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Some relevant publications

■ Let's Not Exaggerate: Southern Gas Corridor Prospects to 2030 
(OIES working paper, July 2018)

■ Azerbaijan’s gas supply squeeze and implications for the “southern 
corridor” (OIES Working Paper, July 2016)

■ Central Asian and Caspian Gas Production and the Constraints on 
Export (OIES Working Paper, December 2012)

Books

■ Burning Up: A Global History of Fossil Fuel Consumption (Pluto 
Press, 2018)

■ (as co-editor with James Henderson and author) The Russian Gas 
Matrix: How Markets Are Driving Change (Oxford University Press, 
2014)
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The Zhanaozen oil workers’ strike 
(2011): the most significant labour 
conflict of the post-Soviet period
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►2. What happened
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the impact of extractivism; 

how the state and the law reacted;

a turning point for labour and for 
civil society 

►4. Questions to research 3



1. Background
Oil and gas dominates the Kazakh economy: 27.6% of GDP; 78% of 
exports (but Kazakhstan controls less than a quarter of the exports 
earnings); 51% of industrial structure (but much of remaining industry 
is processing of energy resources); 2.5% of employment.

An economist’s view: “Kazakhstan’s economic development can be 
unambiguously characterised as dependent on its raw material 
(primarily oil and gas) exports. […] Outside of metallurgy and the 
extractive industries, economic activity is low.” – Aliev, 2015

Extractivism: “a mechanism of colonial and neocolonial plunder and 
appropriation. […] most of what is produced by the extractive 
industries is not for consumption in the domestic market but destined 
for export. Despite the scale of this economic activity, it generates very 
few benefits for the country concerned” – Acosta, 2013

The City of London plays a big role: forthcoming IPO of Kazmunaigas
expected to be Central Asia’s biggest ever
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2. What 
happened  

■ Oil workers struck at 
the height of oil boom 
(May 2011) across 
several companies 
(Karazhanbasmunai, 
Ersai Caspian Contractor, 
Ozenmunaigaz)

■ 16,000 participants 
(est’d). Main demands: 
wage increases, rights 
for independent unions
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■ The strike was very long (May-Dec) and 
expanded to a community-based movement 
(tent city, pitched battles with police).

■ Rejection of old trade union structures

Picket line, summer 2011. Photo: Nadejda Atayeva's blog



The right to organise independent 
trade unions was a key demand

■ There was a series of strikes (Burgylau, 2009; Ozenmunaigaz March 2010, 19 days 
with sit in): the 2011 strike was the culmination

■ Officials of Federation of Trade Union of the Republic of Kazakhstan (FPRK) 
repeatedly worked with bosses to destroy worker organization

■ There was a history of attempts to set up independent unions, including at 
Burgylau and Ersai Caspian Contractor in 2009 and 2010.

■ At Karazhanbasmunai, a mediation commission was set up on pay. Natalia 
Sokolova (lawyer) excluded. Workers protested, thugs stepped in. Sokolova was later 
sentenced to six years and did a TV “confession”.

■ At Munaifildservis, in August 2011 workers nominated Zhaksylyk Turbaev to 
replace their union official. He was asked by managers to remain behind after the 
meeting and then murdered.
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State and 
employers’ 
response

■ Refusal to negotiate 
with the strikers

■ Violent action by 
police and company 
thugs, culminating in 
massacre of protesters 
on 16 December 2011 
(est’d 16 dead, 64 
wounded)

■Mass trial and jailing 
of strikers 7

■Widespread, well-documented use of torture 
of arrested activists

■ After Galym Ageuelov reported on torture to 
the European Parliament (October 2012), a key 
witness was beaten to death in Zhanaozen

Riot police in Zhanaozen, Dec 2011. (Photo: Serik Kovlanbaev)



3. Reflections
Context: rich-world extractivism

■ The Kazakh political and 
economic elite is heavily reliant 
on US, European and Chinese 
investment. The City of London 
plays a key role

■Where is the impetus for 
development and diversification?
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Two views of the same oil sector. Left, workers at Emir Oil, Kazakhstan, display a banner 

protesting at legal attack on independent unions, 2016. Right, KMG annual report



A turning 
point for 

law, 
justice 

and the 
state

Evgenii Zhovtis, 2012: “All the criminal trials [after the Zhanaozen events] have 
shown with crystal clarity that the law is so deeply buried beneath politics, 
beneath political expediency, that there’s just no point in talking about all the 
key principles of criminal justice (all-sidedness, objectivity, fullness of vision, 
presumption of innocence, the equality of sides in the adversarial system, the 
burden of proof on the prosecution, etc).” 9

Defendants in the dock at Zhanaozen. Photo: civicsolidarity.org



A turning point for law, justice 
and the state

Evgenii Zhovtis, 2012: “Zhanaozen showed the inability of the 
authorities at all levels to conduct a normal civilised dialogue. 
Unfortunately, the people were never seen in our country as a 
subject that could take political, economic and social decision. The 
people were always the object of ‘care’, of manipulation, of control, 
of subjection, of brainwashing. Our relationship to power has always 
been multi-layered. They command, we obey. This is not a dialogue, 
but a monologue by the state, with force to back it up.”

■ After the massacre: repression of opposition political parties, 
journalists and independent trade unions intensified, plus fiscal 
support for Zhanaozen authorities

■More recently: discussion of more subtle interaction with civil 
society by government 
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A turning point for   
organised labour

■ Efforts to 
organise
independent 
unions, in the 
oil field and 
elsewhere, 
continued 
after 2011. 

■ The state 
responded 
with renewed 
repression, 
culminating in 
near-
destruction of 
independent 
union 
federation in 
2018 11

Nurbek Kushakbayev, sentenced in 2016 to two-and-a-half 

years for independent trade union activity in the Mangistau oil 

field, in the cage for defendants, and his wife, after the 

verdict. Photo by Radio Azattyk.



A turning point for civil society

Zhanaozen was one of a chain of revolts with large-scale participation: 
Shanyrak 2007, Zhanaozen 2011, protests over land reform 2016 12

Protests over land reform in Atyrau, 24 April 2016. Photo: ferghana.ru



Questions for research

■ To what extent was/is the extractivist relationship between 
rich countries and Kazakhstan an underlying cause of conflicts 
such as that at Zhanaozen? 

■ Given that relationship, what are the meaningful starting-
points for a discussion about economic development?

■What are the implications for organised labour of (i) the 
Zhanaozen workers’ rejection of traditional unions and (ii) the 
state’s shutdown of space for independent union organising 

■What role do/will revolts with large-scale participation play 
in the evolution of civil society in Kazakhstan? 
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