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Information about the organization: 

The Public Association "Commission on the Rights of People with Disabilities named after Kairat Imanaliev" was established in 2017 by the prominent activist and human rights defender for people with disabilities, Veniamin Alaev, who passed away suddenly in September 2022. After his death, the organization was led by his associate and colleague, Gulmira Burasheva. We are an organization led and staffed by people with disabilities, advocating for the principle of equality and striving to ensure equal opportunities for all individuals with disabilities in the exercise of their rights and freedoms. Our activities focus on protecting and promoting the rights of people with disabilities in employment, access to information, and financial inclusion. The Commission has organized several international Summer Schools on the rights of people with disabilities to train activists and human rights defenders among people with disabilities, their family members, and parents of children with disabilities from various regions of Kazakhstan on working with the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Currently, most graduates of the Summer Schools actively promote the rights of people with disabilities in their regions, implement various social projects, conduct advocacy campaigns, and serve as deputies in local government bodies, advisors to city and regional Akims, and members of Parliament. Experts from the Commission participate in various research and analyses in the fields of financial inclusion, accessibility of medical services for people with disabilities, legal status of incapacitated persons, etc.
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INTRODUCTION

The Republic of Kazakhstan signed the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (hereinafter referred to as the Convention) in 2008 and ratified it by Law No. 288-V of February 20, 2015, titled "On the Ratification of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities." This convention came into force on May 21, 2015. On June 7, 2023, by Law No. 8-VIII ZRK, the Republic of Kazakhstan ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The Initial Report on the measures taken by the Republic of Kazakhstan to implement the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was approved on June 1, 2017. The State Report was submitted to the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) for consideration in June 2017. In October 2021, Kazakhstan provided responses to the list of questions related to the initial report to the CRPD.
In accordance with the common global practice of UN treaty bodies and with the aim of a more comprehensive analysis and evaluation of the state's compliance with the norms of the convention, we, as a non-governmental organization representing the interests of people with disabilities, initiated the preparation of this thematic report.
Context
Since 2019, our organization, the Public Association "Commission on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities named after Kairat Imanaliev," working in the field of promoting and protecting the rights of people with disabilities, has implemented the "Financial Inclusion" project. After several intense years of work and conducting activities, including research analyzing the situation in Kazakhstan and studying international experience, numerous meetings with representatives of financial organizations, a Working Group on improving the accessibility and quality of financial services for persons with disabilities was established at the Agency of the Republic of Kazakhstan for the Regulation and Development of the Financial Market (hereinafter referred to as ARRFM), which included our organization.
The Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan adopted the Concept for Improving Financial Literacy for 2020–2024. One of the main tasks of this concept was to ensure effective and equal access to financial services and enhance financial inclusion.
As a result of the efforts of the group members, ARRFM, and our organization, two documents were developed: "Guidelines for Ensuring Accessibility of Information for Persons with Disabilities" and "Guidelines for Providing Financial Services and Servicing Persons with Disabilities for Financial Organizations."
Despite the developed recommendations, banks did not take them into account, prompting three individuals with disabilities to file lawsuits against three leading banks. Our organization provided legal support. All three lawsuits ended in favor of the plaintiffs. The Almaty City Court stated that banks have the financial and technical resources to comply with the legislation. Access of persons with disabilities to financial services is their inherent right and should be ensured equally for all; otherwise, it may be considered as discrimination.
On November 7, 2023, with the support of ARRFM, the national standard ST RK 3844-2023 "Requirements for the Accessibility of Financial Organization Branches in Providing Services to Persons with Disabilities and Other Low-Mobility Population Groups" was approved. This standard comes into effect on July 1, 2024, and is based on the developed methodological recommendations.
The development of the Standard was based on the methodological recommendations. In the approved version, the Standard is designed for the adaptation of buildings and premises of financial organizations (including leased ones) and the adaptation of digital services, taking into account the necessary level of accessibility for persons with disabilities (hereinafter referred to as PWD) and low-mobility population groups (hereinafter referred to as LMPG)[footnoteRef:1]. It also establishes features of customer service for clients from the PWD and LMPG categories, interaction of staff during their service, and minimum requirements for organizing training and increasing the competence of personnel. [1:  According to paragraph 61-3) of Article 1 of the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan dated July 16, 2001, No. 242 "On Architectural, Urban Planning, and Construction Activities in the Republic of Kazakhstan," persons of elderly age, persons with disabilities, and individuals experiencing difficulties in independent movement, receiving services, information, or spatial orientation, including those using baby strollers and/or wheelchairs, are classified as low-mobility population groups
] 

Certainly, there are positive developments. Banks, albeit slowly, have started the process of adapting their branches. Following landmark legal cases, some banks are developing plans to create inclusive branches, incorporating practices of collaboration with representatives of organizations of persons with disabilities (PWD) and experts from the PWD community to adapt websites and mobile applications based on recommendations received from experts.

ARTICLE 19 – LIVING INDEPENDENTLY AND BEING INCLUDED IN THE COMMUNITY
Access to financial services 

1. Systemic measures to promote financial inclusion for people with disabilities, including the accessibility of banking services and products, are not being implemented. Legislation and practices remain at a low level, and, most importantly, the attitude of second-tier banks (hereinafter referred to as STBs) and other financial institutions towards financial inclusion does not change, despite Kazakhstan's ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. In addition, there is a widespread absence of independent research and assessments of the financial/banking service needs of people with disabilities.
2. Individuals with hearing impairments or complete deafness, those with low vision, and the blind face challenges in interacting with bank staff and identifying themselves. Blind citizens cannot use stamps, which they use in their daily lives, to sign documents. Banks require the documentation to be processed through a power of attorney, sometimes demanding the presence of a hand signatory (a person who will sign the documents on behalf of the blind individual), thereby depriving the person with disabilities of the ability to independently and autonomously address their financial matters.
3. The coverage of people with other forms of disabilities, such as mental disorders, is practically not discussed and not taken seriously.
Since 2023, there has been an integration of the information systems of the Ministry of Labor and Social Programs of the Republic of Kazakhstan into the Smart Bridge information system. This has allowed banks to identify clients in the category of persons with disabilities (PWD).
4. Our organization consistently receives complaints from people with disabilities from various regions of the country. They report encountering difficulties in accessing financial services due to physical barriers at the buildings of banks and other financial institutions. These barriers affect their ability to confirm income and, as a result, they face challenges in obtaining credit or utilizing other financial services.
5. The issue of income verification is also linked to the fact that, according to the Social Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan[footnoteRef:2], individuals with disabilities of the first and second groups, for whom disability is established indefinitely, are exempt from mandatory pension contributions (hereinafter referred to as MPC) to the unified accumulative pension fund. Consequently, bank scoring systems automatically deny loans/installment plans to PWD since they do not see MPC, categorizing PWD as "non-creditworthy." The inability to assess the creditworthiness and financial stability of PWD becomes a formal reason for banks to reject their loan applications. [2:  Article 248, Paragraph 3, of the Social Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan
] 

6. Currently, there is a growing trend of widespread denials of credit applications for PWD from second-tier banks (Banks of the Second Tier). Individuals are unable to finance the purchase of basic household appliances, such as refrigerators and televisions, or acquire a laptop for work, even with stable and transparent income levels, absence of payment delays, or a "poor" credit history.
7. Existing credit, microcredit, and business support schemes for individuals with disabilities remain noticeably insufficient. Internal regulatory documents of Banks of the Second Tier do not account for the specific needs of this vulnerable group.
8. Financial institutions still do not see individuals with disabilities as potential clients. Moreover, there exists a negative stereotype that providing access to financial services for people with disabilities will lead to overindebtedness, prompting them to seek credit amnesty. In reality, this is not the case, and it pertains to a broad spectrum of financial service accessibility.
9. There are currently no accessible financial products for individuals with disabilities in the financial market of Kazakhstan.
10. In Kazakhstan, the only bank in the country implementing the housing construction savings system offers a so-called "affordable" mortgage program. This program is designed for certain socially vulnerable groups (hereinafter - SVG) such as large families, orphans, children left without parental care, individuals with disabilities of the first and second groups, and families with disabled children. Participants in this program can obtain a loan for purchasing housing at a low interest rate. However, there are significant limitations for individuals with disabilities to benefit from it: a 10% down payment is required, the program is only available to members of the housing construction savings system and does not apply to individuals with disabilities of the third group; there should be no housing owned throughout the entire territory of the Republic of Kazakhstan in the last 5 years; in cities of republican significance (Almaty and Shymkent) and the capital (Nur-Sultan), permanent registration and residence for at least three years are required; applications are considered only with a primary source of income. In this program, the primary source of income is income from employment and/or entrepreneurial activities (income is verified over the last 6 months).

Programs aimed at improving Kazakhstan's positions in major economic rankings such as the World Economic Forum's Global Competitiveness Index (GCI) and the "Doing Business" index do not take into account the potentially promising and economically active population group (PWD). The number of PWD in Kazakhstan exceeds 719,000 people, and their needs are not considered in the development of corresponding policies and measures.
RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Implement financial inclusion indicators developed by non-governmental organizations, taking into account the norms of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
2. Recognize instances of discrimination against Persons with Disabilities (PWD) and actively combat them at both legislative and law enforcement levels. Without developed anti-discrimination legislation and effective legal mechanisms for protection against discrimination in this area, financial inclusion means alone cannot be effective.
3. Review criteria for assessing creditworthiness at the legislative level; one option is to track the stability and income levels of PWD through social contributions.
4. Prohibit discrimination in obtaining loans, conducting banking transactions, and other services based on various characteristics, including disability. Prohibit discrimination in obtaining credit on the basis that an individual receives state benefits or other forms of support, in whole or in part.
5. Amend existing legislation of the Republic of Kazakhstan in accordance with the norms of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to include financial inclusion, establish minimum standards for the accessibility of banking services (for example, legislation should specify specific accessibility parameters for adaptable and newly purchased equipment, ensure the ability to use reasonable accommodations, etc.).
6. Develop and introduce legislative norms regulating the conditions for lending, deposit placement, and obtaining other banking services and products by PWD and other vulnerable population groups.

7. Introduce the collection and processing of statistical data on the level of use of financial services and products by PWD. Statistical data should include information on how many PWD have credit (debit) cards, how many have deposits, loans, the percentage of repayments (non-repayments) on loans, how many PWD entrepreneurs have loans, etc.
8. Develop and legislatively establish norms regarding the rights of blind citizens to use alternative forms of document signing (for example, grant the right to use electronic digital signatures, fingerprinting, etc.).
9. Develop and implement special financial products for PWD, as well as special programs for accessible mortgage lending.
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