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Abstract

In examining the motivations behind non-constitutional referendums, Kazakhstan contributes to the
debate with its nuclear referendum held in October 2024. The paper argues that the nuclear referendum in
Kazakhstan reflects national factors echoed in country’s nuclear memory, and internal political dynamics,
including governmental control over public opinion and security concerns. Despite official claims of
transparency, comparison with the 2022 referendum and media reporting raises doubts about the vote’s
credibility.

Therefore, the qualitative research method required analyzing media coverage of nuclear referendum
news including headlines from state owned and independent media sources of Kazakhstan. Thematic and
framed analysis was done through Taguette software to identify recurring themes and discrepancies between
official narratives and public discourse. The result of the analysis demonstrated that the government owned
media strongly propagating on the benefits of NPP on the economic, social, and environmental development of
the country, independent media significantly focused on opposing state narratives and bringing counter
arguments in the pre-referendum public debate. Overall, the 2024 referendum illustrates how the government
uses controlled participation to legitimize nuclear policy while limiting genuine democratic processes. The
qualitative media analysis of state controlled and independent news agencies of Kazakhstan were evaluated to
assess transparency and motivations behind the referendum.

Keywords: nuclear referendum, media assessment, Kazakhstan, consolidated authoritarianism, NPP.

Introduction

The concept of building a Nuclear Power Plant (NPP) in Kazakhstan has long been on the
national agenda and took a more concrete turn after Republic of Kazakhstan’s President Kassym-
Jomart Tokayev mentioned this initiative in his state-of-the-nation address in 2021. However, the topic
subsequently sparked a big debate with a division between the state sector that desires to see the
implementation of the project and civil movements that oppose building the plant due to the
environmental and corruption concerns. Consequently, President Tokayev announced a nationwide
referendum to be held on October 6, 2024.

The nature of the 2024 referendum on nuclear power is distinct in view of unusual
consideration by the government to negotiate the building with the population, when such a trend for
“negotiations” was not seen before. Another thing that raises big interest is the level of transparency of
the results. Noticing the significant level of polarization between government and the society on the
topic of NPP the results of the referendum is a good ground for the analysis of changes in the electoral
system and may also reveal new dynamics behind referendums in Kazakhstan. Therefore, the main
goal of the work is to understand why referendums are called in Kazakhstan and what their level of

transparency may showcase about motivation/reasons behind referendum organization. Therefore, the
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research question of this paper is as follows: what does Kazakhstan’s recent referendum on nuclear
power plant reveal about relations between the state and society?

The central claim of this study is that Kazakhstan’s nuclear referendum reflects both national
(with the national nuclear memory) and internal (such as governmental control over public opinion and
security! concerns) political dynamics. Despite the government’s assertions of transparency, the
comparison to the 2022 referendum and media coverage raises serious questions about the validity of
the process. Understanding transparency, therefore, will open a way to theorize motivation behind
nuclear referendum organization further.

The 2024 nuclear referendum shows how the government of Kazakhstan employs multiple
restrictions and controlled participation to legitimize nuclear policies while limiting democratic
processes. By analyzing the referendum’s motivations, transparency, and media coverage, this study
demonstrates that referendums, as implemented in Kazakhstan, appear to be strategically designed to
serve elite preferences rather than foster meaningful public engagement.

A qualitative media analysis of both state-controlled and alternative news sources will be used
to test the nuclear referendum’s transparency by identifying discrepancies between official narratives
and public discourse.

Literature review: Theorizing politics of referendums

As for its definition by Suksi (1993), referendums are additional democratic institutions that
assist main executives of a country. However, the author admits that there is no universal referendum
terminology. And it is true that this peculiarity of referendum creates a good ground for research and
comparative analyses. Anckar (2017) mentions the recommendation from Matt Qvortrup in his work
that “there is no point in seeking a pattern where there is none”. Here, however, we can raise the
discussion on the common effect direct democracy brings to various states. Usually, referendums are
considered a part of or a result of direct democracy. Therefore, it’s clear that the mechanics behind this
result is laid down on the basis of one of the main democratic values — peoples’ votes. This direct
participation of population traditionally is required to enhance legal changes, constitutional
amendments, and legitimizing foundational laws (Suksi, 1993; Qvortrup, 2017, 2018). It is called
constitutional referendums. Scholars note the prevalence of constitutional referendums in democratic
countries (Altman, 2010; Qvortrup, 2017).

That creates two types of referendums — constitutional, or constitutionally regulated, and a
policy vote or plebiscite (Suksi, 1993). The latter focuses on “other than constitutional” issues, which
can be described as “politically sensitive issues of an ad hoc character”. The latter, plebiscite, takes the
stage when there is no permanent provision in the constitution and, thus, is organized when needed.

Anckar (2017) divides referendum types into constitutional and ethnic conflict referendums.
While the former includes the same goal of legislative assessment, the latter dives into a broader
understanding of the regime’s influence on the referendum developments. Main finding of this work
states that if the referendum aims to legitimize policies of homogenization, then the regime is most
likely to be authoritarian by nature. They are defined as difference-eliminating type of referendum.
Democratic regimes, on the contrary, seek to manage ethnic or national differences, which comprises
difference-managing type of referendum. The other two types are secession and right-sizing
referendums that deal with border issues. Here, the author claims that regime characteristics do not
carry significant weight as an independent variable, since referendums happen both in democratic and

! By “security” the author means security concerns for the regime or maybe involved political actors.
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non-democratic regimes. However, when distinctions are introduced in regard to the dependent
variable, the regime then explains particular patterns: difference-eliminating referendums occur in
authoritarian states, and difference-managing in democracies.

As a result, referendums are not exclusive for democratic regimes, but non-democratic states
also organize them. Scholars generally agree, however, that referendums are used more frequently for
constitutional issues than for non-constitutional matters, although variation in referendum types
remains debated (Altman, 2010; Tierney, 2012; Suski, 1993; Qvortrup 2005). However, many works
also underline no particular link of non-constitutional referendums dominating in non-democratic
nations (LeDuc, 2003; Walker, 2003; Altman, 2010). Fragmentation, colonial heritage or geographical
variance do not serve as a pattern for constitutional or policy vote referendum (Anckar, 2017).
Although the evidence shows that two thirds of Asian and four fifth of Middle Eastern states avoid
constitutional referendums, whereas more than two thirds African states are pro-referendum. However,
noting that all regions are evidently weak in fair democratic spirit, here similarities cannot explain
dissimilarities as these differences cannot be understood as a democracy consequence. The point that
unites scholars’ opinions relates to the “young” nature of referendums, which is just increasing in its
usage by the states worldwide. Moreover, it is worth noting that this recent dynamic of increasing
referendum occurrence seems substantial due to our traditional perception of voting through
presidential-or-parliamentary elections.

Additionally, it is recognized by scholars that the conditions, reasons, and even outcomes of
referendums differ according to geographical discrepancy, as each of the countries that resorted to
referendums possesses different legislative rules and goals on referendums. Referendum is a
supplementary formal institutional instrument that allows to expand the field of political debate and
keep political actors stay within normative structure while striving for additional mobilization on
behalf of their electorate (Mazylis & Jurgelionyté, 2012). Ad hoc referendums are usually not legally
binding de jure, but its results are often interpreted as de facto by the state representative body (Setala,
1997). Referendums are justified in terms of the popular sovereignty that requires public consultation
on an important political issue. As such, some topics, such as territorial changes or transfers of national
powers to supranational organizations, require legitimation by the popular majority and referendum
even if the referendum would not be required in the constitution.

However, apart from consultation aims, referendums are also widely used for symbolic
legitimation of government policies. Such manipulated referendums commonly take place in
authoritarian states (Setala, 1997; Collin 2019). Democratic states also may resort to such
manipulations, but mostly on low-priority issues with few consequences. Nevertheless, the strategic
reasons of referendums for political actors may be conceptualized as policy outcome maximizing and
power-maximizing motivations. The latter seeks both - promoting policy for particular need or benefit
and strengthening one’s own position in the government. That said, the referendums held by
authoritarian governments usually outcomes as almost unexceptionally supportive for the
governmental policies. As stated by Smith (1976) a referendum may be considered as “a handy tool in
the hands of dictators to boost their legitimacy”. Therefore, the strategic reason for initiating an ad hoc
referendum with power-maximizing motivation can be described as follows: governmental
coalition/party is divided over a particular issue, and the referendum is used to avoid the split or the
coalition/party or for the executive (state leader) to consolidate his or her power.

Nevertheless, Setala (1997) mentions that it is quite difficult to distinguish between various
motivations and intentions of promoting referendums. Small number of ad hoc referendums prevents
making far-reaching generalizations towards motivations behind such referendums. Therefore, all
situations should be considered when trying to understand why the referendum was held. It is
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important not to underestimate the importance of the political culture, national experiences or
international examples in explaining the demand for referendums.

Reasons behind nuclear referendums

A nuclear referendum is a suitable case study for the analysis of the ad hoc or policy vote
referendums, as its non-constitutional nature raises the question of the motivation of governments to
resort for citizen consultation on this topic. There is no general theoretical framework that could
explain the common reasons behind nuclear referendums, as given that among the relatively small
number of referendums held worldwide nuclear referendums are of a rarer nature. Yet there is a
common argument that the perceived danger of nuclear power plants and potential construction costs
makes it a controversial issue, where governments may want to test public opinion through
referendums. For instance, public opposition to NPPs arise from concerns about safety, waste
management, and high financial risks. Examples like Chernobyl and Fukushima disasters deeply
impacted public attitudes, with surveys showing fluctuating support for nuclear power based on
framing (e.g., energy security or climate change mitigation) (Murakami & Anbumozhi, 2020).

Although Western countries comprise the majority of NPP owners and active users of
referendums, their motivations of resorting to nuclear referendums are similar in general. Despite the
“renaissance” of nuclear energy consideration since the 90s and mid-2000s with 50 NPPs under
construction worldwide prior to 2010, there is also an opinion that the Fukushima incident made
European public somehow damp the promotion of nuclear energy (Miiller and Thurner, 2017). This
argument is also nurtured by some member states of the EU to abandon it. Nevertheless, the “EU
Energy Roadmap 2050 highlights that nuclear energy will continue to play a crucial role in the EU
energy generation efforts as contributing to lower greenhouse gas options to fight climate change and
lower electricity prices and production costs.

Rather scholars tend to test and/or explain voting behavior during nuclear referendums. We can
perceive referendums and its voting behavior through a more common perception of elections. Marsh
(2017) emphasizes the salience of looking at a conditionality while researching referendums and its
voting behavior. As the topic of various referendums vary substantially from elections, campaign plays
an important role in referendum arrangements, because society needs to possess at least basic
knowledge of the given issue before making a decision. TV and Radio coverage, campaign
advertisements, public debates, and even politically oriented social media content are especially
pivotal in opinion formation and especially critical for referendums (Pignataro and Prarolo, 2020).

Examination of voting behavior in nuclear referendums shows that the main driving factor
defining the Italian population’s vote for or against Nuclear Power Plant building in the 2011
referendum concerned healthcare issues. However, those residents, who lived closer to the existing
power plant, were against the new construction, which shows their comprehension of the information
about NPP as a determinant for their choice. Correspondingly, those who lived further away from the
power plant voted in favor of the building (Pignataro and Prarolo, 2020). The Lithuanian nuclear
referendum of 2008 shows that “normative” behavior of voters was formed by long experienced
campaign practices of the previous referendums, which benefited the government’s desired referendum
result (Mazylis and Jurgelionyté, 2012). The problem of the Ignalina Nuclear Power Station was
reflected in the media portals that were used to analyse referendum’s campaign. One of the challenges
during the research work became the manipulation of the campaign occurrence in these portals: other
campaigns of a different nature, such as the issue of double citizenship, higher education reform, were
dominating the portals as well as other mass media and general public. Media coverage of the 2013
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Bulgarian referendum was believed to have been relatively balanced even while Bulgarians had
negative evaluations of the independence of the Bulgarian media (Bagashka, 2014). However, in
contrast to presidential, or other political elections, the lower pressure on the media is also explained
by the little level of importance attached to the nuclear referendum. What is crucial to understand from
these cases is the special place of pre/post referendum campaigns and media coverage. Therefore, the
media gives crucial insights that help identify, or search for the possible hidden reasons behind nuclear
referendum organization.

Kazakhstan’s Nuclear History

In 2009, the 64th Session of the United Nations General Assembly declared 29th of August as
the International Day against Nuclear Tests. The resolution was initiated by the Republic of
Kazakhstan and a number of sponsors and co-sponsors with reference to commemorating the closure
of the Semipalatinsk Nuclear Test site on 29 August 1991. Overall, 456 nuclear tests were conducted
at the Semipalatinsk site by the Soviet Union from 1949 until 1989. The Soviet government had paid
little regard to the effect of testing on the local environment and the health of the local population.
Soviet authorities hid radiation exposure impacts on the people for the whole period of testing
activities and until its collapse. According to various estimates, over 1.5 million people in Kazakhstan
were exposed to nuclear fallout over the years (Yan, 2019). All life near the testing sites were
negatively affected (Brunn, 2010). Semey (former Semipalatinsk) city is 130 km away from the
polygon. Other large cities near Semey are Pavlodar to the northwest, Karaganda to the southwest, and
Novosibirsk to the north of Semey and together these 4 cities comprised over 2 million people during
Soviet Union times.

As a result, public attitudes in Kazakhstan have often been shaped by negative perceptions of
nuclear weapons and nuclear materials (Hodgson, 2025). One can state that collective or national
memory is still fresh in the mind of the population.

Kassenova (2014) highlights that devastating results of Soviet nuclear testing created a home
climate that made it easier to get rid of nuclear equipment and weapons. Furthermore, the nuclear
industry was in financial ruin, military forces had not yet been established, and political resistance was
minimal, so there were no powerful organizations that might be pro-nuclear. She also discusses the
importance of referring to Kazakhstan’s past to understand the country’s present nuclear policy.
Kazakhstan officially became a nuclear-free state in the 1990s after ratifying a Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) in 1992. Given Kazakhstan’s ambitious aspirations for the
development of nuclear energy, its obvious lack of interest in weaponization, grants it extra credibility
in the nonproliferation arena. Additionally, in spite of Kazakh’s antipathy toward anything related to
nuclear today, there is still some aspects of Soviet legacy remaining relevant today. For instance,
Kazakhstan benefits from the facilities and experience that were directly brought about by the Soviet
era in its quest for a sophisticated nuclear sector.

On nuclear referendums in Kazakhstan

Approximately 80% of global uranium is produced by five major countries, among which
Kazakhstan possesses 39% of the requirements of world nuclear power (Nurysheva et al., 2020).
Nuclear industry is one of the most promising resource sectors in terms of producing additional energy
for domestic and external needs. Currently fossil fuels are a major source of electricity in Kazakhstan.
Considering Kazakhstan’s aspirations of reaching net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2060, nuclear

power is regarded as one of the most efficient ways to implement this strategy. However, given the
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population’s nuclear memory regarding Soviet times, building a nuclear power plant raised concerns
among citizens (Pannier, 2024).

Many previous studies have examined general attitudes about the use of referendums on a
specific policy matter (Bowler and Donovan 2019; Gherghina 2019). Talking about Kazakhstan or
Central Asia, Schiller (2017) in his work of presenting comparative analysis of local referendums
highlights the lack of information for these countries because of the uncommonness of referendums
and the authoritarian nature of the state regimes.

In general, the topic of referendums in Kazakhstan was not practically disclosed in deep
analytical research by scholars, not speaking about non-constitutional (nuclear) referendums
(Satbayev, 2018). Major policy outlets and general referendum theory texts discuss Kazakhstan’s
referendums primarily as case examples, especially focusing on legal norms and procedures rather than
broader political science analysis (Charyyeva & Pan 2024, Zhanuzakova 2018). That showcases that
the academic engagement on the discussion of political referendums in Kazakhstan is narrow.

Additionally, media space in Kazakhstan operates under significant state influence (Reporters
Without Borders, 2025). This limits the space for independent journalism and critical reporting. Most
outlets considered to function more as a propaganda outlets and independent sources facing some
pressure. Reporters Without Borders also indicates the lack of public filtering of media message.
Therefore, this suggests the domination of state narratives in political context. Beldibekova et al.
(2024) study on protests reveal that government authorities restrict journalistic independence by
revealing selective coverage and reliance on foreign sources for unfiltered information flows when
local media avoid contentious topics. Thus, Kazakhstan’s experience reflects broader patterns of
digital authoritarianism (Rakhmetov, 2025).

Given such argumentation, Kazakhstan emerges as a necessary case to analyze and (hopefully)
update the academic community on some additional insights on the theme of referendums and its
usage. Understanding the transparency level of the referendum held and linking these results to
identify involved political actors’ motivation will significantly contribute to the studies of uncommon,
or in our case nuclear referendums. Therefore, to understand the drivers behind Kazakhstan’s nuclear
referendum it is important to understand Kazakhstan’s nuclear history and nuclear memory, which is
discussed in the next section.

The background of 2024 nuclear referendum

The timelapse of the nuclear power plant construction issues in Kazakhstan starts with
President Tokayev’s state-of-the-nation address in 2021. The question of energy scarcity and the need
for NPP was officially brought for the nation. Afterwards, with the announcement by the Ministry of
Energy of the Republic of Kazakhstan about public hearings on a NPP building site decision on 20th
August 2022, the continuing debate between state and population was concluded in September 2023
with the announcement of the nuclear referendum to be held in the second half of 2024 (Akorda,
2023). The referendum was held on 6th of October 2024, where citizens of Kazakhstan had to answer
yes/no on the question “Do you agree with the construction of a nuclear power plant in Kazakhstan?”
With 73.11% in favor, it became clear that Kazakhstan will pass into the list of nuclear energy users.
Registered voter turnout comprises 12,284,487 people or 63.66%, where 26.89% were against the
construction. Out of 18 regions, Turkistan demonstrated the highest participation and the most positive
result with 78% of voting in favor. Interestingly, the most populated and economically developed area
of Kazakhstan — Almaty city — showed one of the worst participation statistics with only 25% eligible
citizens attending the voting.
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In Kazakhstan, the legal framework governing referendums is established by the Republican
Referendum Law of 1995 and the country’s Constitution. According to this framework, the power to
propose a referendum lies primarily with the President of Kazakhstan, who can initiate the process
directly. This mechanism is the most commonly used and reflects the highly centralized nature of
political decision-making in the country. The Parliament of Kazakhstan plays a supportive role, often
reviewing or approving referendum proposals initiated by the President, but it does not have the
authority to propose referendums independently. Unlike in some countries, Kazakhstan does not allow
for citizen-driven initiatives to propose referendums. This absence of grassroots mechanisms further
underscores the top-down structure of the process.

For a referendum to be legally binding, it must meet specific procedural requirements: 1) a
minimum threshold of 50% of registered votes participating must be met to validate a referendum and
2) a simple majority of voters voted “yes”. Once a referendum passes all legal thresholds, its outcome
is binding and must be implemented.

The nuclear referendum is the fourth ever vote held in the history of Kazakhstan and only
second since the establishment of the new constitution in 1995. Although the 1995 referendum was
based on a legislative issue, comparison of the nuclear referendum with the second 2022 Constitutional
referendum gives more insights towards the referendum culture development in Kazakhstan. Both
voting experienced not a large difference in turnout indicators, even though more people took part in
the constitutional referendum with 68.05% registered voters in 2022 and 63.66% in 2024.

Eastern Kazakhstan region depicts interesting insights of its voting history in 2022
Constitutional and 2024 nuclear referendum history. First of all, Eastern Kazakhstan is exactly the
region, where nuclear test sites were conducted for almost forty years. The turnout of the East
Kazakhstan region in the 2022 referendum comprised 77% with 77.21% “yes” answers. In the 2024
nuclear referendum the turnout for the region comprised 71% with 60% in favor of the power plant.

The need for referendums and public debate

It is worth taking a look at the nature of initiations of both referendums. The Constitutional
referendum took place on 5 June 2022. At the time Kazakhstan had been through the 2022 January
protests, which arose from a less contentious energy policy decision, but erupted into an armed conflict
and threat of government overthrow. In the aftermath, Tokayev initiated a new reform program “Zhana
Kazakhstan (New Kazakhstan)” and proposed amendments into the constitution following violent civil
unrest caused by worsening economic conditions and subsequent calls for rapid political reform.
Therefore, it can be clearly seen that the 2022 referendum resulted from a proposal of the president
himself. However, the path to establish the nuclear referendum experienced civil backlash towards
building power plants and contradicting opinions with the state’s desires in favor of the plant.
Regarding the aforementioned timespan discussion, with the announcement of building NPP the
Ministry of Energy of the Republic of Kazakhstan announced public negotiations on plant’s
placement. This action was seen as required since criticism blew up from the population that was
concerned about the environmental and economic costs of the construction (Nelson, 2024).
Afterwards, multiple public hearings were organized by the government in various regions of
Kazakhstan.

As for the transparency of pre-referendum debates, it cannot be claimed as entirely fair. To be
clear, the main root of the debate lies in the polarization between state and public opinions towards
NPP: state acts in a strong support of NPP, referring to energy problems and faster low-carbon
transition; whereas population is still echoing its nuclear memory and scrutinizes effects on the
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environment (Ospanova, 2024). Both referendums faced similar criticisms regarding transparency,
media bias, and unequal participation opportunities of the observers, raising questions about the
effectiveness of referendums as democratic tools in Kazakhstan (ODIHR, 2022; Azattyq, 2024). The
legally centralized approach of referendum organization, as well as the absence of citizen-driven
Initiatives, raises questions about the inclusivity and transparency of the referendum mechanism in the
country. However, unlike the 2022 referendum, the nuclear referendum was de facto arisen by
population concerns. At least such narratives create an image that the government made a decision to
bring a debatable issue for a broader public decision-making. Nevertheless, the population still had
questions towards the fairness of the referendum results, which can be derived from the modest turnout
indicator of the most populous and developed city such as Almaty. Despite the officially high turnout
and a large number of votes in support of the construction, observers and public figures doubt the
reality of such results. They point to both violations in the voting process and the dynamics of the
decline in the electoral activity of citizens in previous years. The decline in interest in the referendum
this time was facilitated by the disappointment of Kazakhs in the unfulfilled promises after January
events (Vaal, 2024).

In this regard, testing the transparency level of media coverage of the nuclear referendum in
Kazakhstan will give valuable and deeper insights on the motivation behind holding an ad hoc
referendum in Kazakhstan. In the next sections, the study delves into understanding whether
Kazakhstan’s government initiates voting in pursuance of direct democracy or intends to use it as a
sort of democratic window dressing to serve the elite preferences.

Methodology

To understand the transparency levels of the 2024 nuclear referendum, considerable attention
was given to local media sources. The distinction between state owned/controlled and independent
media is made for analytical work. First, the official narrative from state-controlled sources was
identified. Afterwards, this information was contrasted with the external reports or news headlines of
independent media. Therefore, this study deploys thematic analysis to identify recurring themes and
patterns in media content to analyze transparency levels.

Ten independent and ten state-controlled media coverages which are widely used among the
Kazakhstani citizens were selected. Media coverages that were released throughout two particular
periods were taken for a broader depiction and comprehension of referendum results. First period
covers ten media sources (five state and five independent) covering referendum information one month
before voting: from 6th September until 5th October in 2024. Second period included the rest ten
news headlines from 6th October 2024 onwards, thus, one month after the voting. Hence, a total of
twenty media news articles about the nuclear referendum were analyzed. As for the media channels,
Caspiana: A Digital Toolbox for Students and Scholars of Central Asia and the South Caucasus
website that is run by The Program on Central Asia at the Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian
Studies, Harvard University was chosen. The toolbox provides links to selected media sources
separately for each of the regions spreading east and west of the Caspian Sea, including Kazakhstan.
Both independent and state-controlled media channels are incorporated in the toolbox. Finally, the
independent media sources such as Azattyq, Eurasianet, Forbes, Tengrinews, Vlast.kz, Novaya Gazeta
Kazakhstan and the government-controlled media like BaigeNews, Egemen Kazakhstan,
Kazakhstanskaya pravda, KazINFORM, BagKZ were analyzed.

To ensure media channels with as wide a readership as possible, most of the Russian-language
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news were taken. Two state channels (Egemen Qazagstan and BAQ.KZ) provide articles only in
Kazakh language and EurasiaNet’s referendum report was only in English language. The author sought
to collect similar in style articles that would highlight how the nuclear referendum will be organized in
Kazakhstan and provide background information, mentioning about the state of NPP question in the
country. Initial plan also included analyzing international media agencies. However, due to the
enormous workload with the state and independent media coverages international media are left for
further research.

The data was processed through Taguette software, which is a free and open-source qualitative
research tool. The software helps to organize, annotate, collaborate on, analyze, and visualize the work
(Rampin et al, 2021). With the uploading of documents, researchers can qualitatively highlight
sections of text. That allows to organize or reorganize highlights in the hierarchical tags, which can be
modified, merged, recreated again, etc. Alongside thematic analysis it was also important to analyze
how media outlets portray events, focusing on the narrative and tone through framing analysis.
Overall, three readings of the article were required to be able to generalize tags. In the first reading the
author made an initial or “draft” conclusion on the positioning of the article whether it is in favor,
against, or neutral in building nuclear power plant. The first reading also helped the author to think and
keep in mind basic tags that could be attached to certain paragraphs or the parts. On the second reading
the author narrowed down the focus to each sentence and tagged them with specific codes: government
control, voter education, fairness, media bias, etc. One article ended up with multiple of the codes after
second reading. The third reading then was more for validating all of the given codes, making
corrections, and ensuring the final version of the tags. Then the author proceeded to analyze all of the
given tags and organize them into broader categories, like “procedural transparency” or “public
engagement”, etc. For instance, articles discussing voter suppression or lack of public consultation are
grouped under “lack of transparency.” After understanding such recurring themes, data was framed by
examining how state-run media emphasized fairness and independent media questioned transparency.

Results

Overall, 347 tags were made for both independent and state media sources in two periods. In
the period before the referendum five independent media articles were coded with 116 tags, and
government owned ones received 46 tags. News headlines released after the voting received 150 tags
for independent and 39 for state-controlled media. The two media categories differ from each other
substantially with independent media mostly covering voter violation rights and state media reciting
government statements and focusing on preparedness for the upcoming referendum.

As for the tone of the media, it can be concluded that media coverage of independent sources
has a way more negative sentiments towards the quality of the debate prior to the referendum. The pre-
referendum campaign and public hearings were heavily criticized for unequal opportunities to express
opinions between critics of NPP and state-friendly agitators. The most often used tags were “public
criticism” occurring 14 times, “lack of transparency” 11 times, “state pressure” 11 times, and “lack of
debate” and “media restrictions” nine times. Public criticism included lines discussing human or
electoral rights violations and improper organization of public hearings in different regions. Many
mentions were about the fact that during public debates on state organized public hearings opposition
representatives always had troubles accessing microphones and voicing their concerns, while state
backed experts were not giving objective counterarguments of NPP building, focusing only on its
benefits. However, self-organized gatherings of negotiation events always were considered illegitimate
and, thus, prohibited by law.
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By comparison, state media had a highly positive tone towards building NPP and public
debates. During the same public hearings state media was highlighting the high quality of the public
debates. Even if some arguments with NPP construction or its effect on surrounding would pop up
during discussions, they would always back up with explanatory arguments that this problem of detail
is quite solvable. Therefore, “Quality public debate” tag received the largest mentioning of eight times
among five pre-referendum articles and “NPP benefits” tag was labelled five times. NPP benefits cited
the efficient energy development, uranium resources, and environmental security. However,
environmental issues were also differently portrayed in state and independent media: when
independent agencies always drew attention to the water management problems if NPP will be built in
the village of Ulken on the shores of Balkhash Lake. On the other hand, state media did not mention
the water management issues much and focused on the future prospects of the nuclear power plant
bringing the increase of employment opportunities and economic development of the village and its
citizens.

The post-referendum tone stays more or less the same for the independent media with “lack of
transparency” occurring ten times and “voter violation” occurring 13 times. The latter took much more
attention with the articles discussing cases when multiple-bulletin-throwing frauds on the day of the
voting. However, state media changed a little in its narratives and switched into more general and short
informing on referendum results and official acceptance of NPP construction.

In addition, the number of the tags refers to the lengths of the articles. As it can be seen,
independent media provided much more information than state media. That is why the former received
more tags labelled during the analysis. As such, independent media seemed to be more concerned in
investigating, as well as informing the masses on not just pros and cons of NPP building. Rather,
articles discussed what kind of injustices were happening before and after the referendum. That media
narrative shows the connection between the referendum organization and regime definition for the
population. Multiple restrictions that were occurring during the public campaigns were criticized and
contradicted to the good features of direct democracy.

However, another noteworthy aspect is the content of the articles. As for the state media, both
in pre- and post-referendum periods, some of the channels were delivering identical arguments. All of
the five agencies often referred to state representatives’ words and speeches about NPP prospects in
Kazakhstan. Hence, in the pre-voting period both Egemen Qazagstan and Kazinform cited the words
of the Chairman of Kazakhstani Parliament Erlan Koshanov that Kazakhstan held the longest public
debate campaign of 400 days in its history on the issues of nuclear energy and NPP. That is apparently
the aim of showing the level of democracy in Kazakhstan by state media. Nevertheless, all five
government owned media channels had the same narrative of favoring state nuclear policies. However,
independent media did not show the same correlation with each other, resulting in Tengrinews and
Forbes being neutral towards the issue given and simply delivering the updates on the upcoming
referendum. However, the remaining media sources tried to highlight the referendum issues with larger
details and information, recreating almost reports for the population.

Overall, it can be summed that the nuclear referendum of 2024 cannot be called as a transparent
event and the voting cannot be judged as fair. With the pre- and post-criticism towards public
engagement and procedural transparency by independent media, state media still resorted considerable
efforts to counter independent media’s narrative. That leads to the argument that the government
clearly needed a “yes” answer for the referendum results. The next section will discuss the possible
motivations of the government to resort to cheating while conducting referendums and its decision to
undertake a direct democratic method in achieving that goal.
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Discussion

Other than assessment of transparency level, media serves as a great source for further
understanding and questioning of the given topic. The official state narrative was openly in favor of
nuclear power plant construction with the president Tokayev leading this initiative himself (Dalton,
2025; Akorda, 2021). Energy scarcity and environmental incentives were the major claimed reasons.
Gaining public support was achieved through the nuclear referendum, with the majority answering
“yes”. However, is this referendum inherently democratic in its nature? As it can be seen from media
analysis of the previous section, referendum results were not absolutely corresponding to the
theoretical assets and rules of conduct of direct democracy.

Referendum was used by the government in an effective way, as now it is concluded that “the
population is in favor of the NPP”. The reason why it is thought a referendum would be helpful in
getting society on the side of the government in the nuclear issue might be the difficulty in challenging
the final decision of the vote. It might be the case, given that de jure referendum is a direct tool of
democracy and population was in fact consulted for the decision-making. Therefore, de facto situation
is more complex to be revealed truthfully and successfully.

Following Hodgson (2025), Kazakh government during Nazarbayev presidency successfully
integrated the legacy of nuclear testing into new post-Soviet identity of Kazakhstan, while reinforcing
state legitimacy through narratives of victimhood and resilience. By intertwining top-down state
narratives with bottom-up collective memory, the regime successfully cultivated a historical discourse
into international leadership for peace and disarmament. However, he noted further that foreign policy
success faced internal tensions associated with “active forgetting” in Kazakhstan.

This political discourse evolves further with the Tokayev regime’s “New Kazakhstan and
listening state” vision. Therefore, the new government of Kazakhstan finds holding nuclear
referendums as an inevitable step in deciding the nuclear policy of the state. Together with the NPP
construction plans announced by President Tokayev in 2021 the public hearing and negotiations were
arranged even before the announcement of the referendum organization plans. Thus, the government
might not have been able to imply the NPP construction policy directly, beware of a bigger combat
from population in the future.

The nuclear history of Kazakhstan implies the argument by Setala (1997) on the usage of
referendums as potentially educative devices to encourage people to discuss and deliberate about
political issues. State controlled media appears to be certain in its attitude towards the NPP with “NPP
benefits” gaining majority tags in during media analysis. However, independent media instead is still
not certain. It endures the provision of all possible pros and cons and tries to engage the population as
much as possible into more details of the problem aiming to create proper public debate and objective
evaluation.

At the same time the narrative of the independent media has been focusing on the function of
counterpartying what can be considered a state propaganda and endured much “emotional tone”. On
the other hand, the inability of citizens to be good in making sound political judgments is the most
typical criticism against all types of referendums (Setala, 1997). Therefore, independent media focused
on presenting deeper analysis of NPP effects to its readers. That is apparent through “public debate”
tag dominating the narrative and, therefore, importance of providing democratic assessment.

Additionally, with the expansion of state activity, political issues in modern societies are too
complicated and often too remote to be understood by laypeople. In this regard Kazakhstan may resort
to referendum considering the possible biased opinion of Kazakhs towards NPPs given its nuclear
history, and therefore, appear blind to its energy benefits. There might be two implications: state may
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hope to re-educate the population about nuclear policies or state may know real cost-benefit sides of
NPP that are unknown for broader population. Although that does not justify unfair conduct of the
referendum, the government may consider this the worth dealing risk.

Another reason for legitimizing the policy decision through referendum might be the
combination of the two strategic considerations posed by Setala (1997): (1) the issue threatens the
electoral success of a party and the referendum is used to remove the issue from the electoral agenda;
and (2) the referendum is used to consolidate the powers of the executive and to promote the policies
favored by him or her. Although parties are not powerful independent players in Kazakhstan’s
government, the issue of removing nuclear issue from future electoral agenda, combined with
President Tokayev’s personal understandings of the future of Kazakhstan might make sense and serve
as one of the perspectives in understanding resorting to referendum.

Dosym Satpayev, Kazakh political scientist, sees the reason for such behavior of the authorities
is the fear of society, which remains high after the January events and is growing in connection with
the approaching transition of power. As for him, now the elites are discussing whether President
Tokayev will extend his term in office by changing the Constitution (apparently through referendum)
or find a successor. The active lobby for construction shows that Tokayev wants to ensure security
guarantees in the future through the NPP. Construction will take from five to ten years and will fall
during the transition period and those who will build are interested in the stability of the regime. Some
analysts argue that governmental behavior of referring to referendum reflects heightened sensitivity to
public reaction following the January events, as well as uncertainty surrounding an upcoming political
transition (Satbayev, 2024). In this context, the active promotion of large-scale infrastructure projects,
such as nuclear power plant construction, can be interpreted as an effort to secure long-term political
and economic stability.

Against the background of the transition, an increase in the repressive tendency that manifested
itself during the referendum is expected. The January events, according to Satpayev, showed how
social conflict can overlap with intra-elite conflict. Therefore, the authorities will do everything in their
power to combat those expressing discontent in society, since they see them as a source of instability
(Vaal, 2024). As a result, the 2024 nuclear referendum appears to be deployed as democratic window
dressing to serve the elite preferences.

Conclusion

Today the nuclear agenda of Kazakhstan is concerned with the planning and negotiations of
building a nuclear power plant with the prospective stakeholders. In the 2024, the nuclear referendum
in Kazakhstan Kazakhstan showed its “agreement” to enlarge the list of nuclear reactor’s owners. As
such, there are many points that make Kazakhstan’s nuclear referendum an interesting case to
examine, from the uncertainties over referendum theories in academia towards understanding the
motivations of the nuclear one in Kazakhstan.

Given that constitutional referendums are a more frequent occurrence than any other type of
referendum, nuclear referendums present even more questions and interests towards them. Therefore,
all cases should be considered separately when trying to understand why the referendum was held. The
2024 nuclear referendum demonstrates how the government of Kazakhstan employs multiple
restrictions and controlled participation to legitimize nuclear policies while limiting pure democratic
processes. By analyzing the referendum’s motivations, transparency, and media coverage, this study
reveals that referendums, as implemented in Kazakhstan, are seem to be strategically designed to serve
elite preferences rather than foster meaningful public engagement.

34



SDU Journal of Media Studies 2025/3 (3)

Therefore, the qualitative research method required analyzing media coverage of nuclear
referendum news including headlines from state owned and independent media sources of Kazakhstan.
Thematic and framed analysis was done through Taguette software that was needed to identify
recurring themes and discrepancies between official narratives and public discourse.

From the analysis, it can be concluded that the 2024 nuclear referendum lacked the
transparency to ensure fair voting on the given issue. The result of the analysis demonstrated that the
government owned media strongly propagating on the benefits of NPP on the economic, social, and
environmental development of the country, independent media significantly focused on opposing state
narratives and bringing counter arguments in the pre-referendum public debate. However, after the
referendum day, independent media reported on various voter rights violations and cases of fraud. At
the time, state media switched into a more neutral tone mostly reporting on the results of the voting.

There might be several reasons behind the government’s decision to hold the referendum and
ensure a “yes” outcome. From one perspective, with regard to the nuclear history of Kazakhstan, the
government could treat referendums as potentially educative devices to encourage people to discuss
and learn from experts about nuclear issues. From the other side, referendums might be a tool to
consolidate the powers of the executive and to promote the policies favored by him/her or a group of
elites. Thus, the authorities could imply voting to ensure and stabilize nuclear policy and security
concerns for a longer time period.
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AHnpgarna

Konctutynusuislk  emec pedepeHayMAapIblH apThIHAAFbl YOKIAEPAl TYCiHY TYPFBICBIHAH ajfaH[a,
Kazakcranma 2024 >Kputel KazaHIa OTKEH SAPONBIK pedepeHIyM OCHl TaKBIPBIIIKA KATBICTBHI FBUIBIMH
mKipTramacka 3 yieciH kKocaabl. byn makamama KazakcraHmarbl sSOpOiBIK pePEepeHIyM eJIH  SAPOIIBIK
JKaJBICBIMEH YHIEC YITTHIK (haKTOpIIapAbl KOHE IMMTKI CasiCl TUHAMUKAHBI, COHBIH IMTiHAC YKIMETTIH KOFaMJIbIK
miKipai OakpuUTayhl MEH KayilCi3miKKe KaThICTHI allaHAayIIBUIBIKTapasl KOpCeTeli AeN TYKBIPBIMAAIaIbl.
ATIBIKTBIK Typaslbl pecMHu MaliMaeMmenepre Kapamactad, 2022 KbIIFbl pedepeHIyMMEH CajbICTBIPY JKoHE
OyKapaJIbIK aKnapaT KypaiIapbIHbIH JKaprsUIaHBIMIAphl aybIc Oepy/IiH CeHIMIIUTITIHE KYMOH TYIbIPaJIbL.

Ocpiran opaif, camanblk 3eprrey ofici Kaszakcranmarbl sSApPONBIK  pedepeHIyMFa KaTBICTHI
KaHAJBIKTApAbIH, COHBIH ILIIHIE MEMJICKETTIK JKOHEe Toyelci3 OyKapanblK aknapaT KypajaapblHIIaFbl
TaKBIPBIITAPABIH MEANA-KOHTEHTIH Talaylbsl KaMThiAbl. JKui Ke3JeceTiH TaKbIpHIITap, PEeCMH HappaTUBTED
MEH KOFaMJIBIK JWCKYpPC apachblHJAarbl aNIIaKTHIKTap/Abl aHbIKTay YymiiH Taguette Oarmapiamachl apKbLUIbI
TaKBIPBINTHIK JKoHE (pedMmik Tammay kypriziami. Tanmmay HOTHXKenepi MeMIIeKeTTiK OyKapasblK akmapat
KYpaJIapeIHBIH aTOM JJIeKTp CTaHOHUSICHIHBIH (ADC) elmiH 3KOHOMHUKAIBIK, 9JIEYMETTIK KOHE DKOJIOTHSIIBIK
JaMybIHa THTI3€TiH MaimackiH OeJCeH i TypAe HacuXaTTaFaHbIH, all TOYeNCi3 Meana pedepeHIyM allbIHIaFbl
KOFaMJBIK MiKipTajacTa MEMJIEKETTIK HappaTUBTEPre Kapchl yakaepre 0achIMABIK OepreHiH kepceTti. XKammsl
anrannga, 2024 xpurrbl pedepeHAyM YKIMETTIH SAPOJBIK CascaTThl 3aHAACTBIPY YLIIH KOFAMIBIK KaTBICYBI
KaJlall Taii/laiaHaThIHBIH KOHE MIBIHANBI JEMOKPATUSIIBIK YISPICTEP Il NIEKTCHTIHIH aliKbIH i 1bl. MeMIIeKeTTIK
OaKpUIayIaFbl XKOHE TAYEJICI3 aKMmapaT areHTTIKTepiHiH calallblK Meaua-Tanaaybl peepeHIyMHbIH allbIKTHIFbI
MEH OHBIH apThIHJAFbl YOXKIEPIi Oarayiay YIIiH KOJIaHbUILIbIL.
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AHHOTaUUA

B xoHTEKCTe M3ydeHUs: MOTHBOB IIPOBEACHUSI HEKOHCTUTYIIMOHHBIX pedepenaymoB Kasaxcrtan BHOCHT
BKJIQJ B JAHHYIO TUCKYCCHIO CBOUM IIOCICIHHUM SIIEPHBIM pedepeHIyMOM, COCTOSBITUMCS B OKTsIOpe 2024
roga. B cratee yTBepikmaeTcs, 4To snepHbI pedepernym B KasaxcTane oTpakaeT HallMOHaJIbHBIE (hDaKTOPHI,
YKOpPEHEHHBIE B SIEPHOM NaMATHU CTpPaHbl, a TAKK€ BHYTPEHHIOK IOJUTUYECKYI0 NIWHAMUKY, BKJIIOYas
rOCY/IapCTBEHHBIN KOHTPOJbh HaJa OOIIECTBEHHBIM MHEHHEM M CcooOpakeHus OesomacHoctd. Hecmorpst Ha
ouIMaNbHBIE 3asBICHUS O TPO3PAYHOCTH, CpaBHeHHE ¢ pedepeHaymom 2022 roma wu  aHaIM3
MeMaIyOJUKAIi CTAaBAT 10]] COMHEHHE JOCTOBEPHOCTh FOJIOCOBAHUSI.

B cBsi3m ¢ 3TEM B paMKax KadeCTBEHHOT'O HCCJEIOBATEIHCKOTO MOAXOAa OBLI MPOBEAEH aHaIM3
MCIUaIIOKPBITUA HOBOCTEH O AACPHOM peq)epeHnyMe, BKJIrO4as 3aroJiOBKM rocyaapCTBEHHBIX U HE3aBUCUMBIX
cpeactB MaccoBoi mHpopmammu Kazaxcrana. TemaTwdeckuit 1 (pEeHMHHTOBBIA aHAIA3 C HCIIOIH30BAHUEM
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nmporpaMMHoro obecnedeHuss Taguette MMO3BOJIMI BBISIBUTH IOBTOPSIOIIMECS TEMbl U PACXOXKICHUS MEXKIY
opuLMaNBEHBIME HappaTHBaMH H OOLISCTBEHHBIM JIUCKYpPCOM. Pe3ynbpTaThl aHaiu3a IOKa3ajd, YTO
rocynapctBeHHsle CMMU akTHBHO NMpOJBHUrany apryMeHTHl O IOJb3€ aTOMHOW 3nekrpoctaHimu (ADC) mis
9KOHOMHUYECKOI'0, COLMAIBHOIO M JKOJOTHYECKOIO pa3BUTHS CTpaHbl, TOTAA KAaK HE3aBHCHMBbIE MeaHa B
3HAYUTEBHOW CTENEHH COCPEAOTOYMBAINCH HA KPUTHKE O(PHUIMAIBPHOW TMO3MIMA W NPEICTaBICHUH
KOHTPAapTyMEHTOB B XOJie mpenpedepeHayMHbIX O0IecTBEHHbIX ae0aroB. B menom pedepennym 2024 roxa
JEMOHCTPHPYET, KaKUM 00pa3oM TOCYyHapCTBO MCIOJIB3YeT KOHTPOJIMPYEMOE ydacTHE IS JEeTHTUMAIUN
ANEPHON IOJMTUKU, OJHOBPEMEHHO OIpaHMYMBas IIOJJIMHHBIE NEMOKpaTHUecKue mnporecchl. KadecTBeHHbIH
aHaJIM3 MAaTEpHAJIOB TOCYNApCTBEHHBIX M HE3aBHUCHMBIX HH(OpManMOHHBIX areHTcTB KaszaxctaHa Obu1
HCIOJIb30BaH VI OLEHKH ITPO3PaYHOCTH U MOTUBOB MIPOBEACHUS pedepeHayma.

KiioueBnle cioBa: H}IepHHﬁ pe(bepeH):[yM, MEIHaaHaJIn3, Ka3aXCTaH, KOHCOHI/I,Z[I/IpOBaHHLIﬁ ABTOPpUTApPU3M,
ADC.
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