
Kazakhstan: President Nazarbayev steps back but carefully holds on to power

Event: In a live broadcast to the nation on March 19, President Nursultan Nazarbayev
announced his resignation with immediate effect.

Significance: Although the timing of the announcement was a surprise, Nazarbayev has been
preparing a new role for himself for some time. Senate speaker Kassym-Jomart Tokayev,
considered a safe pair of hands, is now interim president ahead of the elections due next year.
But Nazarbayev will remain a pivotal figure, ensuring continuity and protecting the interests of his
extended family. No organised opposition is likely to emerge. Although social and economic
issues remain a concern, barring major missteps, the population will remain deferential towards
Nazarbayev, Tokayev and their chosen successor.

Analysis: In his short address, Nazarbayev emphasised the orderly nature of the transition
ahead, and Tokayev has followed up with an inaugural speech stressing a continuity of policy
and Nazarbayev’s ongoing role in state affairs as ‘Leader of the Nation’. Nazarbayev’s continued
eminence was emphasised by the choreography in parliament, which saw Nazarbayev take the
highest seat in the Senate, above Tokayev.

Rather than die in office, Nazarbayev has chosen to oversee the transition of power personally.
He will continue to exercise considerable influence via his seat on the Constitutional Council and
especially through his chairmanship of the Security Council, whose powers were upgraded from
advisory to constitutional oversight in July 2018. As head of the Nur Otan party, he will oversee
preparations for the elections.

His decision may have been influenced by Uzbekistan's precipitous succession process on the
death of President Islam Karimov in September 2016, which resulted in a clampdown on
Karimov's family and the tarnishing of his legacy. Many laws and constitutional amendments to
protect Kazakhstan's first family are already in place but events in Uzbekistan prompted more
active preparations, including a September 2016 reshuffle that brought in key loyalists.

Tokayev, as a Nazarbayev loyalist, respected diplomat and former prime minister, is the obvious
choice for interim leader and his primary role will be to maintain relations with Russia and China. 
 As president, Nazarbayev was able to maintain relative policy independence by skilfully
managing relations with these powerful neighbours and Tokayev should be able to maintain this
delicate balance. Tokayev is also likely to visit the United States early in his term.

However, at 65, Tokayev does not represent the long-term security and generational change
Nazarbayev seeks. Although Nazarbayev is offering no hints about his preferred successor, the
successful candidate is likely to have a number of characteristics. In addition to being under 50,
these include Kazakh ethnicity and fluency in the Kazakh language, being acceptable to both
Moscow and Beijing, an ability to act as honest broker between Kazakhstan's regional economic
groups while lacking his own independent power base, and no history of poor management,
corruption, scandal or general unpopularity.

Many of the obvious possibilities are probably too old and flawed to fit Nazarbayev's
requirements. They include the highest-profile family members, daughters Dariga Nazarbayeva
and Dinara Kulibayeva, and the latter's husband, Timur Kulibayev. As highly influential economic
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actors, they would be resisted by other financial groupings and would be unpopular with the
public, who view them as corrupt.

Dariga is the only feasible candidate among them, and her Senate promotion will increase
speculation. However, throughout her career in various roles she has failed to win public respect,
and a dynastic appointment would not even have the pretence of a transition of power.

Karim Massimov is theoretically the most-qualified candidate, having served as prime minister
twice and now as head of the country’s security apparatus, but he does not qualify owing to his
Uighur ethnicity and perceived excessive closeness to Russia and China. Umirzak Shukeyev
and Imangali Tasmagambetov have both held senior positions, but their links to specific regional
economic groupings would have ruled them out even if they had not recently been demoted.

Instead, Nazarbayev is likely to promote a less-prominent, younger candidate, who will initially
be reliant on Nazarbayev family patronage. Askar Zhumagaliev and Asset Issekeshev have both
proven effective and popular technocrats in various senior roles. Choosing either would indicate
a more progressive political and economic direction. Issekeshev has held several high-profile
posts including deputy prime minister and mayor of the capital Astana. He was moved to head
the presidential administration during the 2016 reshuffle. He is also considered close to Dariga.

Another scenario would see the promotion of a wholly unknown candidate, following the Russian
model of President Boris Yeltsin making Vladimir Putin prime minister in 1999 before supporting
his presidential bid in 2000.

One obvious candidate for a Yeltsin scenario would be Samat Abish, Nazarbayev's nephew and
currently Massimov’s deputy at the National Security Committee (KNB). Another nephew, Kairat
Satybaldy, is embedded in the Nazarbayev financial empire. The emergence of either would
indicate greater reliance on the security services and a more statist economic policy.

The election date will offer pointers as to the successor's identity. Leaving the elections until the
current presidential term ends in April 2020 would give an unknown figure time to shape into a
credible leader. Bringing the elections forward, something that Nazarbayev has done recently,
would suggest that an established figure has been chosen.

Other indicators will include who accompanies Tokayev on visits to Moscow or Beijing, as well as
significant promotions, demotions and media appearances. The future successor may also
become visible resolving social issues such as labour disputes as a way of building popular
support.

Whoever emerges in the next few months, all key figures will be mobilised to assist in the
transition. The Nazarbayev family and its allies will use their influence and financial resources to
make the candidate unassailable, while Massimov and Abish will ensure the security services
remain loyal and quell any popular discontent. Tokayev will manage Kazakhstan's complex
foreign relations and Prime Minister Askar Mamin, another Nazarbayev stalwart, will maintain a
sense of stability in government.

Looking ahead: Nazarbayev and his allies will engineer a generational shift that preserves
political continuity and the safety, influence and wealth of his extended family. Their central task
is to manage the emergence of a new, possibly unknown, figure as a credible presidential
candidate. The immediate priority for the Tokayev administration is to reassure Moscow and
Beijing that the transition will be smooth and their interests protected.
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