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[bookmark: _Toc92102721][bookmark: _Toc92103690][bookmark: _Hlk59610164][bookmark: _Toc354402755][bookmark: _Toc518998911]ABOUT THE SUBMITTING ORGANIZATIONS
Asia-Pacific Association of Jehovah’s Witnesses (APAJW) is a general incorporated association registered in Japan, with membership in Australia, Fiji, Guam, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Japan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Malaysia, Myanmar, New Caledonia, Papua New Guinea, Philippines, Republic of Korea, Solomon Islands, Sri Lanka, Tahiti, Taiwan and Thailand.
The European Association of Jehovah’s Witnesses (EAJW) is a charity registered in the United Kingdom (No. 1085157), with membership throughout the member States of the Council of Europe.
These associations work together to promote the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms in various parts of the world, particularly when Jehovah’s Witnesses face violations of such rights. This submission is prepared and submitted jointly.


	[bookmark: _Toc92102722][bookmark: _Toc92103691]SUMMARY OF THE SUBMISSION
This submission to the Human Rights Committee (CCPR) on Kazakhstan highlights violations of the provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (the Covenant) subsequent to the adoption of the list of issues to be taken up in connection with the consideration of the Fourth periodic report of Kazakhstan.
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan and as a worldwide organization respectfully request the Government of Kazakhstan to:
(1) [bookmark: _Hlk195107426]Ensure that all citizens, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, are consistently free to manifest their religion or belief without disturbance by peacefully discussing it with those who wish to converse;
(2) Ensure that peaceful religious meetings in private homes and rented facilities can be conducted freely, without unwarranted, prohibitive regulation or interference;
(3) Ensure that peaceful religious publications may be imported and distributed freely;
(4) Provide a viable alternative to military service in compliance with international norms for religiously motivated conscientious objectors;
(5) Abide by the commitment to uphold the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by the Constitution of Kazakhstan, the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the Covenant for all citizens, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, and fully implement relevant CCPR Views.



I. [bookmark: _Toc92102723][bookmark: _Toc92103692]INTRODUCTION
1. Jehovah’s Witnesses have been present in Kazakhstan for more than 130 years. They obtained formal registration in 1992, and were reregistered in 2012 under the new law on religion. For more than 30 years, Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan have publicly and peacefully shared their religious beliefs from door to door and in public spaces, as is their religious practice worldwide. 
2. The government of Kazakhstan demonstrates a measure of respect for the religious rights of Jehovah’s Witnesses. However, the State limits rights guaranteed under articles 18, 19 and 20 of the UDHR and under 18, 19, 21 and 22 of the Covenant. Jehovah’s Witnesses are discriminatorily labelled a “non-traditional religion” and are denied opportunities granted to other religious denominations. (See, for example,	 https://www.gov.kz/memleket/entities/kostanai-denisov-audany-akimat/press/article/details/117918?lang=en.)
3. For example, the authorities in Kazakhstan sometimes unpredictably deem as “illegal missionary activity” the well-known practice of Jehovah’s Witnesses to peacefully share their religious beliefs with neighbours who wish to listen. The authorities consider it a violation of article 490(3) of the Code on Administrative Violations (CAV) or, bizarrely, as “solicitation, i.e., annoying treatment in public places for the purpose of …imposing sexual or other services” (under Article 449 of the CAV). This undermines the right to religious freedom guaranteed by both Kazakhstan’s Constitution and the Covenant, which Kazakhstan ratified on 24 January 2006. While only a court can impose administrative fines under CAV article 490, article 449 empowers police officers to impose fines.
4. Jehovah’s Witnesses also often face unreasonable refusals to hold worship services in rented facilities. Young Jehovah’s Witnesses frequently experience difficulty in obtaining recognition for their peaceful and religiously motivated conscientious objection to military service.
5. Certain government officials disseminate false and defamatory reports about Jehovah’s Witnesses with impunity and actively foster negative attitudes and suspicion toward this peace-loving religious group.
II. [bookmark: _Toc92095352][bookmark: _Toc92100360][bookmark: _Toc92103693][bookmark: _Hlk92098087]VIOLATIONS OF THE PROVISIONS OF THE COVENANT
A. Interference with Evangelizing Outreach Activity 
6. Jehovah’s Witnesses throughout Kazakhstan have been harassed, detained, interrogated, fined, or warned against engaging in their peaceful and Covenant-protected religious activity. Between 2023 and 2024, the authorities formally charged 37 adherents either with engaging in “illegal missionary activity” under CAV article 490(3) or with “solicitation” under article 449. Many incidents stem from ill-founded or malicious complaints made by individuals who do not acknowledge the right to peacefully share religious beliefs. The following are by way of example:
7. Ust-Kamenogorsk. On 12 July 2023, a court found pensioner Zhangazi Biimbetov guilty of “carrying out ‘missionary activity’ without obtaining State registration” and fined him. Оn 26 February 2025, the Constitutional Court dismissed Mr. Biimbetov’s application and declared the legal requirement of registration as a missionary before sharing one’s beliefs to be constitutional. The Court did not address any of the arguments put forward in Mr. Biimbetov’s application.
8. Zhapek Batyr (Almaty Region): On 29 December 2023, a Department of Religious Affairs (DRA) representative visited a disabled, bedridden Witness at her home and issued a verbal warning to her for allegedly sending links to the website jw.org via social media. He attributed the accusation to an anonymous complaint.
9. Almaty: On 26 April 2024, a DRA representative visited a female Witness at her home, served her with a written warning for engaging in “illegal missionary activity” and asked her to sign the document. The Witness refused. A few days later, the same individual came back, asking her to return the signed document. The Witness filed a written complaint with the Almaty City DRA, but the agency dismissed it.
10. Suranshy village (Almaty Region): On 4 May 2024, a man who introduced himself as a representative of the village administration demanded that six of Jehovah’s Witnesses, who had been peacefully sharing their beliefs with local residents, get into his car. He provided no identification, and they refused to comply. The head of the village arrived, threatening and shouting at the Witnesses. He took them to the local administrative offices and called the police, who took all six to a police station, where they interrogated and filmed them, demanding written statements. The local authorities and the police illegally detained the group for more than five hours. They were released without charge later that day. Their complaint against the actions of the police was left without consideration.
11. [bookmark: _Hlk167870050]Such actions clearly violate the rights to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, to change religion or belief, to manifest religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance, and to freedom of opinion and expression, as guaranteed by articles 18 and 19 of the UDHR and articles 18(1)(2) and 19(2) of the Covenant.
12. Aktobe. On 15 December 2023, Natalya Lim and Anastasiya Stotskaya were detained for peacefully sharing their beliefs as Jehovah’s Witnesses. They were charged with “soliciting in public places” under Article 449 (1) of the CAV. Ms. Lim received two fines, and Ms. Stotskaya, one. Complaints against the detention and fines were filed with the Supreme Court. On 5 and 7 February 2025, the Supreme Court refused to review their cases, upholding the decisions.
B. Restriction of Right to Religious Meetings 
13. Local Religious Associations (LRAs) whose place of worship lacks the formal designation “house of worship” cannot lawfully distribute religious literature and have difficulty holding peaceful religious meetings. When Jehovah’s Witnesses apply for the appropriate designation of their property, they face arbitrary requirements that are manifestly impossible to meet and are in conflict with city planning regulations. 
14. CAV article 490(7.1) mandates at least ten days’ written notification to local authorities before holding a religious event in a building not formally designated a “house of worship”. When such a notice is submitted, the State can arbitrarily refuse permission for the event. The organizers face administrative liability, and LRAs face suspension of activities if found in violation of the legislation. On occasion, the police or DRA officials arbitrarily disrupt peaceful religious meetings. The following are by way of example:
15. Taraz (Zhambyl Region): On 21 January 2024, police officers disrupted a religious meeting of Jehovah’s Witnesses that was in progress at a building owned by the LRA but designated as an office. The police told the worshippers that they had received a complaint about a suspicious gathering, and demanded written statements from all in attendance. When the Witnesses refused, the police demanded documents validating the legality of the religious meeting. An official from the Internal Policy Department later contacted the Witnesses and warned them that meetings held in this building would be considered illegal until documents on repurposing the building were completed.
16. Astana: On 27 March 2024, a police officer disrupted a religious meeting that was taking place in a building owned by the LRA but designated as an office. He claimed that an individual had complained about “sectarians” gathering in the building.
17. Karaoi Village (Almaty Region): On 13 April 2024, a police officer disrupted a religious meeting at a private home. He alleged that a local resident had complained to the police, and demanded copies of documents confirming LRA registration (such as the charter and certificate issued by the State) along with a list of congregants. The officer also checked the licence plates on all the cars parked outside the home and demanded that an LRA representative report to the police and provide a written statement. 
18. Astana: The local DRA prevents Jehovah’s Witnesses in Astana from renting a free-standing building for a one-day religious event. No obstacles to holding such events in this building were raised by the State body under its previous head.
C. Conscientious Objection to Military Service
19. Military service is compulsory in Kazakhstan, and neither the Constitution nor the law provides for civilian alternative service. Jehovah’s Witnesses are unable to undertake military service for reasons of religious conscience, a right protected by article 18 of the Covenant as construed in General Comment No. 22 (CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.4, 27 September 1993) and confirmed in numerous Views issued by the CCPR. Jehovah’s Witnesses generally have no religious objection to alternative civilian service that complies with accepted international standards.
20. Religious ministers are currently eligible for exemption from military service, but during 2024, some 20 Witness conscientious objectors who are religious ministers faced difficulties in obtaining such exemption. The authorities detained 13 of them in enlistment offices for periods ranging from several hours to several days. Examples include the following:
21. Astana: On 27 March 2024, the Conscription Commission refused a minister of Jehovah’s Witnesses exemption from military service, stating that he “does not receive full-time education in any religious educational organization.” On 18 September 2024, a court annulled the decision. The Defence Department and the Akimat appealed. On 5 December 2024, the appellate court dismissed the appeals. The Defence Department and the Akimat appealed to the Supreme Court, which is reviewing the matter.
22. Almaty (Almaty Region): On 3 April 2024, the authorities detained a Witness minister and took him by force to the Military Registration and Enlistment Office. The next day, his mother filed a complaint with the military police, but with no result. She then filed a complaint with the Military Prosecutor’s Office, and on 6 May 2024, he was released.
23. Atyrau (Mangystau Region): On 17 June 2024, the authorities detained a Witness minister and took him by force to the Military Registration and Enlistment Office, where he was physically abused. His mother filed several complaints, and he was released on 19 June. However, he was again summoned for conscription on 26 June. At the Enlistment Office, he was forced to sign a paper stating that he had no complaints against the military authorities and that he had not been physically abused. Subsequently, he underwent an additional medical examination and was released.
24. Kazakhstan is considering restrictions on eligibility for exemption, potentially allowing only salaried employees of registered religious associations to qualify. If enacted, this amendment might disproportionately affect Jehovah’s Witnesses, whose ministers are canonically not salaried employees.
D. Censorship, Misinformation and Defamatory Reports
25. On 30 October 2020, the CCPR adopted Views in Communication No. 2661/2015, Polat Bekzhan v. Kazakhstan. These Views find violations of article 18(1) of the Covenant and censure the State’s importation ban on ten religious publications of Jehovah’s Witnesses, directing the removal of restrictions and the payment of adequate compensation. 
26. On 2 September 2022, the Committee on Religious Affairs formally refused to lift the import ban on the ten publications mentioned in the CCPR Views, continuing to claim that these publications “propagate religious hostility” and referring to the absence of domestic law allowing for implementation of the Views. Jehovah’s Witnesses filed a formal request for implementation of the Views with the Permanent Mission of Kazakhstan in Geneva on 1 November 2022. No further progress has been made.
27. Almaty. On 24 September 2023, DRA representatives distributed leaflets titled “What Is Missionary Activity?” as adherents left religious meetings at four of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ places of worship in Almaty. Contradicting the Kazakhstan Constitution’s guarantees of freedom of speech and freedom of conscience, as well as the guarantees in articles 18 and 19 of the Covenant, the leaflet highlights the provisions of CAV article 490. It explicitly states that only those who are registered as missionaries can disseminate their religious beliefs in Kazakhstan, and that distribution of cards bearing the address of religious websites is prohibited.
28. The campaign continued during October 2023, when police officers, teachers and school administrators distributed a video among the citizens of Almaty. This video repeats the statements in the leaflet and includes covertly filmed footage of Jehovah’s Witnesses engaged in their evangelizing activity. An official letter from the Department of Education explained that the DRA had produced the video to target adherents of registered religious organizations who talk to people on the street, send letters, or leave contact cards.
29. As a third stage of this campaign, in June 2024, utility bills delivered to residents of several districts of Almaty included a warning against strangers initiating conversations about God on the street or in public places. Printed on the back of the bills, the warning encouraged recipients to call the police immediately if they observe such conversations. It included a QR code that navigates to the official website of the Almaty DRA.
30. Censorship and officially sanctioned defamation constitute clear and egregious violations of rights to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, to manifest religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance, and to freedom of opinion and expression, as well as to freedom of peaceful assembly and association as guaranteed by articles 18 and 19 of the UDHR, and articles 18, 19, 21 and 22 of the Covenant. They also fail to provide the protection of honour and reputation guaranteed by article 12 of the UDHR and article 17 of the Covenant.
III. [bookmark: _Toc92102725][bookmark: _Toc92103694]CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
31. Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan and as a worldwide organization express concern about the violations of human rights as defined in the UDHR, specifically articles 12, 18, 19 and 20, and in the Covenant, specifically articles 17, 18, 19, 21 and 22, as exposed in this submission. They respectfully request the Government of Kazakhstan to take the necessary steps to: 
(1) Ensure that all citizens, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, are consistently free to peacefully manifest their religion or belief by peacefully discussing it with those who wish to converse;
(2) Ensure that peaceful religious meetings in private homes and rented facilities can be conducted freely, without unwarranted, prohibitive regulation or interference;
(3) Ensure that peaceful religious publications may be imported and distributed freely;
(4) Provide a viable alternative to military service in compliance with international norms for religiously motivated conscientious objectors;
(5) Abide by the commitment to uphold the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by the Constitution of Kazakhstan, the UDHR and the Covenant for all citizens, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, and fully implement relevant CCPR Views.
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