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Summary 

The ousting of President Askar Akaev from power in March 2005 has resulted 
in a deteriorating security situation and an increase in the demand for and 
use of small arms in Kyrgyzstan.
  The Small Arms Survey study published in 2004 (MacFarlane and Torjesen, 
2004) found that small arms were less of a problem in Kyrgyzstan than com-
monly assumed: few families owned arms; demand was limited; and traf�cking 
was modest. While the proliferation of small arms may pose a serious threat 
in countries such as Afghanistan, the research found that this assertion could 
not be applied to Central Asia as a whole.
  A new assessment carried out in 2006 found some important changes, which 
are presented in an epilogue to this report (see Section VIII, below). While 
overall possession is still likely to be low, the rates for new persons acquiring 
�rearms are growing fast. The law enforcement system has less control and 
oversight than previously over the population, and organized crime has gained 
a stronger foothold in Kyrgyzstan in recent years. The country has recently 
also witnessed several shoot-outs between the government and armed radical 
religious groups. The 2004 report detailed the weapons possession and use of 
the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), but found little evidence of �re-
arm possession among other groups such as Hizb ut-Tahrir. Recent (2005–06) 
incidents point to increased weapons possession among radical religious groups 
aside from the IMU.
  Kyrgyzstan, which has a population of about �ve million, still has relatively 
low overall �rearm crime and �rearm injury rates�although there have been 
steep increases in the period 2004–06. From 2001 to 2003 there were 33 of�cially 
recorded murders by �rearms and 325 �rearm-related incidents. The rates of 
murder by �rearms rose to 35 in the year 2004 and 41 in 2005.1

  Government weapons stockpiles continue to be vulnerable to theft. The 2004 
study documented several attacks on police weapons stores, and the epilogue 
highlights an attack on and theft of weapons at a Kyrgyz�Tajik border post on 
12 May 2006. 
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  Arms traf�cking through Kyrgyzstan is still likely to be modest. The 2004 
study found no evidence of major weapons smuggling occurring in conjunction 
with drugs and human traf�cking�both of which are large-scale problems in 
Central Asia. Three types of arms �ows were identi�ed in Central Asia. The 
�rst involved the retreat of Soviet forces with their equipment from Afghanistan 
in 1989, mainly through Uzbekistan. The second type related to the arming of 
different factions in the Tajik civil war from 1992 to 1997. Most of these weapons 
originated in the Russian Federation, Uzbekistan, Iran, and Afghanistan. Thirdly, 
the Russian Federation and other countries supplied Afghan allies with weap-
ons in the 1990s, and the southern Kyrgyz city of Osh was at times used as a 
transit point for these weapons. The support to Afghanistan continues to this 
day, with countries such as the Russian Federation and the United States sup-
plying arms and spare parts, some of which may be shipped though Central 
Asia. Law enforcement of�cers note the possibility that there are weapons at 
present �owing in to radical religious groups and armed criminal groups 
from outside the country, but these claims have so far not been backed up by 
hard evidence.
  The 2004 study was based on extensive primary research. The researchers 
undertook more than 80 interviews, commissioned a thorough newspaper 
review, and organized a household survey in the southern regions of Kyrgyzstan. 
To ascertain public perceptions of small arms in the country, the 2004 study 
implemented a household survey in the two southern provinces of Osh and 
Batken, where political tension has been high. Half of the respondents claimed 
that �almost no households� had �rearms, while 24 per cent noted that �a few 
households� had �rearms. In describing perceptions of security, almost all 
respondents (98.7 per cent) said that no one in their household had been threat-
ened or made fearful by the use of �rearms in the previous three months. The 
majority of respondents (49.2 per cent) listed �theft� when asked to identify 
common types of crime in their area. Most of the respondents thought their 
safety was the same (51.7 per cent) or better (33.1 per cent) than in other parts 
of the country. 
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There has been a major increase in demand for weapons, people�s perception of 

their personal security has in many cases plummeted, and a number of high-pro�le 

killings of politicians, as well as dramatic shoot-outs between law enforcement 

forces and radical religious groups, have put �rearms violence at the forefront in 

security assessments of Kyrgyzstan.
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I. Introduction 

This is a reissue of the Small Arms Survey Occasional Paper No. 12, Kyrgyzstan: 

A Small Arms Anomaly in Central Asia? (MacFarlane and Torjesen, 2004), which 

was published in February 2004. Kyrgyzstan has since been the scene of major 

political change. The ousting of President Askar Akaev in March 2005 changed 

the political con�gurations in the country�and also brought about substan-

tial alterations in the security situation, including enhanced demand for and 

use of small arms. In light of these increasing concerns over the small arms 

situation, a reissue of the 2004 report is timely. It is complemented by a new 

epilogue detailing key developments regarding small arms and light weapons 

since 2004, as well as a revised introduction. Sections II�VII of the present 

report therefore re�ect the situation as it stood in 2004, while section VIII, the 

epilogue, re�ects changes that took place in the period 2004�06.

Protesters pursue riot police as they storm the government headquarters in Bishkek on 24 March 2005.  

' Gleb Shchelkunov/Izvestia/AP Photo
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  Findings from the �eldwork undertaken in summer 2003 indicated that the 

generally expressed expectations regarding the degree and seriousness of small 

arms possession, use, and proliferation in Kyrgyzstan were exaggerated by 

analysts.2 Possession (legal and illegal) appeared to be relatively low. Researchers 

found no �rm evidence of a link between the traf�cking in small arms and that 

in drugs and people (both of which were and continue to be serious problems). 

Small arms violence was limited, and related casualty rates were low. In short, 

the study contested the conventional wisdom that Central Asia as a whole was 

awash with arms, and highlighted the necessity of disaggregating regional 

generalizations.3

  The 2006 reassessment identi�ed important continuities: Kyrgyzstan is still 

not a society awash with weapons. Acquiring a legal weapon is a cumbersome 

and expensive process, and this bars many ordinary citizens from obtaining 

one. The of�cial statistics for murders by �rearms continue to be low: 35 per-

sons killed in 2004 and 41 in 2005. At the same time, however, there has been 

a major increase in demand for weapons, people�s perceptions of their personal 

security has in many cases plummeted, and a number of high-pro�le killings 

of politicians, as well as dramatic shoot-outs between law enforcement forces 

and radical religious groups, have put �rearms violence at the forefront in 

security assessments of Kyrgyzstan.

  The 2004 report suggested several components of an explanation for why 

Kyrgyzstan was not awash with weapons. The stockpile of arms in Kyrgyzstan 

at the time of independence was smaller than that in neighbouring republics 

(e.g. Tajikistan and Uzbekistan). The absence of a history of civil war and col-

lapse meant that the authorities did not lose control of the small arms issue to 

the extent that they did in states such as Georgia or Tajikistan. For criminals 

engaged in drugs and people traf�cking, the disincentives to supplementing 

their trade with small arms were signi�cant. And there was no obvious in-

centive to smuggle arms through Kyrgyzstan to nearby demand centres. The 

Russian Federation has plentiful supplies of its own, as do Tajikistan and 

Afghanistan. It was also noted that the general level of security in the country 

remained suf�ciently strong so as not to provide a signi�cant incentive for 

individuals to arm themselves for their own protection. Most of these factors 

still held sway in Kyrgyzstan in 2006. One factor stands out nevertheless as 
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signi�cantly altered: what was in 2004 termed the �general security situation�. 

The ousting of President Askar Akaev brought insecurities and temporary 

spells of chaos, while the law enforcement forces also seem to have been in a 

state of disarray since March 2005. These two factors have led to a worsening 

of the security situation and an increase in the proliferation of small arms in 

Kyrgyzstan.

  A transformation of law and order is currently unfolding in Kyrgyzstan. The 

country is moving from Soviet totalitarian methods of rule to more liberal 

modes. The former were characterized by comprehensive oversight and con-

trol over the population by law enforcement forces coupled with harsh and 

repressive measures for offenders and an ingrained fear of the law enforcement 

apparatus. Strict controls and limits on arms possession by civilians were a 

central piece of the domestic security architecture of the Soviet Union�and 

this resulted in exceptionally low �rearm violence rates in the Kyrgyz Soviet 

Socialist Republic, as elsewhere in the Soviet Union.

  After the collapse of the Soviet Union and Kyrgyzstan�s independence in 

1991, this security architecture, while experiencing signi�cant strain, continued 

operating. This ensured that the relatively low demand and possession rates 

for small arms in Kyrgyzstan also continued. Over the last two years, how-

ever, it has become increasingly clear that the past security architecture is in 

the process of collapsing. It has primarily been hollowed out by long-term 

�nancial strain. A decade-long shortage of funds for the law enforcement 

forces has created a symbiotic relationship between the criminal world and 

law enforcement agencies. Criminal elements, due to their �nancial power, 

are reportedly increasingly able to in�uence the way the police and secret 

service (the National Security Service or SNB) operate (ICG, 2005, pp. 16�17). 

At the same time, the liberal pressure for a more humane and law-governed 

police structure has ensured that the element of fear, on which the law enforce-

ment forces capitalized in Soviet times in order to maintain control, has largely 

disappeared. 

  The result is a police and SNB that, when faced with the challenge of large-

scale political upheaval in 2005, were unable to uphold public order during 

the �revolution� or to play a constructive role in helping Kyrgyzstan restore 

stability.
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Response from the international community 
The grave challenges facing Kyrgyzstan�s law enforcement agencies call for a 
serious response and support from the international community. Two initiatives 
are already leading the way. The Organization for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (OSCE) Police Assistance Programme (PAP) for Kyrgyzstan was 
launched in 2003. Its main aim was to �assist Kyrgyzstan in preparing the 
ground for a comprehensive transformation of the Kyrgyz police force into a 
modern organization serving the needs and protecting the rights of the Kyrgyz 
people� (OSCE, 2006, p. 1). A second phase of the initiative began in June 2005 
with the Interim Police Assistance Programme (IPAP), which addresses public 
security needs and continues to develop the legal and institutional framework 
for substantive police reform (OSCE, 2006). The European Union (EU)-sponsored 
Border Management Programme in Central Asia (BOMCA) aims to ensure a 
gradual adoption of �modern border management methods in Central Asia�, 
in order to facilitate enhanced border security and legal trade and transit (EC 
CADAP, n.d.). In Kyrgyzstan the project has included training for border staff 
and the creation of mobile patrolling units in pilot zones.
  If successful, these projects could indirectly bene�t the small arms situation 
in Kyrgyzstan. The OSCE PAP and IPAP projects may result in a more ef�cient 
and also more public-service-oriented police force. BOMCA may result in 
enhanced border controls. The former would help restore public con�dence, 
improve security, and reduce demand for small arms on the part of ordinary 
citizens; the latter may help stem the potential in�ow of small arms to Kyrgyz
stan. Neither of these above-mentioned programmes, however, targets directly 
the challenge of increased small arms proliferation in Kyrgyzstan, and the 
problems facing Kyrgyzstan�s law enforcement system may prove to run far 
deeper than the issues the two programmes are addressing.
  The international community needs to acknowledge the seriousness of the 
challenges facing Kyrgyzstan and consider extending the support offered. 
There are a number of positive developments that can be built on, such as the 
innovation spearheaded by the OSCE of involving civil society actively in 
order to ensure a responsive police force and targeted and effective police 
assistance. This is a constructive way of capitalizing on the mobilized and 
invigorated civil society�and might help avoid a scenario where political 

participation by ordinary citizens mutates into chaos and anarchy.
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  New or enhanced security support programmes could also usefully integrate 

the issue of small arms into project activities. Stockpile security is a key area 

where upgrades are needed. The law enforcement agencies need to review 

their inventory and record-keeping procedures. In light of attacks on weapons 

storerooms, most recently at the Kyrgyz�Tajik border on 12 May 2006 (see 

epilogue), locks and other safety measures need to be improved. Kazakhstan 

recently undertook a weapons collection campaign; Kyrgyzstan could usefully 

study the lessons learned from this initiative and consider undertaking similar 

measures in order to reduce illegal possession in society. Law enforcement 

agencies in Kyrgyzstan claim that armed radical religious groups and criminal 

groups receive weapons from abroad (see epilogue), but there is as yet little 

concrete evidence on these possible in�ows (Transitions Online, 2006c). The 

Border Guard Service as well as the police and SNB could usefully undertake 

a publicly available assessment of the potential challenge weapons in�ows may 

represent for Kyrgyz society.

  Kyrgyzstan is now at a crossroads: there is a nascent drive towards creating 

an effective public-service-oriented police force that respects human rights, 

guarantees public security, and in turn is able to uphold an effective �rearms 

control regime. At the same time, the police force is severely challenged by 

�nancial and organizational issues (see epilogue). A further reduction in the 

capacity of law enforcement agencies is not an unlikely scenario�in which 

case the situation with regard to small arms and light weapons will worsen 

further. The Small Arms Survey is reissuing this report with the view to gen-

erating more attention, from outside the country and from within Kyrgyzstan, 

regarding the grave security challenges the country is facing, while also high-

lighting some of the positive features of the small arms situation in Kyrgyzstan�

such as the historically low �rearm violence rates. This nuanced message will 

hopefully spur the development of timely outside support that is tailor-made 

for the Kyrgyz context.  

Outline of the present study 
The present study discusses the increase in small arms proliferation in the 

epilogue (Section VIII). As indicated above, except for the introduction, the 



6 Small Arms Survey Occasional Paper 12 (2nd edn.) MacFarlane and Torjesen Small Arms in Kyrgyzstan 7

content of the other sections remains as it was in the �rst (2004) version of the 

paper: after a description of the political, socio-economic and social, and regional 

context, the paper assesses general patterns and trends of arms availability, 

possession, use, demand, and impact as they appeared in early 2004. When 

available, statistics from the 2004 study have been supplemented by more 

recent �gures. The study continues with an account of regional dynamics 

relevant to the evaluation of the small arms issue, and then examines public 

perceptions of the small arms problem. A discussion of national, civil society, 

and international responses to the issue of small arms in Kyrgyzstan rounds 

off the 2004 material. 

Methods 
Before proceeding, it is appropriate to comment on a number of methodologi-

cal problems encountered in this project. Regarding of�cial data, researchers 

faced serious dif�culties in obtaining time-series data on weapons possession 

(legal and illegal) and use, �rearm-related deaths and injuries, and leakage of 

weapons from of�cial sources. Kyrgyz authorities display a distinctly Soviet 

hangover in their belief that information should be a commodity in short sup-

ply. The owners may use it for their own ends and thus be reluctant to share 

information. On the other hand, of�cial estimates obtained in interviews were, 

broadly speaking, suf�ciently consistent to provide a clear account of of�cial 

views on the dimensions of the problem.

  Of�cial information�in Kyrgyzstan, as elsewhere�is vulnerable to motivated 

bias.4 
Government personnel in Kyrgyzstan have an interest in projecting an 

image of stability, security, and effective control, which may affect the reliability 

of their information. Researchers were struck, for example, by the fact that 

cause-of-death data for 2002 showed no substantial increase in �rearm fatali-

ties, when it is well known that security forces killed six people in a disturbance 

in Aksy during that year. According to of�cial data for all of Kyrgyzstan, there 

were six �rearm fatalities in 2000 and nine in 2002. Somewhat paradoxically, 

although seeking to minimize impressions of endogenous instability and in-

security, the Kyrgyz government also has an interest in in�ating the dimensions 

of exogenous threats to its security (e.g. terrorism and drugs traf�cking). The 
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Kyrgyz experience suggests that external �ows of assistance are determined 

in considerable measure by outside perceptions of the dimensions of such prob-

lems. Based on 12 years of experience, and having seen the signi�cant increase 

in contributions from donors following the events in the United States of 11 

September 2001, Kyrgyz of�cials expect donors� perceptions of regional secu-

rity issues to play a considerable role in the distribution of aid. Opposition 

�gures and the NGO community may have divergent biases, resulting in in�a-

tion of their estimates of the small arms problem. These variations came out 

clearly in the contrasts between of�cial and non-of�cial sources.

  Data may also be distorted for other economic reasons. It is probable, for 

example, that widespread corruption of public of�cials affects data concerning 

reported crime, as, in return for a bribe, police may not report the crime.

  There is also reason to question the capacity of of�cial organs to generate 

complete data on various aspects of the study (e.g. size of weapons stockpiles). 

It is not clear whether the Kyrgyz Ministry of Defence had full data on weap-

ons left among the armed forces and in government stockpiles at the time of the 

collapse of the Soviet Union and the dissolution of the joint command structures 

of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in 1991–92. Comprehensive 

data collection was also impeded by the propensity of government agencies 

holding �rearms (e.g. the Ministry of Internal Affairs [MVD], the Ministry of 

Defence, the customs and tax services, and the Border Guard Service) to limit 

data sharing among themselves on quantity and types of weapons. Of�cial data 

was also affected by changes in measurement methods. For example, apparent 

increases in National Statistical Committee �gures for �rearm-related injuries 

may simply re�ect more sophisticated approaches to data collection rather than 

any signi�cant change in the rate of injury. Finally, in Kyrgyzstan as elsewhere, 

it is intrinsically dif�cult to estimate illegal possession, as well as traf�cking. 

As one Kyrgyz of�cial put it: �If we knew how many there were, we would 

know where they were, we would con�scate them, and then they wouldn�t be 

illegal anymore.�5

  Concerning external data sources, researchers noted that these are largely 

dependent on inputs from government agencies, which suffer from the same 

problems at one remove. In addition, external agencies are not immune to moti

vated bias. Budgets and activities are in part affected by funders� perceptions 
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of the seriousness of the issue at hand. Implementing agencies have not only 

a professional propensity to emphasize the importance of their issues, but also 

a material stake in emphasizing them. More broadly, some major state actors 

(notably the Russian Federation and the United States) have strategic reasons 

to enhance their engagement in the region. In response, potential aid recipients 

may exaggerate the threats that justify such engagement.

  Household survey data suffers from the fact that people may be reluctant 

to talk to strangers about �rearm possession and use. Interview respondents 

in Kyrgyzstan often inquired who was behind the survey and whether the 

information would be handed to government authorities. The language in which 

interviewing is conducted and the ethnic origin of the interviewer may also 

affect the results.

  With these dif�culties in mind, the researchers developed a deliberately 

eclectic methodology. They began with a thorough desk review of primary and 

secondary sources (academic, governmental, and international organizations 

and NGOs). They also commissioned a survey of the Kyrgyz newspaper Delo 

No, which focuses on crime and criminality. They then proceeded to a sustained 

search for of�cial statistics on possession, use, and impact. Given difficulties 

inevitably encountered with of�cial data, they complemented this effort with 

a wide range of elite interviews both in Bishkek and in the south of Kyrgyzstan. 

Interview subjects included of�cials from the Foreign, Interior, and Defence 

Ministries, and the SNB, as well as a selection of medical personnel, journalists, 

academics, and civil society representatives. In addition, researchers interviewed 

a wide range of diplomatic and international organization personnel, and repre

sentatives of international NGOs. It is believed that the breadth of the interview 

sample provides an adequate basis for triangulation of interview results.

  Research was conducted not only in Kyrgyzstan, but also in Kazakhstan 

and Tajikistan, in order to obtain a fuller understanding of regional dynamics 

of arms �ows, as well as the connection between these �ows and other modes 

of traf�cking. In order to ascertain public perceptions of the issue, researchers 

designed and implemented a household survey, focusing on the south, where 

political tension and criminality have been high. They were careful to seek a 

balance between Kyrgyz and minority communities. Given limited resources, 

the sample was too small to be statistically signi�cant, but is nevertheless 
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indicative of perceptions of the problem in these key regions. In speci�c situ-

ations, researchers complemented their survey efforts by attending village 

meetings. 
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II. Context 

This section provides statistical information and associated commentary as 

background for the more speci�c discussion of small arms that follows. In addi

tion, from the perspective of con�ict prevention, the data provides a basis for 

a preliminary judgement on the durability of political stability in Kyrgyzstan. 

As will be seen, the republic displays many of the root causes generally con-

sidered to favour internal con�ict. 

Demographic and ethnic issues
The Kyrgyz Republic is slightly smaller than the United Kingdom, covering 

some 199,900 square kilometres. More than 90 per cent is mountainous terrain, 

of which 12.5 per cent is arable. According to the national census of March 1999, 

the country�s population is 4.9 million (see Tables 1 and 2 for general and ethni-

cally speci�c demographic data). Two-thirds of the population are ethnic Kyrgyz, 

with signi�cant Russian (11.2 per cent) and Uzbek (11.2 per cent) minorities. 

There are no identi�able tensions in Kyrgyz�Russian relations, although there 

has been a signi�cant decline in the Russian population since independence, 

owing to emigration. This change has signi�cant implications for the legal 

possession of arms, since Russians made up a disproportionately high propor-

tion of �rearm owners in Kyrgyzstan.6

  Kyrgyz�Uzbek relations are a different story. Uzbeks are for the most part 

compactly settled in agricultural communities in the Ferghana Valley of south-

ern Kyrgyzstan. Signi�cant land and water shortages affect both populations 

and have encouraged competition between them, and, to a lesser extent, between 

Kyrgyz and Tajiks (0.9 per cent of the population). These tensions boiled over 

into communal con�ict in 1990 in Osh and Uzgen (see Box 1).

  The Osh and Uzgen events of 1990 constitute the most-serious ethnic con�ict 

to date in Kyrgyzstan; however, there have been smaller incidents in southern 

Kyrgyzstan, such as clashes between Tajiks and Kyrgyz in the Batken area in 
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Box 1 
Ethnic violence in southern Kyrgyzstan7 

During the week of 4 June 1990, violence between ethnic Uzbeks and ethnic Kyrgyz broke 
out in the southern city of Osh and surrounding villages. Disagreement over land sparked 
the riots. The Kyrgyz nationalist organization Osh Aymaghi demanded that land belonging 
to an Uzbek collective farm be distributed to the Kyrgyz for housing projects. As the 
authorities started reallocating small parts of the land, clashes broke out on the outskirts 
of Osh city. The violence continued in Uzgen and other nearby areas the following day, 
as rumours spread about the event. Fear of attack and pledges of revenge from both sides 
fuelled the escalation in �ghting. The riots ended when a state of emergency was imposed 
and Soviet troops were brought in, preventing, some Kyrgyz observers note, mobs of Uzbeks 
from Andijan in neighbouring Uzbekistan from joining the riot.8

 
Of�cial sources claim 120 

Uzbeks, 50 Kyrgyz, and 1 Russian were killed. The investigation commission registered 
more than 5,000 crimes, including murder, rape, and pillage. Most commentators note 
the death toll is likely to have been more than 171. Lubin et al. (1999) claim that Kyrgyz 
authorities have admitted to at least 300 dead, but that the number could be signi�cantly 
higher. The International Crisis Group (ICG) alleges, on the basis of UN Development 
Programme (UNDP) sources, that as many as 1,000 people were killed in the �ghting (ICG, 
2001a, p. 6).
 Kyrgyz authorities and law enforcement of�cials stress there was no widespread use of 
small arms during the riots. Instead, the participants used knives, axes, and agricultural 
tools. Transcriptions from court proceedings against perpetrators indicate that many crimes, 
including murder, were committed without the use of �rearms; however, small arms (in 
particular pistols and hunting ri�es) were also used in a number of recorded instances. 
Lubin et al. (1999) claim that the insuf�cient local police forces quickly lost control of the 
situation and were at times shooting indiscriminately into crowds.
 The law enforcement bodies and local authorities neither foresaw nor reacted ef�ciently 
to the uprisings. It bears mention, however, that Kyrgyzstan is the only former Soviet state 
to undertake a major juridical proceeding following mass ethnic unrest. This development 
indicates that the Kyrgyz law enforcement structures continued to function relatively well 
in the period immediately after the transition from Soviet republic to independent nation.
 Land shortage and economic deprivation were important underlying causes of the 
con�ict. Furthermore, the under-representation of Uzbeks in government structures was, 
and continues to be, a serious problem. For example, during the Soviet period only 11 
per cent of the leaders of municipal and district executives in Osh Province were Uzbeks. 
In 1997, 28 per cent of the population in Osh Province was Uzbek. Some commentators 
also stress that the Osh events happened against the backdrop of perestroika. Not only was 
the Soviet Union facing its demise, but the political reforms of Mikhail Gorbachev had also 
opened up space for independent political activities. Newly founded organizations such 
as the Kyrgyz Osh Aymaghi and the Uzbek Adolat (separate from Adolat in Namangan, 
Uzbekistan) were active in the run-up to the crisis.
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1989. In January 2003 tensions mounted between Tajiks and Kyrgyz in Batken 

Province over new border checkpoints, but �ghting was prevented. Frustra-

tions over the alleged political advantages of the titular ethnic group and the 

struggle over scarce resources such as water and land run along ethnic lines. 

There is no indication that any of these underlying causes of hostility will 

disappear in the near future.

  Interview data suggests continuing animosity between the two communities 

in this region. The phenomenon is exacerbated by the clear under-representation 

of Uzbeks both in local administrations and at the national level, by continuing 

tensions between the two governments over border demarcation and border 

closure, and by the Uzbek government�s mining of border territories, which 

has caused several civilian fatalities. In short, there has been and remains a 

potential for con�ict along ethnic lines in this region of Kyrgyzstan. 

Table 1
Selected indicators on population and migration �ows, 1993�2001

1993 1995 1997 1999 2001

Population (millions) 4.5 4.6  4.7  4.9  4.9

Net migration out�ow 120,600 18,900 6,700 9,900 26,600

Life expectancy (years) 67.3  66.0 66.9  67.0 68.7

Source: UNDP Kyrgyzstan (2002, statistical annex) 

Table 2
Ethnic composition (yearly %), 1993�2000*

1993 1995 1997 1999 2000 

Kyrgyz 59.7  60.8  64.9  65.7  66.3 

Russian 16.2 15.3  12.5 11.7  11.2 

Uzbek 14.1  14.3  13.8  13.9  14 

* Data disaggregating fertility by ethnic group was not available. The changes evident in the table are probably the 

result of a number of factors: Russian emigration and low numbers of births among those remaining; comparatively 

high Kyrgyz fertility; and, in the case of Uzbeks, limited emigration.

Source: UNDP Kyrgyzstan (2002, statistical annex)
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Economic issues 
The Kyrgyz economy declined substantially after independence, as the eco-

nomic connections once linking it to the rest of the Soviet Union disintegrated. 

Production declined massively; unemployment and underemployment increased 

signi�cantly. Hyperin�ation wiped out the value of savings in 1991–93; public 

revenue and public services declined dramatically. The social safety net largely 

disappeared.9
 
Like most former Soviet republics, Kyrgyzstan returned to growth 

in 1995–96. After a setback in 1998–99 resulting from the rouble crisis in the 

Russian Federation, it attained a fairly steady 5 per cent rate of growth. This 

trend is re�ected in a slight improvement in Kyrgyzstan�s score on the Human 

Development Index (HDI) (see Table 3).10 In the foreign sector of the economy, 

Kyrgyzstan has been hobbled by large external debt,11 while foreign direct 

investment is stagnating.12

  More generally, the country�s 2001 per capita gross national income of USD 

280 per year and average wage of as low as USD 35 per month places the 

country well into the lower ranks of development.13 
In 2000 more than 50 per 

cent of households were below the national poverty line (UNDP Kyrgyzstan, 

2002).
 
Although there has been a slight reduction in poverty levels since then, 

there is little evidence that recent growth has had a signi�cant impact on the 

living standards of the bulk of the population. The general standard of living 

remains well below that to which people had become accustomed in the Soviet 

era. In the meantime, the disappearance of the state safety net has had a dis-

proportionately severe impact on vulnerable groups within the population 

(e.g. single mothers, orphans, and pensioners). No available evidence sug-

gested that any speci�c ethnic groups are particularly vulnerable to economic 

hardship.

  Although conditions are dif�cult, there is little evidence of starvation or real 

desperation. The one sector outside government control that has done notice-

ably well (7 per cent annual growth since 1996) is agriculture, and the principal 

output growth is in staple foods. The population has been cushioned by strong 

extended-family support networks and by the possibility of living off the land.14 

In the mid-1990s, thorough and reasonably equitable land reform enhanced 

this option by breaking up large collective farms into smallholdings based on 

residence in communities.15 
In addition, many in rural areas supplement cul-
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tivation with hunting. Nevertheless, there is anecdotal evidence that widening 

income differentials, deepening frustration over the lack of economic oppor-

tunity, and awareness of widening income differentials carry some potential 

for spillover into political unrest.16

Governance 
The issue of widening income differentials is related to problems of govern-

ance in Kyrgyzstan. Many analysts consider Kyrgyzstan to be the most corrupt 

country in the CIS.17 
President Askar Akaev himself has identi�ed corruption 

as a central issue, and has called for �a new comprehensive strategy to �ght 

[it]� (¯slund, 2003).
 
Corruption spans the entire spectrum of activity by public 

of�cials, from gifts and small bribes in return for services or to avoid �nes or 

legal action, to large-scale corruption at the highest levels of government. As 

a recent World Bank study puts it: �A large number of �rms in the Kyrgyz 

Republic reported being affected by �state capture,� in which concentrated and 

well-connected economic interests subvert the law-making process to their 

advantage.� The study found that 56 per cent of households believed that bribery 

Table 3
Economic indicators, 1993�2001

1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 

GDPa/real GDP 
per capitab 

850/2,330 690/1,850 470/2,264 300/2,377  280/2,364 

GDP changec 84.5 94.6  109.9  103.7  105.4 

CPId 1,029.9  132.1  113.0 139.9  103.7 

ME/GDPe 0.7  1.6  1.6  1.7  1.3 

HDI 0.700 0.676  0.696  0.706  0.723 

a Gross domestic product (GDP) in nominal USD.
b Real purchasing power parity GDP per capita in USD. 
c GDP as a percentage of the previous year. 
d Consumer price index as a percentage of prices for December of the previous year. 
e Military expenditure (ME) as a percentage of GDP.

Source: UNDP Kyrgyzstan (2002, statistical annex)
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�is a de�nite part of contemporary life�, while 42 per cent reported having made 

an �unof�cial payment� in the previous 12 months (World Bank, 2002, pp. 5, 

15, 16).

  Table 4 suggests that for the three groups surveyed by the World Bank 

(enterprises, households, and public of�cials), more than half of each group 

considered corruption to be widespread in the police. All three groups held 

similar, although less vehement, views regarding other bodies involved in 

law enforcement. This data has signi�cance in gauging popular trust in those 

institutions of the state responsible for maintaining the security of citizens. It 

may also raise concerns about the degree to which such bodies discharge their 

duties regarding regulation of �rearms within the country. A corrupt police 

force may easily be persuaded to ignore illegal �rearm ownership. More fun-

damentally, research interviews re�ected a widespread belief that the state is 

a machine for private resource extraction rather than for the provision of public 

goods, which suggests widespread cynicism regarding the state�s legitimacy. 

  Research suggests that the weakening of state institutions is driven by poli

tical factors as well as economic ones. Human Rights Watch, Freedom House, 

the US State Department, and others have all reported that judicial institutions 

are manipulated by the government to suppress political opposition and curb 

critics of government performance. In 2002 the police were used in Aksy to 

suppress a demonstration protesting the arrest of an opposition deputy. This 

deployment led to 6 �rearm fatalities and more than 60 injuries (see Box 2).

  In the wake of the Aksy events the OSCE was invited by the Kyrgyz govern-

ment to initiate a programme on police reform. One of the eight components 

Table 4
Perceptions of corruption as �widespread� in of�cial bodies, 2002

Perceiving 
group

Police Courts Prosecution 
system

Customs Tax  
inspection

Enterprises 52% 39% 38% 49% 48%

Households 54% 50% 48% n/a n/a

Public  
of�cials

55% 44% n/a 54% n/a

Source: World Bank (2002, pp. 71�72) 
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Box 2 
 �For those who perished by the bullets of the authorities�18

Kyrgyz police forces �red at a group of 2,000 protestors in the south-western rural district 
of Aksy on 17�18 March 2002. Five people died and 62 were injured.19

 
The demonstrators 

were protesting the imprisonment of the parliamentary deputy representing Aksy, Azimbek 
Beknazarov. Beknazarov had been an outspoken critic of President Akaev and had protested 
fervently against Kyrgyzstan�s cession of land to China as part of the border demarcation 
negotiations between the two countries. Following Beknazarov�s imprisonment in January 
2002, tensions were high in Aksy. Parents kept their children home from school in protest. 
After rumours that Beknazarov was being beaten in jail, angry protesters brie�y took visiting 
government of�cials hostage.20

 
Local NGOs claim that government of�cials at the ministerial 

level were well informed about the unfolding events and monitored the political develop
ments in the region closely.21

 The shootings occurred on a quiet country road leading into the regional centre, Kerben. 
The police tried to stop the demonstrators from proceeding into Kerben. When the crowd 
refused to return to their villages, the region�s MVD chief ordered the police to shoot.22

 
All 

the demonstrators shot during the initial encounter were men, although eyewitness accounts 
claim women were at the forefront of the demonstration.23

 
Special provisions in the Kyrgyz 

legal framework prohibit �ring at women (Kyrgyzstan, 1994, sec. 3, para. 4).
 
The deaths of 

male demonstrators suggest that the police aimed at the demonstrators rather than �ring 
warning shots into the air, as government press statements �rst claimed (RFE/RL, 2002).

 

Five demonstrators died of gunshots, while at least 10 of the injured had bullet wounds. 
Others suffered beatings and head injuries. On the night of 17�18 March villagers gathered 
outside the regional police station in Kerben to protest the shootings. During the course of 
events that night, one additional person was shot, allegedly from a police car, pushing the 
total �gure of civilian deaths to six.24 
  The shootings triggered a wave of protests, all of which were peaceful. The protests cul-
minated in an attempt by Beknazarov supporters to mount a 530-kilometre protest march 
from Aksy to Bishkek in August 2002. A memorandum signed by Beknazarov and the 
government called off the march. At present, the Beknazarov opposition remains active, 

though fewer in number than in spring 2002, 
when as many as 10,000 were expressing 
their dissatisfaction with the government.25 
The disturbances in Aksy, and the subse-
quent political crisis, fostered a number of 
signi�cant changes in policy. The Govern-
ment of Kyrgyzstan resigned in May 2002 
and was replaced. In September 2002  
the government established a commission 
to develop constitutional amendments to 
strengthen the legislative branch. In the 
following month, President Akaev announced 
that he would not seek re-election in 2005. 
Additional resources were ploughed into 
infrastructure improvements in the south.

Kyrgyz police of�cers drag away a demonstrator 
in Bishkek in November 2002.  
' Valdimir Pirogov/Reuters
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in the EUR 3.8 million project is introducing Kyrgyz police to �less-than-lethal-

force� methods in crowd control. The aim is to prevent future bloodshed of 

this type. Local human rights organizations in Kyrgyzstan, however, see the 

programme as directed at the suppression of civic initiatives in Kyrgyzstan, 

and have voiced strong criticism of the OSCE (Karim kyzy, 2003; RFE/RL, 2003).

  In the meantime, election-monitoring agencies report that, over time, Kyrgyz 

electoral processes have increasingly failed to meet the �free-and-fair� stand-

ard. More importantly, research interview material suggests that elections are 

perceived by the public to be a means to keep the current elite in power. The 

effects are clear in Table 5: a steady decline in the state�s performance in the 

areas of political and civil rights, a trend that many consider a gradual slide 

into authoritarianism.

  Democratic processes provide constitutional channels for expression of dis-

sent. When the processes are undermined, these channels close down. With 

respect to Kyrgyzstan, major political indicators suggest that the country is 

developing an increasing susceptibility to crises. The fragility of the situation 

was underlined by the Aksy events. At the time, observers were not convinced 

that the repercussions of these police killings could be contained. Many felt 

that the country was at a tipping point, where it could easily have descended 

into mass political violence, leading to state collapse.

  In short, by most indicators, Kyrgyzstan is in trouble. Its economy is perform-

ing poorly. Living standards are very low and show few signs of signi�cant 

improvement. Economic growth is impeded by ubiquitous corruption. The 

state is unrepresentative, and shows signs of sliding into authoritarianism. It 

Table 5 
Governance indicators, 1993�2001a

1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 

Political rights index 4 4 4 5 6 

Civil rights index 2 3  4 5 5 

Freedom rating PFb PF PF PF PF 

a Numbers are on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 being best and 7 being worst. 
b Partly free on a scale of free, partly free, not free. 

Source: Freedom House (2003)



18 Small Arms Survey Occasional Paper 12 (2nd edn.) MacFarlane and Torjesen Small Arms in Kyrgyzstan 19

appears to be incapable of consistently providing essential public services and 

is widely perceived by the population as illegitimate. The country is also vul-

nerable in the south to con�ict along ethnic lines.

  Some observers believe that the combination of tension and con�ict and the 

easy availability of small arms in the region could have explosive consequences. 

Bobo Pirseyedi writes: 

The existence of a considerable infrastructure for illicit small arms traf�cking in 

Central Asia suggests that a breakout of armed internal con�ict in Uzbekistan, 

Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan or Kyrgyzstan would lead to immediate and massive 

shipments of small arms to the con�ict region. However, given the proportions 

the proliferation of small arms has already assumed within these countries, it can 

be argued that the easy availability of small arms itself may become the decisive 

factor transforming political disagreements into full-scale armed confrontations. 

(Pirseyedi, 2002, pp. 85–86)

  The issue of availability is addressed in the following section. Suf�ce it to note 

here that there is little evidence that the tensions just mentioned are producing 

serious political instability. This situation re�ects not only the effectiveness of 

informal coping mechanisms in the economy, but also the absence of any 

obvious political alternatives. The opposition remains weak and divided, stim-

ulating little enthusiasm among the population as a whole. As one interviewee 

said: �There is no real difference between the government and the opposition. 

They both want power and the resources that go with it.� Although much is 

made of the danger of Islamism in Central Asia, there is no substantial evidence 

that radical Islamist movements are taking hold within the Kyrgyz majority 

of the country.

  The incidence of political violence in society is sporadic and low. In the one 

recent instance where isolated unrest appeared to be close to spiralling out of 

control, the government reacted �exibly and effectively to the subsequent poli

tical crisis. The weakness of the opposition and the forceful government reac-

tion contained the process (see Box 2).26 
Furthermore, there is little evidence 

that economic privation or social and political frustration have produced increas-

ing crime (see Table 6). Of�cially reported �rearm deaths remain at a low level, 

with no obvious upward trend: 6 in 2000, 11 in 2001, and 9 in 2002.27 
Despite 
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the possibility of under-reporting in of�cially registered �rearm deaths, extensive 

�eld research suggests little reason to reject the logical conclusion: Kyrgyzstan 

has a strikingly low �rearm death rate, with no obvious upward trend (see 

Tables 8 and 9 and Figure 1).

Regional factors
Understanding the context of small arms and light weapons in Kyrgyzstan 

requires knowledge not only of the country�s internal situation, but also of the 

regional dynamics. Four interrelated factors are signi�cant to the analysis that 

follows. Firstly, Central Asia borders on the world�s principal producer of 

opium: in 2000 Afghanistan produced 70 per cent of the world�s supply of illicit 

opium. Between 1994 and 2001 the Central Asian share of seizures of heroin 

originating in Afghanistan grew from 0.1 per cent to 23 per cent (UNODC, 

2003, p. 5; UNODCCP, 2002, p. 14). Kyrgyzstan lies on one of the major routes 

for shipping opium products to markets in Europe. The prevalence of narcotics 

traf�cking has two potential implications for the present study: (1) traf�ckers 

in narcotics are frequently armed, and their presence may contribute to illegal 

�rearm possession in Kyrgyzstan; and (2) it is plausible that drug traf�ckers 

also traf�c in weapons. These issues are discussed further below. A second 

factor is that Kyrgyzstan is also widely believed to be both a source and transit 

country for human traf�cking, which may affect the number of illegal weapons 

in the country, for analogous reasons.

  A third factor impinging on the issue of small arms and light weapons  

in Kyrgyzstan is the nexus of con�ict along Kyrgyzstan�s southern borders. 

Table 6 
Crime indicators, 1993�2001

1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 

Total crimes 42,495 41,008  37,262 39,951  39,986 

Reported rape/100,000 women 28  26  24 21  24 

Premeditated murder/100,000 
people

13  12 8  7  7 

Source: UNDP Kyrgyzstan (2002, annex 3) 
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Tajikistan experienced civil war from 1992 to 1997. The war was characterized 

by extensive casualties, a government loss of control over much of the country, 

and the displacement of large numbers of civilians to Afghanistan. During the 

war, Tajikistan experienced considerable leakage of weapons from govern-

ment stocks, as well as substantial �ows of weapons into the country, notably, 

but not only, from Afghanistan. A degree of stability was restored in Tajikistan 

after the May 1997 peace agreement. The government has mounted a number 

of comparatively successful con�scation programmes. But small arms and light 

weapons remain common in the country, and a number of regions remain out

side government control.

  Beyond Tajikistan is Afghanistan. Afghanistan�s civil war lasted from 1979 

to 2001, and involved a very large intervention by Soviet forces between 1979 

and 1989. It is widely believed that large numbers of arms leaked from Soviet 

forces into private hands during this intervention. In addition, the United States, 

alongside regional powers such as Pakistan and China, �ooded Afghanistan 

with small arms and light weapons in an effort to defeat the Soviet interven-

tion. A recent assessment by the Small Arms Survey estimates that between 

500,000 and 1.5 million weapons are to be found in Afghanistan (Small Arms 

Survey, 2003, pp. 57, 74).
 
Even if a small percentage of Afghanistan�s �rearms 

were taken out of the country, it could provoke a serious rise in crime rates in 

the regions bordering Afghanistan. There are also substantial stocks of small 

arms and light weapons in the Pashtun and Baluch border areas of Pakistan. 

Recent estimates indicate that these two provinces are home to 1.9 million 

registered and more than 1 million unregistered �rearms (Makhmudov, 2002).
 

The region is also a signi�cant producer of small arms in its own right. Pro-

duction in the Orakzai region of the North-west Province of Pakistan alone is 

estimated at 1,000 weapons per day (Makhmudov, 2002, p. 77).

  The fourth factor is radical Islamism and associated terrorism. In the mid-1990s, 

the Taliban established control over most of Afghanistan. Subsequently, it granted 

sanctuary to an array of terrorist and insurgent groups and likeminded indivi

duals, including not only al Qaeda, but also Uighur separatist groups challenging 

Chinese rule in Xinjiang. Kyrgyzstan, as a state bordering Xinjiang, is a possi-

ble sanctuary and conduit for these movements.28 
In addition, it has an Uighur 

minority of its own that has close links to co-ethnics in China and Kazakhstan. 



22 Small Arms Survey Occasional Paper 12 (2nd edn.) MacFarlane and Torjesen Small Arms in Kyrgyzstan 23

  More prominent is the IMU, which grew out of the Uzbek government�s 

suppression of the Islamic movement in the Ferghana Valley, and which �rst 

took refuge in insurgent areas of Tajikistan and then moved to Afghanistan.29 

By 1999 the IMU was attempting to penetrate Uzbekistan via Tajikistan and 

southern Kyrgyzstan, mounting raids into the Batken area of the Ferghana Valley 

in 1999–2000 (see Box 3). IMU militants left considerable caches of weapons 

in Kyrgyzstan, many of which were subsequently found by Kyrgyz security 

forces. Although the IMU was severely weakened by the American-led action 

in Afghanistan in late 2001, it remains in existence, as do the conditions con-

ducive to its emergence in Uzbekistan.

  The Kyrgyz government was unprepared for the incursions in 1999. Follow

ing the �rst incursion, however, new border posts were erected, and troops 

were relocated to the south.37 
All the Central Asian countries have tightened 

control at border crossings, thereby impeding movement by the local popula-

tion. Most cross-border traders are forced to pay bribes to the border guards, 

and some civilians have been shot while trying to cross borders illegally. Uz-

bekistan has unilaterally mined its border with Kyrgyzstan, causing the death 

of at least 13 Kyrgyz civilians (IWPR, 2003).

  Many of the soldiers who served in the Batken operations were veterans of 

the Afghan war. Soldiers who served in the Kyrgyz Army note that the equip-

ment they used to �ght the IMU was old: the �rearms, machine guns, and 

grenade launchers dated from 1974. They also claim they were only paid a 

small percentage of the salary promised (USD 50 per day in 1999): some say 

as little as USD 28 for their participation in the defence of Batken (IWPR, 

2000). Local analysts note that the inability of the Kyrgyz government to pay 

military staff encouraged military personnel to sell equipment, including arms, 

on the black market.38

  It is widely agreed that Kyrgyzstan�s capacity to insulate itself from these 

transnational �ows is quite limited. There was no established border between 

Kyrgyzstan and its former Soviet neighbours at the time of independence in 

1991. Kyrgyzstan had no independent border guard service until 1999, and its 

capacity to control the border with Tajikistan remains limited, despite improve

ments in 2001�03. 
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Box 3 
Incursions of Islamic rebels into Kyrgyz territory 

In 1999�2000 activists of the IMU led several incursions from Tajikistan into Kyrgyzstan. 
The IMU was led by Juma Namangani and Takhir Yuldash, Islamic activists from the Ferghana 
Valley who were forced to �ee Uzbekistan after President Islam Karimov initiated a govern
ment crackdown on clandestine Islamic groups in 1992. Namangani fought with the United 
Tajik Opposition commander Mullah Abdullo in the Tajik civil war. The IMU later based 
itself in Afghanistan, where members received training and �nancial support from al Qaeda. 
During the incursions, the IMU demanded that the Uzbek government release all religious 
activists imprisoned in Uzbekistan, reopen mosques previously shut down, permit Muslim 
dress in the country, and introduce sharia law (ICG, 2000b).

 
The IMU also called for Pres-

ident Karimov�s resignation, and de�ned their sole enemy to be the Tashkent regime (RFE/
RL, 2001).
 Estimates of the size of the IMU vary greatly. International observers who lived near IMU 
bases in Tajikistan claim that the IMU never consisted of more than 50�60 �ghters.30

 
By 

contrast, newspaper reports, usually citing Russian Federation military sources, estimate 
up to 5,000 �ghters (ICG, 2000b, p. 5).
 The �rst incursion was on 6 August 1999. The group initially took four hostages, who 
were later released. On 22 August the group seized another 13 hostages near Kan village 
in the Batken area. Among the hostages were four Japanese geologists and a general of 
the Kyrgyz MVD. Fighting broke out between the Kyrgyz Army and militants as the rebels 
approached the Uzbek Sokh enclave, which is surrounded by Kyrgyz territory. Uzbek 

Kyrgyz soldiers guard their headquarters in Batken in September 1999. For several weeks, armed radical 
Islamists, allegedly from Uzbekistan�s Muslim opposition, held hostages in the mountainous region.
' Shamil Zhumatov/Reuters
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�ghter planes bombed Kyrgyz areas where the rebels were located without Kyrgyz authori-
zation. The rebels released the hostages on 25 October 1999 and retreated to Tajikistan 
(ICG, 2000a).
 A new, large-scale incursion took place the following year. IMU �ghters entered both 
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan in separate groups on a number of occasions in August and 
September 2000. A key area of IMU activity in Kyrgyzstan was the Karavshi Valley leading 
down to the Tajik Vorokh enclave on Kyrgyz territory.31

 
The incursions produced many 

internally displaced persons. At the height of tensions in 1999, as many as 7,831 people 
had to leave their homes; but the �gure was considerably lower in 2000 (UNDP Kyrgyzstan, 
n.d., p. 3).

 
Government of�cials claim that 50 Kyrgyz soldiers and border guards died in 

the events of 1999 and 2000, while the IMU death toll was at least 120.32

 The Kyrgyz SNB has found ten weapons caches in the mountains near Batken.33
 
The 

biggest cache was discovered in June 2000. According to Russian Federation sources, the 
cache weighed three tons and included four grenade launchers, anti-personnel and anti-
tank mines, and a large quantity of cartridges (Interfax, 2000). The majority of the arms 
discovered in the ten caches were of Soviet manufacture, though there were some items 
of Chinese and Belgian origin. A few US-produced grenades were also recorded.34 The 
recent discoveries have been more modest, with the latest discovery (in July 2003) contain-
ing only a small store of 200 Chinese-produced ri�e bullets.35

 
Most weapons con�scated 

during the �ghting or found in caches have been sent to Bishkek, while some individual 
items remain in the hands of the Batken border guards.36
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III. Small arms in Kyrgyzstan: general trends 

Legal possession 
There are three main categories of legal arms possession in Kyrgyzstan: military 

and law enforcement; registered members of the Union of Societies of Hunters 

and Fishermen in the Kyrgyz Republic;39 and �legal persons with special author-

ized tasks� (Kyrgyzstan, 1999). The latter category only represents a marginal 

percentage of overall �rearms possession.40 It includes representatives of state 

and private enterprises with a need for protection (i.e. security of property, money 

transportation, and protection of nature and natural resources) (Kyrgyzstan, 

1999, para. 4).41 The army has 10,900 active personnel (IISS, 2002). Assuming 

that the standard for calculating the number of �rearms in national armies holds 

for Kyrgyzstan (2.25 arms per soldier), there could be 24,525 weapons in the 

Kyrgyz Army. The border guards make up an additional 5,000 personnel. Each 

border guard is likely to have at least one �rearm, pushing the overall �gure 

for military possession close to 30,000. The main law enforcement agency is the 

MVD (the police), which has 17,000 staff.42 It is complemented by 1,200 members 

of the SNB (formerly KGB). MVD of�cials claim that there is at least one �rearm 

per individual in the law enforcement agencies. 

  The Kyrgyz Army uses weapons transferred from Soviet forces in May 1992.43 

The arms inventory of Kyrgyzstan resembles that of other former Soviet army 

units. The most common weapons are Kalashnikovs: AK-47s, AK-74s, and AKM 

Kalashnikovs (Modernized Assault Ri�e); Makarov pistols; and Dragunov 

sniper ri�es (SVDs). Army of�cers claim that there have been no new supplies 

of arms since independence, although some press reports note Russian Federa-

tion arms supplies to Kyrgyzstan in 1999.44 Statistics on declared imports and 

exports for Kyrgyzstan show insigni�cant military imports (see Appendix 1, 

Tables 12F, 12G, 12J, 12R). A shortage of SVDs was revealed during the Batken 

events of 1999 and 2000, making it dif�cult for the Kyrgyz Army to respond 

effectively in mountain operations. It is unclear whether a similar shortage of 

other weapons exists. Kyrgyzstan is likely to have had sizeable stores of arms 
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during Soviet times; however, the Soviet troops, which were relocated to the 

Russian Federation after 1991, took much of the equipment with them as they 

left. The shortage of SVDs, in a country where 93 per cent of the territory is 

mountainous, bears witness to the dismal state of the national army. Further 

evidence of hardship is the growing number of contracted soldiers who are 

deserting following the Kyrgyz government�s failure to pay wages (IWPR, 2002b). 

The �nancial constraint on the Kyrgyz forces has ensured that the arms in-

ventory remains modest. The conservative benchmark �gure of 2.25 arms per 

soldier is thus a likely number.

  Strict legal rules govern civilian possession, and the legal framework resem-

bles the stringent Soviet system of �rearms control (see the legal framework 

sub-section in Section VI, below). Permission to own weapons is only given 

to members of the Hunters� Association. In 2002 there were 7,410 registered 

hunters in the association. Each hunter can have up to four �rearms (two 

smooth-bore shotguns and two ri�es). Most members, however, only have one 

or two weapons.45 Both the MVD and the Hunters� Association estimate that 

there are approximately 15,000 registered arms in Kyrgyzstan.46 Chui Province, 

which surrounds the capital, Bishkek, is home to 80 per cent of all registered 

hunting guns in Kyrgyzstan.47 In other regions, such as Batken and Osh Prov-

inces, possession of registered hunting guns is found predominately in urban 

centres.48 Kyrgyzstan differs in this respect from most other countries in having 

less rather than more hunting weapons registered in rural areas. A dispropor-

tionately high share of Russian hunters, most of whom live in urban centres, 

continues to account for this unusual ratio. The result may also re�ect less 

complete registration in rural areas. The large majority of hunting guns come 

from Russian Federation producers, with Izhevskii Mekhanicheskii Zavod and 

Tulskii Oruzheinyi Zavod dominating the market. The most-common hunting 

guns are the double-barreled shotgun TOZ-34 and the BAIKAL IZH-27. There 

was one instance of Canadian-produced shotguns and ammunition being im-

ported in 1993. (For imports of civilian arms and ammunition, see Appendix 1, 

Tables 12D�I, 12L�Q, and 12S�T.)

  Imported Russian Federation shotguns cost between USD 232 and USD 348.49 

The average monthly salary in Kyrgyzstan is about USD 35, making purchases 

of new hunting guns a major investment for the average consumer in Kyrgyzstan, 
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especially given the steep increase in prices since independence. During Soviet 

times, hunting guns were easily affordable for middle-income earners. At 

present, however, the purchase of new hunting guns is increasingly restricted 

to Kyrgyzstan�s small economic elite. The increase in costs associated with 

hunting explains in part the sharp drop in membership numbers of the Hunters� 

Association. Overall membership (�shermen included) decreased from 25,900 

members in 1990 to 8,617 in 2002. Yet the reduction may also be explained by 

the high rates of Russian emigration from Kyrgyzstan (see Section II, above). 

The majority of members of the Hunters� Association were ethnic Russians at 

the time of independence.50 In the third�signi�cantly smaller�category of indi

vidual security providers such as government and private security guards, the 

most common weapons are Makarov pistols and gas pistols.51

Illegal possession and the black market in weapons 
The MVD con�scated 5,000 ýrearms between 1996 and 2003. This is a low �gure 

in comparison with that of Tajikistan, where 22,831 ýrearms were con�scated 

in the same period (Tajikistan, 2003). The low con�scation rate may stem from 

inactivity on the part of Kyrgyz law enforcement agencies. Unlike in neighbour-

ing Kazakhstan and Tajikistan, there has been no major con�scation campaign 

in Kyrgyzstan.52 
Nevertheless, Kyrgyz law enforcement agencies, although re-

luctant to make speci�c estimates, stress that illegal �rearm possession is likely 

to be low.53 
Their assertion is con�rmed by very moderate �rearm injury and 

murder-by-�rearm rates in Kyrgyzstan (see Tables 8 and 9). Moreover, in the 

household survey researchers conducted in Batken and Osh Provinces, only 

2.5 per cent ticked �armed robberies� when asked to give multiple answers to 

the question about the most common crimes. �Theft� and �drunken disorder� by 

contrast received high scores (see below). While the police have yet to under-

take a wide-scale con�scation effort, law enforcement structures in Kyrgyzstan 

continued to operate after independence and did not lose control of the criminal 

situation. Although the relatively low level of �rearm con�scation in Kyrgyzstan 

to some extent may re�ect inactivity on the part of the Kyrgyz police in relation 

to �rearm proliferation, these other sources of evidence favour the judgement 

that overall illegal possession in Kyrgyzstan is in fact low. 
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  The main items circulating on the black market are Makarov pistols and 

Kalashnikovs.54 
There are some reports of illegal possession of home-made 

ýrearms (i.e. converted gas pistols) in rural areas. It is unlikely, however, that 

this is a widespread phenomenon.55 
Price estimates of a Kalashnikov vary from 

USD 500 to USD 1,500 (Kyrgyzstan. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2003).56 
These 

are very high prices compared with other countries. The steep prices are ex-

plained primarily by the relatively moderate supply and circulation of �rearms. 

The price of weapons in black markets in Bishkek and Osh has increased, 

whereas in Dushanbe prices rose prior to 1994�95, but began to fall once the 

civil war ended in 1997 and the government consolidated its position. The early 

increase in prices in Dushanbe was caused by increasing demand. The drop 

in prices is likely to have been caused by a drop in demand, since it occurred in 

conjunction with a government crackdown on illegal �rearm possession.

  In Kyrgyzstan, the relatively low demand for arms prevents a large-scale 

illegal provision of �rearms. In the absence of an �economy of scale� for arms 

smuggling, and given the repercussions of being involved in arms deals, prices 

are naturally set high. It bears mentioning that prices are lower in the southern 

city of Osh, which is located close to the Tajik border. While law enforcement 

of�cials stress that the black market in Kyrgyzstan is very modest, they estimate 

that 20–25 per cent of the few illegal �rearms in Kyrgyzstan come from border 

smuggling, 30–35 per cent from leakage in the army, and the remaining part 

from old hunting ri�es and home-made �rearms.57 

  Leakage from army stockpiles has been a common feature in most post-

Soviet societies, and Kyrgyzstan has been no exception. Representatives of the 

Kyrgyz Army claim that a commission checks the weapons inventory of the 

armed forces every three months.58 
In checking two regiments and one artillery 

division in 1996, one such commission found that 26 sub-machine guns, 138 

pistols, 5 machine guns, and 17,500 bullets were missing (FTI, 2002).

  It is unlikely that the control commissions, which may not work regularly to 

begin with, effectively manage to tackle arms leakage. The small military budget 

has left the Kyrgyz Army in a dismal state. Low salaries and poor material 

conditions create an environment conducive to crime. In the period 1993–

2002, the Military Prosecutor�s Of�ce assessed a total of 1,100 cases, with the 

result that more than 30 of�cers and 500 soldiers faced criminal charges. There 
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were seven registered incidents of large-scale theft of �rearms by military per-

sonnel in the period 2000–02 (FTI, 2002).

  Given the high overall corruption levels in the Kyrgyz government structure, 

the actual crime rate among army personnel could be substantially higher than 

revealed in the statistics of the Military Prosecutor�s Of�ce. 

Production of and trade in weapons 
Kyrgyzstan has no weapons production facilities, but in Soviet times the republic 

was a major producer of ammunition for the Soviet armed forces, providing as 

much as 30 per cent of Soviet force requirements.59 
There is still ammunition 

production at the Bishkek Machine Tool Factory (Bishkekskii Mashinostroitel�nyi 

Zavod), and Kyrgyzstan was the 13th-largest exporter of ammunition in the 

world in 1996, with the bulk of exports going to former Communist countries 

(see Appendix 1, Table 12B).60 

Table 7A 
Black market prices for AK-47s (USD), 1991�2003a

1991�92 1994�95 1997�98 2000 2003 

Bishkek n.i.a.b n.i.a. n.i.a. n.i.a. 800�1,000 

Dushanbe 450�500 500�700 300 n.i.a. 400 

Osh n.i.a. 300�700 n.i.a. 300�1,200 250�1,200 

Table 7B 
Black market prices for Makarov pistols (USD), 1991�2003c

1991�92 1994�95 1996�97 1997�98 2000 2003 

Bishkek n.i.a. n.i.a. n.i.a. n.i.a. n.i.a. 300�500 

Dushanbe n.i.a. n.i.a. 900�1,000 n.i.a. n.i.a. 500�600 

Osh n.i.a. 70�120 n.i.a. n.i.a. n.i.a. 50�80 

a The prices are approximate, and were listed in the following con�dential interviews: representative of the SNB, 

17 July 2003; informed observer and former drug traf�cker in Osh and Batken Provinces, 7 August 2003; and 

former Tajik MVD of�cer, 20 August 2003.
b No information available.
c Makarov pistols have cost more than Kalashnikovs in Dushanbe since 1996 because of the government crackdown 

on �rearms possession. Makarovs are easier to hide and hence in higher demand. 

Source for Tables 7A and 7B: Con�dential interviews 
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  There is one recorded incident of military small arms export from Kyrgyzstan: 

199 kg of military weapons to Slovakia in 2000 (see Appendix 1, Table 12C). 

There has also been one recorded episode of illegal ammunition transfers: 

Kyrgyzstan sold three million 5.45 calibre assault ri�e rounds for USD 180,000 

to Armenia in 2000 (Moskovskiy Komsomolets, 2001; see also SAFERNET, 2003).
 

There have also been other serious incidents of exports in weapons categories 

that do not fall within the Small Arms Survey purview (e.g. the Kyrgyz export 

of a helicopter to Liberia) (Human Rights Watch, 2001b).
 
Some of these exports 

may have been of�cially sanctioned. Armenia, for example, is one of Kyrgyzstan�s 

defence partners in the Collective Security Treaty. Other deals, however, such 

as the helicopter sale, point to corruption and the lack of effective export con-

trols. In the wake of the helicopter sale to Liberia, the Kyrgyz government 

strengthened the supervision and coordination of army exports. The absence 

of a domestic military�industrial complex, with the exception of ammunition 

production, poses obvious restrictions on Kyrgyzstan�s potential as a legal or 

illegal exporter of weapons. Exports will naturally be limited to the selling of 

old Soviet equipment. In the case of small arms, the supply seems limited, as 

is evident from the shortage of SVDs (see above).

The use and impact of small arms and light weapons  
in Kyrgyzstan
Of�cial statistics show a relatively low reported crime rate in Kyrgyz society. 

There were 33 reported murders by �rearms in the period 2001�03. For the 

same period, crime statistics con�rm the trend of higher urban than rural �re-

arm possession: 65 per cent of the 325 reported �rearm offences took place in 

urban centres. MVD analysts estimate that there are two to three �rearm-related 

offences in Bishkek per month (Kyrgyzstan. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2003).
 

The annual reported crime rate is decreasing in Kyrgyzstan: the total number 

of crimes in 1993 was 42,495, while in 2001 the �gure fell to 39,986.61 
It is possible 

that the statistics on homicide are under-reported, since, in rural societies, homi

cides are concealed and dealt with by traditional mechanisms of tribal, clan, 

and family justice that bypass the state. The MVD has representatives in the 

villages, however. Moreover, relatives of deceased persons must have death 


