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KAZAKHSTAN: Are intrusive questionnaires "a simple formality"?
By Mushfig Bayram, Forum 18 (https://www.forum18.org), and Felix Corley, Forum 18 (https://www.forum18.org)

Kazakhstan has increased demands that religious communities and leaders complete highly intrusive questionnaires covering an
extremely wide range of personal, political, religious and other matters, including who the close friends of leaders are, Forum 18
News Service notes. The questionnaires are presented by a number of official bodies, and it is not clear who drew them up. They
appear to originate in the Justice Ministry, possibly working with the KNB secret police. Officials have variously claimed to Forum
18 that the questionnaires are "a simple formality which the religious communities need to do every now and then," or are for "a
database on religious organisations." The questionnaires have raised concern in some religious communities, while others regard
them as nothing serious and feel obliged to complete the questionnaires. Human rights activists have expressed concern about the
questionnaires, and note that religious communities have no legal obligation to complete them as official demands to provide
intrusive information violate the Kazakh Constitution.

Kazakhstan has for some years been demanding that non-Muslim religious communities complete highly intrusive questionnaires,
Forum 18 News Service notes. However, there has recently been an apparent increase in both the numbers of communities asked to
complete the questionnaires and the pressure officials exert to get the questionnaires completed.

The questionnaires, which come in two basic forms, contain very similar questions. Amongst the numerous highly intrusive
questions are: the ethnicity of congregation members, their profession, political preferences, "the most influential and authoritative
people in the community," foreign missionaries, media contacts, "facts demanding attention on the part of state bodies," military
service of congregation leaders, their foreign language knowledge, media articles written, and the full names of leaders' "close
friends and comrades." In some contexts, the questionnaires have been linked to demands that religious communities register with
the state. Official demands that answers must be given to such highly intrusive questions violates the Kazakh Constitution (see
F18News 25 February 2008 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1092). 

The increased pressure to complete the questionnaires follows the adoption of a State Programme, which stresses a need for
increased state monitoring and supervision of religious communities. Some religious believers, who wish to remain anonymous,
have told Forum 18 that the KNB secret police have increased efforts to recruit spies inside religious communities (see F18News 25
February 2008 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1092). 

Beken Umiraliev, of the Internal Policy Department at the Keskelen town Akimat (administration), near the commercial capital
Almaty, gave one of the questionnaires to the Hare Krishna community. Even though there is no legal requirement to complete
them, he told the community that "it was better for us to fill it out and return them." (see F18News 25 February 2008
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1092). Umiraliev told Forum 18 that the questionnaires he gave to the Hare
Krishna members were part of a routine procedure which they do every year. "It's a simple formality which the religious
communities need to do every now and then," he told Forum 18 on 18 February. "We did not give the questionnaires just to the Hare
Krishna community but also to mosques, synagogues, churches and other communities." He refused to specify which other
communities they had given the questionnaires to.

Asked what the purpose of the questionnaires was, Umiraliev referred Forum 18 to the Regional Justice Department in
Taldy-Kurgan [Taldyqorghan]. "The Regional Justice Department asked us to distribute these questionnaires and see that the
communities fill them in and return them." He said the organisations were required to do so. Umiraliev refused to say however what
punishment would follow if an organisation did not respond. The 2006 demands to unregistered Baptists to register and complete the
first questionnaire as part of that process came from regional Justice Departments across Kazakhstan.

Marzham Balbayeva, the head of the unit overseeing religious organisations at the Regional Justice Department in Taldy-Kurgan,
said that the purpose of the questionnaires was to collect information for the database on religious organisations. "We are creating a
database on religious organisations, so we need to get information from them," she told Forum 18. Asked whether this did not breach
the privacy of the members of religious organisations, Balbayeva said that it was fine if they felt threatened and did not want to
respond. "The information is strictly for us. We just want to know who the people that attend these communities are."

Asked whether this was the Department's own initiative or an initiative from the Ministry of Justice, Balbayeva asked Forum 18 to
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contact the Justice Ministry in the capital Astana. Balbayeva told Forum 18 that she did not think that the questions about the family
members and friends were private issues. She also saw nothing wrong in asking about the ethnic composition of religious
communities, even though this violates the Kazakh Constitution. Asked whether the question on how many ethnic Kazakhs attended
these communities would not threaten people in these communities she responded: "We have freedom here, and Kazakhs are free to
choose their religion."

Reached on 18 February, Sholpan Abdyreeva, Advisor to the Minister of Justice, who oversees the registration of religious
organisations, declined to answer Forum 18's question about why the database is needed. "Why don't you call the Religious Affairs
Committee who directly deal with such issues and ask them the question?" she said.

However Kayrat Tulesov, Acting Chairman of the Religious Affairs Committee since Yerali Tugzhanov was appointed a Deputy
Chairman of the Assembly of Nations of Kazakhstan on 7 February, was impatient with the question. "I don't know of any
questionnaires, and furthermore I don't even want to talk to you about such issues over the phone," he said, before putting the phone
down.

The questionnaires have raised concern in some religious communities, while others regard them as nothing serious and feel obliged
to obey the authorities' demands.

One Protestant pastor in Almaty, who wished to remain anonymous for fear of state reprisals,  said that he had no other choice than
fill out the papers and submit them to the local Akimat. "They are the authorities, what else can you do?" he told Forum 18 on 18
February. "We need to cooperate with them if we don't want to have trouble in the future."

Fyodor Zhitnikov of the Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 that they fill in the forms about the religious community, but refuse to
fill in the forms about the leader. "We have written letters to the Akimats explaining why we won't fill those in," he stated on 21
February. "They haven't bothered us so far, but they won't back off until you fill them in."

Catholic Bishop Janusz Kaleta, Apostolic Administrator in the western city of Atyrau, told Forum 18 on 11 February that he and his
colleagues have nothing to hide. "We are not afraid to share information about ourselves."

Father Aleksandr Ievlev of the Russian Orthodox Diocese of Astana and Almaty told Forum 18 he had not seen any questionnaires,
but was asked to send an annual report of their activities. "We provided information about our activities," he told Forum 18 on 18
February. "It's normal for the authorities to know about us."

Human rights activists have expressed concern over the data collection. Ninel Fokina of the Almaty Helsinki Committee believes the
questionnaires are almost exact copies of forms used by the KGB during the Soviet period to gather information about members of
religious communities. "The questionnaires are given out by the Religious Affairs Committee people who work in the Internal
Policy Departments at the local Akimats," she told Forum 18 from Almaty on 18 February. "But we think that it's actually the KNB
trying to gather information about people this way."

Fokina stated that she was told earlier by Mukhashev of the Religious Affairs Committee that it was an initiative of a local agency,
but said she did not believe this. "We have received copies of such questionnaires in the past from different organisations located in
totally different parts of Kazakhstan."

Yevgeny Zhovtis, the head of the Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human Rights and Rule of Law, believes that at the local
level Akimats, Departments of the Prosecutor's Office and KNB offices want to establish a comprehensive database on members of
"non-traditional" religious organisations.

"The law does not directly make provisions for any state agencies to gather private information on citizens," he told Forum 18 from
Almaty on 12 February. "In fact it is unlawful and discriminatory to gather such information. No-one is required by law to provide
their private information to whatever state or non-state agency. However knowing the naivety and fearfulness of some our citizens,
they will probably fill out such forms without complaining to anyone."

Law professor Roman Podoprigora of the Caspian Public University in Almaty – a specialist on religion and law – says he has seen
copies of such questionnaires and has some concerns. "Kazakhstan's Constitution says individuals have the right to privacy," he told
Forum 18 from Almaty on 21 February. "Whenever people ask me I say you are not obliged to fill in and return such questionnaires
– unless they come from the Prosecutor's Office. This is a form of control by the state. One of the state's ideas is to collect
information and analyse it."

Professor Podoprigora said he was not clear who has drawn up these questionnaires. He added that while they are often the work of
local Justice Departments on occasion Prosecutor's Offices have also asked for such information. "In my view I don't think
questionnaires from Justice Departments will do too much harm. But more damaging are checks from Prosecutor's Offices." (END)

For a personal commentary on how attacking religious freedom damages national security in Kazakhstan, see F18News
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http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=564.

For more background, see Forum 18's Kazakhstan religious freedom survey at http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=701.

More reports on freedom of thought, conscience and belief in Kazakhstan can be found at
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?query=&religion=all&country=29.

A survey of the religious freedom decline in the eastern part of the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)
area is at http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=806 and a survey of religious intolerance in Central Asia is at
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=815.

A printer-friendly map of Kazakhstan is available at
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/xpeditions/atlas/index.html?Parent=asia&Rootmap=kazakh.

If you need to contact F18News, please email us at:  
f18news @ editor.forum18.org
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N-0502 Oslo
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