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Political Risk Advisory Briefing: Kazakhstan 
 
Grey Area Dynamics Risk Rating for Kazakhstan is 76.92 (High) 
 
 

 
 
Grey Area Dynamics (GADs) are all the risks, weaknesses and threats that have direct and 

measurable impact on businesses. They are a collective description of behaviours and factors 

that can at best, disrupt a firm, and at worst, close it down. Relevant to this market, the key 

division of Grey Area Dynamics is as follows: 

 

 

  
Legal 

 
Illegal 
 

 

Active 

 

• Government policy and 

nationalism 

• Overt and disguised ownership 

• Bureaucracy and local 

government 

 

 

• Religious extremism  

• Terrorism 

• Civil unrest 

 

Passive 

 

• Language & dialects  

• Media relations 

• Pressure groups 

 

• Bribery & corruption 

• Vested interests and cronyism 

• Patronage and nepotism 

 

 

Score Colour 
Rating Description 

< 100%   

Very High The assorted threats described are certain to 
have a derogatory effect. 

< 83%   

High The threats are extremely likely to negatively 
affect the business. 

< 66%   

Very 
Possible  

There is a strong likelihood of problems 
arising in this country. 

< 49%   

Possible There is a fair chance of problems arising in 
this country. 

< 33%   

Low There is a low likelihood of any threats 
impacting business.  

< 16%   

Very Low There are virtually no impediments to 
successful business in this country.  
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The GADs methodology makes the invisible risks, visible, and serves to differentiate between 

alternative variables in each climate. 

 

For each Grey Area Dynamic, we calculate separate IMPACT, FREQUENCY and 

LIKELIHOOD grades from 1 – 100%. These scores are based on a combination of over forty 

years of expert analysis and opinion on the severity of a GAD and its direct/indirect effect on 

personnel and business operating in a given country. These impacts are reviewed and updated 

quarterly to maintain their relevance.  

 

The formula of RISK = IMPACT + FREQUENCY x LIKELIHOOD is then applied, and Standard 

Deviation employed across all 35 variants, to calculate the mean average GAD risk score 

(expressed as a percentage).  

 

For a risk assessment to be thorough, it must encompass the potential for a broad array of 

economic, political, and business situations that might affect a business venture. Evaluations 

limited just to political issues or financial factors, may be completely misleading. The degree 

of severity of a risk portfolio will also depend on the origin of the investing entity; for example, 

European companies often face different risk profiles to American corporations considering the 

same investment opportunity. 

 

Grey Area Dynamics pose a challenge of diagnosis1. The key to avoiding problems before they 

occur or solving them after they have begun to take a toll on performance, lies in their early 

identification and evaluation. Ignoring the impact of GADs can be a costly business. 

 

Not only does this allow decision-makers to get an immediate idea of the threat level, but also 

a deeper breakdown of which specific Grey Area Dynamics are in play, their severity and 

frequency, and how the divisions of legal/illegal, passive/active are weighted. This kind of 

information offers a substantial degree of clarity over how the GADs can independently affect 

a client, and how they may intersect with each other to create the threat profile in a given 

business environment – thereby allowing a client to better refine or prepare their business plan 

to take account of where the threats are understood to lie.  

 

 
1 KCS Group Europe won the European Service Provider of the Year, 1999-2000 at the European Risk Management 
Awards Magazine International Risk Management for their work on GADs. In 2004, the company won an award for 
Product of the Year from StrategicRisk. 
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Risks, Weaknesses and Threats 

Risks • Trading with sanctioned Russian entities 

• Potential Russian interference in Kazakh trade with the West 

• Local currency (Tenge) affected by rouble tuition 

• Arbitrary fines, injunctions, institutional preference towards 

domestic business 

• Limits on freedom of expression 

• Political & social unrest 

• Disasters: oil spills, nuclear waste, drought, mudslides, flooding 

• Pressure to decrease reliance on Russo-Kazakh trade 

Weaknesses • Russian entities, Kazakh-bound Russian business 

• The Russian state in both corporate and cyber form 

• Bad actors across institutions/state apparatus 

• Ordinary civic issues – protest 

• Environmental concerns 

• EU, US, China relations fractious 

Threats • New Presidential regime, instability from new political 

management 

• Regional tensions, longstanding Russian attempts to retake 

parts of Northern Kazakhstan 

• Little political will to stop Russian ‘peacekeepers’ or other 

influence  

• Overdependence on oil exports, lack of diversification of 

anything else  
 

  

   

Overview 

As a former part of the Soviet Union and with a shared border stretching over 7,000km, it is 

inevitable that any major incident affecting Russia will also have implications for Kazakhstan. 

The war in Ukraine confirms this. Kazakhstan is attempting to find a balance between 

complying with the West’s ever-extending sanctions list, whilst not provoking Russia into 

extending its incursion into Ukraine towards them. Tensions between the two sides have 

become more explicit following a court decision in the Krasnodar region (near Russia’s Black 

Sea coast) to suspend the Caspian Pipeline Consortium transporting Kazakh oil westwards. 

Although this was overturned a few days later, the risk of a trade war adds to an increasing list 

of national uncertainties as Kazakhstan seeks to ensure domestic stability in response to the 

war in Ukraine. Alongside chronic issues such as corruption allegations, authoritarian 

governance and environmental problems, Western businesses must be attuned to ongoing 

regional developments and prepare for potential areas of tension escalating into major crises.  
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Political issues  

Ukraine 

The catalyst for recent concern comes from Kazakhstan’s political stance on Ukraine. 

Kazakhstan’s President, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, distanced himself from Moscow following 

the invasion in February, refusing to recognise the autonomy of the breakaway People’s 

Republics of Donetsk and Luhansk. In justifying Kazakhstan’s stance, Tokayev cited a general 

policy against recognising breakaway states such as South Ossetia and Abkhazia on Russia’s 

borders, but also Kosovo and Taiwan on an international scale. Despite this, Kazakhstan 

insists that its response to Ukraine is neutral and should not affect Russo-Kazakh relations; 

after all, Kazakhstan remains an important military and economic Russian ally. Furthermore, 

with previous experience as chair of the Senate, Prime Minister, and Foreign Minister, 

Tokayev, has had comparably good relations with Putin; a leader who historically dislikes 

dealing with constantly changing political figures. It is notable that Putin’s administration has, 

thus far, been careful not to verbally undermine Kazakhstan’s own independence or 

sovereignty. Considering their previous cooperation and geographical proximity, the Russo-

Kazakh alliance is not a relationship either side appears to want to undermine. However, with 

Russia putting significant resources into its military effort in Ukraine, it will be wary of Kazakh 

efforts to strengthen its European ties, which in going too far, would see a potential regional 

conflict escalate.  

 

Russian media reaction and propaganda  

Kazakhstan’s stance on Ukraine has not gone down well across Russia’s political and media 

classes. The Russian media has been surprised by Tokayev’s forcefulness on the matter, as 

made apparent following an economic forum in Saint Petersburg in mid-June. Tokayev voiced 

his views directly in front of Putin and went as far as to attack the Russian media for launching 

public attacks on Kazakhstan for threatening to undermine bilateral relations. Examples of 

negative Russian media press on Kazakhstan’s Ukraine stance include that of Margarita 

Simonyan, chief propagandist of Russia Today and moderator of the economic forum 

discussion between Putin and Tokayev. Simonyan posted on social media to ask why Russia 

had “saved” Kazakhstan during protests at the beginning of the year (of which more later). 

Meanwhile, Tigran Keosayan, Simonyan’s husband, ended up being added to the Kazakh 

‘undesirable persons list’, following threats made against Kazakhstan.  
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Yet, despite the potential domestic outrage these media comments may provoke, they are 

unlikely to manifest into anything more serious, so long as the Russian and Kazakhstan 

governments continue to seek the retention of cordial relations with each other. Nevertheless, 

these types of media comments have the potential to extend into a propaganda war, which 

may affect coverage in countries with a less nuanced understanding of the region, heightening 

the impression of the Russo-Kazakh relationship in other parts of the world, as strained.  

 

Russia and Kazakhstan: an economic and cyber war 

This is observed among Russia and Kazakhstan’s recent economic disagreements. Attention 

has been drawn to a Russian court order to stop the Caspian Pipeline Consortium transporting 

oil from its Tengiz field through to the Black Sea port of Novorossiysk. In response to this, a 

sensitive source (grade C3) claimed Kazakhstan had blocked 1,700 wagons of coal exports 

from Russia heading towards China. While the validity of the source concerning Kazakh 

retaliation in response to Russia’s oil antics is refuted by the Kazakh government, it reflects 

the kind of story that elites, on both sides, could leak to target one another, thus destabilising 

the Russo-Kazakh relationship. Additionally, this tension is likely to be amplified by 

Kazakhstan’s decision to allow Kazakh oil to be sold through the Azeri pipeline that delivers oil 

to the Turkish port city of Ceyhan. The oil is expected to start flowing through Azerbaijan’s 

biggest oil pipeline from September. While Kazakhstan is attempting to find alternatives to a 

route Russia has threatened to shut, the Kremlin will undoubtedly see this as an act of 

succession. By engaging with Europe on a larger scale, Kazakhstan risks being drawn into 

future conflict by undermining Russia’s latest energy bans on several European countries. 

 

These kinds of stories also leave Kazakhstan vulnerable to cyberattacks by hacking groups 

operating in Russia such as Conti, notorious for its hack on the Costa Rican government in 

May 2022. Although Kazakhstan has not experienced any recent major cyber-attacks yet, an 

attack may become increasingly attractive to Russian hackers as Kazakhstan looks to develop 

its technology sector, for example, developing its Digital Silk Road, digitising the economy, and 

connecting people from rural areas to the internet.  
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Nonetheless, Kazakhstan appears to be unfazed by any Russian threats to block its exports 

thus far. In the first quarter of 2022, trade between Kazakhstan and the EU had increased by 

$5.9 billion USD on the previous year, with plans to set up further cooperation to secure the 

transportation of Kazakh exports2.  This reflects a continuation of a post-CIS state policy (such 

as that of Ukraine), to look outwards to both Russia and Europe for trade, known as a ‘multi-

vector’ policy. With Ukraine’s export supply chain blocked following increased Russian 

intervention along its Southern Black Sea coast, Kazakhstan can take up the slack as a major 

exporter between Europe and Russia. Even before the Ukraine war however, Russia was 

renowned for cutting oil pipelines to stop neighbouring countries being pulled westwards. 

 

While cyber-attacks are certainly on the cards for Russia, physical retaliations are also in use. 

Ravil Maganov, the (former) Chairman of Lukoil, Russia’s largest private oil firm, seems to be 

the first casualty of Russia’s response to Kazakhstan. According to reports, Maganov “fell out 

of window” while he was staying at a private hospital in Moscow. The circumstances of this 

“accident” are still unclear to the authorities but it seems clear to everyone else. Maganov did 

fall – after he was pushed (allegedly). Maganov and Lukoil were one of the few companies in 

Russia to voice their opposition to the invasion of Ukraine and asked for a swift end to the 

conflict, which explains his sudden demise. Lukoil also operates in Kazakhstan, so the 

convenience of killing two birds with one push has worked out nicely for Putin. Surprisingly, 

Maganov’s death has not been widely reported in the Russian and Kazakh media and when it 

has, it has been limited to reporting his ‘fall’ from the hospital window. Maganov’s name can 

now be added to the list of the near 40 oligarchs/Russian businessmen in the past year that 

have died under “mysterious circumstances”.  

 

Economic issues   

Protectionist policies  

Kazakhstan’s economic activity in 2022 reflects a balancing act across three areas: firstly, 

implementing protective economic policies to ensure food and energy security are in place to 

avoid a repeat of the January 2022 protests (explained later). There was a resentment among 

Kazakhs that almost all oil refined in Kazakhstan is exported.  

 

 

 
2 Kommersant 
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The Energy Minister, Bolat Akchkulakov, has also claimed that Kazakhstan cannot ramp up 

domestic refining without supplies from the foreign-led consortia operating its Tengiz, 

Kashagan and Karachaganak oilfields3, which control 63% of Kazakh oil output. As a result of 

this, volatile economic activity should be expected as Kazakhstan vies to secure alternative 

routes for its energy exports. At the same time, it will seek to control these exports to ensure 

fundamental resources remain accessible for ordinary citizens. 

 

It is the same story in the agriculture sector. As a major producer of wheat, Kazakhstan is seen 

as a potential alternative trade partner for countries affected by blocked Ukrainian grain exports 

(e.g., Egypt, Kenya). However, Kazakhstan’s stance on Ukraine saw wheat imports from 

Russia temporarily cut off in March. With the domestic population heavily reliant on these 

imports, the Kazakh government had to impose restrictions on wheat exports in April.  

 

As these exports fluctuate, based on both supply & demand and geopolitics, the Kazakh 

government will naturally want to enforce price controls. This is expected to coincide with the 

high volatility of the Russian rouble. Upon the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, the Kazakh 

Tenge (KZT) lost 20% of its value against the USD, but since then, has stabilised4. 

 

In managing future risk, and in the event of a future fallout out, the Central Bank is likely to 

continue to use price hikes and other interventions to contain fallouts, as it did in early January 

2022.  

 

Sanctions 

This leads into the second area of Kazakh economic management, with Kazakhstan under 

pressure to comply with Western embargos on Russia to avoid being hit by secondary 

sanctions. Due to its heavy reliance on trade with Russia, sanctioned Russian banks such as 

VTB and Sberbank, have been given an extended license to operate in the country, despite 

international sanctions. Furthermore, the Kazakh government has made it clear that it will 

facilitate Russian businesses leaving the country to set up operations with Russian entities, 

free to register and trade on the Astana Stock Market.  

 

 
3 Reuters 
4 Eurasianet 
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While this allows ordinary Russian businesses to continue to operate in another Russian-

speaking country, it also risks facilitating money trails involving Western sanctioned entities. 

How long this trend will be allowed to continue under pressure to avoid sanctions, remains 

unclear and should be watched closely for potentially drastic change. 

 

Shifting international alliances 

The third part of Kazakhstan’s economic strategy concerns finding new investment and trading 

opportunities. Again, however, Kazakhstan is balancing a need to attract investment against 

protecting its own political independence. One area of international cooperation, the Kazakh 

space program known as Baikonur, remains under Russian management, and is now under 

increasingly heavy security. China is another threat. As part of the Belt & Road initiative, China 

is increasingly replacing Russia as Kazakhstan’s main trading partner, with trade flowing 

between the two countries across energy and raw materials. This provokes fears that 

Kazakhstan’s sovereignty may be compromised, with Chinese cooperation enabling increased 

potential surveillance through their influence in major Kazakh industries. Another example of 

how China can influence Kazakh sovereignty is through migration. In July 2022, Kazakhstan 

introduced a unilateral visa-free regime for up to 14 days for Chinese citizens (as well as India 

and Iran), for tourism and business purposes. Beijing has a history of attempting to infiltrate 

and extract information from sensitive sectors in other countries, for example, STEM-subject 

(science, technology, engineering, mathematics) university courses. This can be easily copied 

in business operations. With the terms of this visa deal expected to expand, businesses in 

Kazakhstan will need to be wary of increased cooperation with these nations and understand 

the motives behind potential future business contacts and partners.  

 

Yet, Kazakhstan’s increased trade outside of Russia is not limited to China. One option 

Kazakhstan has to increase trade, whilst ensuring national sovereignty, is to form independent 

ties with the other four ‘stans’ - even if Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan 

have weaker stand-alone foreign policies. Kazakhstan is seeking to build stronger links with 

Turkey, which could influence the country’s identity as a Turkic and Islamic. This is further 

supported by its membership in the Organisation of Turkic states (Turkey, Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan), a group aiming to minimise Russian influence.  
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Moreover, from 2018, Turkey and Kazakhstan have had a security guarantee over defence, 

military intelligence sharing and joint exercises, and cooperation over information systems and 

cyber security. Beyond a potential alliance with Turkey and the surrounding ‘stans’, 

Kazakhstan has sent diplomatic missions to Pakistan to strengthen bilateral trade relations in 

education, tourism, and business, while a $3bn USD trade target has also been set with Iran. 

These alliances could simply be considered part of Kazakhstan’s general efforts to reduce its 

reliance on Russia in response to Western sanctions. However, the nature of the countries 

Kazakhstan has looked to build links with, could indicate a wider shift towards a pan-Asian 

approach. This could act as a challenge to Russia if current tension surrounding Kazakh 

energy exports provokes Moscow as far as deploying military resources on a second Kazakh 

front. 

 

Questions of stability   

Regime change?  

Even then, a Russian military attack against Kazakhstan would reflect a drastic change in 

Russian foreign policy given that at the beginning of 2022, it had used its military to support 

the Kazakh government. Russian peacekeepers known as the (CSTO) were deployed as part 

of a heavy crackdown on protestors after riots triggered by high fuel prices and food insecurity 

grew into anti-government discontent. Tokayev blamed foreign-trained ‘bandits’ and military 

groups for January’s unrest, but this is thought to be a ploy to disguise the extent of domestic 

discontent5. Estimates suggest that during the protests, over 225 people were killed, 163 

injured and 5,800 arrested6. The protests were subdued by threat of more violence and there 

has been little sign of further riots since January.  

 

Security forces have set up checkpoints around the perimeter of Almaty, and predominantly 

Russian-backed CSTO personnel continue to guard unidentified key state and military sites. 

While Kazakhstan’s political elite will be keen to maintain a sense of law and order in the 

country to protect their own political standard, Russia is keen to avoid a repeat of the coloured 

revolutions seen across many former members of Soviet Union, such as Ukraine and Georgia. 

 

 

 
5 Washington Post 
6 Kazakh Radio & Television Corporation 
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Tokayev’s Presidency represents a relatively new regime transition, following the former 

President, Nursultan Nazarbayev’s 29-year long presidency between 1990 and 2019. 

Members of Nazarbayev’s inner circle remain influential in the country, especially in the 

intelligence and security sectors, and may seek to gain control.  

 

People of note include:  

• Karim Massimov: Massimov was the former Prime Minister of Kazakhstan (2007-2012 

and 2014-2016). He was temporarily appointed head of the National Security 

Committee to facilitate the change in regime in 2019. He has been caught up in 

allegations of corruption within Nazarbayev’s inner circle, most notably overseeing the 

2017 Expo blighted by allegations of embezzlement. During the January 2022 unrest, 

Massimov was arrested on allegations of treason. He is currently a political prisoner 

and awaits an unscrutinised trial.  

• Vladimir Kim: Kim is the CEO of KAZ minerals, making him (until the end of 2021) the 

richest man in Kazakhstan, with an alleged net worth of $3.5 billion USD. He is 

connected to Kremlin officials via cooperation over a contract to exploit the Baimskaya 

copper deposit overlooking the Bering Sea. The project relies on Rosatom and United 

Shipbuilding Corp, headed by the now Western-sanctioned Putin ‘confidante’, Igor 

Sechin. Kim was also named in the pandora papers as having network of offshore 

companies and has been accused of money laundering in the UK Parliament. 

• Timur Kulibayev: Kulibayev was the former chairperson of Atameken, an influential 

business lobby and is one of Nazarbayev’s sons-in-law. He had a major shareholding 

in Nostrum oil & gas, one of Kazakhstan’s main energy companies and notably 

managed to evade the Caspian pipeline closure. Although Kulibayev withdrew from 

Nostrum in February 2021, he continues to chair the Kazenergy Association, which 

brings the main representatives of energy sector together in Nur-Sultan.  

• Dimash Dossanov: Dossanov is married to Aliya Nazarbayeva, Nazarbayev’s youngest 

daughter. Dossanov was a former chairman in the Kazakh energy company, 

KazTransOil.  

• Kairat Sharipbayev: Sharipbayev is allegedly married to Nazarbayev’s eldest daughter, 

Dariga Nazarbayeva. He was the former chairman of Kaztransgas (now rebranded as 

QazaqGaz), a gas transport company previously part of the state-owned oil & gas 

company, Kazmunaigas. 
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Censorship 

The January 2022 government crackdown reflects international concern over human rights in 

Kazakhstan. The government has been strict over data protection and curtailing freedom of 

expression; especially online, where internet controls led to blackouts during the riots. This has 

contributed towards gaps in fully understanding January’s events, due to interruptions to the 

reporting cycle. The Kazakh government has a history of controlling the media through 

harassment, licensing regulation and criminal & administrative penalties. There are reports that 

the state has used Pegasus software to spy on journalists. Increasing scrutiny of social media 

platforms, such as Instagram, suggest that bloggers will soon come under similar scrutiny. 

Independent media outlets have been taken down by the government, while state media 

continues to dominate. Legislation allows prosecutors to shut down websites and 

communication networks without a court order. All of this requires prospective businesses to 

be aware of the government taking actively stifling views that may compromise the Kazakh 

state and its alleged sovereignty. In June 2016, an independent journalist was fined $100,000 

USD in response to a libel suit filed by Kazakh private bank, Kazkommertsbank. The website 

had published a report on corruption in the construction sector in Almaty. With a new law 

drafted in March 2022 to ostensibly protect children from cyberbullying, Kazakhstan is showing 

further signs of limiting individual online freedom. The measures resemble existing legislation 

in Russia and Uzbekistan and indicate a backsliding towards authoritarian governance. 

 

Environmental issues  

Kazakhstan is becoming increasingly vulnerable to environmental problems, which are 

expected to adversely impact 75% of the country’s land in the coming years. Problems range 

from floods, mudflows, and landslides. Agriculture is being affected, undermining the quality of 

wheat harvests. Nuclear waste is an issue. It remains from Soviet-era industry and (as with 

every other nuclear energy producer) is vulnerable to a major spillage. Drought also occurs 

increasingly regularly, while desertification is widespread, causing the Aral Sea on 

Kazakhstan’s southern border with Uzbekistan, to shrink by a third. The array of environmental 

problems is forcing the government to make efforts to re-irrigate the region. 
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Due to Kazakhstan’s energy production, there is increased scrutiny on the country’s air 

pollution. A 2022 study concluded that Almaty exceeded the WHO Ambient Air Quality 

Guidelines by as much as 17 times last winter. It is estimated that ambient air pollution causes 

more than 10,000 premature deaths and costs Kazakhstan’s economy over $10.5 billion USD 

each year7. Consequently, the Kazakh government is increasing efforts to decarbonise by 

2060. Opportunities to invest in flexible gas and hydro power plants are expected to grow as 

the country begins to transition towards increased use of wind and solar energy. 

 

Institutional failure  

All these domestic issues are underpinned by continuous problems concerning the integrity of 

Kazakhstan’s institutions, an issue which all Soviet countries have had to grapple with post-

USSR. The latest in a long list of corruption allegations concerns Nursultan Nazarbayev, who, 

following an investigation in January 2022, was found to have been holding over $8 billion USD 

in assets behind a front of charities under his control8. Increased scrutiny of companies 

formerly owned by Nazarbayev’s family and inner circle, primarily in the resource sector, is 

expected to continue. Kazakhstan’s national wealth fund worth approximately $65 billion USD, 

which served as a holding company for many state firms, is one of these entities undergoing 

an audit as part of Kazakhstan’s ‘de-Nazarbayevification’ process.  

 

Obstacles such as a flawed anti-corruption framework, a lack of responsiveness in 

policymaking and state control of the media, continue to undermine any Kazakh government 

efforts to comply with either domestic or international anti-corruption frameworks such as the 

Group of States Against Corruption (GRECO). Corrupt practices extend from the very top of 

society across the institutions. Bribes and payments are found across the judicial system and 

the police. Nepotism and patronage networks are strong and can be found across business 

hiring practices, as observed at the 2017 International Expo (to encourage business and trade) 

in Astana. This leaves foreign companies vulnerable to arbitrary legal and financial 

punishments for bogus allegations, and state actors accustomed to corrupt practices.  

 

 

 

 

 
7 World Bank  
8 OCCPR 



 
  

 
 
 

KCS Risk Paper 2022 P a g e  | 14 

 

Analyst’s comments  

Kazakhstan’s response in refusing to recognise Donetsk and Luhansk is understandable. Like 

any other country, its fundamental priority must be its sovereignty. However, by doing so, 

Kazakhstan has created numerous problems for itself. Its political disagreements with Russia 

have left it vulnerable to political, media and cyber actors on both sides, all of whom are 

collectively capable of destabilising relations based on exaggerated or even incorrect facts. It 

has also provoked Russia into carrying out economic blockades on Kazakh exports, which 

threaten to escalate into social unrest due to economic insecurity, as observed back in January 

2022.  

 

At the same time, the Kazakh government has, so far, insisted on maintaining its relations with 

Russia. Putin and Tokayev were present at the business forum in Saint Petersburg earlier in 

June, which at least for now, shows a willingness to cooperate. Kazakhstan continues to allow 

Russian businesses, including sanctioned Russian state banks, as well as ordinary businesses 

previously operating in Russia, to relocate to Kazakhstan. With the West looking to put Russia 

under further economic pressure, Russo-Kazakh trade could be the West’s next target for 

sanctions with the potential to dampen any progress Kazakhstan had made on developing 

trade with the EU. Consequently, foreign businesses in the region will be wanting to carry out 

thorough diligence to see if a prospective entity operating in Kazakhstan has any links with 

Russian oligarch or Russian-state sanctioned entities. With pressure on the West to extend 

sanctions towards Kazakh entities for reasons outside of its Russian relationship, businesses 

working with individuals in, and around government, will want to reconsider their partnerships. 

 

This is particularly true when a potential client is looking to engage with a key sector (such as 

oil and gas). The most valuable businesses always bear the most risk of corruption and fraud, 

by sheer virtue of their importance to the state and the potential profits, or with high-level 

decision-makers at both political and corporate level, who tend to sit at the nexus of any risks, 

weaknesses, and threats, as may be apparent. It is an unfortunate rule that the importance of 

the industry, and the seniority of those involved with it domestically, is inversely proportional 

to the transparency of both groups, and Kazakhstan is no different.  
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Although it has been put in a dilemma where it is a difficult task to find a win-win solution, 

negotiating with two sides (Russia and the West) that will not compromise on polar-opposite 

views, Kazakhstan’s stance will likely fail to satisfy either, leaving itself susceptible to being 

pushed around by two economically and military superior powers.  

 

To a large extent, however, this makes the East vs West debate on Kazakhstan irrelevant. 

Given it appears to be open to trading with both the West and Russia, as well as looking to 

increase trade with other powers such as China, Pakistan and Iran, Kazakhstan fails to appear 

to be either moving towards Westwards or retaining Eastern, Slavic ties. Instead, it appears to 

be adopting an opportunistic and individual policy aimed at maximising profits. While it may 

have cultural, linguistic, and historic ties with Russia, these deals make it clear that they would 

sacrifice these ties if the potential for a more profitable deal with Western countries outweighed 

what Russia’s trade deals currently offer, for example, reconsidering its position within the 

Eurasian Economic Union (which Kazakhstan has already warned should not be politicised). 

As a result of this, Kazakhstan is expected to continue to switch between agreements, implying 

it is moving closer towards Europe, as well as insisting it remains cordial with Putin’s regime. 

If Kazakhstan is heading in any political direction, it is that of its own nationalism, which could 

see both Russian and Western influence critiqued. Yet, this is a difficult balancing act to pull 

off for a sustained period, particularly when one party, Russia, has proven itself unwilling to 

forever wait patiently and work behind the scenes to secure its objectives. A tipping point must 

always come, and Kazakhstan’s continuing insistence that there is a ‘third way’ may ultimately 

force Russia’s hand; particularly if Moscow feels it is in permanent danger of losing Kazakhstan 

to the West.  

 

Despite this, both Russian and Western companies continue to operate in Kazakhstan. While 

individual members of the Kazakh elite, guilty of oligarchic practices such as moving funds to 

offshore shell companies, may be putting themselves in the firing line for Western sanctions, 

Kazakhstan, as a state, has not been sanctioned. As of the end of February 2022, there were 

approximately 3,600 companies with EU, US, or UK capital operating in Kazakhstan. Major 

Western companies with operations in Kazakhstan include Philip Morris, Chevron, Royal Dutch 

Shell and Glencore International, among others.9  

 

 
9 Astana Times 
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In order to operate in Kazakhstan, significant due diligence on potential entities and thorough 

risk management, will continue to be needed. From ensuring appropriate security measures 

such as hiring a ‘krysha’ (bodyguards), to thoroughly prepared strategies in the event of 

Western sanctions, social unrest, or even further Russian military intervention (which at this 

point is at a moderate risk). For now, at least, there is no reason why Western businesses 

would be unable to operate in Kazakhstan, but preparations for mitigating the impact of 

political, economic, and social developments will be needed in a fast-changing political 

scenario. 
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