemic.
[3][4]

In Kazakhstan, the problem is particularly severe
and culturally complex. Traditional societal
norms and gender roles often justify violent
actions against women and children, leading to
significant underreporting and a lack of
recognition among victims. This cultural context,
combined with regional disparities, means that
domestic violence is both widespread and
deeply rooted. [5] 

Addressing domestic violence in Kazakhstan
requires a nuanced approach that considers
the country's unique cultural and regional
challenges. Efforts must be made to improve
reporting mechanisms, enhance legal
protections, and provide accessible support
services across both urban and rural areas. [6]
By developing tailored strategies that address
these specific issues, Kazakhstan can work
towards reducing the prevalence of domestic
violence and ensuring better protection for all
victims. 

Domestic violence situation in the
Republic of Kazakhstan 
 
Domestic violence, also called domestic abuse,
includes several different acts of violence –
physical, emotional, and sexual, and can include
the romantic partner, children, and other family
members, such as the elderly and siblings. [7] In
Kazakhstan, as well as in some other
communities, the predominance of the male
point of view is considered quite strong, and
violent actions against women and children are
justified by traditional beliefs.[8] 

Addressing Domestic Violence in Kazakhstan: Challenges,
Progress, and the Path Forward 

Natalia Arkhipova
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Studies examining traditional Kazakh beliefs
highlight the significant impact of cultural
proverbs and practices on the status of women.
Proverbs such as “If your husband treats you
badly, it’s your fault” and “A girl who returns to
her parental home after marriage is a disgrace
to the family” reflect deep-rooted societal
norms that place the onus of marital discord on
women and stigmatise those seeking refuge
from abusive relationships. These cultural tenets
perpetuate a cycle of victim-blaming and
discourage women from leaving abusive
environments. [9] Furthermore, practices like
bride kidnapping, which persist in some regions,
exacerbate the vulnerability of Kazakh women.
[10] Bride kidnapping involves abducting
women and forcing them into marriage, often
without their consent. This practice not only
undermines women's autonomy but also places
them in situations where they are more
susceptible to domestic abuse. The intersection
of these proverbs and practices creates a
challenging environment for women, making it
difficult for them to seek help or escape abusive
situations​. [11]

Consequently, domestic violence cases go
underreported, with many victims unable to
recognise themselves as the injured parties. Due
to these reasons, as well as due to the potential
stigmatisation and labelling, the statistics don’t
necessarily offer the real picture.[12] Yet, even
from what can be seen, the problem of
domestic violence is prevalent - and even on
this level, the issue is difficult to challenge.    

There has been more than a 40% increase in
domestic violence cases in Kazakhstan since
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, with
many cases going unreported.[13] The
continuing contact between the victim and the
perpetrator contributed significantly to the
growth in the number of cases. [14] Stress
exacerbated by global problems, as well as
economic instability also contribute to the
situation. [15] This once again highlights the
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urgent need for comprehensive and tailored
approaches to effectively combat domestic
violence and ensure all victims receive the
necessary protection and support​. Despite the
end of the pandemic, the rise in domestic
violence cases has not subsided. In 2023 alone,
authorities received 100,000 complaints of
domestic violence - five times more than in the
last 5 years combined. This alarming increase
highlights the growing awareness and reporting
of domestic violence cases, though it only
represents the official numbers of reported
incidents​. [16]  

Figure 1: Activists hold a rally to support women's rights on
International Women's Day in Almaty, Kazakhstan, March 8, 2023.
(Pavel Mikheyev/Reuters)

Women make up 78% of the identified victims of
domestic violence assault in Kazakhstan, with
children making up 18%, and 4% comprising
other age and gender groups.[17] The statistic
demonstrates that domestic violence in the
Republic of Kazakhstan is deeply entrenched in
its society. Another study on the country’s dire
situation, conducted by the UN Women in 2018,
shows that around 400 women die from
domestic violence every year and more than
60% of all women between 15 and 49 suffer from
the violence from their partners. [18] These
figures highlight the urgent need for
comprehensive measures to address and
mitigate the impact of domestic violence on
women and children in Kazakhstan. 

Addressing domestic violence is particularly
important in Kazakhstan due to regional and 



Another important international instrument is
the Istanbul Convention, adopted in 2011, which
is the first legally binding instrument in Europe to
establish a comprehensive legal framework for
protecting women against all forms of violence,
known formally as the Council of Europe
Convention on Preventing and Combating
Violence against Women and Domestic
Violence. [23] Emphasising prevention,
protection, and prosecution, the Istanbul
Convention urges states to take measures to
prevent violence, protect victims, and prosecute
perpetrators, influencing global norms and
pressuring non-member states like Kazakhstan
to align their domestic laws accordingly. 

Kazakhstan has made efforts to align its
domestic violence legislation with these
international standards, though challenges
persist. The country ratified CEDAW in 1998,
committing to uphold its principles, as well as
signed the Optional Protocol to CEDAW in 2001.
[24] However, implementation has been
inconsistent, with significant gaps between
international norms and domestic practices.
International organisations monitoring
compliance with international norms have
played a crucial role in pressuring Kazakhstan to
enhance its domestic violence laws. As such,
Human Rights Watch has repeatedly called on
Kazakhstan to criminalise all forms of domestic
violence and ensure that survivors have access
to justice and support services. [25] Such
international scrutiny and advocacy have been
pivotal in prompting legislative changes and
raising public awareness about domestic
violence issues in Kazakhstan, however, despite
these efforts and some legislative changes,
practical implementation remains insufficient,
and the intended improvements have not fully
materialised. 

For some time, the gender equality and
domestic violence issues in Kazakhstan seemed
to be addressed actively. 

cultural factors that influence the prevalence
and perception of the problem.[19] Traditional
societal norms and gender roles can often
perpetuate a culture of silence and stigma
around domestic violence, making it difficult for
victims to seek help and for authorities to
enforce protections effectively. Additionally, the
rural-urban divide in Kazakhstan means that
access to support services and legal resources
can vary significantly, with rural areas often
lacking the infrastructure and services to help,
that can be found in their urban counterparts.
The regional context also reveals disparities in
how domestic violence is reported and
addressed. In rural areas, social and cultural
barriers may prevent women from reporting
abuse, while in urban centres, though there may
be better access to support services, there are
still significant challenges in legal enforcement
and protection. [20] These regional differences
necessitate tailored approaches to effectively
combat domestic violence and ensure that all
victims, regardless of their location, receive the
protection and support they need. 

Influence of International Legal
Norms 
 
International legal norms have significantly
influenced Kazakhstan's approach to domestic
violence legislation, providing a framework for
developing effective laws. The Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW), adopted in 1979, is a
pivotal international standard that Kazakhstan
ratified in 1998.[21] Although CEDAW is often
regarded as an international bill of rights for
women and outlines comprehensive measures
to achieve gender equality, its implementation
in Kazakhstan has faced significant challenges.
Despite the CEDAW Committee clarifying that
violence against women constitutes a form of
discrimination prohibited under the convention,
translating these norms into effective domestic
policies has been inconsistent. [22] 
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In 1988, the National Commission for Women’s
Affairs and Family was established; in 2005, the
Strategy of Gender Equality for 206-2016 was
adopted; in 2010, the legislation “On the
prevention of domestic violence” and “On state
guarantees of equal rights and equal
opportunities for men and women” was
adopted.  
 
Yet, the 2017 reduction in penalties for minor
physical harm, including decriminalising
domestic violence, sparked criticism for not
aligning with the rigorous standards set by
CEDAW and the Istanbul Convention. [26] The
decriminalisation of domestic violence articles in
Kazakhstan followed a similar move in Russia. In
February 2017, President Vladimir Putin signed a
law reclassifying the offence of battery from the
Criminal Code to the Administrative Code,
justifying the decision by arguing that people
should be given a "chance to remain in the
healthy part of society." Kazakhstan had its own
motives for such a change. In 2016, Prosecutor
General Zhakip Assanov noted a decline in
holding individuals accountable for domestic
violence, attributing this to the private nature of
family disputes, which require victims to
independently find witnesses and evidence, a
task that is often challenging.[27] 
 
Bishimbaev’s case as a catalyst 

In November 2023, Kuandyk Bishimbaev, a
prominent former economy minister, was
charged with the murder of his wife, Saltanat
Nukenova. This high-profile case underscored
significant gaps in legal protections and
catalysed a nationwide dialogue on domestic
violence.[28] 

Bishimbaev's case not only drew the attention of
Kazakhstan but also captivated a global
audience. Media outlets such as The Diplomat,
BBC, and Al Jazeera provided extensive
coverage, highlighting the prosecution process
and revealing the stark realities of the existing
domestic violence legislation in Kazakhstan. [29] 
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This high-profile case underscored significant
gaps in legal protections and catalysed a
nationwide dialogue on domestic violence.
[30]The public outcry and international
attention surrounding Bishimbaev's case were
instrumental in driving legislative changes. 

 

Figure 2:Kazakhstan’s former Economy Minister Kuandyk
Bishimbayev, charged with beating his wife to death, attends a
court hearing in Astana, Kazakhstan, April 3, 2024 (Turar
Kazangapov/Reuters)

The widespread coverage of the trial highlighted
the weaknesses in Kazakhstan's domestic
violence laws, which previously allowed for
lighter penalties for minor physical harm. This
case prompted legal reform, as it revealed the
urgent need to provide better protection for
victims and hold perpetrators accountable​.[31] 

In response to the public demand for stronger
legal protections, Kazakhstan introduced a new
law on April 15, 2024.[32] This law marked a
significant shift in the country's approach to
domestic violence. The legislation reimposed
criminal penalties for battery and intentional
infliction of light bodily harm, specifically
targeting offences committed against
individuals in vulnerable positions, such as those
who are financially or otherwise dependent on
the perpetrator. These offences, previously
decriminalised in 2017, now carry tougher
penalties, reflecting a more stringent stance
against domestic violence​.[33] The new law
includes crucial provisions to protect victims
and enhance law enforcement, such as shifting



the duty of evidence collection to the police,
requiring them to register and investigate all
domestic violence reports and eliminating
reconciliation options in cases of repeated
battery and light bodily harm - thus ensuring
perpetrators face appropriate legal
consequences​. [34] 

The implications of these reforms are
significant. By criminalising specific acts of
domestic violence and enhancing the
responsibilities of law enforcement, Kazakhstan
has taken a crucial step towards aligning its
domestic laws with international standards.
However, challenges remain, particularly in
ensuring the effective implementation of these
laws and providing adequate support for
survivors. Continued efforts and sustained
pressure from both national and international
organisations are essential to bridge the
remaining gaps and ensure comprehensive
protection for victims of domestic violence in
Kazakhstan​. [35] 
 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, addressing domestic violence in
Kazakhstan remains a significant challenge due
to deeply rooted traditional norms, regional
disparities, and the inconsistent implementation
of international legal standards. Despite notable
legislative efforts and the influence of
international conventions like CEDAW and the
Istanbul Convention, practical challenges
persist. The alarming rise in domestic violence
cases, with authorities receiving 100,000
complaints in 2023 alone, underscores the
urgency of the issue.  

The cultural context in Kazakhstan, where
traditions often justify violence against women
and children, further complicates efforts to
combat domestic violence. These norms lead to
underreporting and stigmatisation of victims,
necessitating culturally sensitive approaches to
legal reforms and support services. The high-
profile case of Kuandyk Bishimbaev, 
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which drew national and international attention,
highlighted significant gaps in legal protections
and catalysed a nationwide dialogue on
domestic violence. The new legislation
introduced in April 2024, which re-criminalises
battery and intentional harm, represents a
crucial step towards aligning Kazakhstan’s
domestic laws with international standards. 

Recommendations 

Fully implement and enforce the recent law
passed on 15 April  2024, which reimposes
criminal penalties for battery and intentional
infliction of light bodily harm.  

Launch nationwide awareness campaigns to
educate the public about the nature and
consequences of domestic violence.
Integrate educational programs into school
curriculums and community centres to shift
cultural attitudes and reduce the stigma
associated with reporting domestic violence.  

While international conventions like CEDAW
and the Istanbul Convention provide a
framework for combating domestic violence,
their effectiveness depends on local
enforcement and cultural adaptation.
Encourage international bodies and
organisations to continue monitoring and
supporting Kazakhstan's efforts to comply
with these standards, ensuring that
domestic laws align with global human
rights and gender equality norms. 
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his omnipresent fear and the lack of
governmental action create a breeding ground
for violence to escalate into femicide. 

Femicide can be defined as the intentional killing
of women or girls due to their gender.[3]It can
be driven by harmful social norms, stereotyped
gender roles, unequal power relations and
discrimination towards women and girls.[4] In
2013, the United Nations General Assembly
adopted Resolution 68/191 calling nations to take
action against gender-based killing of women
and girls.[5] Since then, few nations have taken
positive actions to integrate femicide into their
laws, including Costa Ricavi, Cyprusv,[6] and
Croatia.[7] However, many countries have yet to
take specific actions against this critical issue.
This failure is particularly evident in the Central
Asian region, especially in Kyrgyzstan, where the
problem remains a widespread and
underreported issue. 

 

Exploring Cultural Factors and Legal Gaps Contributing to
Femicide in Kyrgyzstan: A Comprehensive Analysis 
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Key takeaways

Kyrgyzstan has failed to adequately deal
with the issue of femicide. This failure not
only represents a grave social and
humanitarian concern but also signifies a
failure to meet the country’s international
legal obligations. 

Factors contributing to femicide in
Kyrgyzstan include social norms, legal gaps,
and ineffective enforcement of laws
protecting women. Systemic issues and
societal indifference contribute to a culture
where perpetrators are not held
accountable, increasing the risk of extreme
outcomes. 

Addressing gender-based violence
comprehensively is crucial in preventing
femicides in the country. This requires urgent
legal reforms and societal changes to
protect women and girls and ensure their
grievances are taken seriously. 

Introduction

Around 18% of women in Central Asia have
reportedly faced gender-based violence at
least once in their lifetime.[1] This reflects a
dangerous environment for women in the
region. Svetlana Dzardanova, a human rights
researcher mentioned that women in Central
Asia “feel unsafe everywhere: in the streets and
on public transport, at universities and in their
workplaces; they feel unsafe around their
husbands and ex-husbands and they have
been repeatedly shown by their governments
that their grievances and fears do not matter
enough to prompt action.”[2]

Figure 1: A woman holds up photos of two women killed by their
kidnappers in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. (Nezir Aliyev/Anadolu/Getty,
2021) 



The prevalence of femicide in Kyrgyzstan
highlights deep-rooted social, cultural, and legal
factors that perpetuate gender-based violence.
It is crucial to examine the extent of femicide
and the systemic issues contributing to its
prevalence to highlight the gaps in
governmental responses, and shed light on the
urgent need for comprehensive measures to
combat femicide in Kyrgyzstan. 

The Rising Issue of Femicide 

Over the years, Kyrgyzstan has seen a
dangerous rise in femicide cases, with an
estimated report of at least 20-30 femicides
committed annually during 2009-2022.[8] A
2023 Report by UNODC and UN Women on
Femicide highlights that, with home being the
most dangerous place for women and girls,
most femicides are committed either by their
intimate partner or other known [9]Similar to the
global trends shown in the Report, majority of
the femicide cases in Kyrgyzstan occur within
the context of intimate partner violence, often
exacerbated by social and economic pressures.  

Women have often been particularly brutally
targeted[10] and killed by their ex-husbands.[11]
Reasons given by men when asked why they
killed their partner include “she interfered with
watching TV”, or “slowly cooked food”.
[12]Additionally, women and girls with disabilities
are also targeted in the same brutal ways.[13]
They face additional barriers in accessing
support and protection services, which
exacerbates their risk of domestic violence and
femicide. 
 
More than 180 women attempted suicide in 2023
alone because of domestic violence.[14]

While it does not come under the intentional
killing aspect of femicide, it is important and
relevant to monitor the extreme gender-based
violence women are afflicted with.[15] This can
be used as evidence to judge the forms of
physical, sexual or psychological violence prior
to the suicide.[16] 

The Ministry of Internal Affairs reported that more
than 13,000 cases of domestic violence against
women and girls were registered in 2023,
showing a 32% rise from the year before.[17]
Prosecutor General Kurmankul Zulushev
highlighted that “one of the pressing issues
remains the protection of minor children,
women, disabled people and the elderly from
domestic violence.”[18]This link highlights that
most femicides committed are likely the result of
violence against women and girls that the state
failed to address and prevent in due time. 

Social Norms and Stereotypes
Contributing to Gender-based
Violence
Prevailing social norms perpetuate gender
inequality and discrimination against women
and girls, often leading to violence. Gulnaz
Almambet kyzy, a wife and mother, highlighted
that “It is considered shameful in our community
when a husband does chores like washing
dishes and preparing meals as these are
considered purely women’s responsibilities."[19] 
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Figure 2: Women with placards that read, "Raise your son" and "We
need rights 365 days a year" in a rally in celebration of
International Women's Day in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, on March 8
(RFE/RL, 2024) 

Moreover, a mother of the women who was
targeted by her ex-husband mentioned that
many people in the country also accept that
violence and humiliation of women by their
husbands are simply facts of life.[20] 



Legislative and Institutional
Shortcomings 

The state has not given adequate legal attention
to femicides in the country. There has been no
effort made to distinguish between a type of
murder or a homicide with femicide. In the
criminal code, Murder defined under article-97
only includes murder of women known to be
pregnant as a specific offence.[24] This lack of
differentiation fails to address the nuances of
the issue, hindering effective solutions to deal
with the core underlying problems that women
and girls face in the country. 

In 2017, Kyrgyzstan was the first country in the
region to criminalise domestic violence by
enacting the law, “On Safeguarding and
Protection Against Domestic Violence”.[24]Yet, in
2023, Kyrgyzstan was ranked the most unsafe for
women in the Global Central Asia according to
the Women, Peace and Security Index (WPS
Index), placing 95th among 177 countries.[25]
This reflects that despite legislative efforts, the
implementation and enforcement of these laws
remain severely lacking. 

The high ranking indicates that legal reforms
alone are insufficient to protect women if not
accompanied by effective enforcement, societal
change, and adequate support systems for
victims. It underscores the need for
comprehensive strategies that address the root
causes of violence, ensure accountability for
perpetrators, and provide robust support for
survivors to create a safer environment for
women in Kyrgyzstan. 

One of the main issues with the system that
women in the country have faced has been that
of negligence on part of the law enforcement
agencies.[26] Law enforcement agencies often
justify men’s violent behaviour through “loyalty” to
“traditions”, not taking domestic abuse seriously.
[27] In one of the cases from September 2023,
the victim was issued with 5 protective orders 
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This acceptance reflects broader societal
attitudes that normalisze domestic violence and
undermine efforts to protect women's rights.
Together, these examples illustrate how cultural
and social norms perpetuate harmful
stereotypes and contribute to a climate where
violence against women is tolerated and even
justified. 

Figure 3: ”Daughter-in-law needs the same respect as she pays”.
Youth Activists use pictures to raise awareness and fight violence
against women in Osh, South Kyrgyzstan (Voices on Central Asia,
2018) 

Ms. Anara Aitkurmanova, UN Women
Programme Coordinator, highlights that “Gender
stereotypes and social norms are major drivers
of violence against women and girls, but gender
equality is largely viewed as a foreign or
‘western’ concept that undermines the
traditional roles of women and men in Kyrgyz
society”[21] To address these issues, there is a
critical need for comprehensive strategies that
not only enforce legal protections but also
challenge harmful stereotypes and promote
gender equality as a fundamental human right.

Efforts should include educational campaigns,
community engagement, and policy reforms
that aim to change attitudes towards women's
roles and rights. It is essential to involve all
sectors of society, including government, civil
society, and the media, in promoting respectful
and equitable relationships between men and
women. 



against her ex-husband in just a year, however,
none of them were fulfilled as the man
continued to harass, eventually mutilating her.
[28] The police also did not heed her
complaints, and only after her situation was
made public did her case receive attention
from authorities.[29] Such failures and inaction
on part of the authorities directly lead to and
enable femicides. 

The state's inability to recognise and address
femicide as a distinct and serious crime reflects
a broader systemic failure. The absence of a
targeted approach to femicide means that
many cases are not properly investigated or
prosecuted, allowing perpetrators to act with
impunity. To effectively combat femicide, it is
crucial for the state to not only enact but also
enforce laws that protect women, addressing
the societal and institutional failures that
perpetuate violence against women. 

Furthermore, the lack of due recognition results
in insufficient statistics and inaccurate data on
femicide. To bridge these gaps, in 2021, the
Soros Foundation–Kyrgyzstan, a national
foundation launched by The Open Society
Foundations (OSF), developed a database and
methodology to collect data on crimes against
women, statistics of murders and other crimes
that led to death of women in the country.
[30]This initiative has been a positive step for
government agencies to adopt. 
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Figure 4: Launch ceremony of the Central Asian Alliance to End
Gender-Based Violence ((UN Women Kazakhstan, 2023) 

However, due to the regressive Foreign Agents
Law adopted in March 2024,[31] the OSF
decided to shut down its operations in the
country.[32] This undermines efforts by such
NGOs that are working towards the betterment
women’s safety in rights in the country. The
government should honour its international and
national commitments rather than suppressing
the voices of civil society. Only through
collaboration with NGOs and adherence to
international obligations can Kyrgyzstan
effectively tackle the issue of femicide and
protect the rights of women and girls. 

International Legal Standards and
Obligations

Kyrgyzstan must address femicide not only as a
national concern but also as an international
legal obligation. According to Article 4 of the
Declaration of Elimination of Violence against
Women, states are to exercise due diligence in
preventing acts of violence against women. [33]
Moreover, states’ obligation of due diligence to
protect right to life requires the states to act in
good faith to also effectively prevent violence
against women.[34] Similarly, the General
Assembly Resolution 65/228 [35] highlighted
that the states must exercise due diligence to
prevent and investigate acts of violence against
women and punish the perpetrators, eliminate
impunity, and provide protection to the victims.
In line with this, the Human Rights Committee
affirmed that the right to life obligates states to
investigate and prosecute those responsible for
unlawful deprivations of life.[36] 

  



Implementing such a comprehensive and
gender-sensitive approach would provide
practical guidance for investigating femicides.
This would ensure that cases are handled with
the necessary attention to gender dynamics,
improving accountability, and preventing
impunity. 
On 27th June 2023, the Central Asian Alliance to
End Gender-Based Violence was officially
launched in Almaty, Kazakhstan as part of the
Spotlight Initiative Regional Programme for
Central Asia and Afghanistan, to prevent and
address gender-based violence in the region.xlii
Such a collective effort has been a positive way
forward to ensure regional cooperation and a
unified approach to this pervasive issue.
Additionally, with the help of UN Women’s
“Women Count” initiative to improve gender
data production and use in Europe and Central
Asia, Kyrgyzstan has been able to positively work
on its data-collection methods.[40 Kyrgyzstan
should focus on more initiatives to combat
femicide, not only nationally but also
internationally. By actively participating in and
supporting these regional alliances, Kyrgyzstan
can strengthen its efforts to address gender-
based violence, thereby fulfilling its international
legal obligations and promoting a safer
environment for all women in Central Asia.

Conclusion 

The impact of femicide on women, girls, and the
community is profound and far-reaching. For
the victims and their families, it results in
immeasurable loss and trauma, creating a
climate of fear and insecurity among women
and girls. This violence disrupts communities,
erodes trust in legal and social institutions, and
perpetuates a cycle of violence and
discrimination, highlighting the urgent need for
comprehensive measures to address this grave
issue. 
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Figure 5:The Central Asian Alliance to End Gender-Based Violence.
(UN Women Kazakhstan, 2023) 

Despite these international obligations,
Kyrgyzstan has struggled to adequately
address domestic violence, let alone femicide.
This reflects a broader structural failure and
neglect in safeguarding women’s rights.
Moreover, these failures additionally affect
women and girls with disabilities as their special
needs are also not taken into account.
[37]Addressing this requires not only legal
reforms but also a societal shift towards gender
equality and the establishment of robust
mechanisms for prevention, protection, and
prosecution in line with the international
standards.  

In the 2023 Thematic Report, Morris Tidball-Binz,
the UN Special Rapporteur on extra-judicial
summary or arbitrary executions, examined the
issue of femicide worldwide.[38] The Report
analyses and sheds light on the Latin American
Model Protocol for Investigation of Gender-
related Killings of Women, which provides a
comprehensive framework for law enforcement
and judicial authorities. It outlines steps for
effective investigation, ensuring accountability,
and preventing impunity, emphasising a
gender-sensitive approach, victim protection,
and the importance of collecting disaggregated
data to understand the scope and patterns of
femicide.[39] Kyrgyzstan should adopt and
adapt this Protocol to fit its domestic legal
framework. 
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The government should invest in and
support data collection and research.
Evidence and data of femicides not only
within but also outside the family and
perpetrated in the public sphere remains
extremely limited. Collecting data is
essential to better understand, address and
prevent situations of vulnerability to gender-
based violence and femicide. 

The government should work closely with
civil society organisations, providing them
with support to increase the number of
women involved in the legal process.
Additionally, they should ensure
comprehensive support systems for
survivors, including shelters, counselling, and
legal aid. Conducting public education
campaigns to challenge and change
societal norms that condone violence
against women is also crucial. These
collaborative efforts will strengthen the
overall approach to addressing femicide
and domestic violence, ensuring a more
effective and supportive response. 

Kyrgyzstan faces significant challenges in
addressing femicide, with systemic failures in
both legal frameworks and societal attitudes
contributing to the ongoing violence against
women. Despite enacting laws to combat
domestic violence, the implementation and
enforcement of these laws remain insufficient.
To effectively address femicide, Kyrgyzstan
must adopt comprehensive strategies and
adhere to international obligations, fostering
collaboration with civil society. Only through
these measures can the country hope to
protect the rights and lives of women and girls. 

Recommendations 

Kyrgyzstan should enact a comprehensive
law specifically addressing femicide as per
its international obligations, drawing on the
experiences of other nations that have
successfully implemented such legislation.
By studying and adapting these models,
Kyrgyzstan can create an effective legal
framework to combat femicide, ensure
accountability, and provide better protection
for women and girls. 

Equipping law enforcement and judicial
personnel with the necessary training and
resources to effectively handle cases of
femicide and domestic violence is essential.
This includes specialised training programs,
updated protocols, and adequate support to
ensure these cases are managed with the
sensitivity and urgency required. 

Ensuring that protective orders and other
legal measures are enforced and holding
law enforcement agencies accountable for
negligence is crucial. This includes regular
oversight and consequences for failure to
act, thereby strengthening the protection for
victims of domestic violence and preventing
further harm. 
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Key takeaways

Despite global challenges, Russia and
Uzbekistan are forging closer ties, evidenced
by President Putin's recent state visit and
their mutual commitment to expanding
economic cooperation and infrastructure
projects. 

Putin's recognition of Uzbekistan's growing
population, as a source of human capital,
highlights Russia's strategic interest in
leveraging Central Asian demographics to
address its own demographic challenges
and labour market needs. 

To address the significant challenges faced
by Uzbek labour migrants in Russia, including
bureaucratic hurdles and human rights
violations, it is crucial to implement
improved protections and establish stronger
bilateral agreements. 

Uzbekistan is actively diversifying its labour
migration strategy by expanding into new
markets and enhancing support systems to
reintegrate returning migrants. 

Introduction 
           
The relationship between Russia and Uzbekistan
is currently witnessing significant developments
amidst geopolitical shifts and deepening
economic collaborations. President Vladimir
Putin's recent state visit to Uzbekistan
emphasised the strategic importance both
nations attribute to their bilateral ties, evidenced
through substantial agreements in trade and
infrastructure. 

However, amidst these diplomatic
advancements, challenges encountered by
Uzbek labour migrants in Russia highlight the
complex interplay between bilateral relations
and socio-economic realities.

Putin in Uzbekistan: Migrant Worker
Issues in Focus

Russian President, Vladimir Putin made his
second state visit to Uzbekistan following his re-
election in March 2024. Despite the International
Criminal Court issuing a warrant for his arrest in
March 2023, he was warmly welcomed in
“neutral” Uzbekistan, which is not among the 123
countries that have ratified the Rome Statute.

Evolving Russia-Uzbekistan Relations Amidst Uzbek Labour
Migrants Challenges

Anvar Kodirov
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State visit of Russian President Vladimir Putin to Uzbekistan in May
2024. (President.uz, 2024)

Vladimir Putin and Uzbek President, Shavkat
Mirziyoyev extended their discussions to three
days, focusing on bolstering bilateral trade and
economic cooperation. [1] Trade turnover
between Russia and Uzbekistan has grown by
30% this year, with a new target set at $30
billion. [2] 



Russia, although surpassed by China in 2023 as
Uzbekistan's largest trade partner, remains a
crucial ally.[3]

Over 3,000 joint enterprises and projects worth
$45 billion are active in Uzbekistan, with an
additional $20 billion in new projects discussed
in sectors such as energy, metallurgy, and
petrochemicals. [4] Among the 27 agreements
signed during the visit was a contract for a 330-
megawatt nuclear power plant in the Jizzakh
region, reflecting a scaled-down version of a
previously planned 2.4-gigawatt project. [5
]Independent political scientist Rafael Sattarov
pointed out concerns about transparency and
potential corruption in the nuclear project with
Rosatom, advocating for International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) oversight. [6] Following
the announcement, Uzbekistan’s Energy Minister,
Jurabek Mirzamahmudov, met with IAEA Director
General Rafael Grossi, who expressed the IAEA's
readiness to support Uzbekistan's nuclear
energy plans.[7]
 
The issue of Uzbek labour migrants in Russia
was closely followed by people hoping for
updates from the meeting of two presidents.
Unfortunately, despite being a matter of
discussion, no official agreement was signed to
ensure safe and favourable working conditions
for the one million Uzbek citizens in Russia. 

The history of labour migration from Uzbekistan
began in the early 2000s when Russia's
economy experienced rapid growth, resulting in
a significant economic boom, while Central Asia
lagged considerably behind. [8] Additionally,
Russia's population was in decline, whereas
Uzbekistan's population continued to rise. These
two factors—economic conditions and
demographics—led to a wave of mass
migration.[9] 
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The peak number of Uzbekistan citizens in
Russia was recorded in 2013–2014, totalling
nearly, 2.6 million people. Migration growth,
which began in the early 2000s, came to a halt
in 2014. The current figure of one million,
however, is the lowest in this past decade. This is
in part due to the exodus of the Uzbek migrants,
who have fled Russia following their aggressive
foreign policy towards Ukraine, as well as other
factors, such as the uncertain variable of the
Ruble's strength in the economic sphere. In
particular, the fluctuating exchange rates of
dollar and the Ruble had a direct impact on
migration trends. .[10] In 2015–2016, the Ruble
plummeted, leading to a sharp decline in Uzbek
migrants moving to Russia during that period.
The economic downturn, coupled with
sanctions, exacerbated the exodus of migrants.
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
February 2024 also brought new challenges for
Uzbek migrants, including recruitment to fight
alongside the Russian army or to dig trenches
and rebuild newly captured territories.[11] Russia
aims to leverage Central Asia's extensive
resources in its confrontation with the US-led
West in Ukraine. 

Figure 2: Issuing summonses to migrants at a market in
Chelyabinsk, Russia. (The Moscow Times, 2023)

During President Putin’s press conference at his
state visit to Uzbekistan in May 2024, and in
discussions at the St. Petersburg International
Economic Forum in June 2024, he highlighted
that Uzbekistan's population stands at 37 million,
growing by one million each year. [12] However,
in the case of Russia, is currently facing a
demographic crisis: birth rates have been
declining for several years,  and this decline has
worsened following Russia's war in Ukraine. 



Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, with many being
deported back to their home countries without
explanation. Shavkat Mirziyoyev, who is familiar
with the conditions of Uzbek labour migrants,
raised this issue in his talks with President Putin.
"We placed special emphasis on the sensitive
issue of labour migration, underscoring the
importance of establishing systematic
cooperation and implementing effective
mechanisms. We took these matters very
seriously. I am pleased that Vladimir
Vladimirovich supported my proposals on this
critical issue. I believe that we will still rectify this
issue from both sides," said the President of
Uzbekistan.[17] 

On the other hand, the Russian President,
Vladimir Putin, emphasised the substantial
contribution Uzbek citizens make to the
development of the Russian economy,
particularly in rapidly advancing sectors such as
construction, housing and utilities, and
transportation and logistics.[18] He
acknowledged that their remittances back
home provide significant support to the
economy of Uzbekistan and to families across
the country. Putin stressed that it is crucial for
the Russian authorities to ensure Uzbek citizens
working in Russia have decent working
conditions and social protection, and affirmed
that collaboration with Uzbek authorities on all
current migration issues will be maintained.[19]
While challenges persist for Uzbek labour
migrants in Russia, President Putin emphasised
that ongoing diplomatic efforts are crucial to
improving their working conditions and
protecting their rights amidst complex migration
policies and geopolitical tensions.

Transforming Uzbek Labor
Migration

Traditionally, labour migration from Uzbekistan
has been focused on neighbouring countries,
especially Russia and Kazakhstan, which
account for the majority of remittance inflows.
However, recent years have seen a gradual
diversification of these migration patterns. 
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According to the assessment provided by
experts from the A.G. Vishnevsky Institute of
Demography at the National Research University
Higher School of Economics (HSE), Russia will
need to attract between 390,000 and 1.1 million
migrants annually until 2100 to maintain a
population of 146 million people.[13] 

Migrant workers also face a complex
administrative process to work in Russia,
requiring multiple documents such as work, and
residence permits with frequent bureaucratic
renewals. The stringent requirements for
migrants make inadvertent violations almost
unavoidable, whether due to registration issues,
incorrect permits, or the use of the wrong type
of patent.[14] Accumulating two or three
infractions could lead to deportation or entry
bans. To avoid immigration bureaucracy and
potential deportation, migrants opt to obtain
Russian citizenship. For instance, in 2022 alone,
approximately 27,000 Uzbek citizens acquired
Russian passports.[15] Following losses in the
Russian army during the Ukraine conflict,
Russian citizens of Central Asian origin became
easy targets for forced mobilisation. 

The situation worsened for Central Asian
migrants after a terrorist attack at the Crocus
City concert hall near Moscow involving Tajik
migrants which has led to increased police
raids and mistreatment. [16] This has also led to
an increase in airport checks for migrants from 

Figure 3:Massive raid on migrant workers alleged to be violating
Russian migration laws in January 2024. (Daryo.uz, 2024) 
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Russia has traditionally been a primary
destination for Uzbek labour migrants due to the
accessibility of jobs that do not require specific
qualifications and only basic language skills. To
explore new opportunities, vocational education
institutions will offer training in various
professions and targeted preparation for
citizens lacking professional skills and language
proficiency. To support this effort, the Agency for
External Labor Migration will establish a
specialised centre for foreign language training
and job readiness. 

Additionally, the government will partially
reimburse expenses for work visas, tickets,
foreign language proficiency tests, and
professional qualifications. Citizens who achieve
an international language certificate or its
equivalent will be eligible for a 50%
reimbursement of their language training costs.
[25] Under the decree, Uzbek citizens who have
faced violence, forced labour, discrimination,
financial hardship, or lack of identity
documentation during their labour migration will
receive legal services provided by lawyers, legal
aid organisations, or human rights groups.[26]
The comprehensive reforms aim to safeguard
the rights and well-being of Uzbek labour
migrants, ensuring their protection and support
throughout their migration journeys. 

To achieve its goals, Uzbekistan is leveraging all
available instruments, including political tools.
On 16 June, the German newspaper Der Spiegel
reported that Uzbekistan may assist Germany in
deporting Afghan migrants who pose a security
threat.[27] This issue gained prominence after
the Mannheim knife attack, where a 25-year-old
Afghan national with an “extremist motive”
injured several people and killed a police officer.
According to Der Spiegel, the German
government proposes bringing Afghan
nationals to Tashkent, where they will be
transported to Kabul via the private airline,
KamAir. Uzbekistan’s intermediary role would
enable Germany to conduct deportations
without direct negotiations with the Taliban
regime in Kabul. In return, 

Uzbekistan is currently implementing a new
strategy to regulate labour migration. 

With Uzbek labour migrants returning from
Russia, the government is actively seeking to
provide them with employment opportunities or
redirect them to new labour markets. As of May
2024, 115,000 labour migrants have returned to
Uzbekistan, and this number is expected to
reach 250,000 to 300,000 by year-end.[20] 

In early April, Uzbek President Shavkat Mirziyoyev
issued a decree significantly expanding the
authority of the government’s External Labor
Migration Agency.[21] Key provisions of the
decree include establishing diplomatic attachés
at various Uzbek embassies abroad to oversee
and manage Uzbek labour migration. The
countries specified in the decree include the
United Kingdom, United Arab Emirates, Hungary,
Germany, Latvia, Poland, and Japan. 

Over the past two years, the Agency for External
Labor Migration under the Ministry of
Employment has facilitated the dispatch of
70,000 individuals to work in developed
countries.[22] In 2022, nearly a quarter of
seasonal workers arriving in the UK were from
Central Asia, with Uzbekistan ranking second
after Ukraine. During a January meeting, the
President of Uzbekistan highlighted that a
majority of Uzbek nationals abroad are
employed in low-paying jobs and tasked the
Ministry of Employment with training 100,000
citizens and facilitating their employment in
foreign enterprises.[23] As the majority of
labour migrants from Uzbekistan are in Russia’s
construction, housing and utilities, and
transportation sectors, the Uzbek government
aims to transform them into qualified, high-
income professionals. Among the professionals
leaving Uzbekistan for foreign labour
opportunities are medical professionals. The
Ministry of Employment in cooperation with the
Uzbek embassies abroad have been facilitating
recruitment of medical personnel from
Uzbekistan to Great Britain, Germany, and Saudi
Arabia.[24] 
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the Uzbek government seeks a formal migration
agreement with Germany to facilitate the entry
of skilled Uzbek migrants into the German
labour market.[28] From 2001 to 2021,
Uzbekistan supported NATO member countries,
including Germany, in their mission in
Afghanistan. Today, while the Taliban
government in Afghanistan remains
internationally unrecognised, Uzbekistan
continues to engage with its southern neighbour
across various sectors. Surprisingly, Uzbekistan's
diplomatic relations with the Taliban could also
enhance labour migration opportunities to
Germany. Uzbekistan is focused on
transforming its labour policies and enhancing
governance by aligning with international legal
standards. In particular, those established by
the International Labour Organization (ILO) and
the United Nations, which will strengthen
protections for Uzbek labour migrants abroad
and promote equitable labour practices
globally. This would foster partnerships with
international bodies like the OSCE and ILO and
would enable Uzbekistan to develop
comprehensive migration policies that uphold
human rights, combat human trafficking, and
ensure the safe and orderly migration of its
citizens. These collaborations will support
Uzbekistan in effectively managing labour
migration while addressing challenges faced by
migrants in host countries. 

Conclusion 
 
President Vladimir Putin's recent state visit to
Uzbekistan has underscored their efforts to
strengthen cooperation between the two 

countries through the implementation of
numerous agreements in trade and
infrastructure. The construction of a nuclear
power plant in Uzbekistan, the first in Central
Asia, signifies a deepening bond between Russia
and the region. While the challenges faced by
Uzbek migrants in Russia were discussed during
the visit, no official agreements were reached
between the presidents. Despite this, there is
optimism for improved living and working
conditions for Uzbek migrants in Russia in the
future. Meanwhile, Uzbekistan is actively
transforming its approach to external labour
migration, aiming to provide more opportunities
and better terms for its citizens in new labour
markets. This proactive stance by Tashkent
reflects a commitment to addressing the
complexities of migration while fostering
economic development and cooperation with
Russia and beyond. 

Recommendations 
 

Uzbekistan should collaborate with the OSCE
and ILO to develop migration policies that
address challenges faced by Uzbek labour
migrants. It should prioritise negotiating
bilateral agreements with Russia to protect
rights and improve working conditions,
implementing robust monitoring
mechanisms. 

Uzbekistan should overhaul its education
system to include comprehensive language
learning programs and vocational training
aligned with the demands of international job
markets. By focusing on skills in demand in
partner countries, Uzbekistan can better
prepare its workforce for global opportunities
and foster domestic economic growth. 

Strengthen Uzbekistan's migration laws
through partnerships with governments, civil
society, and the private sector. Focus on
enhancing legal protections, streamlining
processes, and investing in education to
retain skilled professionals. This approach will
promote sustainable economic development
and reduce dependency on migrant labour. 

Figure 4: Medical students at a local educational institution in
Uzbekistan. (Kun.uz, 2024)
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Key takeaways

Although the risk and impact of domestic
terror attacks in Tajikistan remains low, Tajiks
are at risk of being recruited into international
terrorist organisations and carrying out
attacks. Some of these organisations pose a
risk to the Tajik state itself, damage
Tajikistan’s international reputation, and
increase the risk of domestic terror attacks
being carried out by radicalised individuals
returning to Tajikistan. 

Some experts point out that socio-economic
conditions and harsh repression in Tajikistan,
as well as the negative experiences of Tajik
migrant workers in Russia leave citizens
vulnerable to radicalisation by international
terrorist organisations.  

Although countering extremism and terrorism
are genuine concerns for the Tajik state,
evidence points to the fact that ‘the fight
against terror’ is being used as justification
for national and transnational repression,
especially of political opposition groups, to
consolidate the authoritarian leadership of
President Emomali Rahmon and not tackling
the root causes of the issue.  

More should be done by the international
community to tackle the ongoing repression
and human rights abuses present in
Tajikistan and seek productive measures to
tackle the issues of terrorism, extremism and
radicalisation threatening the country.  

Introduction 

The 22nd March Crocus City Hall terror attacks in
Moscow, which claimed at least 143 lives [1], 

have brought the issue of radicalisation and
terrorism of Tajiks into the international
spotlight, with reports of up to eleven Tajik
nationals having been arrested in relation to the
attacks [2]. This is compounded by a number
of international terror events involving Tajik
nationals being reported in recent years [3].
Although domestic terrorism, the threat of
international terror groups to Tajik sovereignty
and the increasing number of Tajik nationals
being radicalised remains a real threat and
issue for the Tajik state, and some efforts are
being made to curb these issues, the topic is
repeatedly used as a justification for repression
of political opposition groups both in and
outside the country in order to consolidate
President Rahmon’s rule. This article addresses
the issue of terrorism in relation to Tajikistan, the
root causes of why Tajiks are a potential risk for
radicalisation and how Tajikistan has used
extremism and terrorism to stamp out
opposition parties and create an overall
environment of repression in the country. 
 
Terrorism and Tajikistan 

The issues of terrorism, extremism and
radicalisation are a concern for Tajikistan both
domestically and on the international stage. On
one hand, the number of terror attacks and
deaths resulting from attacks carried out by
organised extremist organisations on Tajik soil
overall appears to remain low. From 2008 -
2019, seven attacks were carried out, resulting in
a total of 74 deaths [4]. Many of these attacks
have also been carried out by individuals and
small groups and have not been related to
international terrorist organisations [5]. These
attacks also do not appear related to specific
ideologies or demands [6]. Many of the attacks
have also been targeted at state institutions or
have involved individuals with specific quarrels 
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A Tajik militant raises the Talbian flag at a strategic checkpoint on
the Tajik-Afghan border (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 27 July
2021) 

with the state rather than at the general public
[7]. However, Tajikistan observes a threat from
terrorist groups located in, especially, northern
Afghanistan, with which it shares a lengthy
border. These include groups such as Islamic
State Khorasan Province (ISKP) [8] and Jamaat
Ansarullah (JA), also known as the ‘Tajik Taliban’
[9]. Both of these groups aim to overthrow
governance in the area, establishing caliphates
under strict Sharia Law, with Jamaat Ansarullah
specifically looking to overthrow the Tajik
government [10].  

Furthermore, Tajik citizens appear to have
become a target for radicalisation by
international terrorist groups and have been
linked to multiple global terror events. Tajiks have
been recruited by a number of international
terrorist groups, including the Islamic State of
Syria and Iraq [11], as well as the aforementioned
ISKP and JA, along with other groups such as the
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. Although
estimates vary, some sources suggest that up to
half of ISKP recruits come from Tajikistan [12]
and large numbers in JA, fight on the Taliban’s
behalf in northern Afghanistan13 [13]. Tajik
recruits have also been able to rise to
prominence in these groups, with some Tajiks
occupying leadership positions. Most notable is
the former head of Tajikistan’s special forces,
Gulmurod Khalimov, who rose to prominence as
IS Minister of War [14]. Although overall numbers
of radicalised individuals returning to Tajikistan
to carry out attacks have ultimately been low
[15], there is concern that those individuals
recruited by international terrorist organisations
could return home to conduct attacks on home
soil [16]. 

The number of international terror attacks
involving Tajik nationals appearing in headlines
has also been increasing. Tajik nationals were
linked to a pair of suicide bombings in January
this year in the city of Kerman, Iran, with one of
the two individuals who carried out the attack,
as well as the organiser behind the attack both
being Tajik citizens [17]. Tajiks have also been
named as perpetrators in other attacks in Iran
in 2022[18] and 2023[19]. They have also been
affiliated with attacks in Turkey [20]. On 31
December 2023, three ISIS-linked Tajik nationals
were arrested on suspicion of conducting a
terrorist attack in Cologne, Germany21 [21]. The
incident in Germany is just one of a number of
planned attacks in Europe that have been foiled
involving Tajiks [22]. Most recently, multiple Tajik
nationals were arrested in Russia in relation to
the Crocus City Hall terror attacks, which has
brought the issue of radicalisation in Tajikistan
into the international spotlight.  

Tajiks as Targets for Recruitment
by Terrorist Groups 

Although there is no clear path to radicalisation,
and the factors leading to an individual
becoming involved with a terrorist organisation
are multi-faceted and complex [23], several
experts have noted that domestic factors and
policies of the Tajik government have created
‘fertile ground’ for radicalisation [24]. Socio-
economic issues in the country are one of hese
factors. Tajikistan faces issues within its
education system, particularly with corruption25
[25], high levels of unemployment26 [26], high
levels of poverty [27] and chronic food
shortages [28]. Tajikistan’s economy is also
weak and relies heavily on remittances. The
World Bank estimates that 30-50% of the
country’s GDP relies on remittances [29].
Estimates suggest that up to 3 million Tajiks are
living and working abroad at any given time
and that up to 40% of Tajik households have at
least one family member working abroad [30].
Many of these migrants live and work in Russia,
where they work in low-paying, menial labour
[31]. Furthermore Tajik, along with other Central
Asian migrant workers in Russia, 
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face high levels of xenophobia and
discrimination, along with overall difficult living
conditions. The negative experiences of Tajik and
other Central Asian migrants in Russia have
been extensively documented. These conditions
create vulnerable individuals who may be more
likely to be radicalised. An overall environment of
repression in the country has also been
attributed as a factor contributing to the
radicalisation of Tajiks. Pannier noted that
Uzbeks, living under the extremely oppressive
regime of President Karimov, used to be the
primary group in Central Asia converted to
radicalism. However since the death Karimov
and the takeover of his successor Mirziyoyev,
who has been comparatively more liberal, the
numbers of Uzbeks involved in terrorist
organisations has decreased [32]. In Tajikistan
the opposite can be seen - as freedom
decreases, radicalisation increases. Religious
oppression in the country, where all religious
activity is tightly state controlled, is another
possible factor, with individuals finding
themselves in the hands of extremists when
seeking out alternative sources of religious
education[33].

President Rahmon meets with Vladimir Putin (Wikimedia
Commons, May 2024) 

Domestic efforts to crackdown on the issue,
which have largely relied on a heavy handed
efforts, such as increased surveillance, have
been criticised for addressing the “symptoms,
not the root causes” of the issue [34].
Cooperation with China [35] and Russia [36]
fighting the issue has only worsened this issue
[37].  However, as well as being a potential
cause of terrorism in the country, repression has
also become an outcome of the fight against
terror.  

Repression in Tajikistan in Relation
to Terror & Extremism 

Tajikistan is a consolidated authoritarian state,
which has been under the leadership of
President Rahmon since 1992. Multiple
international organisations [38] have evaluated
an appalling human rights record in the country
with reports citing issues such as arbitrary,
unlawful killings, torture and restrictions on
independent media. Tajikistan has seen an
ongoing decline in its Freedom House score in
recent years, dropping from 11 points in 2017
[39] to 5 points in the latest 2024 report [40]. It
achieved a 0 out of 40 score on political rights
in the 2024 report with issues such as arbitrary
arrests and detentions, unjustified political
prisoners, transnational repression, unfair trials
and lack of independence of the judiciary cited.
Many of these issues are related to the efforts
of the Rahmon presidency to consolidate its
power in the country. Often however, the threat
of terrorism and extremism are used as a
means of justification for these acts. The excuse
of terrorism has resulted in the curtailing of
various political and religious freedoms in the
country. 

Firstly, it is noted that many individuals are
unfairly imprisoned on accounts of false
‘terrorism’ and ‘extremism’ charges41 [41]. These
arrests often involve individuals affiliated with
opposition groups or independent media who
pose a perceived threat to Rahmon’s rule. In
May 2024, the Tajik government issued an
updated list of 29 organisations which are now
listed as terrorist or extremist organisations in
the country [42]. Although a large number of
these organisations are legitimate terrorist
organisations, a number of them continue to
represent members of the Tajik opposition,
including the Islamic Renaissance Party of
Tajikistan (Tajikistan’s former primary
opposition party which until 2015 occupied
seats in parliament), Group 24 (a banned
opposition group currently based in Turkey)
and Pamir Daily News (an independent media
outlet reporting on the oppression of the Pamiri
minority living in Tajikistan) [43]. In July 2023, 
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the websites of both Group 24 and Pamir Daily
News were banned on grounds of being
extremist [44]. Furthermore, swathes of
journalists and bloggers have been imprisoned
in Tajikistan on false extremism charges -
Tajikistan has one of the lowest press freedom
scores, ranking 155 on the World Press Freedom
Index45 [44]. Significant crackdowns in the
Gorno-Badakhshan region on the Pamiri ethnic
group, who largely oppose the central
government [46], have also been touted by the
Tajik authorities as “anti-extremism” efforts. As
noted, many of the terror attacks that have
occurred in Tajikistan have been targeted at
state institutions - there is also criticism that the
labelling of these events as terror incidents is
politically motivated [47]. 

Groups protest against the visit of President Rahmon to Berlin,
showing  images of Tajik dissidents and opposition members
(Human Rights Watch, 15 April 2024) 

The Tajik state is clearly willing to manipulate
and extend the definitions of “extremism” and
“terrorism” to meet its political goals, crackdown
on opposition and enforce its rule. The
international aspect of Tajikistan’s repression is
also of significant concern, highlighted in a
recent Human Rights Watch report on
transnational repression [48]. Many members,
associates and opposition organisations
labelled as extremist are forced into exile or to
flee abroad - however, that does not mean they
are safe from the Tajik authorities. Human Rights
Watch [49] called on foreign states, particularly
EU states and Turkey to refrain from sending
Tajik dissidents back to Tajikistan, where they
face the risk of torture and imprisonment
following unfair trials. In January 2023, Abdullohi

Shamsiddin, a Tajik activist living in Dortmund,
Germany was deported to Tajikistan [50].
Shamsiddin is a Tajik dissident and the son of
the leader of the Islamic Renaissance Party of
Tajikistan (IRPT). The IRPT, which was formerly
the main opposition party in Tajikistan, has
since been banned in the country and in 2015
was listed as a terrorist organisation. On return
to Tajikistan, Shamsiddin disappeared. He was
held in isolation and allegedly tortured and
mistreated according to family members [51].
Following a closed unfair trial, he was
sentenced to seven years imprisonment.
Leading up to April 2024, multiple individuals
associated with the opposition movement,
Group 24 also went missing in Lithuania, Poland
and Turkey [52]. The leader of Group 24,
Umarali Kuvvatov, was killed in March 2015 in
Turkey. Despite attempts to find safety in
multiple countries abroad, the Tajik authorities
attempted to kidnap Kuvvatov several times,
leading many to believe that his death in Turkey
was an assassination by the Tajik authorities
[53]. Family members of Tajik dissidents who
opt to remain at home also become targets for
the Tajik security forces [54]. These cases
demonstrate the extent to which the Tajik
authorities are willing to go to stamp out any
opposition figures, often using terrorism
charges as a justification for extradition of
individuals back to Tajikistan.  

Conclusion 

The threat of terrorism originating from
Tajikistan, is a serious concern both
domestically and internationally. The causes of
radicalisation of Tajiks originate from Tajikistan’s
domestic socio-economic factors, alongside
the experience of Tajiks living abroad.
Repression is also a serious cause and effect of
the issue of terrorism in the country. Without
efforts to deal with the issue of autocracy and
human rights abuses in the country, it seems as
though Tajikistan will continue to fail to address
the root causes of the issue in a meaningful
way and will continue to use the fight against
extremism as a justification for its repressive
actions.  
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Recommendations 

International actors should continue to call
out Tajikistan on its human rights abuses and
enact relevant sanctions and cease
cooperation with Tajikistan where
appropriate.

 
Tajik authorities should seek out non-
repressive means to control the issue of
terrorism, extremism and radicalisation in
their country, by improving domestic socio-
economic conditions and allowing for
freedom of religious expression. 

Tajikistan should seek a broad range of
international partners to combat the real
issue of terrorism and radicalisation in the
country through meaningful pathways.  

States should refrain from returning
dissidents back to Tajikistan to crack down
on transnational repression and offer
protections to these individuals, respecting
the asylum seeking process. 
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