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Kazakhstan, a mediator in the Syrian crisis 

 
The initiative of Astana 

On December 23, during a meeting held in Moscow, the presidents of Russia, Turkey and Iran have 

agreed to promote a joint negotiating initiative for Syria. Russia and Turkey have asked the President 

of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbaev, if he could host the meeting. Once they obtained the consent 

of the President, the preparations of the two days of meetings, which took place on January 23 to 

24, started in Astana. Kazakhstan, as the host country, did not intervene directly in the running of 

the work, rather providing the diplomatic framework and logistics. 

The talks have had the dual purpose of supporting the strengthening of the ceasefire that came into 

force at midnight on December 30 and to create a new complementary platform for dialogue in the 

Geneva talks (which are held regularly under the auspices of the United Nations) and in compliance 

with resolution 2254 of the Security Council (which constitutes a road map for the peace process in 

Syria). 

The initiative was attended by: the delegations of the Syrian government; part of the armed 

opposition (represented by 20 groups participating in the cease-fire, which took part as a single 

delegation); the governments of Russia, Iran, Turkey; the Special Representative of the United 

Nations to Syria, Staffan de Mistura and the ambassadors of the United States, France, Great Britain 

(as observers). 

The work took place behind closed doors, with media coverage entrusted to 320 foreign and 120 

Kazakh journalists. The delegates of the Syrian government and representatives of the armed 

opposition groups didn’t have direct talks, but through a mediator; only at the opening session were 

they seated at the same table. 

At the end of the second day of talks, Russia Turkey and Iran signed a joint statement, recognizing 

the usefulness of attempts to promote a diplomatic type solution and proposing the establishment of 

a monitoring mechanism for the ceasefire. 

On February 6, the joint working group monitoring the ceasefire regime in Syria held the first technical 

meeting. It was attended by representatives from Russia, Turkey, Iran, as a guarantor of the 

negotiating process, the United Nations representative for Syria and 13 armed groups. Jordan (who 

stepped in alongside the United States as an observer) reported the availability of armed groups 

active in southern Syria to join the cease-fire regime and to fight against the Islamic State and Jabhat 

Fateh al-Sham. 

 

The role of Kazakhstan 

The choice of Kazakhstan as the site of the works was not random. The role of mediator had already 

been played by Kazakhstan to restore Russian-Turkish bilateral relations (frozen as a result of the 

shooting down of a Russian military jet in November 2015) and in the negotiations about Iran's 

nuclear program (Kazakhstan hosted two meetings of the 5 + 1 initiative in February and April 2013). 

Moreover, the commitment of Kazakhstan in the Syrian crisis started even before the current Astana 

initiative. From the beginning of hostilities, now entering its sixth year, the Kazakh leadership had 

asked the international community to seek a diplomatic solution to the conflict, in the belief that the 

military options would only exacerbate the situation. In light of this belief, Astana was already home 

to two dialogue attempts. In May 2015, Kazakhstan hosted the first consultations with Syrian 

opposition representatives interested in seeking a diplomatic solution. In October a second meeting 

was held and opened the discussion on humanitarian issues, agreeing on humanitarian corridors for 

the safe passage of people fleeing the fighting.  
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In 2012, in parallel with the political and diplomatic initiatives, the Kazakh government, through the 

Organization of Islamic Cooperation allocated to Jordan and Lebanon $ 400,000 in favor of the 

Syrian refugee population in the camps, and in October 2015 donated $ 316,000 in medical supplies 

for the Syrians who fled to the border area with Turkey. The sending of 500 tons of food and 

humanitarian aid was decided in January of this year. 

 

The third modernization of Kazakhstan 

For Kazakhstan, the first months of 2017 marked a turning point not only in the international scenario, 

but also in the reorganization of the domestic institutions. With a special statement broadcasted on 

television in the evening of January 30, President Nursultan Nazarbayev announced the launch of 

the "third phase of modernization" of Kazakhstan, which consists of a few key priorities to ensure 

economic growth and the aim to be among the 30 most developed countries in the world by 2050. 

The first phase of the modernization of the country coincided with the independence and the 

opportunity to base the new economy of the 90s on market principles; the second phase was 

characterized by the implementation of the Development Strategy up to 2030 and the establishment 

of the new capital, Astana. The third phase initiated with the adoption of the new economic growth 

model based on the Development Strategy up to 2050 and the implementation of the national plan 

of 100 Concrete Steps, designed to support the competitiveness of an action plan with global aims. 

The five priorities at the root of the process are: accelerated technological modernization of the 

economy; improvement and expansion of the business sphere; macroeconomic stability; improving 

the quality of human capital; institutional reforms and fight against corruption. In relation to this last 

point, in an earlier televised speech aired on January 25, Nazarbaev announced the start of a series 

of constitutional amendments, studied by a special commission, in charge of referring to the 

parliament and ministers some powers currently hold by the President, as well as to proceed to a 

deep redistribution of official duties and the overall democratization of the political system (among 

other things, the parliament will be allowed to bring down the government by a no confidence 

vote).The draft of the reform package was presented on January 26 and will be presented in 

parliament after a discussion at the national level lasting a month. 

 

Some concluding thoughts 

The outcome of the Astana negotiations has been satisfactorily defined by the parties. The absence 

of several key actors (in particular, the Islamic State and Jabhat Fateh al-Sham) has certainly 

contained the outcomes of the initiative, however, the successful negotiations, of a lasting nature, 

have been a shared opportunity for all the participants to support dialogue and the Geneva initiatives. 

Kazakhstan, chosen as headquarters of the Russian-Turkish-Iranianinitiative, has been recognized 

by the three regional powers as a reliable and credible international partner. It is the crowning 

achievement of a goal sought since independence, through the establishment of good relations with 

neighbors and the promotion of multilateral initiatives, such as the CICA (Conference on Interaction 

and Confidence-Building Measures in Asia) or the nuclear-test banning with the group Nevada 

Semipalatinsk, which in recent years evolved into the global Atom Project. It should be noted that 

August 29 has been proclaimed by the United Nations International Day Against Nuclear Tests, in 

memory of the closure of the Soviet Semipalatinsk nuclear polygon, which caused environmental 

and health disasters still present in Kazakhstan. After the presidency of the OSCE, held in 2010, the 

commitment of Kazakhstan as a reliable international partner has been recognized, becoming a non-

permanent member of the Security Council of the United Nations from January 1 and for the 2017-

18 biennium. 

The decision made by the participants at the summit that Kazakhstan will become the seat of the 

ceasefire monitoring mechanism keeps the involvement of Kazakhstan in the settlement of the 
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Syrian crisis in the medium to long term and takes the country a step further towards building a good 

international image. 

Overall, the success of the initiative puts forward Kazakhstan to gain a growing diplomatic prestige 

in the long run. 

 

Events: 

● Turkmenistan and Iran dispute over natural gas 

On January 1, Turkmenistan stopped sending gas to Iran, over substantial arrears (approximately 

US $ 1.8 billion) yet to be paid by Tehran. Subsequently, a temporary agreement was concluded, 

but the issue, however, still remains, open. Since 1997, Iran became Turkmenistan’s third largest 

gas market after China and Turkey. 

 

● Visit of the President of Moldova to Moscow: cooperation resumes 

On January 17, the newly elected president of the republic of Moldova, Igor Dodon, paid a visit to 

Moscow where he held talks with President Putin and the president of the upper house, Valentina 

Mativiyenko. Dodon expressed his intention to withdraw from the Association Agreement with the 

European Union, which entered into force in 2014, and to expand and deepen cooperation with 

Russia. Since Moldova is a parliamentary republic, Dodon has no power to decide about the 

agreement signed with Brussels, but, being the first President directly elected by the people, his 

statements acquire a particular political value. Interviewed by a Russian TV channel on January 23, 

Dodon added that Moldova cannot aim at reunification if it remains linked to cooperation with the 

EU, which is not shared neither by the population of Transnistria (separatist region financially and 

militarily backed by Moscow) nor by Gagauzia (autonomous region, inhabited by a Turkish 

population, who speaks Russian and professes the Orthodox Christian faith). According to Dodon, 

Brussels rather threatens the independence of Moldova, given the declared aspirations of Romania 

to annex the small republic, with which it shares ethnicity, language and culture. For the time being, 

the Moldovan parliament has a majority of MEPs from pro-European parties. 

 

● Two suspects arrested in Kyrgyzstan for terrorism 

On January 25, the Committee for National Security of Kyrgyzstan reported two suspected members 

of a terrorist group, found in possession of $ 56,000 in counterfeit bills printed in Turkey, had been 

arrested. In addition, the authorities stated that the suspects would have ties to two Kyrgyz citizens 

living in Istanbul (Mansur Suvanov and Ilias Sabirov), one of whom is considered to be linked to the 

terrorist attack on the Chinese embassy in Bishkek, which took place on August 30, 2016. 

 

● Uzbekistan's investment to save the Aral Sea 

On January 30, the State Program for Development of the Aral region came into force, which in the 

period 2017-2021 will provide an expenditure of $ 2.6 billion for the rehabilitation of the entire area, 

affected by serious ecological problems. The plan includes the creation of new jobs, the development 

of forms of water supply, proper treatment of waste, the improvement of medical services, the 

construction of new homes and infrastructure, the introduction of microcredit loans and social bonus 

for residents. Since 1960, the Aral Sea (once, fourth water reserve in the world) has lost 90% of its 

water due to the impoverishment of the rivers that feed it (Amu Darya and Syr Darya), the nefarious 

policies of rivers diversion and the disposal of hazardous waste produced during the Soviet era. In 

addition to the impoverishment of the local population, traditionally devoted to fishing, the loss of the 

reservoir has generated an extensive desertification and a climate change context. 
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● Changing relations between Belarus and Russia 

As of February 1, the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) has established a security zone along 

the border with Belarus. This decision follows the announcement (at the end of 2016) of the abolition 

of visas for short-term visitors to Belarus from 80 countries, including the United States and the 

European Union, which entered into force on February 9, 2017. Since the independence, relations 

between Russia and Belarus have been very intense and oriented to a real integration, which has 

even led, in January 2000, to the creation of a Union State and the abolition of border controls. 

Moscow's unilateral decision was strongly criticized by the Minsk leadership and could lead to 

acceleration in cooperation with Western partners. 

 

● Tension rises in the Donbass 

In the second half of January, in the eastern separatist regions of Ukraine the tension began to rise, 

leaving dozens dead and injured among Ukrainian and separatist forces. Several victims have also 

been recorded among civilians leaving the areas close to the fighting. The most critical situations 

were recorded in the city of Avdiika, near Donetsk. Both sides have accused each other of having 

fueled the escalation, which has grown since the proclamation of the last ceasefire, on December 

23. The situation remains fluid and open to any possible development, including further deterioration 

of the security situation. 

 

● Four suspected extremists killed in Azerbaijan 

On January 31, during a search, the Azerbaijani security forces killed four extremists. A fifth was 

arrested. They are believed to belong to an unspecified group of religious origin, about to carry out 

attacks on Azerbaijani territory. The news was released by the Security Service of the State, which 

did not, however, provide details neither on the operational aspects nor on the possible target of the 

event. 

 

● Armenia: three sentences for the storming of the police station 

On February 2, the court in the Nork-Marash and Kentro districts of Yerevan sentenced three men 

to three years in prison for their direct involvement in the police station raid that occurred on July 17, 

2016 by 30 members of the opposition group Sasna Tserer and lasted for more than two weeks. The 

group demanded the resignation of President Serzh Sarkisian and the release of Zhirayr Sefilian, 

leader of the Founding Parliament radical opposition movement. Sefilian was arrested on June 20 

on suspicion of having organized a plot to occupy several government offices and telecommunication 

facilities in Yerevan. The attack of July 17, left a policeman and a woman, accidentally caught in the 

line of fire, dead; another policeman was killed in the following days.As a result, several members of 

the group and sympathizers were arrested and are awaiting trial. 

 

 


