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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Kazakhstani President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev has easily secured re-election in the country’s snap 

presidential elections, receiving more than 80% of the popular vote. Held without significant criticism 

from international observers, the snap presidential race, announced by Tokayev in early September, 

was largely predictable as the short time for campaigning and the broad electoral coalition behind 

the incumbent president meant he was short of credible challengers.  

In line with recent constitutional amendments, Tokayev has been elected for a seven-year term 

without the possibility of re-election. The snap presidential vote was likely held to stabilize the political 

situation and bolster Tokayev's power amid growing geopolitical tension around the country and its 

domestic economic challenges. Looking towards 2023, the presidential elections are also seen as a 

rehearsal for upcoming snap parliamentary elections, to be held during the first six months of next year 

and with crucial implications for the stability of Kazakhstan's political system. 

A more balanced political set-up is crucial for improving Kazakhstan’s investment appeal. The 

successful implementation of previously announced economic reforms may be a necessary pre-

condition, yet they have been deferred until after the parliamentary elections, while these reforms also 

depend on the presidential team’s ability to put them into practice amid a major personnel shortage. 

As a result, in the short and medium term, foreign companies may face increasing regulatory 

uncertainty and a poor level of efficiency within the government structure. Long-term, geopolitical risks 

and a potential spike in domestic political tensions could also be among the main factors for businesses 

to consider. 

Below, Aretera takes a look at the snap presidential elections and its implications for businesses. 
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INCUMBENT WINS RE-ELECTION IN PREDICTABLE RACE 

On 20th November, Kazakhstan held early presidential elections in which the incumbent Kassym-Jomart 

Tokayev secured a landslide victory with 81.3% at a turnout of over 69%. Tokayev’s closest rival, Jiguli 

Dayrabayev, received only 3.4%. Overall, the elections were held without a hitch or any direct criticism 

from international observers. The presidential race was largely predictable: the short term available for 

campaigning (the snap elections were announced on 1st September) made Tokayev the only viable 

candidate. Five politicians enjoying little or no popularity ran against him while Tokayev himself was 

nominated by a broad coalition of parliamentary parties and public organizations. 

Under recent constitutional amendments, Tokayev has been elected for a seven-year term without 

possibility of re-election. The snap presidential vote served to stabilize the political situation and bolster 

Tokayev's power amid the growing geopolitical tension and domestic economic problems. The 

presidential race is also seen as a rehearsal for the snap parliamentary elections that will be held in the 

first six months of 2023, which are more important for the stability of Kazakhstan’s political system. 

FINAL ELECTION RESULTS 

Candidate Affiliation Popular Vote (%) 

Kassym-Jomart Tokayev Independent, supported by all major 

parties and public movements 

81.31 

Jiguli Dayrabayev Auyl People’s Democratic Patriotic Party 3.42 

Qaraqat Abden Independent 2.6 

Nurlan Auesbaev  Nationwide Social Democratic Party 2.53 

Meiram Qajyken Independent 2.22 

Saltanat Tursynbekova Independent 2.12 

Voted Against All Candidates 5.8 

(Source: CEC of Kazakhstan, Turnout: 69.4%) 

SNAP ELECTIONS TO GAIN AGENCY 

The early presidential elections were an element of the power transition Kazakhstan launched in 2019. 

Three years ago, Nursultan Nazarbayev, who served as Kazakhstan’s leader for nearly 30 years, 

nominally stepped down, handing over power to Tokayev, yet retaining control of the key governance 

levers. Tokayev was expected to become either a transitory figure or an element of a revamped 

power system dominated by Nazarbayev’s tight circle, including his close relatives. 

Mass protests in January 2022 destroyed the status quo, however, and upended this plan completely. 

Triggered by economic problems (a fuel price hike), the protests rapidly turned into a political 

confrontation between the elites. Consequently, the protests were suppressed, which required 

involving special CSTO forces (mostly Russian troops). Public figures from Nazarbayev's closest circle 

were removed from office, while Nazarbayev himself was stripped of his position as lifetime head of 

the Security Council, one of the most crucial institutions in the country’s power structure.  

https://www.election.gov.kz/rus/news/releases/index.php?ID=8012
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The “leader of the nation” status, previously bestowed on Nazarbayev and entailing personal immunity 

guarantees, was also revoked, along with every mention of Nazarbayev in Kazakhstan’s constitution. 

The country’s capital, which had been renamed in his honor (Nur-Sultan), was also restored to its 

previous name of Astana. 

Following the mass protests in early 2022, a likely conclusion from Tokayev was that snap elections were 

needed as for him to gain his own political agency as an independent figure unconstrained by 

obligations to Nazarbayev and his circle. If regular elections were held only as planned in 2024, the 

political risks for Tokayev might have been far greater. 

The President’s unstable position helped to vitalize the opposition, increasing revanchist sentiments 

among pro-Nazarbayev elites and, as a consequence, exacerbating domestic political and intra-elite 

struggles. The early elections, however, left the opposition with virtually no time to prepare or 

consolidate and exploit the President’s instability. 

Importantly, 2024 will potentially be a year of major geopolitical turbulence stemming from, among 

other things, the upcoming presidential elections in the United States, Russia and several European 

states that are Kazakhstan’s major partners capable of influencing its domestic agenda. Early 

presidential elections and the de-synchronization of its electoral cycle from the electoral cycles in the 

US and Russia also help ensure domestic stability. 

At the same time, the vote of confidence Tokayev received at the elections may be quickly exhausted 

if there are no significant reforms or visible shifts toward democratizing political life and liberalizing the 

economy. The weak spots remain the major talent shortage on Tokayev's team, the lack of effective 

upward career mobility and strict filtering of business people, civil society activists and foreign 

specialists going into state governance. 

It will be similarly important to monitor socio-economic reforms1 that were announced by the country’s 

President simultaneously with the launch of a new election cycle, but are yet to be implemented. 

Among other moves, Tokayev announced the introduction of new tax and customs codes, promised 

market de-monopolization and the easing of price regulation and privatization. Announced social 

reforms include a plan to increase the minimum wage and engage the population in the distribution 

of revenues from public monopolies.  

THE PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS FACTOR 

The snap presidential elections should be seen as a rehearsal for the upcoming early parliamentary 

elections to be held in the first six months of 2023. Elections to the Majilis (lower house of parliament) 

are more important for the stability of Kazakhstan’s political system, especially given the course 

announced by Tokayev towards greater political competition and power de-monopolization.  

By the end of 2022, Tokayev is expected to implement his campaign promise to simplify the registration 

of new parties and to launch a large-scale (and accelerated) party-building process.  The make-up 

of the Kazakhstani parliament is no longer aligned with the realities of the post-Nazarbayev era and 

demands reform. 

 
1 See here for Aretera’s overview of President Tokayev’s reform agenda from September 2022 

https://areterapa.com/insight_20220922
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Accordingly, in the very near future and probably until the date is set for new elections, the activities 

of the government will be largely aimed at establishing a new political system (with “checks and 

balances”) of intra-parliamentary work and of interaction between the parliament and the president. 

Additionally, a government reshuffle is expected following the parliamentary elections since the 

government, under the constitution, resigns before the newly elected parliament.  

NEW OUTLINES OF KAZAKHSTAN’S FOREIGN POLICY 

The attention of big global and regional powers, primarily Russia, the US, China, the EU and Turkey 

remains focused on Central Asia and the region’s largest economy, Kazakhstan. Russia remains the 

country’s key trade partner and controls the oil export infrastructure, while the US remains a critical 

global actor, with implications for Kazakhstan over its sanctions policy against Moscow. The EU remains 

the largest investor in the country, with Turkish investment also significant, in addition to its cultural ties 

to Astana.  

Such geopolitical and economic proximity, as well as the struggle for influence over Kazakhstan, brings 

both significant advantages (prospects of larger volumes of foreign investment and developing the 

country’s transit potential) and risks. Kazakhstan’s logistical, credit and investment dependence on 

other countries determines its unwavering commitment to a multi-vectoral foreign policy. 

A key challenge for the country, however, is that Kazakhstan will find it increasingly difficult to remain 

de facto neutral amidst accumulating political tension between Russia, China and the West. 

Kazakhstan’s compliance with Western sanctions regimes imposed on Moscow and the country’s 

efforts to build transport infrastructure bypassing sanctions will likely negatively impact the country’s 

ties to Moscow and its membership in the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). At the same 

time, given Kazakhstan’s high credit and investment dependence on China and the EU, Russia remains 

important for Astana as an alternative economic partner.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR INVESTORS 

In line with the constitution and the Law on the President of Kazakhstan, heads of public authorities 

subordinated directly to the head of state resign when the president-elect takes office. Consequently, 

after Tokayev is inaugurated, the heads of key bodies such as the Presidential Executive Office, the 

Office of the Prosecutor General, the National Security Committee, the National Bank, the Agency for 

Strategic Planning of Reforms, the Agency for Protection and Development of Competition (the Anti-

Monopoly Service), etc. will, by default, assume the status of interim acting officials. Heads of regions 

(akims) and of major cities will also resign before the new president takes office.  

Amid the centralized (President-orientated) decision-making hierarchy, central and regional 

authorities may essentially “suspend” their work due to likely staff changes. This will make it more difficult 

to make important business decisions, while time and effort will be needed to set up effective 

communications. However, neither significant changes in the activities of the bodies subordinated to 

the President nor changes in regulatory trends are expected in the foreseeable future.  
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Tokayev’s re-election and the launch of preparations for snap parliamentary elections also bring risks 

for businesses. These include the transfer of the decision-making focus to agency regulation (decrees, 

instructions) without reliance on higher-level acts (laws, codes), making procedures involving 

regulatory decisions more closed-off and likely leading to less involvement in approval processes 

(commissions, working groups). The rotation of personnel could lead to the need to build new 

relationships with stakeholders in the Kazakhstani public administration. A “freeze” on important 

regulatory initiatives (primarily areas related to tax reform) and investment decisions also looks likely. 

Given such risks, international businesses in Kazakhstan are advised to pause making strategic business 

decisions until after the snap parliamentary elections, maintain their communication focus on the 

Presidential Executive Office (the key stakeholder in making final business-related decisions), observe 

the party-building process and the emergence of new political actors, build relationships with new key 

stakeholders well in advance, and continuously monitor the country’s foreign policy environment to 

identify geopolitical risks and assess their impact on the investment climate.  

 

### 

If you would like to schedule a discussion of this paper, please contact: 
Daniyar Koshenov, Co-Director for Central Asia & the South Caucasus at d.koshenov@areterapa.com   
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