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ENHANCING THE ROLE OF PUBLIC COUNCILS AS AN ANTI-CORRUPTION
MECHANISM: THE CASE OF KAZAKHSTAN

Abstract

A current trend in public administration is combating corruption through mechanisms of
transparency and accountability. In Kazakhstan, one such mechanism is public councils. The aim of
this article is to examine the effectiveness of public councils in Kazakhstan in countering
corruption. To achieve this goal, qualitative methods of data collection and analysis were applied.
The study analyzed Kazakhstan's legislation on public councils for its compliance with five anti-
corruption social accountability mechanisms: participatory budgeting, public monitoring, access to
information, organized civil society and engagement, and media involvement. The study also
reviewed the results of a focus group with members of public councils from Kazakhstan's central
government bodies (12 participants). The findings revealed that the anti-corruption role of public
councils in Kazakhstan remains limited. In particular, their involvement in budget formation and
legislative development is minimal. The influence of public councils on government decision-
making is low. Furthermore, public council members are often subjected to pressure from
government bodies. Legislative changes are needed to grant councils binding powers, along with
measures to protect council members from undue pressure. Increasing citizen awareness and
ensuring their active participation in decision-making processes are also critically important for
strengthening the role of civil society in combating corruption.
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CBIBAHJIAC KEMKOPJBIKKA KAPCHI TETIK PETIHJIE KOFAMJIBIK
KEHECTEPAIH KbISMETIH )KETIJIAIPY: KASAKCTAH MBICAJIbI

Anoamna

MewmiekeTTik O6acKapyJarbl Kas3ipri TEHICHLUS AIIBIKTBHIK MEH ecen Oepy TETIKTepi apKbUIbl
ceI0aiac KEMKOPJBIKIIEH Kypecy Oousblnl TaObuianbel. Kazakcranaa ocblHIAW TETIKTEpIiH Oipl —
KOFaMJIIBIK KeHecTep. MakamaHblH MakcaThl — ChI0aillac JKeMKOPJIBIKKA Kapchl KypecTe
KazakcTaHHbIH KOFaMJIBIK KE€HeCTepl KbI3METIHIH THIMJIUIIIH 3epTTey. by MakcaTka KeTy YIIiH
JepeKTepl )KUHAY MEH TaJIayJIbIH canaibl daictepl Komaansuiabl. Kazakcran PecnyOnuKkachIHBIH
KOFaMJIBIK ~KEHECTep Typajbl 3aHHAMAacblHa ONEyMETTIK JKayalKepIIUTiKTIH chiOaiinac
KEMKOPJIBIKKA Kapchl OeC TEeTIiTiHIH: OipJecKeH OIOKeTTey, KOFaMIBbIK MOHUTOPHHT, aKIapaTKa
KOJDKETIMIUTIK, YHBIMAACKaH a3aMaTThlK KOFaM MeEH KaTbiCy J>KoHE OyKapasiblK akmapar
KYpPaJIJapblHBIH ~ CaKTalyblHA Tajumay oOKypri3uigi. KaszakcTaHHBIH OpTaNBIK  MEMJICKETTIK
OpraHIapbIHBIH KOFaMJIBIK KEHECTEpiHIH MYyIIeaepiMeH (KaTbICylnbliap canbl — 12) GpoKyc-TONThIH
HOTIDKENepl 3epaeneHi. 3epTrey HoTmkenepi Kasakcranmarbl KOFaMIbIK KEHECTEPIiH ChlOaiiac
KEMKOPJIBIKKA KAapChl POl IIeKTeYyJi eKEeHIH KepceTTi. ATam alWTKaH[a, oJapAblH OI0/HKETTI
KAJIBIIITACTRIPYFa JKOHE 3aHHAMAaHbBI d3ipiieyre KaThiCybl a3. KoFamMaIbIK KEHECTepiH MEMIICKETTIK
OpraHjiapJblH IIenrimMaep KaObUiAayblHa BIKIAAbl TOMEH nen cumnartaiajabl. COHBIMEH Katap,
KOFaMJIBIK KeHEeC MyIIIeJiepi MeMJICKETTIK OpTaHap TaparblHaH KBICBIMFA YITBIPAiIbl. 3aHHAMAIBIK
e3repicTep KeHecTepre MIHICTTI OKUIETTIKTep Oepy, COHAai-aKk KeHec MyIllelepiH KbIChIMHAH
KOpFay mIapaiapbl KaxeT. A3aMarTapIblH Xa0apHaplIbIFbIH apTTHIPY JKOHE OJIAPJABIH MICIIiM
KaObl1ayra OeJlCeH/ll KAThICYbIH KaMTaMachl3 €Ty ChlOaiiac >KeMKOPJIBIKKA Kapchl Kypec IMeH
MeMJIEKeTTi OacKapyJarbl a3aMaTThIK KOFAMHBIH POJIIH apTTIPY YIIIH 1€ MaHbI3IbI.

Tyiiin ce31ep: KOFaMIbIK KEHeCTep, chibainac )KeMKOPIBIKKA KapChl KYPEC, a3aMaTThIK KOFaM,
OWJIIK OpraHaapsl, KaTbiCy

. *

Jlasnembaesa JK.JK. L Bexiw Y.A. L 3acpebun A.B. Y Paucosa JI.®. 2
L Axaoemus 2ocyoapcmeennozo ynpasnenus npu Ipesudenme Pecnybauxu Kazaxcman
2. Acmana, Kazaxcman

2
Munucmepcmeo kynomypul u ungpopmayuu Pecnyoruxu Kazaxcman
2. Acmana, Kazaxcman

COBEPIHEHCTBOBAHHME JEATEJBbHOCTH OBIIECTBEHHBIX COBETOB KAK
AHTUKOPPYIIIIUOHHOT'O MEXAHU3MA: KEUC KA3AXCTAHA

Annomayus

AKTyanbHBIM TPEHJOM TOCYJAapCTBEHHOTO YIIPABJICHUS SIBISIETCS  MPOTHBOJICHCTBUE
KOPPYIIMH Yepe3 MEXaHU3MbI MPO3PAYHOCTH W MOA0T4eTHOCTH. B Ka3zaxcraHe oJgHMM W3 TakuX
MEXaHH3MOB SIBJISIOTCS OOIIECTBEHHBIC COBETHL. Llenh cTatbm — wm3ydeHHEe 3PPEKTUBHOCTH
JeSITeIbHOCTH OOIIECTBEHHBIX coBeToB KaszaxcrtaHa B mpoTUBOACHCTBUM Koppymuuu. Jis
JOCTHKCHHS JIAHHOW IIeJTM TPUMEHEHBl KA4YeCTBEHHBIC METOABI COOpa W aHauu3a JIaHHBIX.
[IpoBenen ananu3 3akoHonaTenbcTBa KaszaxcTaHa o0 OOIIECTBEHHBIX COBETaX Ha COOTBETCTBHE
MATH  AHTUKOPPYIIIMOHHBIM ~MEXaHHW3MaM COITHAIBHON IMOJOTYETHOCTH: MAPTHCHUIIATUBHOES
OIO/PKETUPOBaHUE, OOIIECTBEHHBI MOHHUTOPUHT, JOCTYyNm K WH(GOpMAIMK, OPraHU30BaHHOE
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rpakJaHcKoe OOIINEeCTBO M BOBJIEYEHHOCTb, Meaua. V3ydeHbl pe3ynbTaThl (DOKycC-Tpymibl ¢
YyjieHaMd OOIIECTBEHHBIX COBETOB L[eHTpanbHBIX TrocyAapcTBEHHBIX opraHoB Kaszaxcrana
(KOJIMUEeCTBO y4acTHHKOB — 12). Pe3ynbTaThl MCCIEIOBaHUS IOKA3alH, YTO aHTHKOPPYILHOHHAS
poJib 00LIECTBEHHBIX COBETOB B KazaxcTaHe ocTa€rcs orpaHM4eHHON. B yacTHOCTH — MX ydacTue
MUHUMaJIbHO B (opmupoBanuu Oropketa M pa3paboTKe 3aKOHOJATeNbCTBAa. BiusHue
OOIIIECTBEHHBIX COBETOB HA MPUHATHE PEIICHHH TrOCYJapCTBEHHBIX OPraHOB XapaKTEPHU3YeTCs Kak
Hu3koe. Kpome 3TOro, wieHsl OOIIECTBEHHBIX COBETOB IOJIBEPKEHBI JABICHHUIO CO CTOPOHBI
roCy/IapCTBEHHBIX OpraHoB. TpeOyrOTCS M3MEHEHMsI B 3aKOHOJAATEIbCTBE, HAJAEISIOLIUE COBETHI
00513aTeNIbHBIMU I UCIIOJIHEHUS MOJHOMOYUSAMM, a TaKXKe MEphl M0 3alllUTe YIEHOB COBETOB OT
JaBiieHHs. YBeIUUYeHne HHPOPMHUPOBAHHOCTHU IPaXKJIaH U 0OecreueHNe X aKTUBHOTO BOBJICUCHHUS
B IIPOLIECC NPUHATUSA PEIICHUN TAKKE SBJIACTCS KPUTUYECKM BaXXHBIM JUISl HOBBILICHUS DPOJIH
IpakJaHCKOTO OOIIECTBa B MPOTUBOJICHCTBUN KOPPYIIMU U YIPABICHUN TOCYAAPCTBOM.

KiroueBble cjioBa: OOLIECTBEHHBIE COBETHI, MPOTUBOJAEHCTBHE KOPPYILHUH, I'pakJaHCKOE
00IIIECTBO, OPraHbl BIACTH, yU4aCTHE

MAIN PART

One of the effective methods to combat corruption is social accountability, implemented
through various mechanisms of citizen participation in government decision-making. One such
mechanism is public councils. In the Republic of Kazakhstan, the institution of public councils has
a history of almost a decade, following the adoption of the relevant law in 2015. However, to date,
despite the established legal framework and considerable accumulated experience, the effectiveness
of public councils remains questionable. In particular, they have limited effectiveness in preventing
corruption within governmental decision-making processes.

This study explores the legal framework governing public councils and assesses the
perspectives of their representatives operating under Central Government bodies in Kazakhstan.
The findings indicate that these councils do not serve as a robust anti-corruption mechanism,
primarily due to restricted authority and an absence of substantial influence over government
decisions.

INTRODUCTION

Corruption poses a significant threat to the sustainable development of nations, undermining
citizens' trust in government institutions and hindering the effective functioning of the economy [1,
2]. In the global fight against corruption, mechanisms that promote transparency and accountability
of public authorities to society play a crucial role. Principles of good governance emphasize citizen
participation in public administration, both directly and through legitimate intermediary
organizations. Key factors for the successful implementation of good governance include minimal
corruption and maximum consideration of public needs and opinions in government decision-
making [3].

In Kazakhstan, where combating corruption is a top state priority, Public Councils have
emerged as an important tool for involving citizens in overseeing government activities and
decision-making. Despite some progress in Kazakhstan’s Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI), as
reported by Transparency International (TI) in 2023, the country remains categorized among the
highly corrupt states and territories [4]. According to TI experts, recent improvements are largely
attributed to the activation of civil society engagement mechanisms, particularly following the
events of January 2022 [5]. One such mechanism is the Public Councils, which function as an
institution for public oversight and participation in governance. In recent years, the role of Public
Councils has become increasingly significant, as they serve as a crucial platform for dialogue
between the state and society while also contributing to the development of a sustainable anti-
corruption culture. The Public Councils in Kazakhstan have seen notable development, especially
following the adoption of the Law "On Public Councils" in 2015, which established the legal
framework for their creation and operation [6]. The main goal of these councils is to enhance the
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role of civil society in public governance, ensure transparency in government actions, and enhance
the effectiveness of anti-corruption means.

Public Councils bring together diverse civil society actors, including members of non-
governmental organizations, public associations, independent experts, and socially active citizens.
Their main functions include reviewing and discussing draft legal acts, participating in the
monitoring and evaluation of government agencies, and making recommendations on public policy
issues. A critical task of the Public Councils is to instill confidence in citizens that their opinions are
considered in state-level decision-making.

Public Councils contribute to anti-corruption efforts by detecting and mitigating corruption
risks at an early stage, enhancing transparency in governmental activities, and fostering public
oversight. Since the success of anti-corruption initiatives largely relies on active civil society
participation, these councils serve as vital instruments for strengthening government accountability
and openness.

The aim of this article is to examine examines how effectively Public Councils function as an
anti-corruption tool in Kazakhstan. To this end, the work of public councils was analyzed through
the lens of five anti-corruption components: participatory budgeting, public monitoring, access to
information, organized civil society and engagement, and media involvement.

Research hypothesis: The existing structure and operations of Public Councils in Kazakhstan
impose significant limitations on their ability to combat corruption.

From a societal standpoint, this study highlights the need to strengthen the role of Public
Councils in combating corruption and fostering greater citizen engagement in governance.
Academically, it addresses a gap in the existing literature by evaluating the structural challenges
and potential of Public Councils through the lens of five key anti-corruption factors. The insights
and recommendations provided aim to support policymakers, scholars, and civil society actors in
advancing reforms that enhance the effectiveness of Public Councils as an anti-corruption
instrument in Kazakhstan and beyond.

The significance of examining Public Councils as an anti-corruption mechanism lies in the
necessity of understanding their potential to reinforce transparency and accountability in
governance. In Kazakhstan, their impact remains limited due to several constraints, including
restricted authority over budget oversight, conflicts of interest, weak collaboration with anti-
corruption institutions, and other systemic barriers [7]. Given these challenges, a thorough analysis
of Public Councils’ role in anti-corruption efforts is both timely and essential for strengthening civil
society institutions and improving state policies aimed at combating corruption. This article
explores the legal framework and practical functioning of Kazakhstan's Public Councils as an anti-
corruption tool, offering strategic recommendations to enhance their effectiveness.

METHODOLOGY

A mixed-methods approach was used in this study, combining a cross-sectional analysis of two
sources of qualitative data:

- Legal acts of Kazakhstan regulating the activities of Public Councils.

- Focus group data collected from members of Public Councils of Central government bodies of
Kazakhstan.
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Figure 1 — Mechanisms of public participation in combating corruption

Note: Created by the authors based on [8].

The research was conducted across five areas (Figure 1), each of which aligns with the
mechanisms (measures/initiatives) proposed by the Department for International Development
(DFID) for involving civil society in the fight against corruption.

Analyzing legal acts provides insight into the formal framework governing Public Councils,
including their powers, responsibilities, and mechanisms for interaction with government bodies.
This data source is critical for understanding how Public Councils are expected to function as anti-
corruption tools within the legal and institutional context of Kazakhstan. Furthermore, this analysis
helps identify potential gaps, ambiguities, or weaknesses in the regulatory framework that may
hinder their effectiveness.

Focus groups were conducted because they allow for an in-depth exploration of the practical
realities and operational constraints faced by Public Councils, directly aligning with the research
hypothesis. By facilitating discussions among participants, focus groups help uncover specific
structural and procedural limitations that hinder the councils' ability to combat corruption. This
method enables the identification of recurring challenges, power dynamics, and institutional barriers
that restrict their effectiveness. Additionally, it provides a deeper understanding of how Public
Councils navigate their roles within the existing governance framework, offering insights that
support the hypothesis regarding their constrained anti-corruption capacity.

By combining these two data sources, the study bridges the gap between the theoretical design
of Public Councils (as outlined in legal acts) and their practical implementation (as experienced by
council members). This mixed-methods approach ensures that the analysis is both grounded in the
formal regulatory framework and enriched by the lived experiences of key stakeholders. Such an
approach enhances the validity of the findings and provides a robust foundation for policy
recommendations aimed at improving the anti-corruption role of Public Councils in Kazakhstan.

The focus group took place in September, 2024, in Astana, Kazakhstan, with the members of
the Public Councils of the central government agencies. The selection of focus group participants
was justified by the need to ensure representation from the widest possible range of public
administration sectors, with a particular focus on agencies overseeing industries with the high
corruption risks. This approach allowed for a more targeted analysis of the structural and
operational challenges that hinder the effectiveness of Public Councils in combating corruption.

The primary goal of the focus group was to gather insights on how members of Public Councils
perceive the effectiveness of their interactions with government bodies. A structured script and
questions were used to explore themes related to the relationship between Public Councils and
government bodies.
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Participants were asked to discuss several key topics, including:

- The impact of unresolved issues by government bodies;

- Key achievements of Public Councils;

- Challenges they face in their work.

The focus group consisted of 12 participants. This method allowed for the identification of
diverse perspectives and practical expertise regarding the anti-corruption function of Public
Councils. An analysis was conducted to reveal the extent to which members of Public Councils are
engaged in anti-corruption work and what recommendations they may offer to improve their work.

The data obtained from the analysis of Kazakhstan's legal acts regulating Public Councils were
systematically coded and categorized to identify key provisions, gaps, and inconsistencies in the
regulatory framework. This analysis focused on evaluating the alignment of the legislative
framework with the 5 anti-corruption framework elements (public monitoring, access to
information, participatory budgeting, organized civil society and engagement, and media).

The data from the focus group discussions were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using
thematic analysis. Key themes and patterns were identified to capture participants' perceptions of
the effectiveness of Public Councils, their challenges, and the opportunities for improving their anti-
corruption role. Thematic coding was performed manually to ensure a nuanced understanding of the
participants' insights, with particular attention paid to areas of convergence and divergence in their
experiences.

The authors admit certain limitations of the study, particularly that the focus groups involved
members of Public Councils of Central government bodies. Future research could expand by
including data from surveys of members of Public Councils at local executive bodies and quasi-
governmental entities.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The role of Public Councils can be analyzed through various theoretical and conceptual
frameworks, including their contribution to public engagement in anti-corruption efforts.
Democratic accountability reforms promoted by developed countries emphasize the active
participation of citizens in combating corruption. Over the past decades, this topic has garnered
increasing attention, as highlighted in numerous theoretical and empirical studies. A. Persson, B.
Rothstein and J. Teorell, examining the failures of anti-corruption reforms based on the principal-
agent model, argue that in some countries, corruption should be conceptualized through the lens of
collective action theory [10]. This theory highlights the importance of group attitudes, trust, and
individual behavioral tendencies in society. In other words, if corruption is perceived as a social
norm, people are less likely to engage in meaningful anti-corruption activities, and vice versa.
Building on this, M. Bauhr notes that societal mobilization in anti-corruption campaigns does not
guarantee success if greed, rather than necessity, drives corruption [11, p.561]. Necessity-based
corruption often involves extortion by officials, making citizens more likely to engage in anti-
corruption efforts when institutional mechanisms and organizations are available. This aligns with
the earlier model by M.Van Zomeren, T.Postmes, R.Spears, which identifies three factors that drive
collective action: perceived injustice, perceived efficacy, and social identity [12, p.504]. By
conceptualizing these findings, the anti-corruption role of Public Councils can be understood as
shaping society's collective perception of corruption as an undesirable phenomenon. Public
Councils contribute to anti-corruption efforts by employing practical mechanisms, such as involving
citizens in strategic, economic, and legislative decision-making processes. Their role has been
extensively studied in international literature, particularly regarding public monitoring, which,
according to G.Mugellini, S.Della Bella, M.Colagrossi, G.L. Isenring, M.Killias, is more effective
in reducing public sector corruption than cultural or organizational reforms [13, p.9]. Similar
findings by E.Molina, L.Carella, A.Pacheco, G.Cruces, and L.Gasparini demonstrate that
community monitoring interventions are effective in low- and middle-income countries, particularly
where state institutions are weak [14, p.88]. Public monitoring can take various forms, such as
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social audits, which assess organizational performance based on societal impact. However, as
B.Santoso and B.Aprillianto note, legal support from the state is critical for social auditors to
function effectively [15, p.44], highlighting the need for institutional backing to ensure transparency
and accountability.

In post-Soviet countries, the anti-corruption role of Public Councils has been analyzed from
different perspectives. For instance, C.Knox and S.Janenova studied their activities in Kazakhstan,
identifying systemic issues such as dependence on government bodies, limited opportunities for
public oversight, and weak NGO infrastructure, all of which undermine their effectiveness [16,
p.318]. In Russia, E.Dyakova and A.Trakhtenberg outlined the varied roles of Public Councils,
including experts, watchdogs, lobbyists, and intermediaries between the public and the state [17,
p.195]. L.A. McCarthy, K.Stolerman, A.V. Tikhomirov emphasized their role in promoting a positive
image of the state, which can limit their independence and anti-corruption effectiveness [18]. In
Ukraine, 1.Kovbas and P.Krainii identified key barriers, including legal, technical, and substantive
shortcomings, which prevent Public Councils from fully realizing their anti-corruption potential [19,
p.93]. The lack of standardized approaches to membership and functions was also emphasized by
I.0rlova and T.Sokolova [20, p.124]. In Uzbekistan, as noted by M.Alimova, legal uncertainty
remains a major obstacle to the effective functioning of civil society institutions, including Public
Councils, limiting their ability to act as independent anti-corruption mechanisms [21, p.254].

A comparative analysis reveals common challenges faced by Public Councils in post-Soviet
countries, such as formalism, weak legal frameworks, and limited independence. In Kazakhstan, as
C.Knox and S.Janenova highlighted, these challenges are exacerbated by dependence on state bodies,
weak NGOs, and restricted opportunities for public oversight. At the same time, Kazakhstan is
undergoing governance reforms aimed at enhancing transparency and accountability. While previous
studies have largely focused on identifying the structural weaknesses of Public Councils and their
dependence on the state, our research specifically examines their potential as anti-corruption
mechanisms. Unlike existing literature, which primarily assesses Public Councils in terms of their
formal roles and operational limitations, our study aims to evaluate their practical effectiveness in
reducing corruption through public engagement and oversight. By focusing on Public Councils within
the broader anti-corruption framework, this research provides new empirical insights into their role in
Kazakhstan’s evolving governance landscape. In this context, assessing the effectiveness of Public
Councils becomes particularly relevant, as it can provide insights into the progress of these reforms and
the extent to which Public Councils fulfill their anti-corruption functions. Such research is essential, as it
addresses an underexplored area in the academic literature.

RESULTS

The mechanisms of public participation in anti-corruption efforts are embedded in four legal
acts of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Tables 1-5).

Participatory Budgeting

Table 1 — Participatory Budgeting Mechanism in Kazakhstan's Legislation on Public Councils

Anticorruption

; Regulatory legal documents Provisions/Norms
mechanism
Law on Local Government Discussion of the budget draft (Article 27) and the annual
report (Article 31) on the execution of the local budget at a
and Self-Governance [22] . ; .
Public Council meeting
Participatory Conducting public control in companies within the
Budgeting Law on Public Control [23] | National Wealth Fund group over projects funded by

budgetary resources (Article 3)

Discussion of budget program projects and their
implementation at the central and local levels (Article 5)
Note: Compiled by the authors based on the legislation of Kazakhstan
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Table 1 illustrates that Kazakhstan's legal framework grants Public Councils the authority to
engage in the planning and implementation of both national and local budgets, including initiatives
funded by the National Welfare Fund and quasi-state organizations. Budget-related discussions are
conducted during council meetings in accordance with standardized procedural regulations (Order,
2021). Public Councils are entitled to provide recommendations, which government agencies and
quasi-state entities are required to review and justify their responses to, ensuring a level of
accountability (Law "On Public Councils,” Article 1).

During the focus group discussion, several participants expressed concerns about the lack of
real influence of Public Councils, particularly regarding budget discussions. One participant
emphasized the councils' limited authority in budget formation:

"Public Councils need real power. Every government agency has its own quasi-state company,
and national companies don’t answer to anyone — they just do as they please. When we discuss
budgets, we re given a final decision and told to approve it. You can speak up, but no one really
listens.” (Participant 1)

Another participant highlighted administrative pressure on council members who raise critical
issues related to the budget:

"Before Public Council recommendations are even drafted, members who bring up sensitive
issues face significant pressure, often through their workplaces. If someone raises a tough question
about the budget, their director might receive calls urging them to silence the employee. This
practice continues today. Many council members may seem to represent the public, but in reality,
they have their own vested interests." (Participant 2)

Community Monitoring

Public Councils in Kazakhstan carry out community monitoring as one form of public
oversight (Table 2).

Table 2 — Community Monitoring Mechanism in Kazakhstan's Legislation on Public Councils

Anticorruption Regulatory legal

! Provisions/Norms
mechanism documents

. Principles of conducting public monitoring as a form of
Community Law on Public Control public control (Article 12)
Monitoring Procedure for organizing and conducting public monitoring
by members of the Public Council (Article 20)
Note: Compiled by the authors based on the legislation of Kazakhstan

Law on Public Councils

One focus group participant noted the prevalence of contradictory legal acts:

"We in the Public Council are focused on solving our own issues, but if you look from a
broader perspective, many state orders and legal acts contradict the law. No one takes our
opposition into account, and such contradictions often slip through, with councils serving as a
‘release valve’ 10 show international organizations that we have democracy. But in practice, we
face these issues on the ground.” (Participant 3)

Another participant criticized the development of strategic documents, pointing out the lack of
justification for budget spending in terms of sectoral development:

"Recently, we were brought in to approve a sectoral development concept. There were six of us,
different experts, and we were presented with a finished product, a vision of a bright future. But in
reality, there’s nothing there—no indicators, just superficial ‘before and after’ scenarios. Budgets
for construction projects are justified, but not as part of any development or transformation of the
sector. We need a system where Public Councils are listened to, with the vice minister accountable
to the council." (Participant 4)

Transparency and Access to Information
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Table 3 — Transparency and Access to Information Mechanism in Kazakhstan's Legislation on

Public Councils

Anticorruption

Regulatory legal

Provisions/Norms

mechanism documents
. The right of Public Council members to request from government
Law on Public . . .
Councils agencies and quasrgovernmental sector  entities the _Necessary
information related to the subject of public monitoring (Article 20)
Access to The obligation of information holders (includin overnment
Information Law on Access g 9 9

to Information

agencies, budgetary organizations, and quasi-governmental sector

[24] entities) to publish the results of public monitoring of the quality of
state services on online platforms (Article 16)
Note: Compiled by the authors based on the legislation of Kazakhstan

As shown in Table 3, information holders are only required to publish information about public
monitoring results on the quality of government services. However, the scope of public monitoring
IS much broader and includes, for example, monitoring the implementation of development plans
and the application of legislative norms.

In terms of Public Councils as a channel of communication between society and the
government, weak informational activity was noted.

"The existing online platforms for Public Councils are ineffective. Here, during our discussion,
we’re getting much more information. We don’t know what’s happening in other ministries. We
need a platform with live, informal conferences where there’s actual content because currently,
there’s no information.” (Participant 5)

Organized Civil Society and Engagement

The maximum number of civil society representatives in national-level Public Councils and
quasi-state organizations is limited, with one-third of the participants being government
representatives (Table 4).

Table 4 — Organized Civil Society and Engagement mechanism in Kazakhstan's legislation on
Public Councils

AntICOI’I’UPIIOH Regulatory legal Provisions/Norms
mechanism documents

Minimum proportion of civil society representatives in Public
Councils, equal to two-thirds (Article 1)

O_r g_amzet_j . The task of Public Councils to represent the interests of civil society

Civil Society | Law on Public q i bli inion in decisi Ki d di .

and Councils and to consider public opinion in decision-making and discussions at
the local and national levels (Article 3)

Engagement
Number of Public Council members ranging from 10 to 30,
depending on the level (Article 9)

Note: Compiled by the authors based on the legislation of Kazakhstan

Council members from civil society are elected through a competitive process (Law "On Public
Councils", Article 10). For local councils, the maximum number of members is set by the relevant
government body (Law "On Public Councils", Article 2-1). In practice, each elected member of a
Public Council represents the interests of a specific group of individuals or legal entities, often
business associations. Additionally, the involvement of ordinary citizens is minimal, as evidenced
by the opinions of council members.
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"Public Councils are a bridge between civil society and government bodies. One of my
suggestions is to make our work more visible so that citizens know they can raise their issues. For
example, | haven 't seen a single request from civil society. The Public Council institution isn’t well
promoted, and that, in my opinion, is the most important mission we ve failed to accomplish."
(Participant 6)

This conclusion suggests that civil society participation in Kazakhstan remains in its early
stages, with minimal engagement from citizens. Moreover, the prospect of greater involvement
raises concerns:

"The question is whether Public Council members are ready for the workload if there is more
promotion and a flood of complaints. No one is prepared because this is voluntary work. If someone
brings you a complaint, you’ll say, ‘I’'m not a government body; | can’t resolve this,” and the
person will think, 7 went to a Public Council member, and it’s the same bureaucracy as the
government.’" (Participant 7)

Media

The role of media in the activities of Public Councils in Kazakhstan is defined by legal
provisions, as shown in Table 5. In this context, media serves as one option for publishing reports
on planned and implemented actions of Public Councils within the framework of public oversight.
Alternatives to media include online resources, such as government websites. However, in practice,
these online platforms are not widely visited or popular, resulting in reduced public awareness.

Table 5 — Media Mechanism in Kazakhstan's Legislation on Public Councils

Anti-corruption Regulatory

. Norms/Provisions
mechanism documents

The obligation of the Public Council to inform the public about

its activities at least twice a year and to publish an annual

Law on  Public | report in the media or on an online platform (Article 7)

Media Councils . . ) . .
Submission of Public Council recommendations to the media

following public hearings (Article 21)

Law on  Public | Publication of information about planned public discussions in

Control the media (Article 10)

Note: Compiled by the authors based on the legislation of Kazakhstan

Media is also used to disseminate recommendations resulting from public hearings and planned
discussions. However, the role of the media in the functioning of Public Councils is neither defined
nor regulated by special laws such as the "On Mass Media" [25] and "On Access to Information™.
Some Public Councils view media interaction as a means to enhance their influence over
government bodies:

"This is done through public resonance, raising issues via media interaction. Media
engagement is the only effective lever; until there is significant public outcry, neither the
government nor deputies will take action.” (Participant 8)

"This remains the only tool — to create more noise through media and public opinion, if, of
course, we are right. If not, how do we achieve things we are unsure about?" (Participant 9)

Participant 9's response indicates uncertainty about the effectiveness of creating media noise
without absolute confidence in their position. This reflects concerns about potential legal
repercussions for spreading inaccurate information under Kazakhstan’s administrative and criminal
laws.
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DISCUSSION

In Kazakhstan, the institution of Public Councils is a result of state policy aimed at increasing
government transparency and accountability to citizens. The history of Public Councils dates back
to the adoption of the 2015 Law "On Public Councils", which provided the legal framework for
their formation at the national and local levels. The primary goal of these councils is to facilitate
dialogue between the authority and society, contribute to the development and realizing of public
policies, and oversee the operating of government bodies.

Participatory budgeting is a principle that allows citizens to take part in the planning and
allocation of public finances [26, p.1] and can significantly influence the exposure of corruption [8].
Despite the councils' monitoring powers, the implementation of their recommendations is not
mandatory for government bodies. The analysis indicates that the corruption risks in budget
planning processes in Kazakhstan’s central government bodies are highly likely when large
amounts of money are allocated to inefficient projects with low transparency in distribution and
spending. The influence of Public Councils on these decisions is minimal, as confirmed by both the
lack of legal authority and the practical experiences of council members.

Community monitoring refers to the process by which community members oversee the
implementation of government projects and development programs [9]. The range of objects for
such monitoring is extensive, covering government services, programs, strategic plans, budgets, and
the application of existing legislation. The goal of this monitoring is to identify negative
consequences for citizens and any violations of public interests, with corruption being one
significant potential consequence. During monitoring, Public Councils are authorized to request
necessary information from government bodies, and their conclusions result in council
recommendations (Law "On Public Councils,” Article 20). However, these recommendations are
not mandatory for implementation. Public monitoring of legal acts and sectoral programs faces clear
pressure on Public Council members, and significant remarks are not taken into account. The
formalism of the process can be partly explained by the nature of Public Councils in Kazakhstan.
According to G. Mansuri and V. Rao, their activities can be classified as "induced participation™,
meaning that they are government-initiated and encouraged [27, p.32]. In contrast, "organic
participation” arises independently and is driven by motivated and charismatic leaders. When the
government induces participation, its agents are less likely to act in opposition.

It is crucial to assess the level of awareness among Public Council members regarding government
activities and the willingness of state bodies to disclose publicly relevant information. Under
Kazakhstan's legislation, Public Council members have the right to request information from
governmental and quasi-governmental organizations for public oversight purposes (Law "On Public
Councils," Article 20). However, there is no legislative obligation for information holders to provide
such information, and the term "necessary information” is vague, leaving it unclear what types of
information are required. As noted by I. Luna-Pla and J.R. Nicolas-Carlock, improving legal practices is
a key component of effective anti-corruption efforts [28, p.15]. On the other hand, ambiguous legal
norms are often exploited by those in power to maintain a corrupt status quo [29, p.1]. The results of this
study aligns with 1. Bajrami and T. Bajrami's conclusion that governments are reluctant to inform
citizens about their opportunities to participate in decision-making [30, p.139].

Public Councils in Kazakhstan, while not the only instrument of civil society participation, are
a key tool for citizen involvement in public policy implementation. The current format of Public
Council operations does not allow for full and comprehensive citizen participation in governance.
As noted by M. Bauhr, mobilizing society for anti-corruption work is possible under certain
conditions, including the presence of appropriate engagement infrastructure [11, p.561]. This study
demonstrates the need to improve the working mechanism of Public Councils in Kazakhstan.

The results strongly support the hypothesis that the current structure and activities of Public
Councils in Kazakhstan significantly limit their effectiveness as an anti-corruption mechanism.
Across key dimensions, their ability to serve as robust anti-corruption bodies is hindered by
systemic and operational challenges. Public Councils have minimal influence over budgetary
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processes due to the absence of legal authority and inadequate involvement in decision-making.
This undermines their capacity to address corruption risks in budget allocation and spending. They
face significant formalism and pressure in monitoring activities, with their remarks often
disregarded. As government-initiated entities ("induced participation™), they lack the independence
and grassroots legitimacy necessary for effective anti-corruption oversight. Weak informational
activity and limited public awareness hinder the Councils’ role as intermediaries between the
government and society. Government reluctance to inform citizens of participatory opportunities
exacerbates this limitation, reducing transparency and accountability. Civil society participation in
Public Councils remains underdeveloped. Members often represent narrow interest groups rather
than the broader public, while ordinary citizens have limited involvement. This reflects the early
stages of civil society development in Kazakhstan and limits the Councils' collective anti-corruption
capacity. Finally, media engagement remains an underutilized mechanism for enhancing
transparency and public oversight.

These findings confirm that the structural, procedural, and legal limitations of Public Councils
prevent them from fulfilling their potential as effective anti-corruption mechanisms. To achieve
substantial progress, reforms should grant councils greater independence, improve transparency
initiatives, enhance media collaboration, and increase public involvement. The results of this
research are practically important because they highlight clear weaknesses in the anti-corruption
function of Public Councils in Kazakhstan. They can serve as a guide for policymakers on the steps
to improve the councils' effectiveness.

CONCLUSION

Civil society struggles to combat corruption effectively when transparent legislation, consistent
law enforcement, and strong governance are lacking [31, p.558]. Research suggests that, although
public councils formally exist in Kazakhstan and have a legislative framework, their impact on anti-
corruption efforts remains constrained. These councils encounter challenges such as limited
authority, the non-binding nature of their recommendations, and the significant influence of
administrative bodies on decision-making.

Mechanisms such as public monitoring, participation in budgeting, and access to information
are theoretically designed to enhance transparency and reduce corruption risks. However, in
practice, the influence of public councils on key processes like budget formation and legislative
development is minimal. This is due both to legal constraints and the lack of real tools to alter
governmental decisions.

Furthermore, focus group results reveal that members of public councils are often subjected to
administrative pressure, and their involvement in discussing sensitive issues related to funding
poses a risk of negative consequences for their professional activities. Moreover, the activities of
public councils are perceived as a formal measure used to create the appearance of civic
participation and democratic processes, without having a substantial impact on outcomes.

Thus, the existing system requires significant reforms to enhance the effectiveness of public
councils. Key recommendations include the following:

Grant Binding Powers to Public Councils: Legislative reforms should grant councils the power
to implement their recommendations, ensuring their influence in governmental decision-making.

Protect Council Members from Administrative Pressure: Introduce legal safeguards to shield
public council members from retaliation or pressure when addressing sensitive or controversial topics.

Enhance Public Monitoring and Budget Participation: Establish clearer mechanisms for public
councils to influence budget formation and oversight, alongside transparent reporting standards.

Foster Citizen Engagement: Launch awareness campaigns to educate citizens about the role
and importance of public councils, and create more accessible channels for active participation.

Strengthen Capacity Building: Provide training programs for public council members to
improve their understanding of governance processes, anti-corruption strategies, and effective
communication techniques.
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By implementing these reforms, Kazakhstan can transform its public councils into a robust
mechanism for combating corruption and strengthening civil society's role in governance.
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