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full-scale war against 
Ukraine, the largest  
military conflict seen in 
Europe since World War 
II. The war’s impact went 
well beyond Ukraine, 
affecting nearly all the 
countries of Eurasian  
region that we study  
in our Index.

Russian troops launched attacks on Ukraine 

from Belarusian territory. Moldova is facing a di-

rect threat of invasion. The Kremlin has issued 

intimidating statements against the Baltic states, 

which provide Ukraine with significant support. 

Russia continues to drag Eurasian countries that 

are members in the pro-Russian CSTO military alli-

ance into the conflict, as well.

Sanctions imposed by Western countries have 

significantly changed the structure of the Belaru-

sian economy, completely altered the supply chains 

of goods, and impacted  the movement of people 

living in countries of the region. Refugees from 

Belarus, and in some cases the entire staff of IT 

companies, have fled to Georgia, Uzbekistan, Ka-

zakhstan, and other countries of the region. These 

countries have also accepted substantial numbers 

of Ukrainian refugees.

As for Ukraine, the indicators measured in our 

Index underwent unprecedented changes in a 

matter of days: the European Parliament voted to 

I am delighted to present the third edition of 

the StrategEast Westernization Index – a unique 

biannual study providing a comprehensive snap-

shot of Westernization in post-Soviet Eurasia.

Over the past four years, the Index has be-

come a useful tool for international financial in-

stitutions, global development agencies, govern-

ments, and think tanks, both in Eurasian region 

and in the West.

This year, the Index  
is being released under 
extraordinary and  
tragic circumstances.  
On February 24, 2022, 
Russia launched a 

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Introduction
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Sincerely, 

Anatoly Motkin, 

President of StrategEast

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Introduction 7

grant Ukraine EU candidate country status; half 

the Ukrainian economy disappeared overnight; 

and changes were made to a significant number 

of laws and regulations.

Needless to say, current 
events will inevitably 
have a significant im-
pact on Westernization 
levels in most Eurasian 
countries, but we cannot 
estimate what indica-
tors were a�ected until 
a ceasefire is in place. 
This study reflects 
on the state of 
Eurasian countries as 
of December 31, 2021.

We had finished our work in mid-February and 

were about to publish the Index, just days after 

the war broke out. What happened next forced us 

to make a tough decision: should we update the 

Index accordingly, wait for the end of the war, or 

cancel this year’s publication altogether?

Eventually, we decided to publish the Index 

in its initial form, which did not consider the 

fallout from the war. We made that choice for 

the sake of both the past and the future. By 

preserving how the region looked immediately 

prior to so many drastic changes as we release 

our next Index after the war, we will be able to 

compare these indicators and see exactly how 

the war between Russia and Ukraine has affect-

ed Eurasia’s Westernization.
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HOW THE SCORE IS DETERMINED 

Westernization is a process of social change whereby societies 

adopt Western patterns of political development, legal functioning, 

economic relations, cultural discourse, and lifestyle. The Westerniza-

tion Index is a tool aimed at measuring the level to which post-Soviet 

countries and societies, with the exception of the Russian Federation, 

have adopted, accepted, or were permeated by Western culture in all 

key areas for each country. The Index is based on a series of elements 

and benchmarks that helped us assess the adoption and implementa-

tion of the Western model by looking at five key areas: 

1.	 Political Westernization. 

2.	 Economic Westernization. 

3.	 Legal Westernization. 

4.	 Language and cultural Westernization.

5.	 Lifestyle Westernization. 

We limited the Index to the five areas we believe are most critical 

to examine, although we accept that we could have expanded this to 

include even more areas for a more robust analysis. Each area (which 

has multiple sub-areas) is weighted differently within the Index to cap-

ture the relative importance of each sector to the overall Western tran-

sition. The weight of each of the first three areas is 25%, the fourth 

15%, and the fifth 10%. The maximum possible score is 100%, which 

represents full Westernization. 

The Index is based on two complementary types of analysis. First, 

we rely on qualitative expert assessments provided by our researchers, 

and second, on quantitative data publicly available from open sources. 

These two methodologies are combined in order to reflect countries’ 

complete Westernization status. Our organization partnered with lo-

cal experts in each country who authored the qualitative assessments, 

and a local research think tank, the New Europe Center, which com-

piled the data used.

INDEX METHODOLOGY

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Index Methodology
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In order to ensure that the experts’ analysis is consistent across 

countries, common guidelines and data sources are used in reports 

and evaluations. Based on these guidelines and the combined quan-

titative and qualitative data, experts assigned scores within each 

sub-area. These scores were then reviewed in two steps: first by the 

project coordination team, and then by the third-party expert. The 

two-tier review is meant to decrease the likelihood of subjectivity and 

to ensure that the data are comparable.

Scoring was carried out through a multistage process which includ-

ed analytical contributions from different research teams to ensure a 

balanced scoring process. The experts preparing country profiles cal-

culated and suggested preliminary scores according to strict indica-

tors. The proposed points were reviewed and adjusted independently 

by two research teams in the New Europe Center and StrategEast. 

This made it possible to unbundle the research and scoring process 

and calibrate and weight scores in order to avoid any possible bias 

from the country experts.

The scoring process is based on the tested methodology used in the 

Nations in Transit Report by Freedom House and the Bertelsmann Trans-

formation Index by Bertelsmann Foundation. The scores reflect the con-

sensus of each section’s author, the StrategEast research team, the New 

Europe Center research team, and reviewers and academic advisers. In 

cases when consensus was not reached, the score was decided by the 

New Europe Center and StrategEast.

The overall process was organized into four phases, beginning with 

data collection and experts’ assessment. Second, the data and qualitative 

analysis are subjected to the two-step review. Third, changes are made 

to each country profile to ensure that the data and the scores are compa-

rable. Fourth, the data and the assessment are analyzed and compared 

across all countries and sectors to ensure that all trends, similarities, and 

differentiations are identified.

The Westernization Index was developed by a team of over 20 people, 

including experts from the countries studied and the project manage-

ment group.

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Index Methodology
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POLITICAL WESTERNIZATION, 25 POINTS

DEGREE OF POLITICAL 

FREEDOM, 10 PTS

High: 8–10 | Mid: 3–7 | Low: 0–2

A “High” score (8–10) indicates:

• Free and fair elections

• High levels of media and press freedom

• No restrictions to new political party formation/registration

PRO-WESTERN PARTIES 

IN THE PARLIAMENT, 8 PTS

High: 6–8 | Mid: 3–5 | Low: 0–2

A “High” score (6–8) indicates:

• Parliamentary parties support European integration

• Parliamentary parties support NATO integration

• Parliamentary parties support trade with Western powers

PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN 
CIVILIZATION, 7 PTS

High: 6–7 | Mid: 3–5 | Low: 0–2

A “High” score (6–7) indicates:

• Public opinion polls indicate high support for EU integration

• Public opinion polls indicate high support for NATO

• Public opinion favors strong alliances with Western powers

LEGAL WESTERNIZATION, 25 POINTS

CONSTITUTIONAL 
COMPLIANCE WITH 
THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE 
VENICE COMMISSION, 6 PTS

High: 5–6 | Mid: 2–4 | Low: 0–1

A “High” score (5–6) indicates:

• High level of compliance with the Venice Commission’s international 

standards

• Close cooperation and engagement with the Venice Commission 

and its recommendations

INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS, 
7 PTS

High: 6–7 | Mid: 3–5 | Low: 0–2

A “High” score (6–7) indicates:

• A strong, independent judiciary system with little corruption or external 

pressure from political actors

• A high ranking on the World Justice Project Rule of Law Index

HUMAN RIGHTS 
LEGISLATION, 6 PTS

High: 5–6 | Mid: 2–4 | Low: 0–1

A “High” score (5–6) indicates:

• Legislation protecting human rights

• Enforcement of legal human rights protections

• Favorable reviews from human rights organizations

NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS, 6 PTS

High: 5–6 | Mid: 2–4 | Low: 0–1

A “High” score (6–7) indicates:

• Judges display a willingness to conflict with prior prosecutions in 

appropriate situations, rather than simply duplicating indictments

WESTERNIZATION INDEX
SCORING RUBRIC

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Index Methodology
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ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION, 25 POINTS

EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP 
OR ASSOCIATION, 7 PTS 

High: 6–7 | Mid: 3–5 | Low: 0–2

A “High” score (6–7) indicates:

•	 Membership in the European Union

•	 Membership in the World Trade Organization

EASE AND TRANSPARENCY 
OF DOING BUSINESS, 6 PTS 

High: 5–6 | Mid: 2–4 | Low: 0–1

A “High” score (5–6) indicates:

•	 High ranking on the Index of Economic Freedom

•	 High ranking on the Corruption Perception Index

WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES 
OF GOODS, 6 PTS 

High: 5–6 | Mid: 2–4 | Low: 0–1

A “High” score (5–6) indicates:

•	 Major trading partner with Western nations and the EU

WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE 
COUNTRY’S ECONOMY, 6 PTS 

High: 5–6 | Mid: 2–4 | Low: 0–1

A “High” score (5–6) indicates:

•	 Support for Western foreign direct investment (FDI)

•	 Western FDI contributes a major portion of total FDI

LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION, 15 POINTS

USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET 
IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE, 2 PTS

High: 2 | Mid: 1 | Low: 0

A “High” score (2) indicates:

•	 The country’s native language uses a Latin script

•	 English signage is frequently used in public

PROFICIENCY IN THE MOST  
COMMON LANGUAGES  
OF THE WEST, 6 PTS 

High: 5–6 | Mid: 2–4 | Low: 0–1

A “High” score (5–6) indicates:

•	 Proportion of the population proficient in the most common languages 

of the West (English, German, French, Spanish)

•	 Government promotes the study of foreign languages

SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN 
THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATRES 
AND ON TV CHANNELS, SHARE OF 
WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND 
SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK,  
INSTAGRAM, TWITTER), 7 PTS 

High: 6–7 | Mid: 3–5 | Low: 0–2 

A “High” score (6–7) indicates:

•	 Western TV dominates airtime

•	 Western movies dominate cinema showings

•	 Widespread use of Western social media channels like Facebook

•	 Western social media is not blocked by the government

LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION, 10 POINTS

PERCENTAGE OF THE  
POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED  
WESTERN COUTRIES, 5 PTS

High: 4–5 | Mid: 2–3 | Low: 0–1

A “High” score (4–5) indicates:

•	 High share of the population has traveled to the West

•	 High share traveling abroad for business or education

•	 High share traveling abroad for vacation

PRESENCE OF WESTERN  
FRANCHISE COMPANIES, 3 PTS

High: 3 | Mid: 1–2 | Low: 0

A “High” score (3) indicates:

•	 Strong presence of Western restaurants and fast–food chains

•	 Strong presence of Western supermarket chains

•	 Strong presence of Western clothing brands

MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, 
SMARTPHONE USAGE, 2 PTS

High: 2 | Mid: 1 | Low: 0

A “High” score (2) indicates:

•	 A high share of the country has smartphones

•	 A high share regularly access Internet on their phone

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Index Methodology



12

WHY THIS STUDY DOES NOT INCLUDE RUSSIA

While academic and research interest in Russia has always been significant, 

such interest in other former Soviet states has been limited. By focusing on 

all other post-Soviet countries with the exception of Russia, StrategEast’s 

Westernization Index is intended to help generate balanced and multi-

faceted attention on the region. By excluding Russia, we do not assume 

that Russia is more or less Westernized than other post-Soviet states and 

societies. Rather, the objective is to draw attention to all other former 

Soviet countries and to the development they have undergone since the 

collapse of the USSR.

METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS

Every Index, including this one, has certain methodological limitations which 

are inevitable and derive from the difficulties described below. However, the 

goal is not to cover every possible aspect of Westernization in the countries of 

the former USSR, but rather to analyze major trends and create a propitious 

foundation for robust and in-depth research in the future. Further, the report 

aims to create a more informed basis for policy debate about how to support 

the transition in the post-Soviet countries and increase attention to the region. 

We encourage readers to use this Index with these points in mind.

While writing this report, the research team identified several issues that 

posed challenges to comparing certain data and trends. These include the 

following:

Certain authors proposed data covering all of 2020; others gave figures for 

the first half or first quarter of 2021. For example, this inconsistency is visible 

in the data on investments, trade, and other areas that require concrete data. 

Thus, it should be noted that the report does not provide data for the entirety 

of 2021, since the data were not yet released at the time of analysis. While the 

authors focus their analysis primarily on the trends of recent years, they also 

cover the effects of Westernization which were caused by events that took 

place much earlier (for example, in the 1990s).

Although the authors refer to the official data provided by statistics of-

fices, this data does not specify when FDI is actually the result of domestic 

money reinvested through countries with a special fiscal regime such as 

Cyprus, the Netherlands, or Austria. This may explain the high levels of FDI 

in certain countries, and the experts give their own perspective on the (re-

invested) FDI in the report.

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Index Methodology

YEAR/PERIOD 
COVERED BY  

THE DATA

DATA ON FOREIGN 
DIRECT INVESTMENT 

(FDI) BY ORIGIN
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There is no data from certain countries, e.g., Turkmenistan, on knowledge 

of foreign languages. Therefore, the author for Turkmenistan had to rely on 

observations and other related trends in the country. For the other countries, 

the English Proficiency Index provides data on foreign language skills.

Some data used in the Index comes from sources that do not include all 14 

countries in the post-Soviet region. For example, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Tajik-

istan, and Turkmenistan were not included in the 2021 World Justice Project 

Rule of Law Index and therefore the authors had to rely on other data. 

We encountered a similar problem when measuring public opinion of 

Western civilization. While all the authors have provided data about citizens’ 

attitudes towards the West, these data are derived from different types of 

surveys. Moreover, the questions are often asked differently from one country 

to the next. Since there is no survey that covers the entire post-Soviet region 

and uses the same methodology, we had to use the most appropriate source 

for each country.

Several authors could not cite external sources for data in the entertain-

ment field (for example, the number of US or European films in cinemas or 

on TV). The markets in these countries may be too small to be analyzed by 

monitoring media/communications companies. In these situations, we chose 

to rely on the observations made by local authors who are deeply familiar with 

the situations in their home countries.

In some very rare and exceptional cases, the authors obtained information 

from informal discussions with officials, but they are not able to refer to the 

data since there was no agreement on citation. Moreover, in some cases it is 

difficult to cite a source for a certain observation or phenomenon. Countries 

like Ukraine or Lithuania benefit from various news sources and a diverse me-

dia environment. In the case of Turkmenistan and Tajikistan, however, there 

are fewer sources providing reliable data on a daily basis.

Producing consistent data on Western travel represents another meth-

odology issue. Considering that a large number of travelers use air trans-

portation, and the majority of them use multiple connecting flights, there 

is no reliable data regarding travelers’ final destinations. Many people 

from the post-Soviet region travel for work and not necessarily for tourism. 

Also, the figures provided might include multiple trips by the same person, 

which could be misleading.

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Index Methodology
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SUMMARY OF 2022 EDITION

BLACK SEA

BALTIC SEA

CASPIAN SEA

1
3

2

12

6

5

7

8

10

14 9

13

11

4

1 Estonia  93 92.5 93

2 Lithuania  89.5 90 85

3 Latvia  89 87.5 82

4 Moldova  65.5 59 56

5 Georgia 64 64 62

6 Ukraine  64 58.5 54

7 Armenia  48 51 48.5

8 Azerbaĳan  34.5 40 37

9 Uzbekistan  33.5 32.5 29.5

10 Kazakhstan  33 35 39.5

11 Kyrgyzstan  32.5 39.5 37

12 Belarus  29.5 33.5 31.5

13 Tajikistan  19 18 19.5

14 Turkmenistan  17 15 17.5

SCORES
(BASED ON A 1–100 SCALE)

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX

Overall 
score,
2022

Overall 
score, 
2020

Overall 
score, 
2018
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Political
out of 25

Legal
out of 25

Economic
out of 25

Language 
and Cultural

out of 15

Lifestyle
out of 10

1 Estonia 22.5 23 25 13.5 9

2 Lithuania 22.5 20 25 13.5 8.5

3 Latvia 21.5 20.5 24.5 13.5 9

4 Moldova 18.5 13.5 16.5 10.5 6.5

5 Georgia 18.5 14 17 9.5 5

6 Ukraine 18.5 13 15 10.5 7

7 Armenia 11.5 11.5 12 9 4

8 Azerbaijan 5 4 12 9 4.5

9 Uzbekistan 6 8,5 7 7 5,5

10 Kazakhstan 4.5 5.5 12.5 6.5 4

11 Kyrgyzstan 7.5 8 8 6 3

12 Belarus 4.5 4 8 7.5 5.5

13 Tajikistan 4 3 5 4.5 2.5

14 Turkmenistan 2.5 3 4 5 2.5

WESTERNIZATION INDEX,
BY CATEGORY, POINTS

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX
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CROSS-COUNTRY
ANALYSIS

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Cross-country analysis16
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REGIONAL MEGATRENDS

An imaginary “Westernization border” is 

emerging across the region. The dividing lines are 

growing as some countries become more closed 

off and limit freedoms in order to preserve their 

power. Others, on the contrary, have relaxed 

their regimes to support economic development. 

The region is more unstable than it was two years 

ago. Today, Belarus is deeply divided as it faces a 

political crisis. Armenia and Azerbaijan recently 

went to war, which resulted in redrawing of bor-

ders. Kyrgyzstan underwent yet another revolu-

tion, which followed with the concentration of 

power in the hands of just one person. Tajikistan 

is more vulnerable than it was, due to the regime 

change in Afghanistan. Ukraine, Moldova, and 

Georgia still face Russian-sponsored conflicts on 

their soil. Only the Baltic states represent an is-

land of stability and democracy. However, in ad-

dition to instability, if we zoom out and analyze 

the region as the whole, one could notice several 

megatrends that are either new developments 

or changes that have become more intense than 

they were just a few years earlier. It goes with-

out saying that developments in the region were 

above all marked by the Covid-19 pandemic, 

which is in itself a crosscutting megatrend. In 

turn, Covid-19 resulted in megatrends such as (1) 

shrinking trade and investments, (2) reduced mo-

bility, (3) increased digitalization, and (4) a de-

cline in democracy.

SHRINKING TRADE AND INVESTMENTS

The rapid spread of Covid-19 resulted in a pan-

demic with serious consequences for the entire 

region. For many countries, the effects of the Cov-

id-19 pandemic were more harming than the eco-

nomic crisis in the late 2000s. Many businesses suf-

fered from the pandemic, and some even closed. 

The low rate of business activity is also illustrated 

by the lower trade turnover in almost all countries 

of the region, including Ukraine, Tajikistan, and 

Moldova, to name just a few. 

Trade patterns were widely replicated in in-

vestment volume. Foreign direct investments (FDI) 

dropped in most countries. There was a threefold 

decrease of FDI in Azerbaijan,1 a 50% decrease in 

Tajikistan,2 and a tenfold decrease of investments 

in Moldova.3 

It is interesting that highly democratic and digi-

talized countries such as Estonia managed to keep 

FDI high despite the pandemic. Investment rates in 

Estonia are likely connected with the digital sector, 

which has been on the rise while most traditional 

sectors suffered during the pandemic. 

In order to alleviate the economic impact of 

the pandemic, countries with authoritarian re-

gimes have tended to make steps towards liberal-

izing certain economic activities. These countries, 

among others, include Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 

and Tajikistan. The first two have made efforts 

for several years to be economically attractive de-

spite their democratic shortcomings, while Tajik-

istan is a newcomer, having opened a single win-

dow registration system for investors (although 

in reality this proved to not really be a single 

window). Even Turkmenistan, which is tradition-

ally a frosty neutralist that studiously avoids any 

alliances, declared it was willing to join the WTO. 

Therefore, the drop in trade and investments is 

prompting certain reforms, even in some of the 

region’s most closed-off countries.

REDUCED MOBILITY

All countries have experienced a sharp drop 

in mobility due to the pandemic, which curtailed 

international travel. Planes were grounded and 

borders were closed in most of the countries, un-

til they were able to partially reopen and enforce 

testing and vaccine rules. For most countries of 

the region, access to the best vaccines against 

Covid-19 was very challenging, with the exception 

of the Baltic countries, which bought vaccines 

through the EU, especially during the early stag-

es of the vaccine rollout. Most countries of the 

region were able to access free vaccines through 

COVAX. Additionally, the EU has been financially 

supporting most countries from the region with 

funds to overcome the consequences of the pan-

demic. Despite the relative access to the vaccines, 

most countries of the region, with the exception 

of the Baltic countries, are way below the EU/US 

average in terms of vaccination rates. 



18

Reduced mobility also seriously disrupted the 

tourism industry. Both domestic tourism and tour-

ist companies offering travel abroad were severe-

ly impacted. For example, the number of tourists 

coming to Azerbaijan was almost six times smaller 

than it was prior to the pandemic; Latvians trave-

led 71.5% less in 2020 than they did in 2019. All 

countries have shown negative trends in this area. 

INCREASED DIGITALIZATION

Although it might seem that Covid-19 has only 

brought negative impacts, in fact there are also 

positive developments. Digitalization is one of the 

industries to experience accelerated growth due 

to Covid-19. All countries report high access to 

mobile services, including Internet access, though 

not all the countries use the full potential of con-

nectivity and Internet access for public services. 

Traditionally, Estonia is leading digitalization in the 

region. However, if we were to choose an example 

to study, Ukraine would be the most suitable case 

study. It was the first country in the region to dig-

italize many services such as driver’s licenses, car 

insurance, student ID cards, and the ability to pay 

taxes, fines, etc. Ukraine is also the first country in 

the world to introduce a digital ID which is equiv-

alent to the traditional physical ID card. Covid-19 

hit the traditional economy but increased e-com-

merce, in countries such as Georgia, Ukraine, 

Moldova, to name just a few. E-commerce trans-

formed many businesses as they moved online and 

reduced the burden of being physically tied to a 

certain place. But technology is also giving a se-

rious headache to authoritarian leaders. Because 

the Internet is facilitating pluralism and weakens 

state control over information flows, some states 

are increasingly worried about controlling informa-

tion flows and social networks. Some countries, 

such as Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan, allegedly used 

the infamous Pegasus spyware to spy on members 

of the opposition, journalists, and activists. In or-

der to tighten control, more than half of countries 

studied here are implementing various restrictions 

on the use of certain Internet sources and social 

networks, which only expand the freedom of 

speech by representing a platform for both debate 

and information. One recent example of this is Uz-

bekistan. The Freedom on the Net 2021 rating es-

timates4 that 75% of the world’s Internet users live 

in countries where individuals have been arrested 

or imprisoned for posting content on political, so-

cial or religious issues. 

Social networks are a fascinating area of digital-

ization. Currently, Western social networks notably 

dominate in all countries. Four years ago, Russian 

social networks competed on equal footing with 

Western networks in most of the countries in this 

study. Today, however, Russian networks are almost 

marginalized. For example, just four years ago, Od-

noklassniki had twice as many users as Facebook 

in Moldova – these days, that Russian network has 

lost its relevance. The only social network capable 

of competing with Western networks is China’s 

TikTok, which is on the rise. 

DECLINE OF DEMOCRACY

Participation in democratic processes has de-

creased in part due to Covid-19. In some countries 

that have held elections, there was a drop in voter 

turnout. In the latest parliamentary elections in Ar-

menia, Azerbaijan, Lithuania, and Moldova, turn-

out was below 50% in all the four cases. Some 

countries, however, did not experience this phe-

nomenon, while others, such as Lithuania, tried to 

address this issue by introducing e-voting.

The pandemic also represented an instrument 

to limit the freedoms across countries. In Azerbai-

jan, the pandemic was used as an excuse to further 

limit the opposition from being politically active, as 

protests and other political activities were banned. 

Other countries, such as Kazakhstan and Belarus 

followed. A very “innovative” approach was put 

in motion by the authorities of Turkmenistan and 

Tajikistan, which for some time continued to deny 

the existence of Covid-19 in their countries. This 

turned into harassment intimidation of doctors and 

medical personnel who insisted otherwise. 

Overall, the region’s decline of democracy 

mirrors international trends cited by Freedom 

House5, namely that more states are becom-

ing not free. In 2020, the number of “not free” 

countries increased to 54 (from 45 in 2005), 

while the number of “free” countries decreased 

to 82 (from 89 in 2005).



19

1.1 DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM

The region has witnessed a turbulent political environment 

over the last two years. Some countries, such as Armenia, 

Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, and Moldova held preterm parlia-

mentary elections. Serious concerns about free and fair elec-

tions were raised in the case of Azerbaijan, and to some ex-

tent, in Kyrgyzstan. At the same time, Armenian elections saw 

increased polarization, while the elections in Moldova were 

assessed as being widely in line with legislation and demo-

cratic practice. 

In terms of regular elections, Belarus requires special at-

tention, since the presidential elections were considered 

fraudulent and were followed by extreme polarization, mass 

protests, and political persecution. The 2020 parliamentary 

elections in Tajikistan were peaceful but serious doubts have 

been raised about these elections. Out of the seven parties 

that entered parliament in Tajikistan, none represent the op-

position. To the same extent, the presidential elections in 

Uzbekistan were criticized for lacking any real alternative for 

voters. At the same time, authorities mimicked a pluralist en-

vironment by allowing other candidates to participate in the 

debates. The multiparty system often exists only on paper in 

the region, despite being envisaged in legislation. 

Within the region, Estonia, along with Latvia and Lithua-

nia, held onto their leading positions, as in previous editions 

of the Index. As of now, only these three countries have man-

aged to prove their political system is healthy, competitive, 

and sustainable, despite having some small issues here and 

there. These include keeping high democracy standards, al-

though all three countries also face difficulties with certain 

populist parties. However, it is important that these issues are 

managed within a democratic process that does give the im-

pression of limitations on political freedoms.

Lower levels of political freedom are recorded in countries 

such as Georgia, Ukraine, and Moldova, which traditionally 

are located between the best and worst performers. All the 

free countries experience some limitation on political free-

doms, but in general, elections are free and fair, an opposition 

exists, and it has the tools it needs to act, while the media 

enjoy a certain degree of pluralism despite often politically 

1 | POLITICAL WESTERNIZATION

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Political Westernization 

Estonia 22.5

Lithuania 22.5

Latvia 21.5

Georgia 18.5

Moldova 18.5

Ukraine 18.5

Armenia 11.5

Kyrgyzstan 7.5

Uzbekistan 6

Azerbaijan 5

Belarus 4.5

Kazakhstan 4.5

Tajikistan 4

Turkmenistan 2.5
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exposed ownership. Ukraine managed to keep its score at 7 

points, Moldova saw a slight improvement from 6.5 points to 

7 points, while Georgia went down by 1 point (from 7 to 6) 

due to the political turmoil that Tbilisi has faced over the last 

two years. 

Additionally, scores dropped to a certain degree in Arme-

nia, and more significantly in Kyrgyzstan. The case of Arme-

nia is directly related to the consequences of the war with 

Azerbaijan. The election campaign became very polarized and 

emotional, with increasingly inflammatory rhetoric and per-

sonal attacks, which hindered the policy debate. 

More serious issues were noted in Kyrgyzstan, which scored 

significantly lower than two years ago. The change is related 

to the violent protests, the annulment of the parliamentary 

elections, and the concentration of power by the incumbent 

president, who seized power and transformed the country 

into a full-fledged presidential republic. 

Turkmenistan, where all kind of political freedoms were 

suppressed, had the lowest score overall. Moreover, the Turk-

men President Berdymukhamedov was elected as an MP 

(which is legally prohibited) and then also became the Speaker 

of Parliament – thereby concentrating all power in his own 

hands.

Compared to two years ago, the level of political freedom 

has dropped and more countries are now vulnerable.

1.2 PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT

The most stable quasi majority of pro-Western parties in 

parliament is observed in Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia. This 

is no big surprise, since all the three countries are members 

of the EU and NATO. Currently, the pro-Western majority has 

been unbreakable and even populist parties that have tried 

to portray themselves as neutral have been unable to change 

that situation. Still, some separate opinions on the West do 

exist in Estonia, with the EKRE party, which often criticized the 

EU for federalist tendencies and intervention in Estonia’s do-

mestic affairs. In Latvia, the Harmony party has 23 out of 100 

seats in parliament and is known for having ties with Russia. 

Lately, Harmony has made great efforts to rid itself of this im-

age, and in public discourse portrays itself as neither anti-EU, 

nor anti-Western. We can confidently say that Lithuania has 

the highest pro-Western concertation in parliament. The 2020 

parliamentary elections were a fiasco for various nationalist 

and Eurosceptic parties. 

The Associated Trio countries – Georgia, Moldova and 

Ukraine – are very close to the Baltic states, and have well-de-
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Estonia 9.5

Latvia 8.5

Lithuania 8.5

Moldova 7

Ukraine 7

Armenia 6

Georgia 6

Kyrgyzstan 3.5

Uzbekistan 2

Kazakhstan 1.5

Azerbaijan 1

Belarus 1

Tajikistan 1

Turkmenistan 0.5
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Degree of Political Freedom

Points, out of 10
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veloped and close relations with the West, in addition to being 

associated with the EU following the signing of Association 

Agreements. The pro-Western MPs in these three countries 

hold a comfortable majority in parliament, although, as recent 

experience shows, having a pro-Western majority in parliament 

has proven to be insufficient for implementing genuine re-

forms. Of the three countries, Georgia is showing signs that its 

pro-Western majority is subject to political conjuncture, since it 

was reported that some of members of the ruling party were 

engaged in anti-Western propaganda. In Ukraine, on the con-

trary, the ruling party and parliament appear to be more united 

around pro-Western ideas, specifically membership in NATO 

and EU, than they were two years ago. The only significant 

actor that spoils the pro-Western image of Ukraine is the Op-

position Platform party, which is partially led by Viktor Medve-

chuk, a close ally of Vladimir Putin. Unlike Ukraine and Georgia, 

which had scored high even in the previous Indices, Moldova 

only saw high scores in this year’s Index. The reason is the snap 

parliamentary elections held in July 2021, in which parliament 

got a solid pro-Western majority with the victory of the Party 

of Action and Solidarity, which is informally led by Maia Sandu. 

In the remaining countries, pro-Western voices in parlia-

ments are either singular or do not exist. The mood in some 

countries is palpably anti-Western.

Armenia, which is at the significant distance from the lead-

ers, has a parliamentary majority formed by the Civic Contract 

party. That party has a high propensity towards rapproche-

ment with the West. At the same time, in practice, as we saw 

from its predecessor party, My Step, there is little reason to 

label this party as a pro-Western party. There are some sympa-

thies towards the West, but these are also constrained by the 

security context in which Armenia finds itself. 

In case of the other countries, the vast majority of parlia-

ments echo pro-Russian narratives and anti-Western messag-

es. On top of this, Azerbaijan often accuses Western insti-

tutions of interfering in its domestic affairs. Kazakhstan and 

Kyrgyzstan are aligned with Russia and are members of the 

Eurasian Economic Union, which also implies loyalty towards 

Kremlin policy. Countries like Uzbekistan have a greater in-

terest towards some Western cooperation, especially when it 

comes to the economy. But in practice, the parliament is wide-

ly dependent on a political leadership that made the decision 

to join the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union.

The parliaments of Tajikistan and Turkmenistan traditionally 

exist in their own bubble and are certainly not pro-Western, 

although they also do not express any anti-Western attitudes. 

Belarus falls in the same group, though lately it has become 

highly toxic towards the West.
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Lithuania 7.5

Estonia 7

Latvia 7

Georgia 6.5

Moldova 6.5

Ukraine 6.5

Armenia 2.5

Kyrgyzstan 2

Uzbekistan 2

Azerbaijan 1

Belarus 1

Kazakhstan 1

Tajikistan 1

Turkmenistan 1

TABLE 1.2 
Pro-Western Parties in the Parliament

Points, out of 8



22

1.3 PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION

Public opinion in these countries perceives the West quite 

positively and often more positively than citizens’ own govern-

ments. Although the West is also seen as a political actor, it is 

above all viewed as an economic power, which explains the 

region’s sympathy towards the West despite diverging views 

on political issues and big power politics. 

For such countries as Estonia, Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania, 

Moldova, and Ukraine the West is the most trusted partner and 

tops public opinion sympathies. In these countries, there is ma-

jority support for the EU, with support for the EU at 83% and 

for NATO at 78% in countries like Georgia. It is difficult to find 

such support even within the EU, with the exception of Lithua-

nia, which supports NATO by 84%. Quite often, support for the 

West and support for Russia are mutually exclusive, therefore, 

public opinion of Russia is not high in these countries.

In Armenia and Belarus, public opinion towards the West 

is sympathetic, despite a lack of any integration ambitions. 

To a lesser extent, there is some sympathy in Kyrgyzstan and 

Azerbaijan; this trend is also emerging in Uzbekistan. But in all 

these countries, the West does not even come close among 

the public’s first preferences. Kazakhstan is rather neutral to 

anti-Western rhetoric when it comes to public opinion and 

there is a notable economic interest in the West. 

Turkmenistan and Tajikistan are two countries where the 

opinion polls on the perception of the West are not carried 

out. Therefore, it is difficult to give an evidence-based assess-

ment of the image of the West in these countries. 

Aside from the West and Russia, the country that contin-

ually appears among the sympathies of the public opinion in 

these countries is China. This is mainly the case of the Central 

Asian countries and some countries of the South Caucasus. 

This year, China was not mentioned as often as two years ago, 

however, there is no clear-cut evidence that China is lower 

among the preferences. 

A new country which is being mentioned more frequently 

among the preferences this year is Turkey. The emergence of 

Turkey as a regional power is felt in Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, 

and Ukraine, to name just a few. 

One observation from comparing perception in public opin-

ion and states’ foreign policy preferences is that in countries 

with higher democracy scores, government foreign policy 

activities are to a greater extent in line with public opinion, 

whereas in authoritarian countries, these two categories are 

often disconnected. 

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Political Westernization

Lithuania 6.5

Estonia 6

Georgia 6

Latvia 6

Moldova 5

Ukraine 5

Armenia 3

Azerbaijan 3

Belarus 2.5

Kazakhstan 2

Kyrgyzstan 2

Tajikistan 2

Uzbekistan 2

Turkmenistan 1
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2 | LEGAL WESTERNIZATION 

2.1 CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE 
REQUIREMENTS OF THE VENICE COMMISSION 

The Baltic states – Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania – have 

kept a steady lead when it comes to legal Westernization. 

The situation in these states significantly exceeds the rest of 

the post-Soviet countries in several legal indicators. Georgia, 

Ukraine, and Moldova represent an intermediate camp – on 

the one hand, they are decisively struggling with shortcomings 

in human rights and judicial independence, though this strug-

gle is not bringing about quick and desired results.

Kyrgyzstan stands out as the most progressive country in 

Central Asia, according to many indicators. In Eastern Europe, 

Belarus has drawn a lot of attention as its legal Westernization 

rating slipped following controversial presidential elections.

According to the cooperation with the Venice Commission 

indicator, countries of the post-Soviet region can be divided 

into several groups. The first group is the Baltic states, which 

generally do not have fundamental problems in their dialogue 

with the Venice Commission. Another group includes countries 

that value the opinion of foreign experts but are not always 

ready to listen to external advice (Georgia, Ukraine, the Repub-

lic of Moldova). Several countries demonstratively ignore advice 

from the Venice Commission, though cooperation between 

the authorities and this institution still continues (Kyrgyzstan, 

Belarus). Finally, there are countries that avoid any contact with 

the Venice Commission at all (Turkmenistan, Tajikistan).

Recently, introducing new amendments to national consti-

tutions has become a trend in the post-Soviet region. How-

ever, the countries that decide to change their constitutions 

do not always heed the advice of the Venice Commission. In 

some cases, Venice Commission experts have pointed out that 

the authorities’ opponents were excluded from the process 

of drawing up a new constitution. At the same time, some 

governments have attempted to legitimize this constitutional 

process by holding a referendum. In these cases, the opinions 

of foreign experts (including those of the Venice Commission) 

were blatantly ignored.

Over the past two years, four countries have decided to 

change their constitutions – Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, and 

Estonia 23

Latvia 20.5

Lithuania 20

Georgia 14

Moldova 13.5

Ukraine 13

Armenia 11.5

Uzbekistan 8.5

Kyrgyzstan 8

Kazakhstan 5.5

Azerbaijan 4

Belarus 4

Tajikistan 3

Turkmenistan 3
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Estonia 6

Lithuania 6

Latvia 5.5

Armenia 5

Ukraine 5

Moldova 4.5

Georgia 3

Kyrgyzstan 2

Uzbekistan 2

Azerbaijan 1

Belarus 1

Kazakhstan 1

Tajikistan 1

Turkmenistan 1

Estonia 7

Lithuania 6.5

Latvia 5.5

Georgia 3.5

Moldova 3

Ukraine 3

Kazakhstan 2

Uzbekistan 2

Armenia 1.5

Kyrgyzstan 1.5

Azerbaijan 1

Belarus 1

Tajikistan 0.5

Turkmenistan 0.5

Kyrgyzstan. In 2021, a special commission on constitutional re-

form was created in Armenia. The Belarusian authorities have 

been working on a new Constitution throughout 2021, and 

they view this effort as a way to resolve the current domes-

tic political crisis in that country (a referendum on this issue is 

expected in early 2022). A new constitution emerged in Kyr-

gyzstan following revolutionary events of 2020. Finally, Geor-

gia also revised its constitution in 2021. 

The authorities do not always consider the entire spectrum 

of opinions during the process of amending the constitution. 

For example, in Belarus, democratic forces that intensely op-

pose the rule of Alexander Lukashenko were excluded from 

the discussion. Moreover, the Venice Commission also drew 

attention to the fact that the Georgian authorities excluded 

opposition parties from the process of preparing constitution-

al amendments. Sometimes, the role of the Venice Commis-

sion in assessing constitutional amendments was perceived 

extremely harshly by local politicians. In Kyrgyzstan, pro-gov-

ernmental politicians stated that all problems with the texts in 

previous versions of the constitution and laws in that country 

were in fact due to the advice of foreign experts, and there-

fore, this time, they maintained that it was necessary to rely on 

their own political culture. In April 2021, Kyrgyzstan held its 

eleventh constitutional referendum.

2.2 INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS

Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia remain the undisputed 

leaders in independence of the courts. Meanwhile, identi-

cal problems are noted in most other countries of the re-

gion – trust in the judicial system among the population is 

extremely low in post-Soviet countries; politicians continue 

to influence the courts; corruption remains an inherent part 

of a judge’s work. In Georgia, which previously carried out 

serious judicial reforms, the situation deteriorated in 2021. 

Government interference in the process of judges’ appoint-

ments provoked incisive criticism from the EU and the US, 

and the EU has even suspended financial assistance. The 

governments of Moldova and Ukraine have declared their 

interest in carrying out successful judicial reform. Western 

partners (EU, USA) provide these countries with assistance 

in this matter, but the reform efforts carried out have not 

yet brought any significant success. Citizens of Moldova 

and Ukraine also continue to experience high levels of mis-

trust in the judicial system. The situation in Kazakhstan re-

mains ambiguous, however, in previous years, certain steps 
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Latvia 5.5

Estonia 5

Lithuania 4.5

Ukraine 4

Georgia 3.5

Moldova 3.5

Armenia 3

Kyrgyzstan 2.5

Uzbekistan 2.5

Kazakhstan 1.5

Azerbaijan 1

Belarus 1

Tajikistan 1

Turkmenistan 1

were taken in the judicial sphere, particularly with a view 

toward improving the country’s investment attractiveness. 

Nevertheless, the executive branch still retains significant 

control over the judiciary. Observers note that the judici-

ary has deteriorated in Azerbaijan, Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, and 

Armenia. The judicial branch in both Tajikistan and Turk-

menistan remains completely dependent on the executive, 

specifically the president. 

2.3 HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 

Most countries in the region face difficulties when it 

comes to protecting human rights. Though in the Baltic 

countries these issues were mainly limited to cases of dis-

crimination against members of national minority groups 

(Roma) or the LGBTQI community, in Central Asian countries, 

there is rampant discrimination against the ability to express 

one’s political views in general. Human rights activists have 

also drawn attention to the problem of political prisoners 

in Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Kazakhstan. This problem was 

particularly acute in Belarus, where authorities tried to stop 

the protests that followed the controversial 2020 presiden-

tial elections. Thousands of protesters in Belarus who ended 

up behind bars reported being tortured and suffering from 

cruel forms of punishment. Belarus also remains the only 

post-Soviet country to still have the death penalty. 

A number of positive changes were noted in Kazakh-

stan – in particular, the president signed a decree provid-

ing for a number of measures aimed at improving human 

rights protections. The Kazakh authorities reacted to crit-

icism from the West, insisting that Kazakhstan has begun 

implementing large-scale reforms in this area. Meanwhile, 

in its 2021 resolution, the European Parliament noted “a 

worrying deterioration in the overall human rights situa-

tion”. In this regard, Westernization plays a decisive role 

– it is clear that the post-Soviet governments are trying 

to establish a dialogue with their Western colleagues and 

taking steps to protect human rights. A similar situation 

was observed in post-revolutionary Kyrgyzstan, where the 

new leadership promises positive changes in human rights 

protection, though both local non-governmental organ-

izations and international observers have sounded the 

alarm on the situation in that country. 

In addition to the previously existing human rights con-

cerns, the Covid-19 pandemic also poses new quarantine 

challenges. In many post-Soviet countries, observers have 
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Human Rights Legislation
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Estonia 5

Georgia 4

Latvia 4

Lithuania 3

Moldova 2.5

Armenia 2

Kyrgyzstan 2

Uzbekistan 2

Azerbaijan 1

Belarus 1

Kazakhstan 1

Ukraine 1

Tajikistan 0.5

Turkmenistan 0.5

noted a worsening situation. In Moldova, the health crisis 

has severely exacerbated the problem of poverty and ine-

quality, along with discrimination. In Ukraine, quarantine re-

strictions have led to an exploding numbers of domestic vi-

olence – a 30% increase in the number of the known cases.

2.4  NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS

The issue of acquittals remains one of the most important 

and also among the least discussed problems in the post-Soviet 

countries. The acquittal rate throughout the region tends to be 

extremely low. At the same time, almost half of the countries 

analyzed in the Westernization Index do not systematically or 

regularly record the percentage of acquittals. In many cases, 

analysts have had to rely on alternative estimates that may not 

reflect the entire reality. Even among countries that do track 

such statistics, this information does not attract any interest in 

public discourse. Belarus has one of the lowest acquittal rates 

in the region – 0.3% (in 2020). According to some data, in 

Kazakhstan, this indicator is nearly zero – 0.05% (2018), and 

the situation in Ukraine is somewhat similar. Georgia has seen 

positive trends in this area – in 2020, the level of acquittals in 

criminal cases reached 8.3%.
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3 | ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION

3.1 EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION

This indicator defines economic Westernization as mul-

ti-leveled and multi-layered. Thus, 10 countries are members of 

the WTO, three countries are members of the EU, three coun-

tries prefer to deepen their relations with the EU (all the way to 

membership), and some are developing cooperation primarily 

with Russia and some other post-Soviet countries. The only ex-

ception is Turkmenistan, which adheres to a policy of neutrality 

and, therefore, avoids any integration associations. Moreover, 

Western institutions distance themselves from cooperation 

with the Turkmen authorities due to the serious human rights 

problems in that country. However, to a certain extent, 2021 

has become historic for Ashgabat, since Turkmenistan has now 

declared its desire to join the WTO. 

Most of post-Soviet countries decided on their vectors of 

foreign policy development some time ago, considering both 

internal and external circumstances. Therefore, any changes 

that have been made in this regard over the last two years 

have only confirmed countries’ long-held strategic lines of de-

velopment. For example, in 2021, Belarus once again decided 

to deepen integration within the framework of the Union State 

with Russia, a path that Minsk had already attempted earlier. 

Therefore, there is nothing new in the fact that the Belarusian 

authorities have once again come into conflict with the Euro-

pean Union. Aleksandr Lukashenko’s desire to retain power is 

beating down the economic Westernization of that country.

The main results for this indicator are as follows. Only three 

countries received the maximum score of seven points, since 

they are members of both the European Union and the WTO 

– these are Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia. Six post-Soviet coun-

tries are included in the EU’s Eastern Partnership policy, namely 

Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine. 

At the same time, such association into a single partnership 

policy is determined more by geography than politics or econ-

omy. Three out of six countries have more advanced relations 

with the EU: Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova have signed As-

sociation Agreements, and citizens of these countries have the 

right to travel to EU countries without visas. Moreover, in 2021, 

Kyiv, Tbilisi, and Chisinau launched a new regional format As-

sociated Trio, which aims to exchange experiences and develop 

partnerships for future EU membership.

Estonia 25

Lithuania 25

Latvia 24.5

Georgia 17

Moldova 16.5

Ukraine 15

Kazakhstan 12.5

Armenia 12

Azerbaijan 12

Belarus 8

Kyrgyzstan 8

Uzbekistan 7

Tajikistan 5

Turkmenistan 4

ECONOMIC
WESTERNIZATION,
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Estonia 7

Lithuania 7

Latvia 7

Georgia 4.5

Moldova 4.5

Ukraine 4.5

Armenia 3

Kazakhstan 2

Kyrgyzstan 2

Tajikistan 2

Azerbaĳan 1.5

Uzbekistan 1.5

Belarus 1

Turkmenistan 1

Armenia, Belarus, and Azerbaijan, which are also members 

of the Eastern Partnership, have their own features when it 

comes to relations with the European Union. Thus, the dia-

logue between Baku and the EU is still limited to the 1999 Part-

nership and Cooperation Agreement. Armenia has invented a 

kind of replacement for the Association Agreement known as 

the Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership Agreement (ful-

ly effective since March 2021). At the same time, Armenia is a 

member of the Eurasian Economic Union, where Russia plays 

the main role. Belarus suspended its participation in the East-

ern Partnership in 2021 due to the tough EU sanctions policy. 

Belarus is also a member of the Eurasian Economic Union, and 

moreover, Minsk and Moscow are the region’s closest allies, as 

the two states signed the Treaty on the Union of Belarus and 

Russia back in 1997. In 2021, both countries took active steps 

within that supranational entity to carry out new integration 

initiatives.

The Eurasian Economic Union also includes Kazakhstan and 

Kyrgyzstan. At the same time, Kazakhstan and the EU have 

signed the Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement 

(fully effective since 2020). Kyrgyzstan, like Tajikistan and Uz-

bekistan, benefits from access to the EU markets due to the 

Generalized Scheme of Preferences.

As mentioned above, most post-Soviet countries are mem-

bers of the WTO. Only four countries have so far failed to join 

this organization, namely Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Belarus, 

and Azerbaijan. At the same time, Turkmenistan declared its 

desire to join, while Uzbekistan also stepped up its efforts 

aimed at accession. Belarus had hoped to become a member 

of the WTO in 2021 but this did not materialize.

3.2 EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING 
BUSINESS

Quarantine restrictions associated with the Covid-19 pan-

demic were a decisive factor that influenced the entire planet’s 

economic situation, and most of the countries in the post-So-

viet region were especially vulnerable. Companies were forced 

to shutter, and investors who were already scared of financ-

ing post-Soviet countries have been fleeing the affected mar-

kets. Observers note that the pandemic is arguably the biggest 

economic blow to Central Asia since the difficult first decade 

following independence.6 The consequences for the econo-

mies of the Eastern Partnership countries (Ukraine, Moldova, 

Georgia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Armenia) were serious – the 

impact on small and medium-sized enterprises was especially 

heavy due to the sharp decline in demand for services.7 Inter-
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national organizations, including the European Union, helped 

the region cope with the crisis. For example, the EU has hith-

erto mobilized more than € 2.5 billion to help these countries, 

both to support their health systems and to recover social and 

economic stability.8 The Heritage Foundation Index of Econom-

ic Freedom notes that the significant impact of restrictions on 

freedom of doing business would be felt over the next several 

years.9 According to this rating, seven post-Soviet countries are 

classified as “mostly free” (Estonia, Georgia, Lithuania, Latvia, 

Armenia, Kazakhstan, and Azerbaijan); while three countries 

were in the “moderately free” group (Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, 

and Belarus). Thus, most countries are still classified as free 

economies. Four states were in a less attractive categories: 

“mostly unfree” (Uzbekistan, Ukraine, and Tajikistan) and “re-

pressed” (Turkmenistan).

Most countries in the region also face serious problems re-

lated to corruption, which particularly affects their investment 

attractiveness. According to the Corruption Perception Index, 

only four post-Soviet countries were included in the rating’s top 

50 countries – Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, and Georgia (accord-

ingly, the corruption component is also less present in these 

countries). The next 100 countries ranked on the Index include 

Eastern European countries both seeking EU integration and 

Central Asian countries that prefer to develop a closed society: 

Moldova (115th place), Ukraine (117th place), Kyrgyzstan (124th 

place), Azerbaijan (129th place), Uzbekistan (146th), Tajikistan 

(149), and Turkmenistan (165).10 Thus, corruption remains a 

common post-Soviet challenge.

3.3 WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS

Quarantine regulations affected the trade sector of all 

post-Soviet countries – there was a significant drop in the share 

of foreign trade, though the pandemic did not affect the trade 

structure as a whole. Other factors continued to influence the 

change in the share of foreign trade – dependence on rela-

tions with Russia, and China’s active trade policy. The EU, how-

ever, remained the most important trading partner for many 

post-Soviet states. In four countries – the three  EU member 

states (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania) and Moldova, more than 

50% of the share of trade was accounted for by the EU. In 

2020, Moldova exported 66.7% of its goods to the EU, while 

imports from the EU accounted for 45.6%. The EU remained 

the main trading partner for Ukraine as well, accounting for 

40.7% of trade by the end of 2020. A new trend in recent 

years for Ukraine is growing trade with China. In the midst 

of the 2020 pandemic, Georgian foreign trade saw the share 

Estonia 6

Georgia 6

Lithuania 6

Latvia 5.5

Armenia 4

Azerbaĳan 3.5

Kazakhstan 3.5

Moldova 3

Ukraine 3

Belarus 2.5

Kyrgyzstan 2.5

Uzbekistan 2.5

Tajikistan 1

Turkmenistan 0.5

TABLE 3.2
Ease and Transparency of Doing Business
Points, out of 6
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Estonia 6

Latvia 6

Lithuania 6

Moldova 5

Azerbaĳan 4

Ukraine 4

Kazakhstan 3

Georgia 2.5

Armenia 2

Belarus 2

Kyrgyzstan 2

Uzbekistan 1

Tajikistan 1

Turkmenistan 1

from CIS countries increase slightly – from 33.7% to 34.4%. At 

the same time, trade with the EU fell slightly (from 24.2% to 

23.2%). Since Armenia refused to sign an Association Agree-

ment with the EU (which included the creation of a Deep and 

Comprehensive Free Trade Area) there has been a drop in the 

EU’s share of trade noted with each passing year. Thus, in 2014, 

the EU accounted for 26.6% of turnover, meanwhile, in 2020, 

it had already declined to 18%. At the same time, the volume 

of trade between Armenia and the four Eurasian Economic Un-

ion partners was 32% in 2020 (about 96% of that volume was 

in Russia). Russia has always prevailed in the Belarusian trade 

market – in 2020 it accounted for 48.3% in all. All EU countries 

as a whole are Minsk’s second-largest trade partner, represent-

ing 19.6% of external trade. EU sanctions are likely to lead to 

a further decrease in the Western share in that country’s trade. 

The EU is a key trade partner for Azerbaijan with a share of 

36.7% (while the parties are still cooperating on the basis of 

the 1999 Partnership and Cooperation Agreement). The EU is 

also the second-largest trading partner of Kazakhstan – with 

a share of 23.6% in 202011. The United Kingdom is the main 

export destination for Kyrgyzstan, and its share accounted for 

55.7% (gold sales). In the rest of Central Asia, the EU is absent 

from the top trading partners. The top 3 foreign trade partners 

of Uzbekistan are China, Russia, and Kazakhstan. Tajikistan 

trades mostly with Russia, Kazakhstan, and Switzerland. The 

top three trading partners of Turkmenistan are Turkey, UAE, 

and Japan.12 Despite that, we can see the West is still present 

– it is represented by Switzerland in the case of Tajikistan, and 

Japan, which is in fact an example of Westernization in Asia, in 

the case of Turkmenistan.

3.4 WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRIES’ 
ECONOMIES

Global foreign direct investment has been hit hard by the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Restrictive measures slowed down invest-

ment projects that were already underway. Investments fell by 

one-third to $1 trillion in 2020, which is far below the negative 

peak they felt during the global financial crisis a decade ago.13

In addition to the impact of the pandemic itself, other factors 

forced investors to reconsider their plans. Thus, the military 

events of 2020 also defined the situation in Armenia, and a sig-

nificant part of the investment programs in Armenia could not 

be properly implemented. In Belarus, investors observed the 

political events and protests following the elections in August 

2020 with dismay. The Western policies of sanctions increase 

the risks for foreign investors present on the Belarusian mar-

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Economic Westernization

TABLE 3.3
Western Share in the Sales of Goods
Points, out of 6
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ket. The European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

has stopped financing new projects in that country, and the 

World Bank has limited its activities there, as well. Investments 

from Russia, Cyprus, and the Netherlands still occupy the lead-

ing positions in Belarus. Financing sources from the two latter 

countries most likely are post-Soviet businessmen hiding be-

hind the companies they have registered  there. This situation 

is typical for many countries of the former Soviet Union. Thus, 

Cyprus is also the main investor in Ukraine.

As previously stated, the Baltic countries remain the re-

gional leaders in terms of receiving Western investment. For 

example, the indicator for Latvia exceeded 83%. The top 3 

Lithuanian investors are Germany, Sweden, and the Nether-

lands (for first quarter of 2021). In Estonia, 75% of investments 

were made by Luxembourg and Germany. In addition to the 

EU countries and the European Economic Area, Ukraine also 

entered the top ten key investors in Estonia. Besides the Baltic 

countries, Georgia and Moldova show a high level of invest-

ments from Europe. In Moldova, the share accounted for by 

EU investors exceeds 80%. The main investors in Georgia are 

the United Kingdom and the Netherlands (respectively, these 

countries account for 50% and 28% of the total volume of 

foreign direct investment).

Countries possessing deposits of oil, gas, and other stocks 

still attract Western investors despite any obstacles. Thus, the 

main investors in Azerbaijan in 2020 were the UK (37.1%), Tur-

key (12.8%), and the United States (10.5%). According to sta-

tistical data for the first half of 2021, the main investors in Ka-

zakhstan are the Netherlands, Switzerland, and Belgium. The 

largest volume of investments in that country has traditionally 

been observed in the mining industry. Kyrgyzstan is also of 

interest to investors, primarily in the deposits development 

sector. Its main investors are Canada, Switzerland, the United 

Kingdom, and the Netherlands.

Tajikistan’s investment dynamics are peculiar. Thus, 

three-quarters of foreign investments in that country are of 

Chinese origin. China is also one of the main investors in Uz-

bekistan. According to Turkmen statistics, Japan (almost 50%) 

and South Korea (19%) provide most investment volumes 

there.14

Estonia 6

Latvia 6

Lithuania 6

Georgia 4

Moldova 4

Kazakhstan 4

Ukraine 3.5

Armenia 3

Azerbaĳan 3

Belarus 2.5

Uzbekistan 2

Kyrgyzstan 1.5

Turkmenistan 1.5

Tajikistan 1

TABLE 3.4
Western Investment 
in the Countries’ Economies 
Points, out of 6



32 STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Language and Cultural Westernization

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL  
WESTERNIZATION

Estonia 13.5

Latvia 13.5

Lithuania 13.5

Moldova 10.5

Ukraine 10.5

Georgia 9.5

Armenia 9

Azerbaijan 9

Belarus 7.5

Uzbekistan 7

Kazakhstan 6.5

Kyrgyzstan 6

Turkmenistan 5

Tajikistan 4.5

LANGUAGE AND 
CULTURAL
WESTERNIZATION,
POINTS OUT OF 15

4.1 USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET  
IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 

Most of the countries studied have shown a growing in-

terest in transitioning to the Latin alphabet. In some coun-

tries, this is already happening at the official level thanks 

to previously adopted government decisions. This group 

includes Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, which attempted to 

regulate the use of the Latin alphabet at the official level 

during the reporting period. Thus, in December 2019, Re-

public of Kazakhstan adopted the “State Program for the 

Implementation of Language Policy in Kazakhstan for the 

Years 2020-2025”, which, among other things, is aimed at 

modernizing the Kazakh language by introducing the Latin 

alphabet. As a part of this program, each region of Ka-

zakhstan should provide a detailed report on progress in 

the use of the Latin script in official communication and on 

the number of informational and educational events held in 

this regard. In July 2021, Uzbekistan’s government adopted 

a decision with the aim of accelerating the full transition to 

the Latin script at the governmental level. At its meeting in 

September 2021, the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine ap-

proved the Latin alphabet for the Crimean Tatar language. 

Education conducted in the Crimean Tatar language will be 

changed over to the Latin alphabet by September 1, 2025. 

It is noteworthy that for all these countries, the decision 

to accelerate the transition to the Latin alphabet either at the 

national level or at the level of a certain national minority is in 

fact a resumption of decisions made earlier, in some cases, as 

long ago as the early 1990s. For example, in 1993, the Uzbek 

parliament approved the “Law on the Introduction of the Uz-

bek Alphabet Based on the Latin Script”, abandoning Cyrillic 

transcription, but the implementation process faced constant 

setbacks. A similar decision was made by the Qurultay of the 

Crimean Tatar People in 1992.

In some countries, there are ongoing discussions about 

completely transitioning the official language to the Latin 

script. Ukraine is one such example: in 2021 the Secretary 

of the National Security Council made a statement about 

the need for such a transition. There is no such discussion in 
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other states, however, the use of the Latin alphabet is more 

frequent and widespread than before. Belarus in particular 

is one example of how the Latin alphabet is gaining more 

and more use in the public space – it is used for the names 

of cafes, shops, various brands, as well as the duplication of 

street names, stations, and geographical names; but there 

are no moderated discussions regarding transitioning the 

language into “Belarusian Lacinka” (the Belarusian Latin al-

phabet). Even countries with where the native language is 

based on their own alphabet, such as Armenian (from the 

4th century AD) and Georgian, English is actively used in 

naming in the public space. At the same time, due to the 

increase in tourism from Russia, Georgia increasingly uses 

Russian in public spaces. In many of the countries studied, 

Latin is becoming more and more popular due to the prev-

alence of social media.

Although ethnic Russians and Russian-speaking resi-

dents of the countries studied here oppose the transition to 

the Latin language, in countries where an active discussion 

regarding the issue is underway, transitioning to the Latin 

alphabet does not always actually contribute to Westerni-

zation. For example, Turkmenistan has completely switched 

to the use of Latin, but this has not led to an increase in 

Western influence. In fact, to a certain extent, the change 

contributed to the mass migration of the population to Tur-

key, where similar lettering is used.

It is noteworthy that in some countries, the Latin alphabet 

was previously used throughout history (including during the 

USSR). This was the case in Kyrgyzstan from 1920 to 1940, and 

in Tajikistan from 1936 to 1939. In both countries, however, 

there is currently no serious debate over whether to return to 

Latin characters.

4.2 PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION 
PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, 
FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 

According to the English Proficiency Index 2021, the sur-

veyed countries are rather clearly divided into three catego-

ries – countries with low proficiency in English, countries with 

intermediate proficiency, and countries with high proficiency 

in English.15 A high level of proficiency is recorded in the Baltic 

countries in particular. The top five countries with the high-

est rankings – though this list also includes countries with an 

Azerbaĳan 2 

Estonia 2 

Latvia 2 

Lithuania 2 

Moldova 2 

Turkmenistan 2 

Uzbekistan 2 

Armenia 1 

Belarus 1 

Georgia 1 

Kazakhstan 1.5 

Ukraine 1 

Kyrgyzstan 0.5 

Tajikistan 0.5 

TABLE 4.1
Use of the Latin Alphabet 
in the Native Language 
Points, out of 2
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intermediate level of proficiency – also include Moldova and, 

perhaps, quite unexpectedly, Belarus. Ukraine and Georgia are 

also in the intermediate proficiency category. There are also 

some surprises among the countries with the lowest rankings, 

for example, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan. 

There are also nuances regarding the ranking leaders 

– in Estonia, 2020 was the first year during which Esto-

nian-speaking citizens used English more frequently than 

Russian for work or study. In Latvia, for example, Russian is 

in demand in business, since more than 30% of the coun-

try’s population speaks it as their mother tongue. In 2021, 

the President of Latvia, Egils Levits, even had to publicly 

urge employers not to use Russian language proficien-

cy as a requirement for hiring. And in Belarus, despite a 

fairly high level of English proficiency compared to other 

countries in the region, at the same time, the position of 

the Russian language is very strong: out of 7.9 million citi-

zens who identify themselves as Belarusians by nationality, 

around 6 million usually speak Russian at home.

Overall, English proficiency scores are improving in the vast 

majority of the Index countries. Motivation remains an impor-

tant element – in those countries where much of the population 

is considering studying or working in the West, the language 

indicators are completely different. Lithuania and Moldova, 

where a large number of citizens work abroad, are important 

examples in this regard. Moreover, in the case of Lithuania, 

those who work abroad often head to English-speaking coun-

tries such as the United Kingdom and Ireland. Also, in many 

countries, there are clear divisions between urban and rural 

populations, with city dwellers demonstrating much higher 

English proficiency levels. 

4.3 SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN NATIONS’ 
MOVIE THEATERS AND ON TV CHANNELS;  
THE SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES  
AND SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK,  
INSTAGRAM, AND TWITTER) 

As in previous years, an empirical assessment of the market 

allows us to conclude that films made in the United States have 

a noticeable advantage in cinemas in the countries surveyed. 

Another consideration is that during the reporting period, the 

pandemic led to significant adjustments in the way that movie 

theaters operate in the post-Soviet world. In Kazakhstan, for 

Estonia 5 

Latvia 5 

Lithuania 5

Georgia 3.5 

Moldova 3.5 

Ukraine 3.5 

Armenia 3 

Belarus 3

Azerbaijan 2 

Uzbekistan 2 

Kazakhstan 1.5 

Kyrgyzstan 1.5 

Turkmenistan 1 

Tajikistan 1 

TABLE 4.2
Proportion of the Population Proficient in 
the Most Common Languages of the West 
(English, French, German, and Spanish)
Points, out of 6
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Estonia 6.5 

Latvia 6.5 

Lithuania 6.5

Ukraine 6 

Armenia 5 

Azerbaijan 5 

Georgia 5

Moldova 5 

Kyrgyzstan 4 

Belarus 3.5 

Kazakhstan 3.5 

Tajikistan 3 

Uzbekistan 3 

Turkmenistan 2 
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example, cinemas were among the businesses that suffered 

the most due to quarantine regulations, and many have even 

gone bankrupt. In Tajikistan, the government has closed all 

cinemas altogether. In some countries, this market was not 

developed even before the pandemic – cinemas were located 

mainly in the capital and very rarely in regional centers, and 

in many cases, they were already relatively unpopular due to 

high ticket prices (Turkmenistan). 

Thus, populations in the countries studied began to con-

sume more entertainment on their television sets at home, es-

pecially as television series. Hence, a new trend has emerged – 

while cinemas, which have become less accessible to residents 

in many countries due to quarantine regulations and the high 

cost of tickets, show mainly Western films, the the situation is 

slightly different for television series, which may be Russian, 

Ukrainian, Turkish, or Korean. 

The situation in Belarus illustrates this rather well. While film 

distribution is dominated by Western films – from the United 

States, the United Kingdom, Canada, France, and Germany 

(a total of 8 films in November 2021), the most popular TV 

channels of the country mainly broadcast films from Russia and 

Ukraine. On the main state TV channel “Belarus 1”, out of 26 

TV series shown in November 2021, 15 were produced in Rus-

sia, 10 in Ukraine, and 1 in Belarus.

The gap between films and TV series is even more indicative 

in Georgia. Meanwhile, the cinemas’ repertoires are complete-

ly dominated by Western, mainly American, movies; out of 18 

TV series shown on the three most popular channels (“Imedi”, 

“Public Broadcaster”, and “Rustavi 2”) in October 2021, there 

was only one British series, 2 Ukrainian, 12 Turkish, 2 Indian, 

and 1 Georgian.

In some countries, the decline in the share of Western pro-

ductions is associated with new rules on dubbing. For exam-

ple, in Azerbaijan, after the introduction of the rule to dub all 

films into the national language in 2014, the number of West-

ern (Hollywood) films has seriously decreased. Currently, more 

locally produced films and Turkish films are being broadcast 

than previously. 

The language of film dubbing is still an interesting phe-

nomenon in cinemas. In some of the countries surveyed, 

they are dubbed into the national language (Ukraine, 

Georgia), but in some countries they are still being shown 

in Russian. The most illustrative case here may be Mol-

dova, where 80% of the population speaks Romanian as 

TABLE 4.3
Share of Western Products in the Nation’s 
Movie Theaters and on TV Channels; Share 
of Western Internet Sites and Social Media 
(Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter) 
Points, out of 7
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their mother tongue, but only the most popular films are 

dubbed into Romanian in cinemas.

One notable trend seen in many individual countries is the 

increasing use of Western streaming platforms, primarily Netflix.

As for the use of Western social networks, there is a grow-

ing trend of Western social networks, namely Facebook and 

Instagram, which is clearly visible in most countries, while Rus-

sian-based Odnoklassniki and VKontakte have lost or are los-

ing users in several of countries surveyed. One of the exceptions 

is Belarus, where Odnoklassniki and Vkontakte still are the top 

three most visited social media sites, along with Instagram. In 

terms of growth dynamics, in many countries, Tik Tok is leading 

the pack. One feature of the post-Soviet countries is that Face-

book is considered to be a rather politicized platform – it is ac-

tively used by politicians and those who are interested in politics.

In Turkmenistan, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and all oth-

er Western social networks are banned.

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Language and Cultural Westernization
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Estonia 9

Latvia 9

Lithuania 8.5

Ukraine 7

Moldova 6.5

Belarus 5.5

Georgia 5

Uzbekistan 5

Azerbaijan 4.5

Armenia 4

Kazakhstan 4

Kyrgyzstan 3

Tajikistan 2.5

Turkmenistan 2.5

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION

5.1 PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE 
VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 

The three main reasons why people from the surveyed 

countries visit Western countries are tourism, education, and 

work. Due to the pandemic quarantine regulations impact-

ing tourism and freedom of movement, opportunities to visit 

Western countries for these three reasons were significantly 

limited for those living in post-Soviet countries. Some countries 

saw a drop in tourism of 90% compared to the same periods 

in 2021 and 2019.

Even in mid-2021, when many Western destinations have 

once again become accessible, most people from the surveyed 

countries preferred to visit the countries that abandoned strict 

anti-Covid measures and offered affordable vacation options, 

including direct charter flights. Essentially, this includes Egypt, 

Cyprus, Bulgaria, Turkey, Greece, Albania, and Montenegro. 

Many flights to the West departing from the surveyed coun-

tries were simply canceled. Over the past two years, depar-

tures from Turkmenistan have generally been prohibited due to 

the strict lockdown, though the country had previously expe-

rienced widespread emigration, mainly to work in Turkey and 

for permanent residence in Russia.

Nevertheless, the pandemic did not seriously affect long-

term plans related to study and emigration to Western coun-

tries. Thus, 42% of young Kazakhs aged 15 to 29 are planning 

to travel abroad for education or permanent residence. In Turk-

menistan, there has been a strong increase in applications for 

obtaining green cards in the United States. 

As of the second half of 2021, the travel market to Europe-

an Union countries has undergone a sort of revival. In October, 

the low-cost airline Wizz Air announced the launch of 26 new 

flights to EU countries from four Ukrainian cities.

5.2 PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE 
COMPANIES 

The representation of Western franchise companies in the 

countries surveyed mainly depends on two factors: the size of 

the market and the population’s level of purchasing power. 

Therefore, in Kyrgyzstan, for example, there are still only two 

Western fast foods – KFC and Papa John’s Pizza.

LIFESTYLE  
WESTERNIZATION,
POINTS OUT OF 10
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We must also consider the impact of the pandemic on 

Western franchise companies – many shopping centers 

in which certain Western brands were represented were 

closed for months due to quarantine regulations. Addition-

ally, some Western companies have changed their plans of 

entering a new market or expanding their presence in a 

particular country. 

Nevertheless, there are still some positive shifts. The first 

IKEA store has finally opened in Ukraine, albeit in the city 

store format. KFC opened a fast-food restaurant in Tajik-

istan, in Dushanbe, in September 2021. The first Domino’s 

Pizza was opened in Lithuania. IKEA also announced the 

opening of a store in Estonia in the first half of 2022 (as did 

the German retailer Lidl). In the second quarter of 2022, Ar-

menia will become the fourth former USSR country to host 

the Hard Rock Cafe franchise.

Some countries have seen the arrival of new Western hotel 

brands during this period. In Kyrgyzstan, Ramada and Novotel 

have been added to the Hyatt Regency, which for a long time 

was the only Western hotel in that country. In addition to Ra-

disson Blue, Marriot and Ibis have appeared in Moldova. 

Belarus is an interesting case. Despite the political tension 

in political relations with Poland, Polish brands entering the 

Belarusian market are experiencing a boom there, particularly, 

Polish clothing manufacturer LPP SA, representing such brands 

as Reserved, House, Cropp, Mohito and Sinsay, opened four 

stores in Belarus 2020, and another 10 in the first half of 2021. 

The famous French construction retailer Leroy Merlin has sus-

pended the construction of its hypermarket in Belarus, which 

was supposed to open in 2021, though the official reason cited 

was the Covid-19 pandemic. A study by human rights organ-

ization Libereco – Partnership for Human Rights showed that 

two out of three commercials broadcasted on the state tel-

evision of Belarus were on behalf of large corporations from 

Europe and the United States16. 

One of the results of Covid-19 has been the explosive 

growth of e-commerce in some countries. For example, in 

Georgia in 2020, e-commerce grew by 3.2 times compared to 

the previous year. 

5.3 MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, 
SMARTPHONE USAGE 

In general, the pandemic has favorably contributed to 

the increase in the number of Internet users and the num-

ber of smartphone owners in many of the surveyed coun-

tries. In 2021, there were 4.3 million mobile phone users in 

Estonia 4.5 

Latvia 4.5 

Lithuania 4.0

Moldova 3.5 

Ukraine 3 

Georgia 2 

Belarus 1.5

Armenia 1 

Kazakhstan 1 

Kyrgyzstan 1 

Tajikistan 1 

Uzbekistan 1 

Azerbaĳan 0.5 

Turkmenistan 0.5 

TABLE 5.1
Percentage of the Population who have 
Visited Western Countries
Points, out of 5

Estonia 2.5 

Latvia 2.5 

Lithuania 2.5

Ukraine 2.5 

Azerbaĳan 2 

Belarus 2 

Uzbekistan 2 

Georgia 1.5 

Kazakhstan 1.5 

Moldova 1.5 

Armenia 1 

Kyrgyzstan 1 

Turkmenistan 1 

Tajikistan 0.5 

TABLE 5.2
Presence of Western Franchise Companies 
Points, out of 3
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Moldova, which is more than the population of the republic 

itself (3.6 million).

Mobile Internet usage shares vary, but the numbers are 

growing. In Belarus, the volume is already more than 60%. In 

Moldova, this figure is about 50%. In Estonia, more than 90% 

(94.4%) of the population uses smartphones to access social 

networks, despite the fact that the prices for high-speed Inter-

net connections there are 4-5 times higher than in neighboring 

countries, which is also a great concern for users.

In Ukraine, digitalization has become one of the state 

priorities under the presidency of Volodymyr Zelensky. 

More than 11 million Ukrainians use the application “Diia” 

(Action) through their smartphones. This app “stores” all of 

Ukrainians’ official documents in a digital format. Ukraine 

has become the first country in the world to introduce a 

digital citizen passport.

In Turkmenistan, political and ideological censorship of the 

Internet remains a significant and limiting factor.

Azerbaijan 2 

Estonia 2 

Latvia 2 

Lithuania 2

Moldova 1.5 

Armenia 2 

Belarus 2 

Uzbekistan 2 

Georgia 1.5 

Kazakhstan 1.5 

Ukraine 1.5 

Kyrgyzstan 1 

Tajikistan 1 

Turkmenistan 1 

TABLE 5.3
Mobile Internet Coverage,  
Smartphone Usage
points, out of 2
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1 | POLITICAL WESTERNIZATION 11.5/25

1.1 DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM 6/10 

The political processes in Armenia continue to 

bear the burden of a heavy defeat in the 44-day 

war against Azerbaijan from October 27 to No-

vember 9, 2020. The last year’s events created an 

extremely tense atmosphere in domestic political 

life and public relations, which forced the author-

ities to hold yet another snap parliamentary elec-

tion on June 20, 2021.

In its Statement of Preliminary Findings and Con-

clusions issued on June 21, the International Elec-

tions Observation Mission of the Organization of 

Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) 

concluded that the elections “were competitive and 

generally well-managed within a short timeframe. 

However, they were characterized by intense po-

larization and marred by increasingly inflammatory 

rhetoric among key contestants. The legal frame-

work is generally comprehensive, but the fact that 

amendments were adopted so close to the elections 

caused some legal uncertainty. The election admin-

istration conducted its work in a transparent, colle-

gial, and professional manner and enjoyed elector-

al stakeholders’ confidence. Voters were provided 

with a broad range of options, and fundamental 

rights and freedoms were generally respected, with 

contestants being able to campaign freely. Howev-

er, the negative tone and the personality-driven na-

ture of the campaign hindered a policy-focused de-

bate… Election day, including the vote count, was 

assessed positively overall.”17

1.2. PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 2.5/8 

Three political forces that entered the National 

Assembly (Parliament) of the Republic of Armenia 

(RA) as a result of the elections on June 20, 2021 (the 

“Civil Contract” party, “Armenia”, and “I Have Hon-

or” blocs) had similar priorities regarding foreign pol-

icy in their program documents. All of them empha-

sized the particular importance of bilateral relations 

with the Russian Federation and membership in the 

Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and the Collective 

Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). The “Civil Con-

tract” party has a convincing majority of seats in the 

National Assembly (71). Though the party seems to 

be the one that is most inclined towards rapproche-

ment with the West from the point of view of the Ar-

menian and foreign public, in real life, its policy does 

not give reasons for such a conclusion, neither did 

that of its parliamentary predecessor of the previous 

convocation, the “My Step” bloc.
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At the same time, the content of the information-

al election campaign does not align with the fact 

that the pro-Russian forces dominate the Armenian 

political scene. In particular, the Russian Federation 

was frequently mentioned by political forces on Face-

book, which is the most popular social network in 

Armenia; the proportion of references is: 36% – pos-

itive opinions, 15% – neutral, and 49% negative.18

1.3. PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 3/7

After the 44-day war, the issues of civilizational 

choice became significantly inferior to the problems 

of social security, stability, and security in the eyes 

of the Armenian public. Within the framework of 

a sociological survey conducted in February 2021, 

the majority of respondents, answering the ques-

tion, “What is the most important problem that our 

country is facing today?” responded: “Economy — 

unemployment, corruption”, “Political instability”, 

“The need for military reform”, “Nagorno-Karab-

akh conflict”, “Poor work of the Armenian Govern-

ment”, “Return of captives and missing persons”, 

and “Physical security, military attack”19.

This factor also affected the perception of for-

eign states by Armenian citizens – the assessment 

rate of all of them within the same survey decreased 

compared to 2019. At the same time, the ratio of 

sympathies for certain key representatives of the 

outside world generally remained the same. In par-

ticular, respondents rated relations with France: 

19% as very good, 60% as good, and 6% as bad 

or very bad. Relations with Russia were assessed by 

10% as very good, by 60% as good, and by 15% as 

bad or very bad. Relations with the USA were rated 

by 6% as very good, by 59% as good, and by 15% 

as bad or very bad.20

It is noteworthy that the change in perceptions 

is obvious not only from comparing the results of 

surveys from 2019 and 2021, but also during and 

following the war in the fall of 2020. In this context, 

we can see interesting results from the polls of the 

Russian online news site Caucasian Knot, which re-

peatedly asked same questions: “On whom can Ar-

menia count in a difficult situation? From where can 

Armenia expect military and political assistance?”

Having peaked on October 30, 2020 (79.6%), 

Russia’s indicator dropped on May 18-21, 2021, to 

38.3% (according to media reviews, during and 

after the clashes on November 16-17, 2021, this 

trend has likely continued). In the case of France, 

the indicators increased from the October 2020 rate 

(21.3%) to 31.3% in May 2021. The USA had its 

highest record on October 6-7, 2020 (27.5%), but 

dipped slightly (to 23.8%) on May 18-21, 2021.21

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Armenia

2.1. CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS 
OF THE VENICE COMMISSION 5/6 

Amendments to the Constitution of the Repub-

lic of Armenia introduced based on the 2005 and 

2015 referendums were made in close cooperation 

with the Venice Commission and accommodated its 

recommendations. The Commission noted that the 

2015 draft “was compliant with international stand-

ards on democracy.” At the same time, Armenian 

society remains highly distrustful of both the pro-

cess of adopting amendments to the Constitution 

(including voting at referendums) and the content 

of these amendments (first, regarding the principle 

of division of powers). This stance is shared by Ar-

2 | LEGAL WESTERNIZATION 11.5/25
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menia’s new political leadership, who officially an-

nounced preparation for another constitutional re-

form. A special commission on constitutional reform 

was formed by Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pa-

shinyan on February 12, 2020, which was dissolved 

in late 2021 and a new one is being formed. The 

reform itself is also included in the government’s 

program for 2021-2026.

2.2. INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 1.5/7 

Focusing activities on the practical aspect of po-

litical processes in the post-revolution period and 

especially in the post-war period, including, first and 

foremost, security, had adverse effects on consistent 

institutional reforms. As mentioned in the Freedom 

House report, “The courts face systemic political in-

fluence, and judicial institutions are undermined by 

corruption. Judges reportedly feel pressure to work 

with prosecutors to convict defendants”22.

GRECO (the Council of Europe’s Group of States 

against Corruption) at its 88th Plenary Meeting 

(Strasbourg, September 20-22, 2021) has made public 

the Interim Compliance Report of Fourth Evaluation 

Round on Armenia. This report acknowledges that all 

12 recommendations assessed following the previous 

evaluation round remain only partly implemented. 

This also refers to the recommendation on reducing 

the role of the executive branch on court decisions23.

2.3. HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 3/6 

On September 7, 2020, Armenia became the 

47th state to have completed the ratification of 

the Council of Europe’s Convention on Protection 

of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual 

Abuse (“Lanzarote Convention”). The Convention 

entered into force on January 1, 2021. The ratifi-

cation was conducted amid heated discussions be-

tween its supporters and conservative social and 

political circles. At the same time, there is still some 

uncertainty regarding the adoption of bills on dis-

crimination and domestic violence. The ratification 

of the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing 

and Combating Violence against Women and Do-

mestic Violence (known as the “Istanbul Conven-

tion”) also remains a subject of debate.

Another side of the problem is law enforce-

ment practices, which affect human rights. Sever-

al local and international organizations expressed 

their concerns regarding the situation of human 

rights defender Sashik Sultanyan, Head of the 

Yezidi Center for Human Rights. A criminal case 

has been initiated against him on incitement to 

hatred for having shared criticism in 2020 about 

violations of the human rights of Armenia’s Yezi-

di minority24.

Armenian civil society is also greatly concerned 

with a number of adopted legislative acts restrict-

ing freedom of speech in the country. Journalistic 

organizations also note a trend of limiting access to 

official information at the legislative level25.

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 3/6 

Acquittal rates remain extremely low. Exemp-

tion from criminal liability is processed mainly at 

the level of higher courts. Hereby, during the first 

half of 2021, the Criminal Chamber of the Ar-

menian Court of Appeals overturned guilty ver-

dicts and terminated cases in 17 appeals consid-

ered out of 604, and the Cassation Court in one 

case out of 231. Cooperation with international 
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3.1. EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 3/7 

Armenia became a member of the WTO in 2003. 

This allowed for effective negotiations on the Asso-

ciation Agreement with the EU in 2011-2013, includ-

ing entry into the Deep and Comprehensive Free 

Trade Areas (DCFTA), as well strengthening eco-

nomic cooperation with foreign, primarily Western 

countries. However, Armenia’s refusal to sign the 

Agreement and its accession to the Eurasian Eco-

nomic Union (EAEU) in 2015 have led to a gradual 

reorientation of Yerevan’s economic priorities.

Current EU-Armenia bilateral relations are reg-

ulated by the Comprehensive and Enhanced Part-

nership Agreement. This agreement has been 

provisionally applied since June 2018 and formally 

entered into force on March 1, 2021. However, Ar-

menian officials acknowledge that the coronavirus 

has decelerated CEPA’s course of implementation27. 

The activities envisaged by the implementation 

Road Map are hugely underperformed, and the rea-

son was not only the pandemic, but also the con-

flict with Azerbaijan, domestic political turmoil, and 

a lack of political will.

Armenia’s engagement in stronger bilateral co-

operation with the EU could be accelerated by the 

provision of, according to the European Council 

President Charles Michel, “an unprecedented finan-

cial package” designed to help the Armenian gov-

ernment continue democratic reforms and improve 

the socioeconomic situation in the country. The de-

cision by the European Commision announced on 

July 2, 2021, in the framework of the EU’s Eastern 

Partnership program, envisages economic assis-

tance and investments up to €2.6 billion to Armenia 

over the next five years28.

3.2. EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 4/6 

Recently, Armenia has been among the most ad-

vanced former Soviet republics in the “Ease and trans-

parency of doing business” category, moving from 

position 38 (2014) to 61 (2010) in the World Bank’s 

annual ranking. Due to the suspension of the World 

Bank “Doing Business” project, the dynamics of the 

corresponding indicator can be determined out of col-

lateral data. In particular, according to the World Bank 

Group’s research “Enterprise surveys follow-up on 

COVID-19,” which measured the effectiveness of cri-

sis management of the economy, 24% of companies 

experienced a decline in sales, meanwhile, the big-

gest share of businesses that suffered (30%) are small 

businesses. On this indicator, Armenia has a relatively 

good position comparing to other non-EU post-Soviet 

countries. The percentage of firms “confirmed perma-

nently closed” was 3.5%, and the percentage of firms 

confirmed or assumed permanently closed was 6.6%. 

On this indicator, Armenia’s position among non-EU 

post-Soviet countries was average29.

Armenia has a fairly high position in the Index 

of Economic Freedom compiled by the Heritage 

Foundation, and it is in 32nd position (being outper-

formed only by four post-Soviet countries – Estonia, 

Georgia, Lithuania, and Latvia)30. Armenia belongs 

to the group of “mostly free” states.

3 | ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION 12/25

structures in the area of justice, and especially 

partnering with GRECO, resulted in the trend of 

increasing acquittals in Armenia, but progress is 

extremely slow.
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3.3. WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 2/6 

Considering the pandemic and aggravated con-

flict with Azerbaijan, data on foreign trade relations 

can hardly be regarded as sufficiently indicative. 

However, the tendency of redistribution of shares 

between trade partners in favor of the Russian Fed-

eration and the EAEU countries after Armenia’s 

“pivot” in 2013 is obvious. The share of trade with 

the EU fell from 26.6% (2014) and accounted for 

about 18% of Armenia’s total trade in 2020. At the 

same time, the volume of trade with all CIS countries 

was 28.7% in 2014, while in 2020 the trade share 

with the four EAEU partners alone was 31.7%. This 

should be taken into account, as Armenia remained 

a beneficiary of GSP + (Generalized Scheme of Pref-

erences) till the end of 2021, which allowed saving 

about 80% of customs payments when exporting 

goods to EU countries.

The relative normalization of the economic 

sphere in 2021 led to an increase in exports in the 

first half of this year compared to the same period 

in the past: with the EAEU countries by 32% (about 

96% of this volume is from the Russian Federa-

tion), and by more than 100% with China (mainly 

due to the export of copper ore and concentrate), 

while with the EU, by 22%. Among the other larg-

est Western exporters, Switzerland’s indicator de-

creased (the main export item is products for the 

mining and metallurgical industry). The dynamics of 

import indicators were approximately 10% for the 

EAEU, 9% for the EU, and 7% for China31. 

3.4. WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 3/6 

The Covid-19 situation and aggravation of 

the conflict with Azerbaijan do not allow us 

to make any reliable conclusions about invest-

ments in the Armenian economy in 2020, es-

pecially since a significant part of investment 

programs objectively could not be properly im-

plemented. Net stocks of main partners invest-

ments at the end of 2020 were: about $2.365 

million from the Russian Federation, and dou-

ble that from the EU.32.

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 9/15

4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 1/2 

Since the fourth century AD, the Armenian lan-

guage has used its own alphabet. In some cases, 

users of social networks use the Latin alphabet in 

Armenian texts.

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 3/6 

The most recent data on foreign language pro-

ficiency in Armenia were obtained during the 2011 

census. Then, 3.6% of the population spoke Eng-

lish, 0.3% spoke French, and 0.2% spoke German33. 

Over the past 10 years, the number of English 

speakers has grown significantly among the young-

er generation and service workers. This is mainly 

due to the development of the tourism sector and 

the increased attention to the study of foreign lan-

guages in schools. As far as the proficiency in the 
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most used foreign language (Russian), this is a relic 

of Armenia’s Soviet past, and its scale is likely to 

decline. Moreover, the processes mentioned above 

contribute to the spread of European languages.

4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTIONS IN THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATERS 
AND ON TV CHANNELS, SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL 
MEDIA (FACEBOOK, INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 5/7 

Cultural life in Armenia in 2020 and partly in 

2021 was largely paralyzed, and this includes movie 

premieres. Feature film distribution had previously 

been poorly studied in Armenia, and new circum-

stances generally preclude obtaining a more reliable 

picture. As in previous years, an empirical assess-

ment of the market leaves no doubt that US-made 

films are unrivaled in the country’s cinemas. Among 

the largest events in Armenia’s cultural life in 2021 

are traditional international events, such as the 18th 

Golden Apricot Film Festival34, the 7th Yerevan Jazz 

Festival, and the 15th Yerevan Shakespeare Festival. 

The overwhelming majority of foreign works, col-

lectives and individual performers included in their 

programs come from Western countries.

As of January 2021, social media platforms had 

the following shares: Facebook 70.94%, Insta-

gram 38.3%, YouTube 14.69%, LinkedIn 10.3%, 

and Twitter 2.4%. Odnoklassniki has been steadily 

losing users, while TikTok has been growing fast, 

though neither of the latter platforms provide any 

data for Armenia35.

5.1. PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 1/5 

Due to the pandemic, Armenia recorded a 

sharp drop in the number outbound business 

travelers and tourists in 2020 and 202136. This was 

due to the cancellation of a number of flights, 

suspension of work or a drop in the number of 

applicants at consular services and visa centers, 

low levels of vaccination among Armenia’s popu-

lation, freezing of business or other kinds of con-

tacts, etc. Some travel opportunities only began 

to emerge in May 2021, though they have not 

fully recovered. Since the actual data do not re-

flect any traceable patterns, no relevant organiza-

tions are interested in collecting and summarizing 

statistical indicators. Visits to Western countries 

for the citizens of Armenia turned out to be the 

most difficult. For many Armenians, since the be-

ginning of 2020, obtaining visas to the United 

States and most European countries is associated 

with formidable hindrances. Therefore, the most 

frequent tourist destinations for Armenian citi-

zens are countries that have abandoned strict an-

ti-Covid measures and have become available via 

charter flights – Egypt, Cyprus, Albania, Bulgaria, 

Greece and Montenegro.

Likewise, according to unpublished data from 

the Armenian Tourism Committee, out of 577,000 

tourists who visited Armenia in the first 10 months 

of 2021, about half were from Russia, followed by 

Armenia’s closest neighbors such as Iran (about 

79,000) and Georgia (over 49,000). The total num-

ber of Western tourists (from the US, EU members, 

and other Western European countries) was 81,494. 

On November 15, 2021, the European Union and 

Armenia signed an aviation area agreement, based 
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on common high standards in aviation safety, se-

curity and air traffic management. The agreement 

means new opportunities for consumers, airlines, 

and airports in Armenia and the EU37.

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 1/3 

Due to the limited market opportunities and the 

population’s low purchasing, many large retail com-

panies, restaurants/hotels chains are slow to enter 

the Armenian market. Carrefour, Best Western, and 

Marriott are presented widely here. The sharp de-

cline in tourism caused by the pandemic limited the 

entry of new franchise facilities into the country in 

2020-2021, but in the second quarter of 2022, Ar-

menia will become the fourth country of the for-

mer USSR to have a Hard Rock Cafe. The franchise 

agreement with Hard Rock International has been 

already signed38.

5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 2/2 

As of December 2020, the number of Internet 

users in Armenia had increased to 2,905,856, which 

constitutes 98% of the population. The number 

of mobile broadband users reached 2,475,449, or 

83% of the population. 96% of Armenian house-

holds are now connected to broadband Internet 

(according to World Bank). 99% of communities are 

covered by mobile phone and wireless Internet net-

works, and 56.9% of communities are covered by 

wired broadband39.
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1.1. POLITICAL FREEDOM 1/10

According to the 2021 Freedom House Report40, 

the political environment in Azerbaijan is neither 

pluralistic nor competitive. The Yeni (New) Azerbai-

jan Party (YAP) maintained control of parliament in 

snap elections held in February 2020, in a  contest 

marred by procedural and tabulation concerns, elec-

toral misconduct, and an opposition boycott; au-

thorities arrested opposition leaders along with ac-

tivists planning to hold a protest. A number of laws 

restricted candidates’ efforts to organize and hold 

rallies, and the opposition had virtually no access to 

television coverage. Several incidents of gross viola-

tions occurred during the election, starting with the 

head of the polling station commission stealing the 

election box, observers being beaten for reporting 

violations, and falsified election results. More than 

100 candidates filed complaints against the Central 

Election Committee and then with the courts. All 

these cases were sent to the European Court of Hu-

man Rights in a case filed against the Azerbaijani 

government.

Azerbaijan’s authorities sought to restrict me-

dia freedoms and limit online discussions regard-

ing the Covid-19 pandemic. Several journalists 

received prison sentences or were detained for 

reporting on the crisis, while some Internet users 

were forced to remove material critical of the gov-

ernment’s pandemic response from social media 

platforms and websites. In a major speech about 

the challenges posed by the Covid-19 pandemic 

given on March 19, 2020, during in his Nowruz 

holiday address, President Ilham Aliyev implied 

that he would use measures introduced to slow 

the spread of the coronavirus to crack down on 

political opponents, whom he described as trai-

tors, enemies, and a “fifth column”41. Just days 

later, the authorities arrested dozens of activists 

and bloggers, ,most of whom had criticized con-

ditions in government-run quarantine centers or 

the government’s failure to provide adequate 

compensation to people struggling financially 

due to fallout from the pandemic42.

The war in Nagorno-Karabakh brought multiple 

violations of freedom of expression in Azerbaijan, 

both on and away from the frontlines43. Early on 

during the 2020 war between Azerbaijan and Ar-

menia, Azerbaijan’s government restricted Internet 

access around the country, citing a need to pre-

vent large-scale provocations and cyber incidents44. 

State-owned Internet provider Bakinternet com-

pletely cut off access to the Internet. Other Internet 

providers cut access to social networks, and to a 

number of foreign and local websites, such as local 

bank mobile apps, or remote education programs45. 

Martial law, which was invoked during the conflict, 

allowed Internet censorship. 
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Azerbaijan ranked 167th place among 180 

countries in the 2021 World Press Freedom Index46. 

Independent journalists were harassed and re-

pressed for their work, and wartime restrictions 

only exacerbated the free media crisis. For exam-

ple, independent journalists were denied access to 

the frontline during the war. In contrast, pro-gov-

ernmental journalists were granted such an access. 

This uneven treatment of journalists meant that in-

dependent journalists were not able to broadcast 

from the frontline.

During the two decades between 1992 and 2011, 

more than 50 political parties were registered in Azer-

baijan. However, after a nine year break, in 2020 seven 

new parties were registered, and on October 21, 2021, 

two more were registered47. Very few political parties 

are operating independently, and at least 45 parties are 

under the control of the Presidential Administration. 

1.2. PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 1/8

The Aliyev family has held the presidency since 

1993. The biased electoral framework, repressed 

media, and political environment have effectively 

made it impossible for opposition parties to gain 

power through elections. Traditional opposition 

parties boycotted the most recent parliamentary, 

presidential, and municipal elections rather than 

take part in an unfair process.

Currently, President Aliyev’s New Azerbaijan 

Party (YAP) held its 70 seats in the 125-seat parlia-

ment. Independent candidates with no party affil-

iation gained 41 seats, although they are expect-

ed to vote along with the YAP, giving President 

Aliyev effective control over parliament48. None of 

the parties in the Milli Majlis (the National Assem-

bly) are in opposition to the country’s leadership. 

Therefore, the position of the incumbent YAP 

has the determining voice in the parliament. This 

“party of power” echoes the pro-Russian narra-

tive. Depending on the situation it most often 

criticizes Western institutions, accusing them of 

interfering with the Azerbaijan’s domestic affairs.

1.3. PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 3/7

In post-war Azerbaijan, countries were divided 

into friends and non-friends, according to their 

position during the war. Turkey, Pakistan, Israel, 

Georgia, and Ukraine are in the friendly group, 

while the co-chairs of the Minsk Group – France, 

Russia, and the United States – are in the unfriend-

ly group. Particularly during the war, the position 

of France’s President and parliament damaged 

the population’s trust in the West. In an interview 

with television station France 24, President Ilham 

Aliyev stated that that, “during the war, frankly 

speaking, France was not behaving like an honest 

broker. France took sides; took the side of Arme-

nia, openly accusing Azerbaijan and demonstrat-

ing a one-sided approach in its statements and 

actions. That was, of course, a matter of concern, 

and we raised this concern because once again, 

I’d like to say, any country can have preferences, 

friends, and those who are not friends. It’s up to 

them. We have nothing to say. But if a country 

has a mandate from the OSCE to be a mediator, in 

this case, that country should be neutral”49.

According to the Annual Survey Report, EaP 

Regional Overview – 5th Wave (carried out before 

the war in the spring of 2020)50, the EU is the most 

trusted foreign institution among 41% of Azerbai-

jan’s citizens, with 31% of the respondents saying 

that they have most trust in the United Nations, 

25% in NATO, and 26% in the Eurasian Economic 

Association. 30% Azerbaijan’s population knows 
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that the EU provides their country with financial 

support. 69% of respondents described relations 

between the EU and Azerbaijan as good, whereas 

only 13% assessed them as bad. 

2 | LEGAL WESTERNIZATION 4/25

2.1. CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS 
OF THE VENICE COMMISSION 1/6

A referendum modify Azerbaijan’s constitution 

was held on September 26, 2016. At that time, the 

Venice Commission, an advisory unit of the Council 

of Europe, said of the referendum: “Many proposed 

amendments would severely upset the balance of 

power by giving ‘unprecedented’ powers to the 

president”51. Since then, Baku has not requested ad-

vice from the VC. Over the two last years, Azerbai-

jan has not cooperated with/requested any advice 

from the VC.” 

2.2. INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 1/7

During most of the reporting period, the courts 

were closed due to the pandemic, and no change 

to improve the situation was observed in the leg-

islation affecting the judiciary. Judges are made up 

of the most loyal members of the government and 

do not overturn cases against government bodies 

in any political cases, or for many non-political cas-

es. According to the 2021 Freedom House Report, 

Azerbaijan’s judiciary is “corrupt and subservient to 

the executive”52. 

2.3. HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 1/6

On November 5, 2021, at the plenary session of the 

Milli Mejlis (Azerbaijan’s parliament), the bill, “On the 

declaration of amnesty amid the November 8 Victory 

Day” was adopted53. According to preliminary data, 

more than 16,000 convicts will receive amnesty54. 

However, the current amnesty does not solve the issue 

of political prisoners. According to the coordinator of 

the Committee against Repression and Torture, Nam-

izad Safarov, “Acts of amnesty are adopted in Azerbai-

jan with political discrimination. Our amnesty does not 

apply to persons arrested for political beliefs and views. 

Although these persons are being charged under vari-

ous articles of the Criminal Code, it is obvious that the 

criminal cases against them are far-fetched and fabri-

cated”55. According to the Elshan Hasanov56, co-coor-

dinator of the Union For the Freedom of Political Pris-

oners of Azerbaijan, there are 121 political prisoners 

on the list updated as of May 2021. At the same time, 

according to the Line of Defense human rights organ-

ization, violations have been recorded in the areas of 

political freedoms, personal integrity, fair trial, freedom 

of opinion, freedom of the media, and assembly57.

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 1/6

According to the State Statistical Committee, 

in 2020, there were 9,945 convictions in Azerbai-

jan, which is 2,999 less than in the previous year58.

During the reporting period, Azerbaijan’s Supreme 

Court decided to terminate on acquittal grounds 

the charges against  opposition REAL Party leader 

Ilgar Mammadov, and lawyer and human rights de-

fender Rasul Jafarov59.
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3.1. EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 1.5/7

Azerbaijan has five preferential trade agree-

ments in force. The trade-weighted average tar-

iff rate is 8.5 percent, and non-tariff barriers im-

pede some transactions. Azerbaijan is not yet a 

member of the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

despite having applied for membership in 1997. 

Accession negotiations are ongoing. Azerbaijan 

still has not signed the Association Agreement/

Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agree-

ment (AA/DCFTA) with the EU. Azerbaijan was 

a party to many initiatives launched by the EU, 

including the Transport Corridor Europe-Cauca-

sus-Asia (TRACECA), Technical Assistance to the 

Commonwealth of Independent States (TASIS), 

Technical Assistance and Information Exchange 

Instrument of the European Commission (TAIEX), 

Interstate Oil and Gas Transport to Europe (IN-

OGATE), European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), 

and Eastern Partnership (EaP), to which the EU 

attached different technical means to achieve 

regulatory convergence. In this respect, Azerbai-

jan was among the signatories of the Partnership 

and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) with the EU 

in the late 1990s. It is worthwhile to remember 

that the PCA is still the legal framework regu-

lating EU-Azerbaijan cooperation. Azerbaijan has 

always cherry-picked what was offered by the EU 

through the programs according to its immedi-

ate needs, largely side-lining the EU’s normative 

agenda. In February 2017, the EU and Azerbaijan 

began negotiations on a new framework agree-

ment designed to enhance political dialogue, 

trade, and mutually beneficial cooperation. 

Nonetheless, in 2019, several channels signaled 

that the EU and Azerbaijan were on the verge of 

finalizing the agreement60.

3.2. INDEX OF ECONOMIC FREEDOM FROM THE HERITAGE FOUNDATION 3.5/6

Azerbaijan’s economic freedom score is 70.1, 

making its economy the 38th freest in the 2021 

Index. Its overall score has increased by 0.8 points, 

primarily due to an improvement in government in-

tegrity. Azerbaijan is ranked 23rd among 45 coun-

tries in the Europe region, and its overall score is 

equal to the regional average but above the world 

average61.

3.3. WESTERN SHARE OF THE SALE OF GOODS 4/6 

The EU is Azerbaijan’s first trading partner and 

biggest export and import market. In 2020, total 

trade between EU and Azerbaijan was $7.9 billion, 

with imports from the EU estimated at $1.5 billion, 

and exports to the EU at $6.4 billion62. In 2020, the 

EU’s share of Azerbaijan’s exports was 49.49% and 

its share of Azerbaijan’s imports was 23.59%63. EU 

imports from Azerbaijan chiefly consist of mineral 

products (fuel), vegetable products, chemicals, ma-

chinery, and base metals. EU exports to Azerbaijan 

are dominated by machinery, precious metals and 

articles thereof, chemicals, base metals and articles 

thereof, transport equipment, foodstuffs, beverag-

es and tobacco, optical and photographic instru-

ments, miscellaneous manufactured articles, and 

plastics, rubber, and articles thereof. Azerbaijan’s 

main trading partners in 2020 were Italy, Turkey, 

Russia, China, and Germany. 

3 | ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION 12/25
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3.4. WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 3/6

According to 2021 UNCTAD World Investment 

Report, Azerbaijan received $507 million in foreign 

direct investment (FDI) inflows in 2020, a significant 

drop from 2019 ($1.5 billion)64. These inflows were 

focused on the oil and gas sector, although one of 

the top priorities of Azerbaijan’s government is to 

diversify the economy and attract FDI to agriculture, 

transportation, tourism, and information/commu-

nication technology. FDI outflow was $825 million 

in 2020, a significant drop from 2019 ($2.4 billion). 

FDI in Azerbaijan’s economy rose to $1.6 billion in 

the first half of 2021, 25.1% more than in the same 

period last year, according to the Central Bank65. Ac-

cording to the Bank, 82.8% t of FDI was invested 

in the oil and gas sector. The list of top countries 

in which Azerbaijan invested in 2020 is as follows: 

Turkey (26.9%), the United States (13.8%), Luxem-

bourg (9.89%), Montenegro (8.15%), Malta (6.73),  

Russia (7.64%),  Austria (7.52%), Bahrein (3.61%), 

UK (3.59%), and Georgia (3.13%)66. The list of top 

foreign countries investing in Azerbaijan in 2020 is 

as follows: UK (37.1%), Turkey (12.8%), USA (10.5%), 

Japan (7.58%),  Malaysia (6.88%), Cyprus (5.02%),  

Iran (4.43%), Norway (4.32%), Russia (3.5%), and 

the Netherlands (1.72%)67. 

Following the ceasefire declaration, which 

brought an end to the intense fighting between 

Azerbaijan and Armenia in the fall of 2020, Azer-

baijan’s government was seeking new investments 

in the territories surrounding Nagorno-Karabakh 

that were previously under the control of Armeni-

an-backed separatists. Azerbaijan’s 2021 budget 

includes an allocation of AZN 2.2 billion ($1.3 bil-

lion) for the restoration and reconstruction of these 

territories. Keeping the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 

frozen increases stress and risk, deterring foreign in-

vestment to the region. 

The European business community in Azerbaijan 

represents the largest group of foreign investors, 

with the presence of approximately 400 European 

companies. Most of these European businesses are 

small and medium-sized entities operating in the 

non-oil sectors, which are of strategic importance 

for diversifying the local economy. According to the 

EU Business Climate Report Azerbaijan 202068, the 

confidence of European companies in Azerbaijan’s 

economy remains stable. According to the respons-

es obtained during surveys and interviews, Azer-

baijan remains an attractive location for European 

companies. Over 80% of European companies con-

firmed their readiness to choose Azerbaijan again 

as a location for their economic activities, and the 

companies remain optimistic about their future in 

Azerbaijan.

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 9/15
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4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 2/2

The Latin alphabet is being used. 

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 2/6

According to the English Proficiency Index 2021, 

Azerbaijan’s population is among the world’s worst 

when it comes to knowledge of the English lan-

guage. Azerbaijan was among countries with a “very 

low” level of English proficiency and ranked 86th out 

of 112 countries where the study was conducted69.
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4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATERS 
AND ON TV CHANNELS, SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL 
MEDIA (FACEBOOK, INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 5/7

Hollywood movies dominate in Azerbaijan’s 

movie theaters, with smaller niches occupied by 

Turkish motion pictures and domestic films. After 

the introduction of new rules requiring the dubbing 

of all movies into Azerbaijani language in 2014, the 

share of foreign TV series dropped greatly. At pres-

ent, TV channels broadcast domestic TV series. 

There were 4.30 million social media users 

in Azerbaijan in January 2021. This number in-

creased by 600,000 (16%) between 2020 and 

202170. According to Social Media Stats in Azer-

baijan (October 2021), the most popular social 

network in Azerbaijan was Facebook. Its market 

share was 56.4% (4.8 million users), while other 

social networks were significantly less popular: 

Pinterest (15.4%), YouTube (11.6%), Instagram 

(7.2%), Twitter (4.7%), Tumblr (0.3%), and VKon-

takte (0.66%)71.

5.1. PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 0.5/5

According to Azerbaijan’s State Committee 

for Statistics (January-April 2021), the number 

of citizens going abroad decreased by 5.8 times 

compared with January-April 2020 and amount-

ed to 162,800 persons. 42.4% of citizens who 

traveled went to Turkey, 22.1% percent visited 

the Russian Federation, 9.4% went to Georgia, 

7.9% to Iran, and 19.2% went to other coun-

tries72. The population that had visited Western 

countries was less than 5%.

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 2/3

None of the world’s top 10 grocery retailers 

have a presence in Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan’s grocery 

chains are strongly present on the market. Of the 

internationally known fast food chains, only McDon-

ald’s, Starbucks, Gloria Jeans, Travelers, Burger King, 

Cinnabon, Paul, Second Cup, United Coffee Beans, 

Vapiano, Domino’s, Papa John’s, Pizza Hut, and KFC 

are currently doing business in Azerbaijan. Risks and 

monopoly on the Azerbaijani market may be deter-

ring factors. Among restaurants widespread in the 

United States and Europe, Hard Rock Cafe operates 

in Azerbaijan. There are many international fashion 

luxury brands in Baku: Tom Ford, Burberry, Chloe, 

Chicco, Emporio Armany, Boss, Marc Jacobs, MAX-

&Co, Michael Kors, Mont Blanc, Paul, Paul & Shark, 

Rolex, Tiffanny & Co, Max Mara, Valentino, etc73. 

5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 2/2

There were 8.26 million Internet users in Azer-

baijan in January 2021 (out of a total population of 

10.18 million in January 2021). The number of Inter-

net users in Azerbaijan increased by 202,000 (2.5%) 

between 2020 and 2021. Internet penetration in 

Azerbaijan stood at 81.1% in January 202174. There 

were 11.3 million mobile connections in Azerbaijan 

in January 2021. The number of mobile connections 

in Azerbaijan increased by 92,000 (0.8%) between 

January 2020 and January 2021. The number of mo-

bile connections in Azerbaijan in January 2021 was 

equivalent to 111% of the total population75. The 

number of mobile cellular subscriptions per 100 in-

habitants in Azerbaijan is 102.02, however, the num-

ber of smartphone users is no more than 7 million 

people (less than 70% of population of Azerbaijan).

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Azerbaĳan
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1.1. DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM 1/10 

The repression of protests in the Republic of 

Belarus following the presidential elections on 

August 9, 2020, marked a serious deterioration 

in the area of political freedom. “Belarus is an au-

thoritarian country in which elections are openly 

falsified, and civil liberties are severely limited,” 

the Freedom House organization assesses the sit-

uation76. The Freedom in the World report includ-

ed Belarus on the list of “not free” countries, and 

its overall rating was among the post-Soviet coun-

tries, with the lowest marks given to Azerbaijan, 

Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan77.

“Belarus is the most dangerous country in Eu-

rope for media personnel”, was the assessment of 

Belarus’s level of freedom of speech by the Report-

ers Without Borders organization78. According to 

the World Press Freedom Index, Belarus dropped 

five positions, down to 158 out of 180 countries 

in the ranking79. The situation is considered to be 

worse in such post-Soviet countries as Tajikistan, 

Azerbaijan, and Turkmenistan.

International organizations reported numerous 

restrictions on political freedoms in Belarus, includ-

ing attacks on peaceful assembly participants. In 

December 2020, more than 27,000 people were re-

ported to have been arrested amid massive protests 

following the country’s controversial presidential 

election80. Many opposition activists were forced 

to leave the country, including the main opponent 

of the authorities in the elections, Sviatlana Tsikha-

nouskaya, who was granted asylum in Lithuania81. 

The USA, the UK, the EU, and a number of other 

countries did not recognize Alexander Lukashenko 

as the legitimate president of Belarus; he is recog-

nized as such in Russia, China, Iran, Armenia, Syria, 

Venezuela, and Cuba82.

1.2. PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN THE PARLIAMENT 1/8

The majority of the 110 deputies of the House 

of Representatives of the National Assembly of 

the Republic of Belarus consists of non-party can-

didates closely associated with Lukashenko; they 

also include former government civil servants and 

diplomats83. The Plan for International Parliamen-

tary Cooperation of the House of Representa-

tives for 2021 contains virtually no joint initiatives 

with parliamentarians from Western countries84. 

At the same time, it emphasizes the cooperation 

with the parliaments of Russia and the CIS coun-

tries. The refusal of influential Western countries 

to recognize Alexander Lukashenko as president 

resulted in limitations of parliamentary-level polit-

Belarus 29.5/100
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ical contacts. The acute anti-Western orientation 

of Lukashenko’s statements is also reflected in 

the rhetoric of Belarusian deputies. Attacks from 

Belarusian politicians were especially sharp during 

the migration crisis that erupted on the border 

with Poland in the fall of 202185.

1.3. PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 2.5/7

Opinion polls in Belarus bring to light citizens’ 

positive attitude towards Western countries. 

Thus, according to a survey by the Center for 

Eastern Studies (OSW), the majority of Belarusians 

(62.1%) had a positive attitude towards the Eu-

ropean Union86. A trusting attitude also prevails 

towards certain Western countries: 78.5% of Be-

larusians had a positive and rather positive atti-

tude towards Germany, 73.5% towards Poland, 

and 59% towards the USA. At the same time, the 

traditional leader of Belarusian sympathies is Rus-

sia, with an indicator of 86.7%87. The Chatham 

House Internet survey conducted in April 2021 re-

veals the multi-vector nature of the foreign policy 

sentiments of Belarusian citizens88. Thus, 9% are 

in favor of accession to the EU, 32% are in favor 

of an alliance with Russia, 46% are in favor of 

an alliance with Russia and the EU at the same 

time, 13% are against any alliances. Public de-

mand for neutrality and a prudent foreign policy 

is quite noticeable among Belarusian citizens. In 

this context, a poll by the Institute of Sociology 

of the National Academy of Sciences of Belarus 

(April 2021) indicates that 13.7% of Belarusians 

see their country in the EU in 5-10 years, the same 

number are in favor of the Eurasian Economic Un-

ion, 26.7% are in favor of maintaining neutrality, 

and 35.8% found it difficult to answer89.

2 | LEGAL WESTERNIZATION 4/25

2.1. CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE VENICE 
COMMISSION 1/6

The year 2021 was devoted to the preparation of 

a new draft of the Constitution of the Republic of 

Belarus. Alexander Lukashenko promised to hold a 

referendum on the new Constitution in early 2022. 

The Constitutional Court of Belarus reported that the 

Venice Commission was informed about “the prepa-

ration of proposals to amend the Constitution of Be-

larus, concerning the competence of the Constitu-

tional Court”90. In August 2021, the President of the 

Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe also 

asked the Venice Commission to assess constitutional 

reform in Belarus91. At the time of the preparation 

of this Westernization Index, the final draft of the 

new Constitution of Belarus had not been revealed 

publicly. At the same time, in March 2021, the Venice 

Commission of the Council of Europe proclaimed its 

position, having expressed concerns over the exces-

sive regulation of the procedural aspects of assem-

bly holding in Belarus. Key areas of concern included 

“the criminal prosecution of peaceful demonstrators; 

use of vague concepts; the severity and ambiguity of 

the penalties provided for in the Criminal Code”92.

2.2. INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 1/7

According to the World Justice Project Rule of 

Law Index 2021, Belarus was ranked 97th out of 139 

countries93. In 2021, the country received its lowest 

score in six years of assessment, at 0.48 out of 194. 

Most of the post-Soviet countries outstripped it in 

the ranking. “While formally independent, Belarus’s 
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judicial system is de facto subordinate to the exec-

utive branch,” Freedom House reports95. The same 

assessment is given in the report of the US Depart-

ment of State: “The constitution provides for an in-

dependent judiciary, but authorities do not respect 

judicial independence and impartiality”96.

2.3. HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 1/6

Officially in Belarus, protection of human rights 

and freedom are guaranteed both by the current 

Constitution of the Republic of Belarus and by inter-

national treaties to which Minsk is a signatory. At the 

same time, it should be noted that Belarus is not a 

member of the Council of Europe, nor a member of 

the European Convention for the Protection of Hu-

man Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. Belarus is 

the only country in Europe to use the death penalty97. 

Minsk has repeatedly turned up in international re-

ports regarding human rights violations since 1994, 

the year Alexander Lukashenko came to power. Last 

year, a number of harsh statements were made at 

the UN, the Council of Europe, and the OSCE, due 

to the persecution of Belarusian protesters98 99. The 

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights reported 

receiving 2,000 complaints of torture and other cruel 

forms of punishment in places of detention100.

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 1/6

The acquittal rate in Belarus remains low. In 2020, 

Belarusian courts considered 32,010 criminal cases, in 

which 34,572 people were convicted101. There were only 

93 acquittals, which is less than 0.3%. In the first half of 

2021, 16,134 cases were considered with a verdict. The 

number of persons acquitted was 24 (0.15%)102.

3.1. EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 1/7

Belarus applied to join the WTO in 1993 – ne-

gotiations have intensified noticeably only in recent 

years. The media had forecast the country’s possible 

entry to the organization in 2020 or early 2021103. 

Belarus continued negotiations with the US, EU, 

Ukraine, New Zealand, and Canada on joining the 

WTO104. The coronavirus pandemic was reported 

to have slowed negotiations. Belarus did not aim to 

sign an Association Agreement with the EU. In the 

summer of 2021, Belarus suspended its participation 

in the EU’s Eastern Partnership initiative, in response 

to EU sanctions105.

3.2. EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 2.5/7

The Index of Economic Freedom ranked Belarus 

95th in 2021 (out of 178 countries)106. Those who com-

piled the rating noted that the country is characterized 

by a drop in indicators related to economic freedom, 

and that Belarus barely managed to stay in the “mod-

erately free” group. “In addition to weaknesses in the 

judicial system, relatively low scores on the property 

rights and government integrity indicators illustrate 

the need for the government to take additional steps 

to strengthen the rule of law”107. 

3 | ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION 8/25
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3.3. WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 2/6

In 2020, Russia was Belarus’s main trade partner, 

and its share accounted for 48.3% of the total trade 

turnover108 109. The European Union is the second 

largest trading partner (19.6% of foreign trade turn-

over)110. The first four months of 2021 did not bring 

significant changes to the list of leaders in trade co-

operation with Belarus111. Russia continued to hold 

the lead with a share of 49%, while trade with the 

EU amounted to 21.1% of the total. Ukraine oc-

cupied the second position among Belarus’s main 

trade partners (with a share of trade turnover of 

7.7%). China is in the third position (6.6%). Trade 

with the United States accounted for 1.5% of total 

turnover112.

3.4. WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 2.5/6

Due to the political crisis in Belarus, internation-

al financial institutions refuse to cooperate with the 

country’s authorities. The European Bank for Recon-

struction and Development has stopped financing 

new projects in the country (both public and private 

projects)113. The World Bank has also limited its ac-

tivities114. According to the Ministry of Economy of 

the Republic of Belarus, the main investors in the 

country’s economy in 2020 were Russia (21.7%, or 

$307.3 million), Cyprus – 17.7% ($251 million) and 

the Netherlands (8.4%)115. The top five investors 

also included Germany (5.4%) and the United States 

(3%)116. According to the results over nine months 

in 2021, Russia accounted for 44% of incoming 

foreign investments, with Cyprus accounting for 

12.6%, and Ukraine for 13.1%117.

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 7.5/15

4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 1/2

Belarus does not use the Latin alphabet. The 

Latin alphabet is widespread in the names of ca-

fes, shops, and all kinds of brands. There is no 

discussion about the transition of the language 

into “Belarusian Lacinka” (the Belarusian Lat-

in alphabet). The Latin alphabet is used when 

duplicating the names of streets, stations, and 

geographical names. In general, the position of 

the Russian language is strong in Belarus – out 

of 7.9 million citizens who identify themselves as 

of Belarusian nationality, 6 million people usually 

speak Russian at home.118

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENCY IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 3/6

According to the EF English Proficiency Index for 

2021, Belarus is included in the group of countries 

with English proficiency at the “moderate proficien-

cy” level. In the overall ranking, it is at 38th position, 

which is a rather high indicator: only four post-So-

viet countries (three Baltic countries and Moldova) 

have overtaken Belarus”119. The 2019 survey showed 

that 63% of citizens do not speak foreign languag-

es, 28% speak one foreign language, and 6% speak 

two languages120. 
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4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATERS AND ON TV 
CHANNELS, SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK, 
INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 3.5/7

The most popular TV channels in Belarus are 

dominated by Russian and Ukrainian film produc-

tions. On the main state TV channel, “Belarus 1”, 

out of 26 TV series aired in November 2021, 15 were 

produced in Russia, 10 in Ukraine, and one in Be-

larus.121 The ONT channel was dominated by Rus-

sian-made entertainment programs and series. Out 

of 10 TV series aired in November 2021 on ONT, the 

majority were of Russian origin.122 Film distribution 

was dominated by Western production – the USA, 

United Kingdom, Canada, France, and Germany (a 

total of eight films in November 2021)123. However, 

Russia did not lag behind this indicator – five Rus-

sian films were distributed in November in Minsk.

According to Internet World Stats, in 2020, In-

ternet coverage in Belarus was 82.8% (7.8 million 

Internet users)124. 82.8% of respondents in Belarus 

watch YouTube125. The most popular social net-

works are VKontakte (77%), Instagram (65%), Od-

noklassniki (57%) and Facebook (47%). At the bot-

tom of the ranking are TikTok (22%), Twitter (17%), 

Linkedin (11%), and Snapchat (8%).

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 5.5/10

5.1. PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 1.5/5

According to the National Statistical Committee of 

the Republic of Belarus, most of the organized groups 

of Belarusian tourists went to Egypt (44.6%) and Tur-

key (24.2%) in 2020. All other countries were serious-

ly lagging behind these two destinations – Ukraine 

(4.7%), Poland (4.2%), Russia (2.3%), and Lithuania 

(1.6%)126. Western countries were not popular desti-

nations, at least for organized tourist groups. Quaran-

tine measures associated with the Covid-19 pandemic 

have become a serious obstacle for travel.

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 2/3

Western brands are widely represented in Bela-

rus, and a significant part of them belong to com-

panies selling clothes, as well as in the food sector. 

The following brands are present on the market 

– Mango, Hugo Boss, Inditex group brands (Zara, 

Bershka, Pull & Bear, Stradivarius, Massimo Dut-

ti), McDonald’s, Burger King, KFC, etc. The Polish 

clothing manufacturer LPP SA, representing such 

brands as Reserved, House, Cropp, Mohito, and Sin-

say, opened four stores in 2020, and another 10 in 

the first half of 2021127. Despite the political prob-

lems within the country, large Western companies 

continue to promote their brands on the Belarusian 

market. Studies by Libereco – Partnership for Hu-

man Rights showed that two out of three commer-

cials broadcast on state television were made in 

the interest of large corporations from Europe and 

the United States128. At the same time, the famous 

French construction retailer Leroy Merlin has sus-

pended the construction of a hypermarket in Bela-

rus, which was supposed to be opened in 2021 (the 

official reason given was the coronavirus crisis)129.
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5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 2/2

The number of cellular subscribers in 2021 

amounted to 11.67 million (with a penetration rate 

of 125%)130. 64% of subscribers use the Internet 

access services. Cellular mobile telecommunication 

services of the second (2G) and third (3G) gener-

ations are available to 99.9% of the population in 

more than 98% of the country’s territory. The cov-

erage of cellular telecommunication services using 

LTE technology (standard for wireless high-speed 

data transmission) is constantly increasing and as of 

April 1, 2021, it accounted for 92% of the popula-

tion and 42.8% of Belarusian territory131.



60

1.1 DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM 9.5/10

The status of democracy in Estonia has remained 

at a high level over the past two years, despite the 

pandemic situation. The country continues to hold 

a strong position in various international rankings 

on democracy and freedoms.132 In the Freedom 

House’s “Nations in Transit 2021”, it is listed as a 

“consolidated democracy”, with 84 points out of 

100 (this score declined by one point, but continues 

to hold the highest rating among the countries sur-

veyed regardless)133. Estonia ranks consistently high-

ly in terms of Internet and press freedoms134.

Estonia’s last parliamentary elections took place 

in March 2019, resulting in a governing coalition be-

tween the Center Party of Estonia, Pro Patria (Isa-

maa) Party, and the Estonian Conservative People’s 

Party (EKRE), leaving the Estonian Reform Party (the 

winner of the elections) in the opposition. This co-

alition collapsed in January 2021, having been in 

office for less than two years. The reasons for the 

breakdown were manifold but two issues gave a 

direct impetus. First, the junior coalition member – 

the populist far-right EKRE – proved to be a highly 

difficult partner. Due to lack of previous experience 

in government as well as a very limited pool of ap-

propriate candidates for the positions, the ministers 

changed often (altogether ten people filled the five 

ministerial positions allocated to EKRE in the course 

of 20 months of office; the position of the Minister 

for Entrepreneurship and Information Technology 

alone saw four different ministers). The govern-

ment’s everyday work was constantly interrupted 

by various scandals and solo performances by EKRE 

ministers, some of which also attracted negative in-

ternational attention. In one of the most significant 

incidences, Minister of the Interior Mart Helme re-

ferred to the Finnish Prime Minister Sanna Marin as 

a “salesgirl”, which led to official apologies both by 

the President and the Prime Minister135. Consequent-

ly, at the time of the first wave of the pandemic, the 

public space was filled with endless corrections and 

assurances issued by the Prime Minister Juri Ratas 

and other coalition members to remedy EKRE’s rhet-

oric, curbing the government’s capacity to respond 

to the crisis. The second reason for the change of 

the government was the corruption charge raised 

against Mikhail Korb, the secretary general of the 

Prime Minister’s Center Party, who was revealed to 

be under investigation regarding a €39-million loan 

related to a real estate development in Tallinn136. As 

the Center Party had been wrestling with various 

corruption charges over the years (both at the time 

of its previous controversial leader Edgar Savisaar 

and its current leader Juri Ratas), this became the 

opportunity for the Center Party to kill several birds 

with one stone: both get rid of an inconvenient co-

alition partner, and demonstrate the ability to “take 

political responsibility”.

The new government, formed by the Reform Par-

ty and the Center Party, took office on January 26, 

2021 and is led by Kaja Kallas, Chairperson of the 

Estonia 93/100
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Reform Party. This is a crisis government that has 

primarily needed to address the health, economic 

and societal implications of Covid-19. There is no 

love lost between the coalition partners – the Re-

form Party’s liberal outlook and the more centrist, 

social ideology of the Center Party have conflicted 

repeatedly over measures to alleviate the effects 

of the crisis, to the point that the government has 

been consistently criticized over delayed decisions 

and low ambitions. The main concern is that vac-

cination against Covid-19, which started very well 

in the winter of 2021, has now stalled – Estonia’s 

current vaccination rate is 58.3% (defined as peo-

ple vaccinated with two doses as of November 15, 

2021)137. EKRE has attempted to capitalize on the 

anti-vaccination sentiment; though it claims to not 

be vaccination-sceptic, party leader Martin Helme 

spoke at Estonia’s biggest anti-vaccination rally in 

October 2021, which led to a backlash where more 

than 20 people left the party in protest138. It must 

be pointed out that contrary to many other Europe-

an countries, Estonia’s restrictions during the most 

recent wave of the virus were relatively mild and 

the society was kept open by the widespread use of 

Covid-19 vaccination passports. Despite the highest 

recorded rate of infections throughout any wave 

(and an extremely difficult situation in the hospitals) 

in the autumn of 2021, anyone immunized could 

still eat out, go to sports clubs, and enjoy enter-

tainment (cinemas, theaters, pubs, etc.) until 11:00 

pm every day. Nevertheless, dissatisfaction with the 

government’s effectiveness (as well as Prime Minis-

ter Kallas’ abilities as a leader) has been on the rise 

and the party ratings have been declining139.

In addition to the new government, Estonia also 

got a new President in October 2021. Kersti Kalju-

laid, who held the office for five years and was wide-

ly regarded as successful, was replaced by Alar Ka-

ris, a former University Rector, Auditor General and 

Head of the Estonian National Museum. In Estonia, 

the President is elected by the Parliament, and the 

main reason why Kaljulaid was not able to continue 

was the lack of support from the Center Party, as 

well as Pro Patria and EKRE, due to her public criti-

cism of Ratas’ government involving EKRE. Karis is 

considered to be an intelligent and relatively neutral 

President who is familiar with the inner workings of 

the state apparatus, though he has little expertise in 

foreign policy which is a responsibility shared with 

the President in this parliamentary country.

On top of the above, municipal elections took 

place in October 2021. While the elections them-

selves were regular, fair and free, the commentators 

have attempted to draw conclusions for the 2023 

parliamentary elections, even though the local and 

national results cannot be directly compared. Over-

all, 24.3% of the votes were won by electoral coali-

tions formed at the local level, 24.4% of votes were 

for the Center Party, 17.3% for the Reform Party 

(the share of votes declined for both compared to 

previous elections), 13.2% for EKRE (this share in-

creased twofold compared to previous elections), 

8.4% for Pro Patria (support remained the same), 

6% for Eesti 200 (a newcomer), 5% for the Social 

Democrats (this share declined by half), and 1.1% 

for the Greens140. The results are indicative of the 

steady rise of EKRE, and of room for new political 

actors, as indicated by the support to Eesti 200, 

which has managed to build up its local network 

of representatives. This may mean that the populist 

far-right party will contend for the position of the 

Prime Minister following the next elections.

1.2 PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 7/8

Following Estonia’s latest parliamentary elec-

tions, five parties entered into parliament: the 

Reform Party (28.9% of the votes), the Center 

Party (23.1%), EKRE (17.8%), Pro Patria (11.4%), 

and the Social Democratic Party (9.8%). While all 

five have confirmed their adherence to Western 

integration, including EU and NATO membership, 

EKRE is the only party to have criticized the EU 
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for its federalist tendencies and intervening in Es-

tonia’s domestic affairs. The party also contested 

(albeit unsuccessfully) some EU initiatives (such as 

the European Stability Mechanism and the Green 

Deal) while it was part of the government141. The 

charge usually brought up in connection with the 

Center Party is its links to the Kremlin, which is a 

reference to the 2004 cooperation protocol with 

Russia’s ruling United Russia party. That agree-

ment has been declared non-active (there are no 

known existing contacts between the two) but it 

also has not been formally annulled.

1.3 PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 6/7

Public opinion of Western institutions and 

integration with the West is positive, and this 

is a stable trend. In the spring of 2021, trust 

in the EU was at 63% (EU average 49%), and 

support for the economic and monetary union 

was at 89% (EU average 70%)142. Support for 

NATO membership was at 78% (broken down 

as 93% among Estonians and 43% among resi-

dents from other nationalities – though support 

among non-Estonians has increased by about 

10 percentage points since 2015-2018 and sta-

bilized at current levels). Support for NATO Bat-

tlegroups stationed in Estonia is at 75% (92% 

among Estonians, 38% among  other national-

ities). Support for Estonia’s participation in in-

ternational military operations is at 64%143. In 

2020-21, Estonia served as a non-permanent 

member of the United Nations Security Council, 

which has increased  domestic visibility of inter-

national institutions and Western partners.

2.1. CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS 
OF THE VENICE COMMISSION 6/6

The Constitution of Estonia is in compliance with 

the requirements of the Venice Commission and 

there have been no recent constitutional changes. 

Estonia has also not submitted any legal requests 

regarding other draft laws to the Venice Commis-

sion in the past two years.

2.2. INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 7/7

The state of the judiciary remains very good, 

according to various assessments. In the Bertels-

mann Stiftung’s 2020 Transformation Index, Estonia 

scored maximum points for its independent judici-

ary and rule of law in general144. The Eurobarom-

eter survey about perceived independence of the 

Estonian justice system among the general public 

(2021) shows that 64% of the respondents rated 

the justice system as either very good or fairly good 

(EU average 54%), as opposed to 24% who did not 

know or did not answer, and 10% who found the 

justice system to be either fairly bad or very bad145. 

Estonia also ranks 11th across 139 countries in terms 

of rule of law according to the WJP Rule of Law In-

dex 2021 (the rating has remained the same for the 

past three years)146.

2 | LEGAL WESTERNIZATION 23/25
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2.3. HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 5/6

There are no major changes concerning the sta-

tus of human rights in Estonia – in general, human 

rights are respected and guaranteed. However, is-

sues highlighted in previous reports, such as legis-

lation concerning family and the cohabitation rights 

of same-sex couples, or LGBTQI+ rights in general 

have not been addressed, and were politicized by 

the previous government, to the point of planning a 

referendum on the definition of marriage between 

a man and a woman. Although the government 

coalition collapsed before the referendum could be 

arranged, the accompanying political rhetoric led 

to significant polarization over the issue. Among 

other topics which require continued attention are 

the significant at-risk-of-poverty rate (20.6%) and a 

gender pay gap (15.6% as of 2020)147.

In 2021, Estonia’s human rights record was re-

viewed for the third time by the UN Human Rights 

Council Working Group on the Universal Periodic Re-

view (first and second reviews took place in 2011 and 

2016, respectively) and received recommendations for 

further consideration148. In relation to this, the civil soci-

ety organizations (represented by the Equal Treatment 

Network in Estonia) prepared a Joint Submission to the 

Third Periodic Review, in which they pointed out sever-

al shortcomings in the Estonian human rights regime, 

such as lack of progress regarding the criminalization 

of hate speech, weak implementation of anti-discrim-

ination legislation, physical inaccessibility of polling 

stations for persons with disabilities, unstable financial 

support for gender equality and equal treatment pro-

grams, etc149.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, civil liberties and 

rights have generally been respected and protected. 

Estonia activated Article 15 of the European Conven-

tion on Human Rights (ECHR), which allows for the 

restriction of certain freedoms in a time of emergency, 

but this was done out of caution – should the need 

to enforce such restrictions arise – and was not im-

plemented. More recently, the issue of dismissing 

employees who have refused vaccination against Cov-

id-19 has risen, especially in the so-called “frontline” 

sectors (medical personnel, police, etc.) but the courts 

are yet to rule on the legality of the procedures150.

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 5/6

In 2020, 33,658 civil case and 14,440 criminal case 

proceedings were filed in the first instance. There were 

2,815 civil case and 1,874 criminal case proceedings 

filed in circuit courts, and 1,098 civil case and 845 

criminal cases filed with the Supreme Court. The num-

ber of criminal cases has consistently decreased over 

the past five years, whereas the number of civil cases 

has increased, putting a strain on the courts151. Of the 

criminal cases brought to circuit courts in 2020, 8.2% 

of decisions made in the first instance remained un-

changed, 0.5% were fully overturned and 0.8% were 

partially overturned. Of the civil cases in circuit courts, 

2.4% remained unchanged, 1.0% were fully over-

turned, and 1.6% partially overturned152.

3.1. EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 7/7

Estonia has been a member of the WTO since 1999, 

the EU since 2004 (it joined the Eurozone in 2011), and 

the OECD since 2010. Strong external trade policy is 

one of four key elements outlined in the Estonian For-

eign Policy Strategy 2030153. For a country with a small 

domestic market like Estonia, the multilateral rules-
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based trade regime and open international economic 

environment are vital. One priority in terms of external 

trade is digitalization (including digital services, e-gov-

ernment, and cyber security solutions).

3.2 EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 6/6

Estonia’s liberal market economy and tax system, 

combined with its unique e-residency program for 

citizens of other countries, has proven attractive for 

international companies. For example, the country 

ranks 8th in the 2021 Index of Economic Freedom. 

Estonia holds the 26th position in the IMD 2021 

World Competitiveness Ranking (first among the 

countries of the region)154, and has been ranked sixth 

among the world’s emerging startup ecosystems in 

2021155. The credit ratings of Estonia are also high: 

AA- (Standard & Poor’s; Fitch) and A1 (Moody’s)156.

In terms of transparency, the 2020 Corruption 

Perception Index by Transparency International 

ranks Estonia as the 17th least corrupt country 

in the world157. The Eurobarometer survey on 

companies’ perceived independence of the Es-

tonian justice system (2021) shows that 57% of 

companies rate the justice system as either very 

good or fairly good (EU average 49%), whereas 

33% did not know or did not respond, and only 

10% found the justice system to be either fairly 

bad or very bad158.

3.3 WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 6/6

The Estonian economy continues to be influenced by 

the crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. While the 

economy has recovered faster than expected and the 

economic growth stood at 12.9% in the second quarter 

of 2021, the inflation rate has increased to 5%159.

In 2020, Western trade partners continued to 

dominate Estonia’s foreign trade. The top 10 ex-

port destinations included eight EU/EEA countries, 

the United States of America (7.86% of all exports, 

4th place) and the Russian Federation (5.6%, 7th 

place). The top 10 import origin countries included 

seven EU countries, the Russian Federation (8.72%, 

5th place), the UK (2.65%, 9th place), and Belarus 

(2.64%, 10th place).

3.4 WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 6/6

Most recent foreign direct investment (FDI) 

flows to Estonia have amounted to EUR 3 billion 

annually, although this trend is volatile. EU coun-

tries were responsible for most of the FDI in 2020, 

with investments from Luxembourg and Germany 

making up about 75% of total FDI. Out of top 

10 countries, the only investments outside the 

EU/ EEA were from Ukraine (EUR 70 million)160. 

By field of activity, the highest share from total 

FDI was invested into financial and insurance ac-

tivities (31%), real estate (18%) and professional, 

scientific, and technical activities (13%)161.

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 13.5/15

4.1 USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 2/2

Estonian is the official state language and it uses 

the Latin alphabet. Signage in other languages (pri-

marily English or Russian) may be used in parallel in 

bigger public spaces.
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4.2 PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 5/6

Based on the results of the most recent census 

(2011), approx. 66% of the entire population know 

some foreign language162. The most common for-

eign language spoken among residents of Estonia 

continues to be Russian, however, 2020 was the 

first time that the Estonian-speakers were using 

English more than Russian as a language for work or 

studies. Given that the share of non-English speak-

ers is declining among all residents, English is soon 

likely to take over as the most common foreign lan-

guage163.

It is mandatory for pupils to learn at least two 

foreign languages. In order to graduate from up-

per secondary school, students are expected to take 

a foreign language examination in either English, 

German, Russian/Estonian or French and receive the 

level of an independent user (B-level according to 

the Common European Framework).

4.3 SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATERS AND ON TV 
CHANNELS, SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK, 
INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 6.5/7

Similarly to what was noted above, the majori-

ty of movies in Estonian cinemas in 2020 were of 

Western origin (the US and Europe). Among the top 

15 most popular movies, five were either Estonian 

or co-produced by Estonia, one was French, and the 

rest were (co-)produced by the US164. The most pop-

ular TV channel in terms of viewers (January until 

October 2021) is ETV (Estonian Public Broadcasting) 

with 16.5% of the daily share, followed by private 

channels Kanal 2 (8.3%) and TV3 (6.7%). The most 

popular Russian channel is RTR Planeta (4.7%), fol-

lowed by NTV Mir (3.5%)165. Streaming platforms 

such as Netflix, HBO and others are increasingly 

common among viewers.

According to the report “Digital 2021”, Internet 

penetration in Estonia is 91%, and social media us-

ers make up an equivalent of 74.4% of the total 

population (as of January 2021)166. The most com-

mon platforms are YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 

Odnoklassniki and VKontakte.

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 9/10

5.1 PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 4.5/5

While Estonians are otherwise avid travelers 

(both for tourism and work), the Covid-19 pandemic 

has significantly curtailed international travel in the 

past two years, making the numbers incomparable 

with the pre-pandemic era. Based on internation-

al travel statistics from April to June 2021, Estonian 

residents made 190,000 visits abroad (62% more 

than at the same time in 2020 but 90% less than in 

2019)167. Most trips were made within the Europe-

an Union, which is understandable, given the travel 

and epidemiological restrictions due to the global 

health crisis.
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5.2 PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 2.5/3

Though generally well-covered by major Western 

franchise corporations, the small number of consumers 

limits the attraction of the Estonian market. The Swed-

ish chain IKEA has announced that it will open its store 

in Estonia in autumn 2022, and the German discount 

retailer Lidl is likely to open its first stores in early 2022.

5.3 MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 2/2

Mobile Internet and smartphones are very com-

mon in Estonia. According to Digital 2021, there 

were altogether 1.79 million mobile connections 

(135.3% of the population – some having more than 

one) in January 2021, 94.4% use a smartphones to 

access social media. At the same time, the price of 

high-speed Internet connection (1000 megabytes 

and more) is about 4-5 times higher in Estonia than 

in neighboring countries, which has caused signifi-

cant dissatisfaction among consumers.
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1.1. POLITICAL FREEDOM 6/10

Georgia remains a partly free country on a scale 

of civil liberties and political rights, according to the 

Freedom in the World report. However, in the past 

two years, its scores have worsened and dropped 

from 63 to 60 on a 100-point scale (100 stands for 

the freest and 0 for the least free). This backsliding 

is due to shortcomings in the 2020 parliamentary 

elections, criminal charges against an opposition 

leader, and government’s use of excessive force dur-

ing civil protests in 2019. Political parties are usually 

able to form and function in Georgia without ob-

stacles, but single-party dominance has overshad-

owed Georgia’s political landscape since the 2000s. 

For instance, two weeks after Mamuka Khazaradze 

announced his intention to form a political party 

in 2019, he was charged with money laundering 

(though he was not detained). On the other hand, 

Georgia decreased its vote threshold to 1%, allow-

ing smaller parties to easily enter parliament168. 

Media freedom in Georgia has not changed 

much in the past several years, and maintains its po-

sition at 60 out of 180 countries in the 2021 World 

Press Freedom Index. The media environment re-

mains pluralistic but highly polarized, where media 

owners often define editorial content169. During the 

campaign period prior to the 2020 parliamentary 

elections, the Organization for Security and Co-op-

eration in Europe (OSCE) reported that major con-

testants had multiple opportunities to present their 

views through media, however partisan coverage of 

the individual media outlets decreased the oppor-

tunity for voters to make an informed choice. Ad-

ditionally, while the Georgian National Broadcaster 

used subtitles and sign language to include the vot-

ers with who were deaf or hard of hearing, others 

broadcasters did not. A lack of coverage of female 

politicians is explained by their limited role in politi-

cal parties and government170.

However, all developments in Georgia since Oc-

tober 2020 have been taking place under a months-

long political crisis. The country has been in a state 

of political tension and frequent protests since the 

results of the 2020 parliamentary elections were 

rejected by a coalition of opposition parties, where 

in the ruling party, Georgian Dream (GD), acquired 

48% of the votes, following by the United National 

Movement (UNM) with 27%. The opposition took to 

the streets, demanding new elections. After several 

rounds of negotiations facilitated by the EU, in April 

2021, the GD and several opposition parties (except 

the UNM) reached an agreement and ended their 

boycott of parliament. In July 2021, the GD unex-

pectedly walked out on the agreement, claiming that 

the deal had exhausted itself. Under the deal, the 

GD was to hold snap parliamentary elections in case 

it failed to secure 43% of the votes in the upcoming 

local elections. Western diplomats, who mediated 

and invested in the above-mentioned agreement, 

criticized the decision, which also meant walking out 

on other commitments under the deal, including ju-
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dicial and electoral reforms171. After the ruling party 

won 19 out of 20 mayoral races in the two-round lo-

cal elections in October 2021, which received mixed 

assessment from international observers, the UNM, 

calling the elections “rigged”, once again took to the 

streets. Street rallies have been taking place in Tbilisi 

and Batumi ever since172. Against this political back-

drop, former Georgian president Mikheil Saakash-

vili has remained in jail since October 1, when he 

secretly arrived in Georgia, following convictions in 

absentia on several controversial charges. The ruling 

party deemed Saakashvili’s arrival as an attempt to 

overthrow the government, while Saakashvili start-

ed a hunger strike. Since then, diplomats and West-

ern officials have appealed to the ruling party for 

Saakashvili’s release until the trial, fairness of the 

process and his removal to a civilian hospital, given 

his deteriorated health. So far, he has been denied 

transfer to court to attend his trial. On November 

19, after a group of doctors assessed his condition 

as critical, Saakashvili was transferred to a military 

hospital, where he ended his hunger strike, followed 

by several MPs who had been taking part in a soli-

darity strike173. All these events over the past several 

months have strongly shaken Georgia’s stance in the 

eyes of Western partners, while the country remains 

paralyzed in a polarized political environment and in 

political crisis mode.  

1.2. PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 6.5/8

The majority of Georgian political parties repre-

sented in the parliament are pro-Western. As a result 

of the parliamentary elections on October 31, 2020, 

the Georgian Dream (GD) acquired 91 out of 150 

seats, and the United National Movement (UNM) and 

its split party, European Georgia, have held 35 and 

5 seats, respectively. All three parties are pro-West-

ern, despite frequent accusations of pro-Russian 

stance from either side174. It should be mentioned 

that some individual GD members (within and out-

side the parliament) are noted to have engaged in 

anti-Western propaganda, according to the report 

from the Media Development Foundation175. Re-

gardless, the share of pro-Western parties increased 

since the major opposition parties noted above in-

creased their seat numbers from 27 to 40, and most 

of the other small parties in parliament also adhere 

to the pro-Western position. At the same time, the 

share of the anti-Western minority decreased fur-

ther. The only anti-Western party in the parliament, 

the Alliance of Patriots of Georgia, only acquired 

3% of the votes and is represented with 4 seats in 

parliament, which is 2 seats less than before. Other 

parties with anti-Western sentiments, such as the 

United Democratic Movement and a newly founded 

Georgian March did not surpass  1% of the vote. The 

Alliance of Patriots’ main anti-Western messages are 

against the US, NATO, and about the loss of identity. 

(It should be noted that the opposition parties boy-

cotted the parliamentary results and until late spring 

2021, parliament was only working with MPs from 

the ruling party and the Citizens party).

1.3. PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 6/7

An absolute majority of Georgia’s population 

supports integration into Western institutions. This 

number has even increased slightly over the past two 

years, and in February 2021, 83% of Georgians sup-

ported EU membership and 78% supported NATO 

membership, whereas about every tenth Georgian 

opposes membership in either. Even though Geor-

gians also like to keep a relationship with Russia while 

prioritizing Western relations, the number of those 

who prefer an exclusively pro-Western foreign policy 
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increased in 2021. 40% of respondents proposed that 

Georgia’s foreign policy should be only pro-European 

Union and Western (27% in 2019), while 45% prior-

itizes pro-Western foreign policy while also maintain-

ing relations with Russia (49% in 2019). Those who 

prefer an exclusively pro-Russian policy (2%) or prior-

itizing relations with Russia in parallel to pro-Western 

policies (6%) remain in the minority176. Despite their 

political commitment to the West, Georgians adhere 

to conservative values that occasionally find them-

selves in juxtaposition with Western values, especially 

when it comes to the issues of gender and sexuality. 

In the 2020 survey, 39% of Georgians thought that 

the EU poses a threat to Georgian values177.

2.1. CONSITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE VENICE 
COMMISSION 3/6

Georgia’s latest developments concerning the 

Venice Commission requirements included electoral 

constitutional amendments and the appointment of 

Supreme Court judges. The electoral amendments 

were first proposed in March 2021 by the ruling 

Georgian Dream and the opposition party Citizens, 

and were later revised according to the EU-brokered 

agreement between the GD and the opposition in 

April 2021. The reform package initiated changes to 

the structure of the supreme body of the Central 

Election Commission. The Venice Commission was 

consulted, and the revised version was adopted on 

June 29, 2021. In its initial urgent opinion, the Ven-

ice Commission warned against frequent changes 

to electoral law leading to instability, as well as the 

amendments being too close to the next election 

period (October 2021)178. The next revised version of 

the amendments considered the initial recommenda-

tions stemming from the Venice Commission’s sec-

ond urgent opinion, however the Commission also 

reiterated a pending recommendation for a systemic 

and comprehensive reform of the Georgian Elector-

al Law, rather than urgent changes shortly before 

the upcoming elections. The Commission noted that 

most of the opposition parties had not participat-

ed in drafting the initial amendments but welcomed 

some of them joining parliament179. However, the 

amendments were eventually adopted without the 

parties reaching an agreement on some fundamen-

tal issues and the major opposition parties UNM and 

Lelo refused to take part in the vote180.

The second case concerned the amendments to the 

Organic Law on Common Courts (which was already 

adopted when the opinion of the Venice Commission 

was requested) and appointment of Supreme Court 

judges in April 2021. The Commission welcomed the 

amendments that had taken several previous recom-

mendations but proposed further improvements to 

ensure a meaningful right to appeal and the equal 

treatment of candidates181. However, the appointment 

of six judges in July 2021 took place as the ruling par-

ty was accused of appointing loyal candidates and 

against a backdrop of general criticism of the judiciary 

system by the opposition and civil society182.

2.2 INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 3.5/7

Georgia is currently undertaking several judicial 

reforms, but executive and legislative interference in 

the courts remains a problem. According to the Pub-

lic Integrity Index, Georgia’s score slightly worsened 

from 5.66 in 2017 to 4.97 in 2019 (10 refers to the 

best performance) in the area of judicial independ-
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ence183. Georgia’s judicial conduct over the past years 

has attracted some criticism. In July 2021, the Coun-

cil of Justice in Georgia presented a list of Supreme 

Court nominees, but Georgian NGOs criticized their 

election process as opaque and expressed doubts as 

to the nominees‘ reputation. The list was nevertheless 

confirmed by parliament, despite opposition parties’ 

refusal to participate in voting. The Council of Europe 

further criticized the appointment, noting a lack of re-

quirements on the judges’ impartiality. Consequently, 

Georgia failed to receive conditional EU financial as-

sistance by September 2021. In addition, on October 

31, just one day after local elections, the Conference 

of Judges of Georgia further appointed two new 

judges to the High Council of Justice. The process 

was criticized by the EU’s representation in Georgia 

as “non-transparent and non-competitive”. This hasty 

procedure was deemed another setback in the pro-

cess of the judicial reform to which Georgia commit-

ted itself under the EU Association Agreement. Other 

recent setbacks listed by the EU included the similarly 

non-transparent appointment of judges in July 2021, 

the non-adoption of constitutional amendments on 

the Prosecutor General`s appointment, and a lack of 

credible investigation into attacks on journalists and 

activists during the July 5 protests184. In addition to 

the EU, the US Embassy in Georgia also criticized the 

event as “neither competitive nor transparent” and 

described it as an expression of Georgia’s unwilling-

ness to embrace reforms and increase transparency in 

the judicial system185.    

In addition, human rights watchdogs have pre-

sented a number of accusations of politically moti-

vated prosecutions and a lack of independence in 

the investigations on police abuses186. According to 

the Human Rights Center in Georgia, government 

power over the Constitutional Court of Georgia in-

creased further during the Covid-19 pandemic187. It 

is not surprising that majority of the Georgian pub-

lic remains skeptical of the judiciary. In a 2021 na-

tion-wide survey, 55% of Georgians assessed the 

work of courts as unfavorable, while 30% saw it as 

favorable. However, the number of those with a fa-

vorable opinion has increased from 17% in 2019188.

2.3 HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 3.5/6

Georgia’s constitution guarantees human 

rights, and it is part of major international human 

rights treaties and conventions. However, ac-

cording to the Human Rights Watch 2021 report, 

abuses by law enforcement  remain a problem189.

On a positive note, in 2020 Georgia adopted a la-

bor reform that addresses frequently noted issues 

in the labor rights law and a Code on the Rights 

of the Child. Both of these changes were long 

awaited, and despite some limitations, they were 

positively evaluated by both local and internation-

al human rights organizations190.

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 4/6 

In 2020, Georgia’s rate of acquittals in criminal 

cases was 8.3%. 12,513 cases were heard in the 

courts of first instance, out of which, 4,709 cases 

were heard in essence (meaning that they were 

heard in the court; the rest of the cases were final-

ized either by plea bargaining or they had been ter-

minated or returned to the investigation), and there 

were 393 “not guilty” verdicts. Even though this 

number fits a trend of increasing acquittals since 

2010, it is still a slight drop from 2019 (10.3%)191.
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3.1. EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP AND ASSOCIATION 4.5/7

Georgia has been a member of the WTO since 

June 14, 2000. Georgia’s relations with the Euro-

pean Union are based on an Association Agree-

ment, including a Deep and Comprehensive Free 

Trade Area (DCFTA), which entered into force in 

July 2016. Within this framework, the EU remains 

Georgia`s main trading partner, the two cooper-

ate over state reforms, and people to people con-

tacts are promoted through joint exchanges and 

visa-free movement of Georgian citizens since 

March 2017, though the latter was significantly 

limited during the Covid-19 pandemic due to re-

strictions over tourist travel and major flight can-

cellations. At the same time, during the pandemic, 

the EU mobilized a Covid-19 response package for 

Georgia, amounting to €183 million in grants192.

In 2021, the Georgian government announced 

its plans to apply for EU membership by 2024, 

though there is skepticism about the EU’s and 

Georgia’s readiness for membership prospects193.

3.2. EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 6/6

The Georgian economy is the 12th freest in the 

world. According to the 2021 Index of Economic Free-

dom, its scores even slightly improved in comparison to 

2020, and the Georgia is leading in the post-Soviet space, 

second only to Estonia. The report characterizes Georgia 

as one of the world’s most business-friendly countries, 

where the government does not get in the way of busi-

ness owners194. However, in the Corruption Perceptions 

Index 2020, Georgia’s score dropped slightly from 58 (in 

2018) to 56 (unchanged in comparison to 2019) due to 

the high degree of concentration of power, with Georgia 

now ranking 45th out of 180 countries in the world195. 

3.3. WESTERN SHARE OF THE SALE OF GOODS 2.5/6

Despite Georgia’s initial increase in trade with the 

EU, the Covid-19 pandemic stagnated the Georgian 

economy and also affected trade with the West. In 

comparison to 2019, Georgia’s exports with EU coun-

tries have decreased from $834 to 716 million, and 

imports from $2.4 to 1.9 billion. In case of the US, ex-

ports have decreased from $132 to 80 million, and im-

ports have dropped from $678 to 555 million. These 

changes took place in a context of generally decreasing 

trade with almost all the trading partners. Despite this 

trend, the EU’s share in Georgia’s overall foreign trade 

has decreased slightly to 23.2% (from 24.2% in 2019), 

whereas the CIS countries’ share increased slightly (from 

33.7% to 34.4%). Georgia’s top 10 trade partners in-

clude the US, Germany, Bulgaria, and Italy, but they are 

all preceded by Turkey, Russia, China, and Azerbaijan196.

3.4. WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 4/6

The Covid-19 pandemic greatly impacted for-

eign direct investments in Georgia, with a de-

crease from $1.3 billion to 573 million between 

2019 and 2020. Georgia’s largest investors from 

Western countries remain the United Kingdom 

and the Netherlands, which comprise 50% and 
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28% of overall foreign direct investments, respec-

tively. Other Western countries in the top 10 inves-

tors include the US, Malta, Luxemburg, Germany, 

and Denmark. Despite the overall decrease in for-

eign investments, those from the Western coun-

tries listed above (except the US) have increased, 

reflecting the growing overall share of Western 

investments in Georgia (the UK share increased 

from 18% and that of the Netherlands increased 

from 7.7% in 2019). Thus, Western countries now 

represent Georgia’s largest investors, with only 

Turkey with the UK and the Netherlands197. 

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 9.5/15

4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 1/2

Georgia’s official language is Georgian, which 

is based on the Georgian alphabet and written 

in its own writing system. The Latin alphabet is 

not used. However, display boards in English (or 

at least English versions of the names) are very 

frequent in public spaces. At the same time, in a 

context of tremendous growth in tourism, which 

is dominated by tourists from Russia198, use of the 

Russian alphabet/language in tourism industry is 

also becoming highly visible. 

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 3.5/6

English language proficiency is not high in Geor-

gia. According to the EF English Proficiency Index 

2020, Georgia occupies 47th place out of 100 coun-

tries, and 31st place out of 34 countries in Europe. 

This score places it in the category of countries with 

moderate English proficiency. However, in com-

parison to 2019, Georgia has improved its place, 

moving up from 56th place, and thus moving from 

low to moderate proficiency199. In the 2019 Cauca-

sus Barometer Survey, 22% of Georgians reported 

English language proficiency at the intermediate or 

advanced level, and 18% at the beginner level. In 

addition, 16% claim to know a foreign language 

other than Russian or English. There is a consider-

able age gap in the proficiency of English, whereas 

44% of young people between 18-35 report inter-

mediate or advanced proficiency, in comparison to 

4% of Georgians over 56 years of age200. Therefore, 

it is not surprising that over time and with the inclu-

sion of English as a compulsory foreign language at 

schools, the share of Georgians with English profi-

ciency is growing.

4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN MOVIE THEATERS AND ON TELEVISION, 
THE SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK, 
INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 5/7

Georgian movie theaters are fully dominated by 

Western and mostly American movies. As an exam-

ple, on October 12, 2021, out of 13 movies running 

at all of Tbilisi’s cinemas, all were Western (mostly 

American). All of them were offered in Georgian or 

in English with Georgian subtitles201. Similar trends 

can be noted among the movies shown on Geor-

gian TV (Western along with Georgian movies). 
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When it comes to TV series, the situation is a bit 

different. Out of the 18 TV series from the three 

most-watched TV channels (Imedi, Public Broad-

caster, Rustavi 2) in October 2021, 3 were Western 

(1 British and 2 Ukrainian), while the rest were either 

Turkish (12), Indian (2), or Georgian (1). Thus, only 

about 10% of television programs were Western202.

Georgians are frequent users of social media, 

and out of those who use it, in 2021, 96% re-

ported using Facebook most frequently, while 

21% use Instagram and 3% use Twitter. These 

numbers represent an increase from 2019. Only a 

minority use the Russian alternative social media 

network Odnoklasniki (3%). However, one can as-

sume that as English language knowledge is rel-

atively low, Western Internet sites, especially for 

news and information, are much less popular. For 

instance, only 2% of Georgians note using West-

ern news sites for information about the current 

international situation. A majority use Georgian 

TV (87%), followed by social media (49%) and 

Georgian news sites (10%)203.

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 5/10

5.1 PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED 
WESTERN COUNTRIES 2/5 POINTS

Despite a small percentage of Georgians visit-

ing Western countries, this number was on the rise 

since EU visa liberalization in 2017. In a 2019 nation-

al survey by CRRC, only 9% of Georgians reported 

that they had traveled to an EU country204. However, 

three years after the institution of visa-free move-

ment with the EU (March 2020), half a million Geor-

gians had made more than a million visits to the 

Schengen zone205. Unfortunately, the travel industry 

was extremely impacted by the Covid-19 pandem-

ic, completely halting Georgian outgoing travel in 

2020, when most flights were canceled. In the sum-

mer of 2021, Georgia was on and off the EU’s “red 

country” list, and Georgians’ ability to travel for 

tourism was very limited due to the surge in Covid 

cases, as well as delayed vaccinations in Georgia. By 

mid-2020, 44% of Georgians were expecting less 

travel abroad during the next six months206. 

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 1.5/3

Out of 100 top global retailers according to 

Deloitte 2021 report207, Carrefour, Spar, H&M, 

NIKE, GAP, and Marks & Spencer are present in 

Georgia. In addition, some other Western re-

tailers in Georgia include McDonald’s™, Burger 

King, Wendy’s, Subway, KFC, Dunkin Donuts, 

Burberry, Superdry, La Senza, Mango, Mon-

soon, Zara, Massimo Dutti, Pull & Bear, Bershka, 

Armani Exchange, Calvin Klein, Lacoste, etc.208

As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, in 2020, 

e-commerce in Georgia is now 3.2 times higher 

in comparison with the previous year. Georgians 

spent 3.3 times more on international online 

shopping than locally, and cross-border e-com-

merce spending has grown at an annual rate 

of 40% from 2018-2020. The largest Western 

online platforms used to shop abroad include 

Amazon, eBay, and Asos, however, offsetting 

factors include longer delivery time and addi-

tional shipping charges209. 



74 STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Georgia

5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 1.5/2 POINTS

In past years, Georgia has seen a tremen-

dous increase of Internet and smartphone usage. 

In a 2020 national survey, 80% of respondents 

reported that their households owned a smart-

phone (considering that each household has sev-

eral members). This number represents almost a 

20% increase since 2019210. Even though there is 

no gender gap in overall Internet use, there are, 

however, divides in terms of age and geography. 

Younger people are more likely to be regular/

daily Internet users (96%) than people aged 60 

or older (79%), while households in urban areas 

(91%) have higher Internet coverage than those 

in rural areas (75%)211.

The use of mobile Internet has been steadily in-

creasing in Georgia, and the percentage of users has 

increased by 7% annually between 2016 and 2020. By 

the end of 2020, 3.3 million Georgians were using mo-

bile Internet, amounting to 64% of all mobile users212. 

According to the Freedom on the Net report, 3G and 

4G services are widespread and in 2019, the Georgian 

National Communications Commission introduced a 

5G networks development strategy, though progress 

has so far been slow.
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1.1. DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM 1.5/10

Against a backdrop of silenced dissent, arrests of 

opposition activists, and restrictions on peaceful as-

sembly and election monitoring213, as expected, Ka-

zakhstan’s January 2021 parliamentary elections re-

sulted in a sweeping victory for the Nur Otan party 

led by former President Nursultan Nazarbayev, who, 

despite resigning from the presidency and handing 

the post to current president Kassym-Jomart To-

kayev, retained chairmanship of the Nur Otan par-

ty, as well as the Security Council of Kazakhstan. 

The joint report by International Partnership for Hu-

man Rights (IPHR) and the Kazakhstan International 

Bureau of Human Rights and Rule of Law (KIBHR) 

listed major violations and infringements by author-

ities, which include a crackdown on political oppo-

sition, serious restrictions on the rights to political 

association and assembly, the detention and perse-

cution of peaceful activists and protestors, kettling 

in sub-zero temperatures, intimidations, and har-

assment214. The final report of the OSCE Office for 

Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) 

parliamentary elections observation mission would 

also lead to a broad list of grievances and violations, 

albeit milder, concerning overall political freedoms 

and the conduct of the elections itself215. Moreo-

ver, following the elections, several NGOs and rights 

groups that called out elections violations, such as 

Echo and Erkindik Kanaty, were targeted by Kazakh 

authorities in coordinated attacks, and hit with fines 

and suspensions on the pretext of tax and foreign 

funding violations216.

The Organized Crime and Corruption Report-

ing Project (OCCRP) investigations into Israeli NSO 

Group’s Pegasus spyware technology revealed that 

Kazakh authorities were among those spying on 

journalists, activists, opposition figures, and dissi-

dents, although the names of those being watched 

were yet to be determined217. In late November, sev-

eral activists of the Oyan, Qazaqstan! movement 

received an official alert from Apple Inc. claiming 

that their iPhones were targeted by state-sponsored 

attackers, which are believed to be linked with the 

Pegasus technology218. In the meantime, the revela-

tions of the “Pandora papers” investigation would 

also lead to media censorship and blockings, as 

occurred with the prominent Kazakh media outlet 

Hola News following their coverage of the financial 

flows associated with the alleged third wife of the 

former President Nursultan Nazarbayev219. Shortly 

afterward the editor-in-chief and two founders of 

the outlet were forced to cut their ties and resign.   

The 2021 World Press Freedom Index220 by Re-

porters Without Borders ranked Kazakhstan as 

155th out of 180, just ahead of Rwanda (#156), 

Uzbekistan (#157), and Belarus (#158). Compared 

to the same index for 2020, Kazakhstan showed 

no perceivable improvements in the area of press 

freedoms (#157)221, as it outpaced Rwanda and 

Belarus only due to the ongoing opposition crack-

down, detentions, and journalist arrests in Rwanda 

and lingering brutal repressions in Belarus follow-

ing that country’s dubious presidential elections in 
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August 2020. Kazakhstan scored 33 out of 100 in 

the Freedom on the Net 2021222 Index by Freedom 

House, which is an insignificant change from the 

last year’s score of 32 out of 100, qualifying Ka-

zakhstan as “Not Free.” The report also highlights 

recurrent government attempts to restrict and 

control Internet freedoms, as well as the intro-

duction of various monitoring technologies such 

as machine-in-the-middle (MITM) and distributed 

denial-of-service (DDoS) attacks, which usually in-

tensify during elections, as it happened in January 

2021. At the same time, Kazakh authorities are 

in the process of amending numerous laws and 

regulations, including the laws “on informational 

support” and “on communications,” that would 

stipulate, among other things, the requirement 

for social media platforms and messengers such 

as Facebook or Instagram to have a registered lo-

cal office with a local citizen as a branch chief, and 

to implement local authorities’ recommendations 

within 24 hours, which in this case, means delet-

ing specific content or restricting access to it223.

1.2. PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 1/8

According to the official results of the 2021 leg-

islative elections for the Mazhilis224, the lower cham-

ber of the bicameral Parliament of the Republic of 

Kazakhstan, which were held with serious viola-

tions, restrictions and persecutions225, the govern-

mental Nur Otan party, which is officially led by the 

former President Nazarbayev, received 71.09% of 

votes, followed by Ak Zhol (10.95%) and People’s 

Party (9.1%), creating a formal visibility of a mul-

ti-party parliament, while two other pro-govern-

mental parties – Auyl and Adal – could not pass the 

7% threshold, having received 5.29% and 3.57% of  

the votes, respectively. No opposition or alternative 

parties or movements participated in the elections, 

as the only officially registered opposition party, 

the All-National Social Democratic Party decided to 

boycott the elections, citing their unwillingness to 

facilitate the formal participation of an opposition 

party in the elections in which the outcome would 

have been decided in advance226, while the Demo-

cratic Party of Kazakhstan was denied registration. 

The 2002 law “on political parties,” which stipu-

lated the creation, registration, and functioning of 

political parties, had been constantly amended ever 

since, making it almost impossible for opposition or 

alternative parties to be legitimized, as numerous 

amendments were introduced in 2020 just prior to 

the elections, as well as in 2021.

None of the parties represented in parliament 

are known for their pro-Western views or even a 

moderate approach toward Western values, while 

some were traditionally known for their conserva-

tive stance on the matter. The Nur Otan party, pre-

viously known as the Otan (Fatherland) party and 

renamed in 2006  to include part of the first name 

of former President Nursultan Nazarbayev, could 

rather be described as a “personalized dominant 

party,” with no distinct program or ideology differ-

ent from those of their leader227. Interestingly, it was 

only in late November 2021, almost two-and-a-half 

years after stepping down from the presidency, that 

Nazarbayev announced his resignation from the Nur 

Otan party chairmanship, to be transferred to the 

current president228.   

Kazakhstan scored 23 out of 100 (Not Free) in 

the Freedom in the World 2021229 Index by Freedom 

House (identical to last year’s score), in which Ka-

zakhstan received 0 points out of 4 in some subsec-

tions such as electoral processes, political pluralism, 

and participation.
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1.3. PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 2/7

Despite Kazakhstan’s active and long-time en-

gagement in non-Western intergovernmental in-

tegration schemes with close political, strategic, 

and economic ties with Russia and China, some 

of which, like the Shanghai Cooperation Organi-

zation (SCO), officially declare their non-Western 

nature and the creation of “unique values,”230

public perception of the West and, particularly, 

the European Union (EU), might diverge from 

government rhetoric. This is especially interest-

ing, since the two most influential stakeholders in 

Kazakhstan’s policies – Russia and China – both 

in terms of their  impact on public opinion and 

growing economic dependence, are in open con-

frontation with the United States and Western 

Europe. The ongoing and well-orchestrated Rus-

sian government propaganda and misinformation 

endeavors to undermine and denigrate Western 

values and political culture in recent years have 

sizeable audience in Kazakhstan as well, due to 

their shared historical and linguistic background. 

Kazakhs traditionally considered Russian media to 

be more reliable than Western media, especially 

since Russian-owned media has the capacity to 

push  government policy in Kazakhstan in a Rus-

sia-favorable direction231.

In response to the Gallup International sur-

vey question “Which of these powers do you 

think will be a superpower in the world in 

2030?” 48% of Kazakhs stated that the United 

States will not be a superpower, compared to 

a 28% global average232. According to a more 

detailed version of the same survey carried out 

in Kazakhstan by BISAM Central Asia, 56% of 

Kazakhs expected Russia to be the superpow-

er, as opposed to 42% for China, 20% for the 

United States, 13% for the EU, and 8% for 

the UK233. Moreover, only 7% of respondents 

in Kazakhstan agreed that Russia destabilizes 

the world, as opposed to 49% for US, 30% for 

the EU, and 20% for China. At the same time, 

38% of respondents approve of the job per-

formance of the US leadership in Asia (25% do 

not approve).234 However, the anti-Western or 

anti-American sentiments are not solely driven 

by political and ideological differences between 

governments and intergovernmental alliances, 

as some misgivings are driven by growing tra-

ditionalism and conservatism, especially in mat-

ters of sexual and familial values235. Neverthe-

less, Kazakhstan (along with Uzbekistan) was 

the only country in Central Asia to mention the 

EU among the top 3 partners to be prioritized 

in the next 3 years, as another survey reveals236.

The recent report entitled Youth in Kazakhstan: 

Assessing their Values, Expectations, and Aspira-

tions237 based on an extensive survey carried out 

throughout 2020 presents a much more detailed 

picture of values and preferences from the youth 

perspective. Thus, the attitude of 20.9% of re-

spondents to potential neighbors from Western 

Europe was “very bad” (24.1% was “very good”), 

however 29% and 23.4% of the respondents would 

choose the US and EU countries, respectively, if they 

had opportunity to study abroad, with only 3.6% 

preferring China. Youth in Kazakhstan are the least 

tolerant towards homosexuality, as 65.7% of them 

expressed a negative attitude (4.8% expressed a 

positive attitude). 

As for attitudes towards countries and regions, 

EU countries fared best in connection with “human 

rights” (13%), “freedom” (15.3%), “democracy” 

(17.3%) and “opportunities” (28.9%), while China 

leads in the category of “enemy” (17.9%,  the US 

received 6.6% of votes in this category) and “source 

of threat” (33.5%, with the US coming in at 12.3%).      
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2.1. CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE VENICE 
COMMISSION 1/6

According to the European Commission for De-

mocracy through Law (the Venice Commission), 

opinions on improving the legal framework of the 

Constitutional Council of the Republic of Kazakh-

stan published on March 23, 2021, constitutional 

reviews are carried out extremely rarely, as only 71 

cases have reached the Constitutional Council in the 

last 25 years, and this figure is between zero and 2 

cases in the last few years. This report recommends 

amendments to the Criminal Procedure Code, Civil 

Procedure Code, Administrative Offences Code, and 

the Administrative Procedure Code238.

Non-compliance with the stipulations of the 

Venice Commission has been reported on nu-

merous occasions in connection with the gov-

ernment’s treatment of activists, dissidents, and 

political prisoners. As a member of the Venice 

Commission since 2012 and the Group of States 

against Corruption (GRECO) since 2020, Kazakh-

stan should regard the PACE criteria concerning 

political prisoners and politically persecuted peo-

ple, as the Open Dialogue Foundation’s 2021 

report, entitled Political Prisoners and Victims 

of Political Persecution in Kazakhstan, claims239. 

According to KIBHR, the use of kettling against 

peaceful protesters violates the Guidelines on Free-

dom of Peaceful Assembly promoted by OSCE/

ODIHR and the Venice Commission240. The Ven-

ice Commission and OSCE/ODIHR, Guidelines on 

Freedom of Peaceful Assembly clearly states that 

the containment (or “kettling”) should be avoided 

and is permissible in exceptional situations, such 

as instances of imminent violence (#217)241, which 

were not the case in Kazakhstan. 

2.2. INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 2/7

The World Justice Project’s Rule of Law Index 

2021 ranked Kazakhstan 66th out of 139 coun-

tries, with a score of 0.52, far ahead of Ukraine 

(#74), Uzbekistan (#85), and Russia (#101)242. In 

the 2020 index, Kazakhstan was ranked 62nd243. 

By the measures of “Constraints on Government 

Powers,” which focuses on constitutional and 

administrative limitations and accountability of 

government power, Kazakhstan scored much 

worse (0.43, 108th).

Indeed, the lack of constraints on government 

(in our case, presidential) powers often serves as 

the primary background for infringement on ju-

dicial independence. In November 2021, 42-year-

old economist Berik Nazhmidenov, who had no 

prior judicial or legal experience, was elected as 

a Supreme Court judge upon the proposal by the 

President Tokayev. According to the constitutional 

law on the Court System and the Status of the 

Judges (Article 29/2)244, only a person with a law 

degree and at least 5 years of legal practice may 

be elected as a judge.

According to the Freedom House’s Nations in 

Transit 2021 report, Kazakhstan scored 1.25 out of 

7 (its lowest score since 2005, only ahead of Tajik-

istan, Azerbaijan, and Turkmenistan  in the “Judi-

cial Framework and Independence” category, com-

pared to the average score of 3.24245. The judicial 

2 | LEGAL WESTERNIZATION 5.5/25
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independence subsection of the extended country 

report for Kazakhstan states that the judicial branch 

is highly dependent on the executive branch, as the 

president appoints or nominates judges upon the 

recommendation of the Supreme Judicial Council, 

which is itself appointed by the president, and thus 

courts serve as an instrument in persecuting and in-

timidating political dissent246.

2.3. HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 1.5/6

In his recent address to the nation in Septem-

ber 2021, President Tokayev once again made 

impressive pledges of political modernization 

and human rights protection, during which he 

claimed that the country made “significant pro-

gress” in the last two years247. He also mentioned 

the non-functioning Comprehensive Plan for the 

Protection of Human Rights introduced over the 

summer as “a long-term institutional framework 

for further improvement of the human rights pro-

tection system in Kazakhstan,” and went even 

further by highlighting the rights of “human 

rights defenders,” and the necessity “to ensure 

the safety of their activities, to suppress illegal ac-

tions that impede their work.”

In recent years, Article 405 of the Criminal 

Code, citing activities linked to organizations 

that had been banned or liquidated in connec-

tion with extremism or terrorism, became the 

basis for numerous politically motivated arrests 

and imprisonments, as 58 people had already 

been convicted by this article since 2018, while 

another 77 are under investigation248. Addition-

ally, over the course of the last several years, the 

government has used various pretexts to carry 

out systematic impediments for human rights 

groups and organizations that cover human 

rights violations, political persecution of dissent, 

arrests, detainments, and torture249. Just prior 

to the 2021 parliamentary elections, 13 human 

rights groups were threatened with fines and 

suspension of activities on the pretext of violat-

ing Article 460/1 of the Code on Administrative 

Violations (reporting on foreign funds)250.   

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 1/6

As 2018 collective research reveals, acquittals 

and rehabilitations in Kazakhstan account to 0.12% 

of criminal cases during the investigation stage and 

0.05% in the courts, which is linked, among other 

things, to judges’ unwillingness to get into confron-

tations with the prosecutors, and the legacy of the 

Soviet judicial system with intertwined functions of 

police, prosecutors, and judges251.

According to the official presentation of the 

Supreme Court from  October 22, 2021, the over-

all number of acquittals, which were the lowest 

in 2016 (62) and 2017 (70), were on a steady rise 

in 2018 (270), 2019 (318), and 2020 (329), while 

the number of acquittals for the first 6 months 

of 2021 was 113252. The slight increase of acquit-

tals on defamation and insult charges was also 

mentioned in the Freedom on the Net 2021 re-

port253. In any case, the share of acquittals in Ka-

zakhstan is extremely low and far away from the 

usual double-digit number for most of the world, 

which becomes a matter of despair and concern 

of many lawyers and human rights activists, espe-

cially those providing legal assistance to political 

dissidents, activists, and journalists254.     
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3 | ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION 12.5/25

3.1. EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 2/7

Despite Kazakhstan being a founding member 

of the Russian-dominated Eurasian Economic Union 

(EAEU) along with Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, and Arme-

nia, and being an integral transit link of the Chinese 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), according to the World 

Trade Organization (WTO) data, the European Union 

once again became the primary destination for Ka-

zakhstan’s exports, amounting to 42%, which far ex-

ceeds exports to China (13.6%), Russia (9.7%), South 

Korea (5.3%), and Switzerland (4.6%) combined255. 

As for imports, Russia is the primary country of ori-

gin (36.7%), followed by China (17.1%), the EU (16%), 

South Korea (8.9%), and the United States (3.5%).

According to the most recent official statis-

tics provided by the Bureau of National Statistics, 

for the period from January to September 2021, 

Kazakhstan’s exports increased by an impressive 

20.6% compared to the same period of 2020, 

amounting to $43.3 billion, of which 25.9% went 

to Italy (14.1%), Netherlands (7.6%), and France 

(4.2%) alone, while China became largest export 

destinations (16.8%)256.

3.2. EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 3.5/6

In the Heritage Foundation 2021 Index of Eco-

nomic Freedom257, with an overall score of 71.1 

(“mostly free”) Kazakhstan is 34th out of 178 

countries, ahead of Malta, Belgium, and Spain. 

As detailed data of the index would reveal, Ka-

zakhstan performed worse in the “Government 

Integrity” subfield (44.6), while performing best 

in “Fiscal Health” (98.3)258.  In the 2020 version 

of the same index Kazakhstan was 39th, which 

would qualify as “moderately free”259, again 

performing worst in “Government Integrity” 

(40.9), but with its highest score in “Tax Bur-

den”260. In the World Economic Forum Global 

Competitiveness Index, Kazakhstan ranked 55th 

out of 141 countries, ranking highest in the “La-

bor Market” field (#25). 

3.3. WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 3/6

Unlike its exports, 82.4% of Kazakhstan’s im-

ports are made up of manufactured goods, of 

which radio-telephony transmission tools and med-

ications make up the top imported products261. Of 

the overall imports, amounting to $29.47 billion for 

the period from January to September 2021, the 

share of imports from European countries amount-

ed to 15.4%, and those from the US amounted to 

3.5%, while Germany, with 4.6%, became the third 

largest importer after Russia and China262. 

3.4. WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 4/6

According to the official government statistics, 

for the first six months of 2021, foreign direct in-

vestments (FDI) into Kazakhstan increased by 30.4% 

and reached $11.1 billion, of which $3.3 billion came 
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from the Netherlands, $2.1 billion from the US, $1.3 

billion from Switzerland, $459.5 million from Bel-

gium, and $233 million from South Korea263.

With a 34.9% increase in FDI compared 

to the previous year, Kazakhstan ranked first 

among transition economies in growth of net 

FDI in the United Nations Conference on Trade 

and Development (UNCTAD) World Investment 

Report 2021, amidst the overall global decline 

of FDIs264.

4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 1.5/2

On December 31, 2019, the Government of the 

Republic of Kazakhstan issued its “State Programme 

for the Implementation of the Language Policy in 

Kazakhstan for the Years 2020-2025,” which, 

among other things, targets the modernization of 

the Kazakhstani language through the Latin-based 

alphabet, which is mentioned as its primary goal265. 

As part of the program, each province or municipal-

ity provides detailed report on the progress, includ-

ing the share of official communication held using 

Latin alphabet, informative and educational events, 

as well as detailed statistics on language proficiency 

among the province’s populations (knowledge of 

Kazakh, Russian, and English)266.

Although the decree to transform the Kazakh 

alphabet from Cyrillic to Latin was issued in Oc-

tober 2017, since the beginning, implementation 

was supposed to be gradual and involve three 

major steps, to take place from 2018 to 2025267. 

Later, the timeline was extended to 2030, with 

the final version of the script to be determined 

in 2022268. 

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 1.5/6

Besides the transformation of the Kazakh lan-

guage into the Latin script, the State Programme 

for the Implementation of the Language Policy in 

Kazakhstan has stipulations about English, as the 

program’s goals include trilingual (Kazakh-Rus-

sian-English) competence of 31% of the population 

by 2025269. As of 2016, only 23.7% of the popula-

tion was competent in English270.    

Nevertheless, the EF English Proficiency Index 

2021 ranked Kazakhstan 96th out of 112 countries, 

placing it among the “Very Low Proficiency” coun-

tries271. A lack of basic English skills remains an issue 

even at the government level, as 7 out of 18 min-

isters did not possess any knowledge of English272.   

4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN NATIONS’ MOVIE THEATERS AND ON TV 
CHANNELS; THE SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA 
(FACEBOOK, INSTAGRAM, AND TWITTER) 3.5

Due to recurrent lockdowns and restrictions, 

movie theaters were among the businesses severe-

ly hit by the Covid-19 pandemic, as many of them 

have closed down or gone bankrupt since 2020, 

while movie production and distribution were 

disrupted globally for several months. The movie 
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data between January 1 and March 14, 2020, the 

day the first major lockdown began in Kazakh-

stan, presents a good picture of the pre-pandemic 

era: 117 movies were screened in Kazakhstan, of 

which 17 were local and 60 were foreign produc-

tions, including 20 Russian movies273. According 

to the same data, between January 1 and June 

7, 2021, 216 movies were screened, of which 22 

were local and 194 were foreign (including 44 

Russian movies). Considering that the non-Russian 

foreign movies screened in Kazakhstan are almost 

exclusively Western productions, the share of 

Western movies in local movie theaters after the 

pandemic began is close to 69%, as opposed to 

about 51% of the pre-pandemic figures. The gov-

ernment, however, intends to increase the share 

of the local movies to 25% by 2025274. 

In the meantime, since 2019, all foreign mov-

ies screened in Kazakhstan ought to have Kazakh 

subtitles or dubbing. In recent years, Kazakhstan 

has intensified the dubbing of popular foreign 

movies, especially animated Western movies, pri-

marily by Disney, Pixar, Marvel, and Sony Pictures, 

as recently the Pixar production “Luca” became 

the 37th movie dubbed into Kazakh by the “Bo-

lashak” Foundation275.

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 4/10

5.1. PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 1/5

As anywhere in the world, since the start of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, international travel, whether for 

business, education or tourism, had been seriously 

disrupted in Kazakhstan, as there were physically 

few routes and destinations available for most of 

the population, none of which were Western coun-

tries. Traditionally, summer vacation was a period 

of intense travel to Europe, however, current visa 

and entry regulations, vaccination requirements, 

and medical restrictions, along with transportation 

difficulties forced Kazakhs to seek alternative trav-

el routes. Although it is not representative for the 

entire population, a youth survey carried out dur-

ing the pandemic revealed that 64.8% of the re-

spondents have not lived or studied abroad, though 

26.7% of the young people plan to do so in the 

future276. Other figures presented even more im-

pressive rates, as about 42% of Kazakhs between 

15 and 29 intend to move abroad for study or per-

manent residence277.  

As for the overall population, the 2021 survey 

carried out by Aitu-Dala revealed that 49.1% of the 

population has never visited a foreign country, and 

only 4.6% regularly fly abroad278.

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 1.5/5

As of the beginning of 2021, about 29,700 for-

eign companies are officially registered in Kazakh-

stan, making up 6.3% all business enterprises in 

Kazakhstan, of which 29,200 are small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs)279. The few big enterprises, how-

ever, have a relatively greater economic impact in 

the country, as about the third of the country’s tax 

revenues are provided by 30 large foreign compa-

nies, representing the energy and mining sector, to-

bacco producers, and breweries280. For instance, JTI 
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Kazakhstan, Philip Morris Kazakhstan, and British 

American Tobacco Kazakhstan are among Kazakh-

stan’s top 10 foreign taxpayers.

As for popular global brands, Wendy’s joined 

McDonald’s, Burger King, KFC, and Hardee’s to 

become another global fast-food chain to en-

ter the Kazakh market in the spring of 2021, by 

opening two restaurants in Almaty, out of 25 res-

taurants to be opened in nine cities281. As a com-

parison, McDonald’s, which entered the Kazakh 

market five years ago, has 20 restaurants in five 

cities, so far282.

5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 1.5/2

According to the World Bank Individuals Using the 

Internet as Percentage of the Population Index, Ka-

zakhstan has currently reached 86%, ahead of France, 

Lithuania, or Russia283, with 92.4% of households be-

ing connected to the Internet284. As the Freedom on 

the Net 2021 report suggests, 73.7% of the popula-

tion are covered by 4G mobile services.

In the Inclusive Internet Index 2021 by the 

Economist Intelligence Unit, Kazakhstan ranked 

62nd overall out of 120 countries, ranking rel-

atively high in “Readiness” (54th globally)285. In 

2020, the smartphone shipments to Kazakhstan 

reached 4.3 million units (a 6.7% increase com-

pared to 2019 data)286.
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1.1 DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM 3.5/10

Political freedom – the freedoms of association, 

organization, competition, and expression – is large-

ly observed, both in law and, to a significant degree, 

in practice. The law on political parties, which was 

adopted and has not been updated since 1999, pro-

vides very liberal rules for establishing and running 

political parties. As long as at least 10 people come 

together, hold a constituent meeting, and adopt a 

party charter, they can apply for and receive reg-

istration as a political party with the Ministry of 

Justice. The only substantive rules are that parties 

may not be based on a religious platform or on a 

platform aimed at jeopardizing the integrity of the 

state. Currently, there are nearly 300 political par-

ties in Kyrgyzstan, and while the vast majority of 

them tend to be dormant, new parties continue to 

be formed regularly, especially ahead of elections287.

Representation in  parliament is a telling indica-

tion of both the plurality and the fluidity of the party 

landscape in Kyrgyzstan. Based on the preliminary 

results of the November 28, 2021 elections – a re-

peat election following the annulled vote from one 

year ago – six parties were expected to be seated in 

the party-based proportional representation section 

of parliament (54 seats in the 90-seat chamber), and 

none of them had been represented in the outgo-

ing convocation of parliament288. Of the six parties 

in the outgoing parliament (2015-2021), a fully par-

ty-based legislature, two parties had been reelected 

unchanged from the preceding five-party convoca-

tion (2010-2015), one was a merger of two sepa-

rate parties from that convocation, and three parties 

were entirely new – all splinters from a single par-

ty289. In the 2007 parliament – the first time when 

the chamber was composed of parties – there were 

three parties seated, and only one of them – the 

Social Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan – went on to 

be represented in two subsequent convocations290.

The 2020 parliamentary elections were annulled 

following mass protests against the results of those 

elections. Out of 16 competing parties, four parties 

made it to parliament by passing the 7% threshold. 

On the night after the elections, protesters broke 

into the parliament building and violent clashes 

with police followed. This also mobilized a great-

er protest, which was widely peaceful, against the 

election results. One of the main accusations of the 

opposition was that three of four elected parties, 

which had won the majority of seats, had close ties 

with the then-president Sooronbai Jeenbekov. Fol-

lowing the accusations between the opposition and 

the president, the Central Electoral Commission de-



85STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Kyrgyzstan

cided to annul the elections and hold them again 

at a later date. The annulment of the elections led 

to a political crisis, which also led to the resignation 

of President Jeenbekov after a week of protests291. 

Based on this, preterm presidential elections were 

called in early 2021 and won by Sadyr Japarov. In 

addition to the presidential elections, on April 11, 

2021, a referendum was held on the constitutional 

reform calling for the return of the presidential sys-

tem. Slightly less than 80% of the votes cast were in 

favor of the new Constitution292.

The vibrancy and pluralism among the political 

parties, if only somewhat feckless, is more broadly 

reflective of the state of political freedom in Kyr-

gyzstan. There is generally a high level of com-

petitiveness, an absence of any stable political he-

gemony, and there is a vocal opposition – both in 

parliament and outside – at any given time. Occa-

sionally, some restrictive or even persecutive meas-

ures are adopted by the ruling group toward its 

most stinging critics, but such moves have not led 

to silencing of criticism and opposition. 

1.2 PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 2/8 

On November 28, 2021, Kyrgyzstan held parlia-

mentary elections (the results were still being tab-

ulated as of writing this report). According to the 

new Constitution and election law adopted in 2021, 

the Kyrgyz parliament consists of 90 members, of 

which 36 come from single-mandate plurality vot-

ing districts with no party affiliation requirement. 

54 members of parliament were elected through 

a party-based proportional representation system 

with preferential voting (voters could vote for parties 

and for a candidate within that party’s list). Tenta-

tively, 6 parties passed the 5% threshold and would 

be seated in parliament. None of the new parties 

expected in parliament had clearly stated their posi-

tions on the West; one party – “Alliance” – is likely 

to be pro-Western, while the rest are likely to be 

mostly neutral, and open to shifting positions when 

specific issues come up for vote or deliberation293. 

Generally, the anti-West/pro-West dichotomy 

in Kyrgyzstan is largely the result of the country’s 

geopolitical context and domestic propaganda. Kyr-

gyzstan is aligned with Russia by its membership into 

the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union and thus is 

highly dependent on Moscow. For this reason, most 

parties and MPs are publicly either neutral or an-

ti-Western in their positions. However, in fact, as of 

November 2021, there are no openly anti-Western 

parties in parliament. The few pro-Western voices 

in the parliament tend to represent opposition MPs. 

These groups have closer ties with NGOs and the 

media and care more about such issues such as de-

fending human rights and individual liberties, trans-

parency and accountability in government, diversi-

ty and tolerance, democracy, and rule of law, etc. 

However, despite being pro-Western, these MPs do 

not overtly state their sympathy for the US or EU.

1.3 PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 2/7

When it comes to pro- or anti-West attitudes in 

public opinion, this widely mirrors the situation in 

parliament – that is, either neutral or negative to-

wards the West. As noted above, this derives from 

the geopolitical context and propaganda in Kyr-

gyzstan, which is anti-American and highly focused 

in favor of Russia. Thus, the 2021 International Re-

publican Institute (IRI) opinion poll overwhelmingly 

viewed relations with Russia as positive (92% in July 

and 81% in September, when this figure curious-

ly dropped behind Turkey’s 90%). Far fewer peo-

ple viewed the relations with the United States as 

positive (36% in July and 38% in September), and 

slightly more viewed relations with EU as positive 

(50% in July and 53% in September)294. The same 

poll shows that slightly more than half of the re-
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spondents (53%) consider democracy the best form 

of government in Kyrgyzstan. 

One interesting development is the number of 

applications for the US “Green Card” lottery, which 

was subject to wide-ranging discussions in the me-

dia and on social networks. It is difficult to assess 

the exact number of applications, but certainly 

there has been steady growth in recent years. The 

year 2021 is expected to record the largest number 

of applications from Kyrgyzstan in history295.

2.1 CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS 
OF THE VENICE COMMISSION 2/6

The new leadership that came as a result of the 

October 2020 protest, led by Sadyr Japarov, who 

was elected president in January 2021, made chang-

ing the constitution a central part of their agenda, 

with the aim of installing a presidential form of gov-

ernment, and replacing the mixed form of the gov-

ernment with a strong separation of powers. This 

was put in motion in November 2020, and following 

a hasty process that violated significant procedural 

rules, a draft of the constitution was produced by ear-

ly 2021. The government did not intend to seek the 

opinion of the Venice Commission. Moreover, speak-

ers on government’s behalf were speaking against 

inviting foreigners to decide for Kyrgyzstan296. 

The Venice Commission’s opinion was requested 

by the Ombudsman of the Kyrgyz Republic, follow-

ing calls from civil society and independent legal ex-

perts. The opinion of the Commission, which was 

received in March, several weeks ahead of the April 

11 referendum, criticized the draft. On the sub-

stance of the draft, for example, the opinion stated: 

“the powers and prerogatives of the president, par-

liament, and judiciary system, as well as some provi-

sions regarding the rights and freedoms of persons, 

do not correspond with the international standards 

or to OSCE commitments”297. The opinion provid-

ed significant negative feedback on all aspects of 

the constitutional reform, from the proposed text, 

to the process of initiation and discussion of the 

change, to the manner in which the referendum 

would be conducted298.

The referendum was held as scheduled on April 

11, essentially disregarding all criticism from the 

Venice Commission as well as from a broad array 

of other national and international experts and in-

stitutions. Indeed, a central argument of the Jap-

arov administration and its supporters was that the 

previous Constitution and many previous laws were 

problematic. According to them, this was precisely 

because these were written in heeding to the opin-

ion of foreign advisers. Japarov’s supporters men-

tioned that unlike before, they were initiating the 

reforms to make all laws more genuinely fit Kyrgyz 

cultural and political needs. 

2.2 INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 1.5/7

Independence of the judiciary system is where 

Kyrgyzstan has performed least well throughout its 

independence. Courts continue to be subservient to 

the office of the president and the executive branch 

in general. In the 2021 Freedom House’s Global 

Freedom scores, Kyrgyzstan was denoted as “Not 

Free” for a long time, after having been the only 

“Partly Free” country in Central Asia. Some of the 
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worst scores under “Political Freedom” were on 

judicial independence, where it scored “0” out of 

4, which tells us a lot about how independent the 

judiciary is299. In matters without any political sig-

nificance, courts also tend to be some of the most 

corrupt institutions, according to results of the IRI 

public opinion surveys. In a late 2019 poll, for exam-

ple, to the question of “What is your opinion of the 

work of the following institutions?”, the courts had 

the worst scores of all institutions surveyed, with 

30% “positive” and 61% “negative”300.

Judiciary independence has worsened since 

late 2020 and throughout 2021, as the whirlwind 

of political changes instrumentalized the courts to 

legitimize some acts and open the door to others. 

Thus, for example, previously, a large number of 

persons convicted for crimes, including now-pres-

ident Sadyr Japarov, got the courts to annul their 

convictions and clear them of any criminal record. 

Furthermore, the Constitutional Chamber of the 

Supreme Court, the body granted the right to de-

cide on constitutionality of laws under the 2010 

Constitution, was drawn into the process of legiti-

mizing the constitutional change initiative, as well 

as the highly debated act of extending the term 

of sitting parliament beyond the constitutionally 

provided limit. 

In late 2021, having introduced the Constitution-

al Court to replace the Constitutional Chamber of 

the Supreme Court in the new Constitution, Kyr-

gyzstan was lacking the constitutional judiciary – 

the relevant laws and procedures were not in place 

to fill that court. Thus, overall, the country’s judici-

ary independence has worsened.

2.3 HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 2.5/6

The human rights situation and the legal ba-

sis for human rights protection have worsened in 

Kyrgyzstan in the past year. The relatively positive 

human rights situation prior to the constitutional 

change was the result of steady work and pressure 

by many parties, from human rights organizations 

and activists, to committed parliamentarians, media, 

and some international partners. The 2010 Constitu-

tion, thus, provided for a broad and strong founda-

tion for civil and human rights, and numerous laws 

and international covenants made up a complex 

web of provisions and human rights protections. Of 

course, it is worth noting that there were also signif-

icant shortcomings in the enforcement of many of 

these human rights laws and provisions. 

The new Constitution, adopted in 2021, while 

providing for standard and occasionally even extraor-

dinary language on human rights guarantees (such 

as providing for a right to a healthy environment), 

includes provisions that may potentially endanger in-

dividual rights to expression and choice. Such risks 

are contained in references to sanctity or the priority 

of traditional and moral values, interests of society, 

relations and obligations inside a family, and more. In 

these provisions, as well as in provisions for emergen-

cy situations, it remains either unclear or unstated 

which human rights may not be limited under any 

circumstances, or under which conditions such limi-

tations may be introduced. The opinion of the Venice 

Commission, produced jointly with OSCE/ODIHR, in-

cludes an extended section of comments and recom-

mendations on human rights provisions301.

Furthermore, the speedy review and change of 

the country’s entire body of law provides for other 

risks and curtailments of human rights protections 

that have been raised by independent voices, to little 

response from the government-commissioned work-

ing groups and the authors of bills. Such concerns 

were raised especially regarding the set of legal codes 

on criminal justice, provisions for transparency, pro-

tections against undue burdens on suspects, and oth-

er elements of human rights which have weakened. 
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2.4 NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 2/6

Despite repeated calls on the judiciary govern-

ance to produce these statistics, there is no regular 

update on acquittal rates. However, a study car-

ried out in 2018 by media group Kloop and based 

on thousands of trial cases over the preceding six 

years (2012-2017) shows alarming numbers which 

are unlikely to have changed in the last couple of 

years302. According to the study, the rate of ac-

quittals lingered around 4%, sometimes falling 

below that and sometimes rising slightly above it. 

That is to say, a person was 96% likely to face a 

guilty verdict if he or she were sued in a Kyrgyz 

court of first instance. At the courts of appeals 

(second and third instances), the rate of acquittals 

is only slightly higher – 6.6%. Interestingly and 

unsurprisingly, a higher rate of acquittal of 18% 

was found in cases involving charges for “abuse 

of office” and “extortion of bribes” – that is, the 

sorts of charges that state officials would be sub-

ject to. All these data reconfirm the low trust in 

courts among the population that is highlighted 

in the opinion polls cited above303.  

3.1 EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 2/7

With its location in Central Asia and long border 

with China, Kyrgyzstan is far from the European bor-

ders and is not a prospective EU member. However, 

Kyrgyzstan has maintained an active dialogue with 

EU, both in the framework of EU-Central Asia mul-

tilateral contacts and bilaterally. The EU-Kyrgyzstan 

Partnership and Cooperation Agreement has been in 

effect since 1999, and as of 2017, the two sides have 

been in negotiations on an upgraded agreement, the 

Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement. 

EPCA negotiations were in the final stages when, 

partly due to Covid-19 and partly due to instability 

in Kyrgyzstan, the process slowed down. Since 2016, 

Kyrgyzstan has also benefited from the trade pref-

erences scheme known as GSP+ as the only Central 

Asian country to have  this status. The country has 

not, however, been able to fully benefit from the op-

portunity, with low export capacity to EU markets. 

Kyrgyzstan has been a member of the World 

Trade Organization since 1998 – again, it is the first 

country to from the region and all of ex-Soviet states 

to be admitted into that organization. As with the 

GSP+ provisions, Kyrgyzstan has again failed to sig-

nificantly benefit from WTO privileges. Its main eco-

nomic ties remain to a set of closer neighbors – Rus-

sia, China, Turkey, and the Central Asian countries. 

3.2 EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 2.5/6

In Corruption Perceptions Index 2020, Kyrgyzstan 

was 124th out of 180 countries, and scored 31 out 

of 100 – a performance that has remained virtually 

stable, with minimal movement toward improve-

ment304. In terms of economic freedom, Kyrgyzstan 

was 78th out of 178 ranked countries and placed in 

the “Moderately Free” group in the Heritage Foun-

dation’s Index of Economic Freedom – 2021305. 

Kyrgyzstan’s business community was in active 

defense mode in 2021, fighting off recurring govern-

ment legislative initiatives that would have worsened 

protections against arbitrary regulation, introducing 
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‘economic emergency’ regimes that would freeze 

regular legal protections, and creating additional 

tax and non-tax burdens while raising the price of 

electricity for commercial consumption, to name 

just a few. Some of these initiatives were fought off 

and mitigated, others were still in progress as of the 

writing of this report. One major event in 2021 that 

worsened the business environment and investment 

security was the de facto capture of the Kumtor gold 

mine, which is Kyrgyzstan’s largest single export pro-

ducer, from control of the Canadian company Cen-

terra Gold306. In a rushed and dubious legal case in 

Kyrgyzstan, a government agency sued Kumtor Gold 

Company, the company run by Centerra to operate 

Kumtor mine, for large-scale environmental dam-

age, demanding a compensation of over $3 billion. 

The court sided with the government and imposed 

the requested compensatory fine. The leadership 

of Kumtor Gold Company left Kyrgyzstan, and the 

government moved in, introducing temporary exter-

nal administration over the company. That process, 

which has been unfolding since the spring of 2021, 

may turn out to be the biggest blow to Kyrgyzstan’s 

investment attractiveness yet. 

3.3 WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 2/6

Kyrgyzstan’s foreign trade has been mostly with 

neighboring economies such as Russia, China, Ka-

zakhstan, and Uzbekistan, despite mechanisms such 

as WTO membership and GSP+ with the EU. Until 

the crisis caused by the government takeover of 

the Kumtor Gold Company set in early May 2021, 

the single largest export destination was the United 

Kingdom – more than half of the national export 

was gold (55.7%), and all of that was traded on the 

London gold market307. In October 2021, Kyrgyzstan 

was removed from the London gold trading asso-

ciation (LBMA) Good Delivery List, and it remained 

unclear and untransparent where the Kyrgyz gov-

ernment was or would be exporting its gold308.

Kyrgyzstan’s foreign trade has also been highly 

imbalanced, with total exports over three times 

less than total imports309. Most imports came 

from China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and 

Turkey, and other countries, and encompassed 

the whole spectrum of goods, from machinery to 

food and clothing. No European or Western econ-

omy accounted for even 1% of imports310. Major 

export destinations were the same set of coun-

tries as imports, except that – at least until gold 

exports ceased – the UK was by far the largest 

export destination. Previously, gold exports had 

been sent to Switzerland before shifting to the 

UK several years ago.

3.4 WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 1.5/6

Investments in the Kyrgyz economy suffered from 

the complex of processes and events described in 

the previous sections – Covid-related trade restric-

tions, followed by political turmoil, followed by a 

deepening economic crisis, accompanied by invest-

ment-unfriendly events such as the takeover of the 

Kumtor Gold Company.

Kumtor was the largest single project that attracted 

Western – mostly Canadian – foreign direct investment in 

Kyrgyzstan’s history, having begun in late 1990’s. Specific 

data and statistics on FDI origins have been unavailable in 

the longer span of years, as well as for the most recent 

period – 2020 and 2021. The Ministry of Economy data 

for 2019, which is the most recent data available, indicate 

a significant growth of FDI compared to 2018, and es-

pecially a significant increase of FDI from Western coun-

tries – Canada (#2 at 163.4% of 2018), Switzerland (#3 

at 433.6% of 2018), the UK (#5 at 166.8% of 2018), and 
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the Netherlands (#6 at 7.2% growth upon 2018). China, 

the leading origin of FDI in Kyrgyzstan, did not change 

from 2018 and remained at the top of the list, whereas 

Russia, the other major partner, was #7 in 2019 with a 

drop of almost 70% compared to 2018311. 

Clearly, those positive indicators from 2019 did 

not hold for long, and the crisis that began in 2020 

and continued throughout 2021 led to net invest-

ment outflow in 2020 (estimates widely varied), a 

projected mild recovery in 2021, and the strong 

likelihood that some of the main Western FDI had 

contracted, especially those from Canada and the 

United Kingdom. Actual reliable statistics are, how-

ever, not available.

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 6/15

4.1 USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 0.5/2

The Kyrgyz language is written in Cyrillic, contin-

uing with the script adopted and adapted to Kyrgyz 

in 1940 under the Soviet Union. Briefly, from 1920’s 

to 1940, Kyrgyz was written using Latin script. In 

the years since independence from the USSR, there 

have been discussions about and some calls to 

switch to Latin, however the idea has never been se-

riously contemplated. The main reasons for sticking 

with Cyrillic have been the close political, economic 

and social ties with Russia, the costs of switching 

the alphabet, and the presence of strong voices of 

resistance among society to such a switch. 

Still, the use of Latin – the ability to write, trans-

literate, and read Latin script – has been steadily 

expanding along with the omnipresence of smart-

phones, apps and the Internet. It has been fashion-

able among the youth to use Latin letters and script 

in their communications. 

4.2 PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 1.5/6

There is widespread interest in learning for-

eign languages in Kyrgyzstan, with English being 

absolutely the most highly sought. In cities and 

towns across the country, there are numerous 

clubs and centers for English language teaching 

– a testament of how sought-after the skill has 

been, generating a fast-growing commerce of 

language courses. The other Western languages 

are much less sought-after– German and French 

are taught as a main foreign language, instead 

of, or alongside English in some public schools. 

Besides English, the most sought-after languages 

have been Chinese and Korean – both are testa-

ment to the pragmatic, employment-minded in-

terests of those seeking out these skills.

That being said, proficiency levels in all foreign 

languages are rather low in Kyrgyzstan. According 

to the 2021 English Proficiency Index, Kyrgyzstan 

ranks 101, being part of the group with “Very Low 

Proficiency” in the English language312.   

4.3 SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN NATIONS’ MOVIE THEATERS AND ON 
TV CHANNELS; THE SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA 
(FACEBOOK, INSTAGRAM, AND TWITTER) 4/7

Kyrgyzstan’s cinema market is undeveloped, 

with movie theaters available only in the larg-

est few cities, and by far, the greatest number of 

them is found only in the capital, Bishkek. Television 

channels, therefore, are a more accessible way for 

non-urban Kyrgyzstanis to watch films.
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The cinema offerings in Kyrgyzstan are over-

whelmingly Western productions – the foreign films 

menu tends to be almost entirely Western, and al-

most all of that is from Hollywood. The rest of the 

offerings available are Kyrgyz movies. Cinema go-

ers in Kyrgyzstan, in a dramatic improvement upon 

some 10 years or so, have an opportunity to watch 

popular Western movies almost without any lag 

behind American and European viewers. Almost all 

Western movies are presented with Russian trans-

lations; only very few films and usually in boutique 

clubs are offered in the original English. 

Among films watched online (YouTube, primari-

ly) and on TV, the most popular genres tend to be 

sitcoms and soap operas and multi-series epic films, 

rather than traditional movies. Though during the 

earlier years of independence, the most popular 

were productions like Santa Barbara and Simple-

mente Maria, the subsequent trends have shifted, 

and currently, the most popular series are Turkish 

productions, such as The Magnificent Century and 

its successors, and, to lesser extent, Russian and Ko-

rean productions. 

Most of the globally popular online social net-

works, messengers and platforms are popular in 

Kyrgyzstan, too. Instagram is the most popular 

public platform, with 2.1 million Kyrgyzstani us-

ers as of January 2020, attracting members for 

commercial interests, information, and for enter-

tainment. Facebook is somewhat less popular but 

still significant, with over 600,000 subscribers, 

being the top platform for politics in particular. 

Twitter has much more limited popularity (about 

60,000) and it is still a somewhat elite platform 

in Kyrgyzstan, for users who are mostly Rus-

sian-speaking and dedicated to politics, culture, 

and special topics313. Russian-produced social net-

works Odnoklassniki and VKontakte were previ-

ously very popular but now in decline. TikTok is a 

fast-spreading new giant. 

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 3/10

5.1 PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION THAT HAS VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 1/5

No serious and up-to-date statistics exist on 

the destinations of travelers abroad from Kyr-

gyzstan, nor is there information on the purposes 

of such foreign travel. Cautious estimates under 

the circumstances are that far fewer people from 

Kyrgyzstan are traveling to the West compared to 

those traveling to Russia and the nearest neigh-

boring countries. 

At any given time, around 700,000 citizens of 

Kyrgyzstan happen to be outside the country – 

most of them as labor migrants in long-term trav-

el abroad. This rough estimate is cited in infor-

mation of the State Migration Service314, whereas 

far lower numbers are cited with reference to 

the Russian migration service (around 350,000 

in 2018) and the Kyrgyz National Statistical Com-

mittee (just over 250,000 according to their 2018 

survey)315. There are various likely reasons for the 

wide discrepancy, from unaccounted changes of 

citizenship, to misreporting in survey-based statis-

tics, to undocumented migration.

Of the large number of labor migrants, only a 

small fraction head to the West – the United States, 

Germany, the United Kingdom and Italy are some 

of the more popular destinations. The difficulty of 

getting visas and work permits, in addition to lan-

guage barriers and cost of the travel, are some of 

the obvious reasons for these small numbers. That 

said, as with estimating the Western language flu-

ency percentages, it would be safe to estimate not 

more than 10% – and probably far less – of Kyrgyz 

citizens to have been in the Western countries.
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5.2 PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 1/3

Kyrgyzstan, as a relatively small market of about 

6 million people with limited disposable income on 

average, has not yet attracted most major Western 

food and clothing chains. There are KFC restaurants 

and Papa John’s pizzerias – the only two major fast 

food international franchises.

Many  international brands are recognized, pop-

ular, and sold in Kyrgyzstan, but without franchise 

stores. Local businesses simply procure goods at 

brand factories abroad – in Turkey, Russia, and other 

locations – and sell them in Kyrgyzstan, often with 

brand names in shop titles. Among such popular 

brands are Levi’s, US Polo, United Colors of Benet-

ton, Zara, Mango, New Balance, etc. 

For a long time, the only internationally 

recognizable hotel functioned in Bishkek was 

the Hyatt Regency hotel. More recently, a Ram-

ada opened its doors, replacing a local hotel, 

and in 2021, a purpose-built new building 

opened as Novotel hotel. 

5.3 MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE SMARTPHONE USAGE 1/2

Kyrgyzstan enjoys some of the lowest mobile 

Internet prices in the region, and three main mo-

bile operators compete for the Kyrgyz market. In 

2020, there were over 9 million mobile connections 

in Kyrgyzstan – that is, 150% of the population – 

which suggests the large number of mobile users 

who use more than one mobile operator service, 

as well as some people who may have subscribed 

to and then discontinued a service. Nonetheless, 

the population of Kyrgyzstan is virtually all linked 

to mobile communications. Access to the Internet 

is via smartphones using mobile Internet at 3G and 

4G standards for most Kyrgyzstanis, albeit about 

27% of overall Internet access/traffic in 2019 was 

via smartphones, whereas over 72% of data was 

trafficked via computers. Overall, Internet penetra-

tion in Kyrgyzstan in 2019 (as of January 2020) was 

47% of the population. Interestingly, the three most 

frequently visited websites were Google, YouTube, 

and local news portal Akipress316.  
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1.1. POLITICAL FREEDOM 8.5/10

According to the 2021 Freedom House report on 

Freedom in the World 2021, Latvia is free, with the 

score of 89 out of 100. Latvia scored 37 out of 40 

points in political rights and 52 points out of 60 for 

civil liberties. This result has remained unchanged from 

2020, and is a slight improvement from 2019, when 

the score for political rights was lower – 35 points out 

of 40317. In the Freedom House 2021 report on Nations 

in Transit, Latvia’s overall democracy score rose from 

5.79 (2020) to 5.82 (2021) based on civil society criteria 

(countries are rated from 1 to 7 with 7 being the high-

est level of democratic progress). Yet, as in most other 

countries, this is a decrease from late 2010s318.

According to the Latvian business register, as of 

November 17, 2021, there are 81 registered polit-

ical parties and party unions in the country. Many 

of those are regional parties319, which is partially 

the result of recent municipal reform and elections 

held in June 2021. The formation of political parties 

in Latvia is a relatively easy process – 200 citizens 

over the age of 18 can establish a party for a token 

payment of €27320. Any political party is eligible for 

government funding as long as it has received over 

2% of the votes in the previous parliamentary elec-

tions321. Latvia held parliamentary elections in 2018, 

and European Parliament elections in 2019. 16 polit-

ical parties participated in each election322. In 2021, 

only 34.01% of eligible voters took part in municipal 

elections323.

One notable exception regarding the formation 

of new parties is a law banning former members of 

Communist parties from engaging in political activi-

ties324. With regard to political rights, Latvia has nu-

merous non-citizens who still do not enjoy the right 

to found a political party or take part in elections. 

As of May 2021, non-citizens represented 10.1% of 

the population, a decrease from 10.4% in 2020 and 

11% in 2018, which can be explained by natural de-

crease, migration, as well as a drop in Latvia’s overall 

population325.

According to the 2021 World Press Freedom 

Index, Latvia was ranked number 22 out of 180 

countries (the same ranking as in 2020 and two 

places up from 2018 and 2019). Latvian authorities 

continued their push against pro-Kremlin media in 

2020, launching investigations into pro-Kremlin me-

dia outlets and the Baltic Media Alliance holding, 

which led to banning several Russian news outlets. 

The legal grounds for such a ban were the EU sanc-

tions against Russian citizens working to destabilize 

Ukraine. According to Reporters Without Borders, 

the measures taken by Latvian authorities lacked 

transparency, while at the same time, some individ-

uals under surveillance were wrongly identified as 

journalists. Meanwhile, several independent Russian 

media companies under threat from the Kremlin 

have set up their activities in Latvia and enjoy pro-

tection from the Latvian authorities326.
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1.2.PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 7/8

In 2018, seven political parties were elected to 

the Saeima (Latvian Parliament), resulting in a very 

fragmented parliament. Out of 100 parliamentary 

seats, 23 went to Harmony, the only significant po-

litical party with ties to Russia. Harmony has tried 

hard to rid itself of its pro-Kremlin image, and in 

public discourse, portrays itself as neither anti-EU, 

nor anti-Western (in fact, it was also the runner-up 

in the 2019 European Parliament elections, winning 

two seats). 16 seats went to the populist KPV.LV, 

and another 16 to the New Conservative Party. The 

liberal Development/For!, as well as the National Al-

liance each gained 13 seats, while the former rul-

ing party New Unity received mere 8 seats327. After 

two unsuccessful attempts to form a government 

between the leading parties, New Unity’s Kriš-
jānis Kariņš succeeded in creating a functioning, 

pro-Western government which has maintained 

power throughout the Covid-19 crisis, despite some 

reshuffles in government positions.

The populist KPV.LV has since dissolved and its 

members have formed a faction “Independents” 

and are among the non-partisan MPs. Former KPV.

LV members use populist tactics (both inside and 

outside the Parliament) and are the main promot-

ers of movements against Covid vaccines and Covid 

restrictions and are also the loudest opposition to 

most government policies. Despite not having po-

litical parties that officially align them against the 

EU and NATO or side with Kremlin, there certain-

ly are MPs with Eurosceptic and anti-NATO senti-

ments. Furthermore, the mere lack of ties with the 

Kremlin does not necessarily mean that all parties 

are promoting “Western values” – the aforemen-

tioned KPV.LV, National Alliance, and Harmony are 

the most visible examples of this.

1.3. PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 6/7

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, “Return 

to Europe” was the defining trend in Latvia’s foreign 

policy. Hence, in the political discourse and for the most 

part in its national identity, Latvia considers itself part 

of Western civilization. Unlike in some other former 

Soviet countries, since independence, Latvia has clearly 

declared everything Soviet as alien to its identity. That 

does not always reflect individual sentiments, of course, 

especially among the elder Russian speaking population.

According to the latest Eurobarometer data 

from the summer of 2021 (published in September 

2021), 43% of Latvians have a positive image of 

the EU (EU27: 45%), 42% have a neutral opinion 

(EU27: 38%), and only 15% see it in negative light 

(EU27: 16%). To a large extent, Latvian attitudes 

have moved closer to the EU27 (previously, Latvi-

ans were more positive than the EU27). 70% of 

Latvians identify themselves as EU citizens (EU27: 

72%), but there is also growing skepticism towards 

the EU. In the context of Covid-19 pandemic, 58% 

of Latvians fully trust that the EU will make the 

right decisions, while this number is higher in the 

EU27 – at 65%. This, in fact, reflects post-Soviet 

countries’ general distrust in authorities328. 

2.1. CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE VENICE COMMISSION REQUIREMENTS 5.5/6

The Latvian Constitution is in compliance with 

the requirements of the Venice Commission. How-

ever, Latvia has received repeated international criti-

cism about its large number of non-citizen residents 

who do not enjoy the right to vote329, though the 

number of people affected by this is decreasing. As 
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of 2021, non-citizens comprised 10.1% of the popu-

lation (10.4% in 2020). 74% of non-citizen residents 

are over the age of 50, while this figure is only 37% 

for Latvian citizens330. In January 2020, the law on 

automatic citizenship for the children of non-citi-

zens (born after January 1, 2020) entered into force, 

meaning that non-citizen status is no longer as-

signed to newborns331.

2.2. INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 5.5/7

According to data from Freedom House (2021), Lat-

via’s score on Judicial Framework and Independence 

is 4.5 (where 1 is worst and 7 is the best). This mat-

ter drags down Latvia’s overall democracy score, as in 

most other areas, Latvia has scored 6 and higher332. 

In general, the Latvian judiciary is seen as inde-

pendent – around 55% of individuals and compa-

nies saw it as independent in 2021, an improvement 

from earlier years. The main issues facing independ-

ence were pressure from economic and political 

groups, as well as the status of judges333.

Lengthy pre-trial detentions, along with the incon-

sistent provision of legal aid remain a problem334. In 

2018, there were three hearings against Latvia at the 

European Court of Human Rights, with one hearing 

resulting in a finding of violations)335. In 2019, there 

were four hearings, in which four resulted in a finding 

of violations336; while in 2020, there nine judgements 

and eight resulted in a finding of violations. Claims 

against the “right to respect for private and family life” 

is a new trend which goes hand in hand with Latvia’s 

continued failure to adopt partnership legislation337.

According to Freedom House, in 2021, Latvia 

scored 6 on its corruption index (on a scale from 

1 (worst) to 7 (best)338. However, corruption remains 

a problem. Although the investigation of corruption 

cases continues to improve, prosecutions are slow, and 

conviction rates low, especially in high profile cases.

2.3. HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 5.5/6

Latvia is a member of the core UN and Council of 

Europe human rights treaties, most of which were 

adopted back in the 1990s. Hence, the legislation 

and practical means for human rights protections 

are in place. Human rights violations by the gov-

ernment are extremely rare. However, some issues 

remain – such as the status of non-citizens that is 

currently applied to 10% of population, as well as in 

relation to conditions in prisons. At the government 

level, there is necessary legislation in place to pre-

vent discrimination against ethnic and sexual minor-

ities. However, Roma and LGBTQI communities still 

experience discrimination, and the investigation of 

hate crimes remains slow and biased339. There have 

been several unsuccessful initiatives to introduce 

legislation stipulating “partnership” among unmar-

ried and/or same sex partners. Domestic violence 

remains another important issue, although there 

are active initiatives and social campaigns aimed at 

addressing and improving the situation.

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 4/6

According to 2021 EU Justice Scoreboard, the 

overall number of court cases per 100 inhabitants 

(civil, commercial, administrative, and other at the 

1st instance) remains below 20 cases per 100 inhab-

itants340. In 2020, the Latvian Higher Court heard 

2,639 cases: 1,127 civil, 826 administrative, and 686 

criminal cases. As of the beginning of 2020, the 

number of unfinished cases was 1,641, while at the 
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end of the year, there were 1,335 such cases. 2,945 

cases were finalized during 2020341. 

According to data from the Prosecutor’s Of-

fice, the rate of acquittals in Latvia has contin-

ued to grow over the past few years – from just 

above 3% in 2016 and 2017, to 5% in 2018342, 

and reaching 6.9% and 7.2% in 2019 and 2020, 

respectively343.

3.1. EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 7/7

Latvia has been a member of the World 

Bank and the International Monetary Fund 

since 1992. It has been part of the World Trade 

Organization since 1999, the EU since 2004, 

the Eurozone since 2014, and the OECD since 

2016. Latvia is fully integrated with the West-

ern markets and has a free market economy. 

Latvia is one of the staunchest supporters of 

the sanction regimes EU has introduced against 

Russia and Belarus. 

3.2. EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 5.5/6

Latvia continued to carry out reforms aimed at 

further improving the business environment344. 

Latvia’s economic freedom score is 72.3, making 

its economy the 30th freest in the 2021 Index of 

Economic Freedom. Its overall score has increased 

by 0.4 points, primarily due to an improvement in 

judicial effectiveness. Latvia is ranked 17th among 

45 countries in the Europe region, and its overall 

score is above the regional and world averages345.

Corruption and lack of transparency remain is-

sues for Latvia (although these are improving with 

time) – Latvia is currently listed 42nd out of 180 

countries in the Transparency International Corrup-

tion Perception Index346.

3.3. WESTERN SHARE OF THE SALES OF GOODS 6/6

In 2020, Latvian exports to the EU member states 

accounted for 66.1% of the country’s total exports 

(49.6% to Eurozone), while exports to CIS countries 

totaled 12.7%, and exports to other countries ac-

counted for 21.2%. In turn, of all imports into Lat-

via, 75.9% were from EU member states (56.3% 

from the Eurozone), 9.5% from CIS countries, and 

14.6% from other countries. The balance of these 

export and import shares has remained very similar 

over the years, while 2020 showed slight increase in 

exports (with all groups apart from CIS), and slight 

decrease in imports (among all groups). Overall, Lat-

via exported goods to 197 countries and imported 

from 163 countries347.

3.4. WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 6/6

According to the Bank of Latvia, foreign di-

rect investment (FDI) into Latvia in 2020 totaled 

€16.727 billion. The share of FDI originating in the 

EU was €12.753 billion (76.24%). The share of FDI 

originating in the EU and other Western countries 

was €13.943 billion (83.36%). One of the larg-
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est individual investors in Latvia was Russia, with 

€1.498 billion (8.96%), while other former Soviet 

countries invested €415 million (2.48%). A pro-

portion of FDI to Latvia originated from offshores 

outside the EU. It is also worth noting that there 

are hidden investments made via the Cypriot, 

Moldovan and Austrian financial systems, which 

might have their origins in the former Soviet Un-

ion. €85 million were invested by non-EU interna-

tional organizations. The remaining investments 

came from other countries, including Israel (€67 

million), Singapore (€58 million), and an uniden-

tified country (€334 million). Interestingly, invest-

ments from Hong Kong in 2020 were €52 mil-

lion, while China invested only €22 million. Other 

countries with a smaller share were South Korea 

(€23 million), the UAE (€17 million), Turkey (€14 

million), and Vietnam (€10 million)348.

4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET 2/2

The Latvian language uses the Latin alphabet. 

However, approximately 30% of the population 

uses Russian as its mother tongue and therefore 

also use the Cyrillic script.

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 5/6

Latvia is a multilingual state, and according to 

Eurostat data from 2019, over 80% of Latvian pupils 

learn two or more foreign languages at school349. 

The first foreign language taught in school is Eng-

lish, with the choice of another foreign language 

a few years later. The most common foreign lan-

guages other than English taught in Latvia are Rus-

sian, German, Spanish, and French, as well as the 

Scandinavian languages. The younger generation 

is fluent in Western languages, however, Russian 

is still in demand in the Latvian business environ-

ment, especially given that over 30% of the Latvian 

population speaks Russian as a native language and 

Russian is an advantage when dealing with former 

Soviet countries. However, in 2021, the President of 

Latvia, Egils Levits, publicly called for employers to 

abandon the trend of requiring Russian proficiency 

as a pre-requisite for employment350. 

4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN MOVIE THEATERS AND ON TV CHANNELS, 
SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK, INSTAGRAM, 
TWITTER) 6.5/7

National legislation requires national and region-

al electronic media ensure that at least 51% of their 

weekly content (excluding news, sport competi-

tions, games, commercials, and teleshopping) con-

tains European audiovisual products. National and 

regional electronic media must also ensure that at 

least 40% of the content is in the state language. 

Furthermore, 65% of the overall televised content 

(excluding news, sport competitions, games, com-

mercials, and teleshopping) must be broadcast in 

the state language. Content dubbed in the state 

language is included in this category351. 
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The largest share of movies shown in Latvian cin-

emas are Hollywood productions, with local movies 

increasingly making it into the top 10 most watched 

lists. In 2020, 3 out of the 10 most watched movies 

were Latvian productions, while the rest were pro-

duced (or co-produced) in the United States. Due to 

repeated Covid-19 lockdowns, 2020 might not be 

the best example, however, it does reflect this trend 

over the past several years. For example, in 2019, 2 

out of 10 movies were produced in Latvia, while the 

remaining 8 were produced in the United States352. 

This does not reflect a state policy, but rather con-

sumers’ preferences, as local cinema and culture are 

genuinely popular in Latvia and receive government 

funding. European films are also popular in Latvian 

cinemas, especially during movie festivals.

Statistically, 89% of the Latvian population uses 

television as a source of information, while 80% use 

Internet news portals and 80% listen to the radio. 

75% of the population receives information through 

social media, and 73% through written media (print-

ed and/or online)353. According to Gemius Audience 

in October 2021, the most popular online sites were 

Delfi (with 882,045 real users), LSM (738,324 real 

users), and Tvnet (with 732,416 real users)354. Delfi 

and Tvnet are news sites with Latvian and Russian 

content, which have also provided higher quali-

ty journalism via subscribed content since 2020, a 

common trend among global news outlets. LSM 

provides content in Latvian and English and is a pub-

licly funded radio and television organization operat-

ed by both of Latvia’s public broadcasters – Latvian 

Television and Radio Latvia. The most popular social 

media in Latvia are Facebook, Instagram, and You-

tube. A certain share is also held by LinkedIn, Twitter, 

Snapchat, Pinterest, TikTok, and Reddit355.

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 9/10

5.1. PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION THAT HAS VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 4.5/5

Foreign travel decreased by 71.1% in 2020, drop-

ping to merely 0.7 million, and only every 9th trip 

was abroad (compared to every 4th in 2019). 34.4% 

of the population was forced to cancel their planned 

foreign trips due to Covid-19 pandemic restrictions. 

In 2020, Latvian residents made only 0.3 million one-

day foreign trips (71.5% less than in 2019), and their 

main destinations were Lithuania (73%) and Estonia 

(25.4%). 0.4 million people made a multi-day trips 

abroad (a 70.8% decrease from 2019), and the most 

popular destinations were Estonia (20.8%), Lithua-

nia (12.5%), and Germany (11.1%). It must be noted 

that travel within Latvia also decreased considerably 

(by 43.8%)356, due to heavy lockdown rules and the 

unpredictability of pandemic developments. Foreign 

tourism to Latvia fell by 61.6%357. 

However, the general trend in Latvia is that a 

large share of population travels abroad for work, 

vacation, and studying. With low-cost airlines hold-

ing a large share of the market and Latvia being a 

member of Schengen Zone, foreign travel is cheap 

and easily accessible for most of the population. 

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Latvian diaspora 

in places like the UK, US, Canada, Australia and, to 

some extent, the EU have had a hard time reuniting 

with their friends and relatives.

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 2.5/3

Despite Latvia’s small market, it has a number 

of Western corporations in the retail, clothing, 

and catering sectors. Other than the small mar-

ket size, there are no barriers to Western retail-

ers entering the Latvian market. Latvia is listed 

as the 19th according to World Bank’s Ease of 

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Latvia
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Doing Business and ranks 15th in both getting 

credit and enforcing contracts, 16th in paying tax-

es, and 25th and 26th in registering property and 

starting a business respectively358. A share of the 

market remains occupied by Latvian companies, 

as currently there is great appreciation for local 

crafts, clothing and food products. Many interna-

tional, Western-based retail chains are important 

players in Latvia, and online trading platforms are 

widely accessible. 

5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USE 2/2

In 2020, the proportion of households with In-

ternet access in Latvia reached 89.7%, an increase 

of 30% over the last 10 years. The proportion of 

regular Internet users rose to 86.9%. In the 16-24 

age group, 97.9% used the Internet at least once a 

week. This number decreases slightly among older 

age groups: for those ages 25-54, it is 95.2%; and 

for those ages 55-74, it is 69.6%. The most active 

Internet users are located in the capital city of Riga 

and its surrounding regions. However, differences 

throughout the country are limited, and the overall 

Internet use and access is consistently growing359. In 

2020, 79.3% of the population had smartphones 

for personal use360. Mobile Internet networks were 

offered by the three main providers, Tele2 (94.4% 

coverage of Latvian territory), Bite (91.7% coverage), 

and LMT (88.7%)361. It is estimated that Latvia will 

have a full 5G coverage by 2023362.

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Latvia
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1 | POLITICAL WESTERNIZATION 22.5/25

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Lithuania

1.1. DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM 8.5/10

On October 11 and 25, 2020 Lithuania held par-

liamentary elections to elect the 141 members of the 

Seimas.363 Campaign topics included healthcare and 

the Covid-19 pandemic, social and economic issues, 

energy, the environment, and pensions364. While the 

main center-right opposition party, the Homeland Un-

ion-Lithuanian Christian Democrats (TS-LKD), won the 

most seats, no party won a majority, resulting in the 

formation of a coalition. Ingrida Simonyte, leading the 

Homeland Union, was appointed Prime Minister of 

Lithuania, and Viktorija Cmilyte-Nielsen of the Liberal 

Movement was elected as Speaker of the Seimas365.

The election provided voters with clear political 

alternatives, and there were several changes made 

from the 2016 parliamentary elections. First, the 

Central Electoral Commission proposed an exten-

sion on early voting, from two days to four days, 

and remote electronic voting was available for vot-

ers abroad or in self-isolation due to Covid-19366. 

Other amendments included modifications of 

provisions on candidate registration, voter list 

management, postal and voting from abroad367. 

constituency added in Vilnius and one constituen-

cy removed in Kaunas. A new “worldwide” con-

stituency was established, while constituencies 

in rural areas were enlarged368. According to the 

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Eu-

rope (OSCE), “no major concerns were expressed 

with respect to political parties’ treatment by the 

authorities, their access to the media, or election 

dispute resolution”369.

Only 47.8% of voters participated in the first 

round of voting, rendering this the second-lowest 

voter turnout in Lithuania’s democratic history370. 

While the pandemic may have played a part in dis-

couraging people to come out and vote371, some 

scholars note this may be evidence of “democratic 

hollowness” and declining popular involvement in 

democracy372.

The Lithuanian media landscape is diverse and 

pluralistic. There are over 30 TV channels, over 40 

radio channels, and approximately 200 print media 

outlets373. Online media and television are the main 

sources of election-related information. According to 

the 2020 and 2021 World Press Freedom Index from 

Reporters without Borders, Lithuania ranks 28th, 

behind fellow Baltic states Estonia and Latvia374. In 

its assessment of Lithuania, Reporters without Bor-

ders criticized the government’s actions in refusing 

to hand over an audio recording of a government 

meeting in which journalists were defamed. The 

situation rose to Lithuania’s supreme court, which 

sided with the group of journalists claiming that 

the government was “violating both the journalists’ 

rights and the public’s right to know”375.

Reporters Without Borders further stated that 

“This set a very important precedent, giving journal-

ists right of access to all non-classified information”. 
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1.2 PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 7.5/ 8

Political parties in Lithuania tend not to stray too 

far away from the political center, and the majori-

ty are pro-Western. The parliamentary elections in 

2020 were marked by a “fiasco of numerous small 

nationalist and Eurosceptic parties” which failed to 

unite and collected only 1-2% of the votes each376. 

The “soft Eurosceptic” party, Electoral Action of 

Poles in Lithuania377, dropped from five seats in 

2016 to three seats (out of 141) in 2020 (approxi-

mately 2% of the total Seimas seats).

1.3 PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 6.5/7

Lithuania has highly positive attitudes about the 

European Union (EU), with 80% of Lithuanians stat-

ing that they feel they are citizens of the EU378. Ac-

cording to the 2021 Standard Eurobarometer, 57% 

of Lithuanians have a positive image of the EU, and 

69% say they trust the EU. While still high, Lithuani-

an optimism about the future of the EU has declined 

the most among EU states, with 71% of Lithuanians 

claiming to be optimistic about the future of the EU. 

A high majority of Lithuanians are also in favor of “a 

European economic and monetary union with one 

single currency, the euro”379.

Lithuanian citizens also hold very positive views 

of NATO. In a GLOBSEC survey, 84% of Lithuanians 

would vote to stay in NATO if there were a referen-

dum on Lithuania’s NATO membership380. On June 

3, 2021, Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg wel-

comed Prime Minister Ingrida Simonyte of Lithuania 

to the NATO Headquarters and praised Lithuania’s 

commitment to the Alliance381. Lithuania meets NA-

TO’s 2% defense spending budget, spending 2.03% 

of its GDP on defense in 2021. Finance Minister Gin-

tare Skaiste claims that a majority of the political 

parties in Lithuania support the gradual increase of 

defense spending to 2.5% of GDP by 2030382.

Stoltenberg also praised Lithuania’s hosting of 

the German-led multinational NATO battlegroup in 

Rukla and its contributions to the NATO mission in 

Afghanistan383. As part of the evacuation of Lith-

uanian troops from Kabul, Lithuania has provided 

asylum to around 180 Afghan interpreters and their 

family members, and has committed to take up to 

30 persons who specifically worked for the NATO 

mission in Afghanistan384. 

2 | LEGAL WESTERNIZATION 20/25

2.1 CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE VENICE 
COMMISSION 6/6

The Lithuanian Constitution is in compliance 

with the Venice Commission.

For the first time in the history of Lithuanian courts, 

the Supreme Administrative Court of Lithuania applied 

to the European Court of Human Rights for an adviso-

ry opinion in the case of Neringa Venckiene. According 

to Freedom House, the Central Electoral Commission 

(VRK) failed to register her as a candidate in the 2020 

parliamentary elections based on her formal removal 

by impeachment from the Seimas in 2014. 

2.2 INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 6.5/7

According to the 2021 European Commis-

sion’s Rule of Law Country Report, 55% of  

Lithuania’s general public rated the perceived 

judicial independence as “fairly good” or “very 

good”, an increase of three percentage points 

compared to 2020385. 
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On November 4, 2020, the new 2020-2022 an-

ti-corruption action plan was adopted with the aim 

of improving the implementation of the National 

Anti-Corruption Programme386. This program aims 

to achieve “greater management efficiency in the 

public sector, transparency, and openness of deci-

sion making and procedures, accountability to the 

public, and higher resilience to corruption in the civil 

service”387. 

Lithuania was added to the World Justice Project Rule 

of Law Index in 2021, which measures how the rule of law 

is experienced and perceived around the world. Global-

ly, Lithuania ranks 18th, behind Estonia (ranked 11th) but 

ahead of Latvia (ranked 24th388). In most metrics, Lithua-

nia scores higher than the regional average (consisting of 

EU, North American, and EFTA countries), however Lithu-

ania scores below the regional average in the absence of 

corruption and fundamental rights metrics389.

2.3 HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 4.5/6

During a vote held at the UN General Assembly, 

Lithuania was elected a member of the United Na-

tions Human Rights Council for 2022–2024390. Pre-

viously, Lithuania had been an observer of the UN 

Human Rights Council and will become a full mem-

ber for three years starting January 1, 2022. During 

its membership period, the Foreign Ministry stated 

that Lithuania will have a special focus on the securi-

ty of activists, the protection of children and people 

with disabilities, human rights in conflict zones, and 

timely response to human rights violations391 392.

Lithuania has been criticized by the internation-

al community and its regional partners for adopt-

ing a resolution to undertake all possible measures 

against “hybrid aggression [...] during which flows 

of third-country nationals [are] illegally crossing the 

state border [...] in violation of international law 

and international commitments with the purpose 

to destabilize the situation in Lithuania and cause 

damage to the State of Lithuania [...]”393 According 

to the head of the EU Border Agency Frontex, Lith-

uania has around 20 reports detailing alleged viola-

tions against migrants in Lithuania394. 

In July 2021, the Lithuanian Parliament passed 

amendments to the Law on the Legal Status of Al-

iens, which allows the detention of migrants for up 

to six months, curbs the right of appeal for rejected 

asylum-seekers, and stipulates that migrants can be 

deported while their appeals are under considera-

tion395 396. The European Council on Refugees and 

Exiles states that the amendments “have created an 

extremely hostile environment for asylum seekers 

and irregular migrants in general in Lithuania [...], 

undermining the fairness and efficiency of the asy-

lum procedure, contrary to Lithuania’s international 

and EU obligations on the protection of refugees 

and human rights”397. 

Lithuania ranks 34th in the Rainbow Index 

out of 49 European countries, which scores how 

the laws and policies of each country impact 

the lives of LGBTI people398. Only seven of the 

17 political parties competing in the October 

2020 parliamentary elections expressed support 

for legally recognizing partnerships in a gen-

der-neutral manner399. LGBTI rights organizers 

criticize Lithuania’s “anti-gay propaganda law”, 

which restricts the dissemination of information 

that “abases family values”, resulting in public 

and private media outlets facing pressure to limit 

coverage of the LGBTI community400.

2.4 NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 3/6

The number of convicts and detainees in Lithuania 

continues to decline as a result of earlier reforms401. 

The number persons incarcerated in penitentiaries was 

5,320 in 2020, the lowest number in the past five years.
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In 2020, 24,883 persons were suspected of 

(charged with) criminal offenses, and 16,060 

were convicted for criminal offenses by the 

courts402. Additionally, in 2020 there were 260 

acquittals (approximately 1.5%) out of 17,771 

persons tried403.

3 | ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION 25/25

3.1 EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 7/7 

Lithuania has been a member of the WTO since 

May 31, 2001, of the EU since May 1, 2004, and 

of NATO since March 29, 2004. Lithuania is an ac-

tive part of the NATO Enhanced Forward Presence 

Battlegroup led by Germany and contributing na-

tions. NATO also took responsibility of Baltic air-

space in March 2004, where NATO allies conduct 

the Baltic Air Policing mission from the Lithuanian 

Air Force Air Base in Siauliai404.

Lithuania is also actively involved in the World 

Trade Organization, contributing EUR 30,000 in Sep-

tember 2021 to finance training and other capac-

ity-building activities for government officials from 

developing and least-developed countries. Lithuania 

has overall donated nearly EUR 400,000 to the vari-

ous WTO trust funds405.

3.2 EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 6/6

According to the 2021 Index of Economic Free-

dom from the Heritage Foundation, Lithuania 

scores 76.9, making its economy the 15th freest 

in the 2021 Index. Lithuania’s overall score has in-

creased by 0.2 points due to improvements in gov-

ernment integrity, and Lithuania ranks 8th among 

45 countries in Europe406. Lithuania also has seven 

free economic zones that provide favorable condi-

tions for developing businesses to encourage indus-

try growth, particularly in less-developed regions of 

the country. These conditions include tax incentives 

(0% corporate profit tax for the first 10 years), sup-

port services, and “ready-to-build” industrial sites 

with physical and legal infrastructure407.

Lithuania scores 30th in the International Insti-

tute for Management Development’s (IMD) World 

Competitiveness ranking, up one spot from its 2020 

results408. Results are highest among the metrics for 

international trade competitiveness, which is attrib-

uted to Lithuania’s excellent export diversification, 

high share of business services exports in relation to 

GDP, and share of the total volume of international 

trade (exports and imports) in relation to GDP409. 

Lithuania’s rank in Transparency International’s Cor-

ruption Index remains unchanged from 2020, with the 

country ranking 35th out of a total of 180 countries 

and 14th in the EU. According to survey data from the 

World Bank Group, Lithuanians rank corruption 5th 

(out of a total of 18 acute problems), behind low wag-

es, the healthcare system, rising prices, and unemploy-

ment. Corruption is also a cultural problem, with 71% 

of Lithuanian survey respondents stating that a bribe 

helps to solve problems and 44% of CEOs agreeing 

that a bribe facilitates solving problems410.

3.3 WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 6/6

In the second quarter of the 2021 financial year 

(April-June 2021), Lithuania exported a total of EUR 

3.1 billion and imported EUR 1.8 billion. The European 

Union continued to be Lithuania’s largest trade part-

ner, with Lithuania exporting EUR 2.2 billion to the EU 

(approximately 70% of total exports) and importing 



104

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 13.5/15

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Lithuania

EUR 1.2 billion (approximately 65% of total imports)411. 

Lithuania’s most important export trade partners  

include Germany (EUR 456 million), France (EUR 261 

million), and the Netherlands (EUR 211 million). 

3.4 WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 6/6

Foreign direct investment (FDI) in Lithuania 

amounted to EUR 24.5 billion in the second 

quarter of 2021. The largest country inves-

tor in Q1 2021 was Germany (EUR 5.5 billion), 

followed by Sweden (EUR 3.9 billion), and the 

Netherlands (EUR 2.1 billion)412. The key attrac-

tive sectors for Western investment include fi-

nance and insurance, manufacturing, wholesale 

and retail trade, and motor vehicle and motor-

cycle repair413.

4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 2/2
The Lithuanian language uses a supplemented version of the Latin alphabet.

 

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 5/6

The Official Statistics of Lithuania in foreign 

language proficiency have not been updated since 

2016; proficiency in foreign languages include Rus-

sian (86%), English (45%), Polish (15%), German 

(12%), and French (3%). According to the English 

First English Proficiency Index, Lithuania ranks 

24th out of 112 countries in English proficiency414. 

Compared to the countries studied for this West-

ernization Index, Lithuania ranks second (after 

Estonia), and is included in the “high proficiency” 

category, alongside fellow Baltic states Estonia 

and Latvia. 

4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTIONS IN THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATERS AND ON 
TV CHANNELS, SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK, 
INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 6.5/7

Facebook continues to be the most popular 

social media platform, and younger users en-

gage with Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok415. 

At the time of writing this report, the majority 

of films in Lithuanian cinemas are produced in 

the West, with films from the USA, France, and 

Poland. Only a handful are of Russian origin or 

dubbed in Russian416. Popular TV channels in-

clude LNK (owned by Vilnius-based MG Baltic 

Media), TV3 (owned by US-based Providence 

Equity), and the public Lithuanian National Ra-

dio and Television channel (LRT). 
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5.1. PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 4/5

Since the 1990’s, Lithuania experienced a 

population drop of 24%, mainly due to emigra-

tion contributing to a ‘brain drain’ and a change 

in Lithuania’s demographic structure417. The 

majority of emigrants (67%) declared their de-

parture to EU countries, specifically the United 

Kingdom, Germany, Norway, Ukraine, and Ire-

land418. According to a survey by NielsonIQ, 77% 

of Lithuanians travel abroad419. In August 2021, 

the majority of destination flights were to Euro-

pean countries: the United Kingdom (286 flights), 

Germany (196 flights), and Latvia (137 flights)420.

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 2.5/3

Franchising in Lithuania is popular, especially 

since the establishment of the Lithuania Franchise 

Centre in 2008, and the number of successful fran-

chisors and franchisees in Lithuania is steadily in-

creasing421. The introduction of brands such as The 

Body Shop, Mango, Hugo Boss, and Zara, among 

many others, is mostly related to the introduction of 

large shopping malls Akropolis, Europa, and Mega 

across the country. In 2021, Domino’s Pizza opened 

its first-ever location in Lithuania’s capital, Vilnius422. 

5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 2/2 

In 2021, Internet penetration in Lithuania is at 

approximately 82%. The number of social media 

users in Lithuania increased by 5.6% between 2020 

and 2021423.

According to the 2021 edition of the Digital Econ-

omy and Society Index from the European Commis-

sion, Lithuania ranks 14th out of 27 EU countries 

in key digital policy areas424. According to the In-

dex, 65% of all Lithuanian households subscribe to 

fixed Internet access, below the EU average of 77%. 

However, Lithuania aims to implement the RAIN3 

project which plans to build around 30 new com-

munication towers and develop broadband net-

works in rural areas. Mobile broadband coverage in 

Lithuania is 67%, which is lower than the EU aver-

age, but Lithuania has 100% coverage of 4G. 

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 8.5/10
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Moldova 65.5/100
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1 | POLITICAL WESTERNIZATION 18.5/25

1.1. POLITICAL FREEDOM 7/10

Moldova’s political agenda has been very dy-

namic over the last two years. The driving force 

behind these political changes has been the mobi-

lization of the pro-reform and pro-Western move-

ments, which resulted in the election of Maia Sandu 

as the President of Moldova following the Novem-

ber 2020 presidential elections, when Sandu con-

fidently defeated incumbent pro-Russian President 

Igor Dodon. Sandu’s election also led to a political 

crisis, as parliament was under the control of for-

mer President Dodon, and thus, the president and 

parliament had very different agendas. After Sandu 

took office and the government resigned in Decem-

ber 2020, there were several attempts to appoint a 

government loyal to Sandu – all of which failed due 

to insufficient votes. This in turn allowed President 

Sandu to dissolve parliament and set early parlia-

mentary elections for July 2021. Sandu’s Action and 

Solidarity party won the elections and the majority 

in the parliament, ending the political crisis. More-

over, the election result was a serious statement in 

favor of reforms.

Both presidential and parliamentary elections 

were held in line with democratic standards. The 

International Election Observation Mission and the 

OSCE mission concluded that the presidential elec-

tions “were well administered, competitive, and 

fundamental freedoms were largely respected”425. 

Also, despite the Covid pandemic, media polar-

ization, and legislative gaps, as well as certain al-

legations of vote-buying during the parliamentary 

elections, “voters had a choice between political al-

ternatives and the fundamental freedoms of assem-

bly and expression continued to be respected”426. 

In case of both elections, power was handed over 

peacefully and transparently, which again confirms 

that Moldova is at least an electoral democracy.

Freedom of association is guaranteed by law and 

widely respected in practice. In general, association 

and assembly rights are rarely subject to interfer-

ence or restrictions from state institutions. Political 

parties and civic groups face no outright prohibi-

tions to exercising their rights. There is a significant 

number of parties registered in Moldova which of-

fers a wide choice, out of which 23 participated in 

the 2021 parliamentary elections. There is also a 

popular organization including thousands of NGOs, 

though most of them are inactive. 

According to the 2021 World Press Freedom 

Index, Moldova is ranked 89 out of 180 countries, 

below only the Baltic countries, Georgia and Kyr-

gyzstan in the former Soviet region, but also above 

two EU member states, Hungary and Bulgaria427.

Despite some improvement in Moldova’s media 

environment, there are still significant challenges, 

as reflected by verbal and physical violence against 

journalists. One of the main difficulties is the fact 

that the press has become the target of multiple 
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lawsuits, largely filed with the intention of intimidat-

ing investigative reporters.

Monitoring by non-governmental media organ-

izations reveals that some of the most popular me-

dia outlets, including national broadcasters, have 

become politically partisan, replacing journalism 

with propaganda. Media owners are heavily in-

volved in the editorial policies of media institutions, 

encouraging self-censorship, and media institutions 

have provided biased, incomplete, and often manip-

ulative information to media consumers428. On top 

of this, the Russian media plays an important role 

in Moldova, and often promotes disinformation and 

fake news.

1.2 PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN  PARLIAMENT 6.5/8

Since parliamentary snap elections held in July 

2021, parliament has had a solid pro-Western ma-

jority. Out of 101 MPs, 63 represent Maia Sandu’s 

pro-Western Action and Solidarity Party. The sec-

ond political group represented is the Bloc of Com-

munists and Socialists, which received 32 mandates, 

and which is known for their pro-Russian, anti-re-

form views. The remaining 6 mandates are held 

by Sor Party, which has a populist and anti-reform 

agenda with an aim to avoid geopolitical divisions, 

and which is led the fugitive politician and the main 

suspect in a $1 billion bank fraud scheme, Ilan Shor. 

Aside from the transformation in parliament, 

both electoral campaigns were unique in many 

respects. Above all, the traditional East-West 

divide was not as visible as in the past, and in 

fact became a secondary issue. Unlike in previous 

campaigns, the reforms became the most-dis-

cussed subject. There was special emphasis on 

fighting corruption and reforming the judiciary, 

along with economic reforms and poverty reduc-

tion. So far, the new parliament appears to be 

sticking to its electoral agenda, but practical re-

sults of that are yet to be seen. 

1.3 PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 5/7

Moldovan public opinion is in favor of closer re-

lations with the West. According to a recent poll, 

if a hypothetical referendum were to take place on 

whether to choose between integration with the EU 

or with the Russian-led Eurasian Union, 56.8% of 

voters would opt for integration with the EU, and 

27.9% for the Eurasian Union. Support for the EU 

is about 10% higher than two years ago. Also, it is 

very interesting that 41.4% of voters, the highest 

number in history, support unification with Roma-

nia, while 46% are against it429. 

There are also interesting changes with regard to 

the leaders of other states. For the first time, Angela 

Merkel is the most trusted leader, with almost 60% 

support, while Vladimir Putin is in second place with 

almost 58%.

2 | LEGAL WESTERNIZATION 13.5/25

2.1 CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS 
OF THE VENICE COMMISSION 4.5/6

Moldova has a well-established tradition of ap-

pealing to the Venice Commission for sorting out 

domestic political fights. In 2020-2021, the Venice 

Commission issued 14 opinions for Moldova, which 

is more than in the period of 2018-2019, when 

the Commission issued 11 opinions430. Most of the 
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opinions touch upon topics related to constitution-

al amendments and laws in the area of judiciary 

reform, the Constitutional Court, Supreme Court, 

electoral code, media, and prosecutor’s office. 

The prosecutor’s office requires a special atten-

tion in this context, as one of the main electoral 

promises of Sandu and her party was to reform the 

judiciary and the prosecutor’s office, one of the first 

laws adopted by the new parliament pertained to the 

prosecutor’s office. The amended law is very sensi-

tive, since it introduces the possibility to evaluate the 

Prosecutor General and dismiss him or her should his 

or her work be deemed “unsatisfactory”. The law 

was fast tracked for adoption, which led the oppo-

sition to criticize the lack of an inclusive process and 

transparency surrounding the decision-making pro-

cess. One of the main criticisms was that the parlia-

ment should have first requested the opinion of the 

Venice Commission and only then adopted the law. 

Overall, it is quite difficult to assess the degree of 

the implementation of the Venice Commission rec-

ommendations. Quite often, recommendations are 

implemented unless there is a political issue which 

prevails the best practices. But when it comes to 

the constitution, recommendations are widely im-

plemented and in line with the Venice Commission.

2.2 INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 3/7

The independence of the judiciary is one of Moldo-

va’s most serious problems. The multitude of judiciary re-

forms did not produce any significant changes. The poor 

situation of the judiciary is also confirmed by the Rule of 

Law Index 2021, in which Moldova scores 0.51 out 1431. 

During the electoral campaign, one of the main 

promises of Sandu and her party was to reform the 

judiciary and fight corruption. The official agenda is 

indeed very much focused on judiciary reform. Re-

forms to the external vetting of judges and prosecu-

tors, in order to clean out corruption are a priority. 

This is also a pressing matter for the general public, 

whose distrust in judiciary is among the highest in 

the region, at almost 80%432.

2.3 HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 3.5/6

Despite having human rights legislation that is 

widely in line with the European framework and in-

ternational conventions, Moldova is still facing a series 

of problems when it comes to enforcing those human 

rights laws. The 2020 annual Ombudsmen’s report 

notes that the observance of human rights remains 

problematic. On top of usual problems related to ac-

cess to justice, the right to medical assistance, freedom 

of speech, etc., Covid-19  has further exacerbated the 

situation. The pandemic led to multiple human rights 

violations affecting fundamental freedoms and the 

democratic process in Moldova. The report states that 

“the COVID-19 crisis has led to deepening poverty, ris-

ing inequalities, structural and consolidated discrimina-

tion, and a worsening of the human rights situation”433.

Systemic human rights violations in Moldova 

have been confirmed by the European Court of 

Human Rights. According to the data from 2020, 

Moldova is a frequent “client” of the ECHR. In 2020 

alone, the ECHR received 523 complaints against 

Moldova, which, given the country’s population, is 

3 times higher than the European average. Never-

theless, the good news is that in 2020, the ECHR 

received the lowest number of complaints against 

Moldova in the last 12 years. The most common 

types of violations found by the ECHR include the 

non-enforcement of judgments, insufficient investi-

gation of ill-treatment and deaths, illegal detention 

and detention in poor conditions, as well as illegal 

quashing of irrevocable court decisions434. 
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2.4 NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 2.5/6

According to the Annual Report from the Prose-

cutor’s Office, the rate of acquittals in 2020 the first 

instance courts was 2.5%435. As in previous years, 

the categories of offenses for which defendants were 

acquitted were mainly related to crimes against prop-

erty, traffic safety crimes including drunk driving, 

smuggling, and the illegal sale of drugs. In most of the 

cases, the acquittal was based on the lack of evidence.

3 | ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION 16.5/25

3.1 EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 4.5/7

Moldova joined the WTO in 2001, which helped 

the country sign new trade agreements and devel-

op viable multilateral trade. 

Despite Chisinau’s attempts to join the EU, Brus-

sels avoids the topic as there is no consensus within 

the EU. Instead, in 2014, Moldova and EU signed 

the Association Agreement with the EU which also 

includes the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 

Area, providing for many opportunities for bilateral 

trade while sidestepping full integration.

3.2 EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 3/6

The 2021 Index of Economic Freedom ranks 

Moldova at 85 out of 178 countries, with 62.5 

points out 100, categorizing it as moderately 

free. Within that score, Moldova’s strongest po-

sitions are fiscal health (96.5) and tax burden 

(94), as well as trade freedom (76.8) and mon-

etary freedom (71.5). The lowest score has was 

for labor freedom (39.2) and judicial effective-

ness (29.9)436.

Serious problems within the judiciary, as empha-

sized in point 2.2, remain an issue to a healthy busi-

ness environment. A corrupt court system has lead 

many companies to lose confidence in whether their 

business is protected. The Corruption Perception Index 

ranks Moldova at number 115 out of 180 countries437. 

The current score is a slight improvement from two 

years ago, however, there has been no breakthrough 

in terms of fighting corruption in Moldova.  

3.3 WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 5/6

Trade and economic activity decreased in 2020, 

mainly due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, 

as reported by the National Bureau of Statistics438, 

the EU remains Moldova’s main trading partner. In 

2020, Moldova exported 66.7% of its goods to the 

EU, amounting to $1.65 billion, which is less than 

two years ago ($1.9 billion). The CIS countries ac-

count for 15.2% of exports, which is less than a 

quarter of exports to the EU. At the same time, 

imports figures look different, with 45.6% coming 

from EU countries and 24.3% from CIS countries. In 

the case of both exports and imports, the EU pre-

vails while Russia is of lesser importance. Howev-

er, Russia’s exports to Moldova include important 

commodities such as gas and oil, which means that 

Moldova continues to depend on Russia, despite 

trade being a lower priority on the bilateral agen-

da. In October 2021, Moldova faced a gas crisis as 
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its Gazprom contract expired and a new one has 

not yet been signed amid price hikes on the mar-

ket. While negotiating the new contract, for the 

first time ever, Moldova has had to buy gas from 

a source other than Russian Gazprom. A new five-

year contract has been signed with Gazprom, but 

tensions should be expected, as there are still many 

ambiguities. The Kremlin denied that it was put-

ting political pressure on Moldova, though experts 

in Moldova and EU argue that Russia is leveraging 

energy to punish Chisinau for the election of Maia 

Sandu as president439.

3.4 WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 4/6

According to the 2021 World Investment Re-

port of the United Nations Conference on Trade 

and Development, FDI inflow in Moldova amount-

ed to $55 million in 2020, down from $503 mil-

lion in 2019440. This ten-fold drop in investment 

is the direct result of the Covid-19 pandemic. The 

total estimated FDI stock amounted to $4.8 bil-

lion in 2020. As in previous years, most of FDI 

came from EU countries. Out of the FDI stock, 

82.2% represents investments coming from the 

EU, while investments from CIS states total 5.9% 

and of the remaining 11.9% is from other coun-

tries441. 

Generally, Moldova is not very attractive to inves-

tors. The country is facing a number of challenges 

related to the corruption, including in the judiciary, 

investment climate, obstacles to export, but also 

mass migration of the active population. Remittanc-

es from Moldovan migrants remain an important 

source of “investment”.

4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 2/2

The Republic of Moldova has used the Latin al-

phabet since independence in 1991. Although the 

Latin-based script Romanian language is taught in 

the country, there is an exception of the Russian-oc-

cupied region of Transnistria, where the “Moldo-

van” language is taught based on Cyrillic-script. Dur-

ing Soviet times, the authorities decided to switch 

the alphabet from Latin to Cyrillic, and to rename 

the Romanian language as “Moldovan”, in order to 

show that Moldovans spoke a different language.

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 3.5/6

Learning foreign languages is trendy in Moldova. 

In most cases, younger people tend to speak more 

English and other foreign languages than older gen-

erations. However, there is an urban-rural discrep-

ancy, with the urban population having a better 

knowledge of foreign languages. The process of 

learning a foreign language is also massively shaped 

by migration patterns, especially among people 

who are middle-aged and elderly.

The English Proficiency Index442 assesses Moldo-

va as a country with moderate proficiency, ranking 

40 out of 112 countries. This is the highest result 

among former Soviet states, with the exception of 

the three Baltic countries.
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4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATERS 
AND ON TV CHANNELS, SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL 
MEDIA (FACEBOOK, INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 5/7

During the week of November 22–28 Moldo-

va’s largest cinema chain, Patria, was showing eight 

movies – with the exception of one Moldovan pro-

duction, they were all Western productions443. 

One particularly interesting development in Mol-

dova is the fact that most of movies are dubbed in 

Russian, and only a few of the most popular produc-

tions are also available in Romanian. Recently, there 

have also been movies shown in English with Romani-

an subtitles. The availability of Netflix subscriptions has 

boosted ties with Western productions. 

Moldovan channels with Russian content are 

still high among the population’s preferences, with 

Prime TV topping the ratings. According to an opin-

ion poll444, the next four channels in Moldova’s top 

five include those with local content, an improve-

ment compared to 2019.

In terms of social networks, people use most-

ly Facebook 67.2%, Instagram 26.5%, Odnak-

lassniki 24.1%, and TikTok 10.9%445. Compared 

to 2019, there is a significant decrease in the 

use of Russian social networks – in 2019, Od-

noklassniki was used by 66% and VKontakte by 

14%446. For comparison’s sake, just four years 

ago, in 2017, Odnoklasniki had almost twice as 

many users as Facebook.

5.1. PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 3.5/5

Moldovans are a very mobile nation, mainly for 

reasons of seasonal or permanent work. Mobility 

and employment opportunities for Moldovans are 

also facilitated by the fact that more than one mil-

lion Moldovans hold Romanian citizenship, which 

grants them many privileges in the EU447.

In terms of tourist destinations, the top five 

destination countries are Turkey, Bulgaria, Egypt, 

Ukraine, and Greece. However, the Covid-19 pan-

demic has had a significantly negative effect on 

travel in general448. 

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 1.5/3

Moldova is not a popular location for Western 

chain corporations. The biggest retail company, Linella, 

is owned by local business stakeholders. Among oth-

er big retailers are German wholesaler Metro Cash & 

Carry. Kaufland has opened hypermarkets in Chisinau 

and in several regions around Moldova. In addition to 

Radisson Blu, the Marriot and Ibis hotel chains have en-

tered the Moldovan market. In terms of clothing, Nike, 

Adidas, Puma are some athletic wear retailers with a 

presence in Moldova. Luxury bands do not have any of-

ficial representation in Moldova, however, many luxury 

designer brands do have production facilities in Mol-

dova. McDonald’s, KFC, and Robert’s Coffee are some 

restaurants and fast food chains present in Moldova. 

5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 1.5/2

In 2021, Moldova had approximately 4.3 mil-

lion mobile phone users, which is more than the 

population of Moldova itself (3.6 million)449. Out 

of the total number of users, 2.3 million were 

using mobile Internet, out of which 1.6 million 

were using 4G450. 

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 6.5/10
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1.1. DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM 1/10

A de facto one-party system has been estab-

lished in Tajikistan since 2016. The Tajik political op-

position has disappeared as a legal political player; 

the secular oppositional block was broken up and 

subordinated to the authorities by 2010, and the 

most influential opposition party, the Islamic Revival 

Party of Tajikistan (IRPT), was banned in 2015.

The ruling People’s Democratic Party occupies the 

overwhelming majority of seats in the Tajik Parlia-

ment. The major opposition party, the Islamic Renais-

sance Party (IRPT), was banned in September 2015, 

and the majority of the party leadership are either 

imprisoned or living in exile. Two deputy heads of 

the IRPT have been sentenced to life imprisonment. 

The Social Democratic Party – the only officially reg-

istered opposition party in the country – has effec-

tively been destroyed and exists mainly on paper. 

The remaining six officially registered political parties 

openly demonstrate loyalty to the authorities and re-

fuse to define themselves as political opposition. 

The latest parliamentary elections were held on 

March 1, 2020, and confirmed the existing status 

quo in parliament. Out of seven registered parties, 

only the opposition Social Democratic Party of Ta-

jikistan remained outside of parliament. According 

to official data, only 0.32% of voters voted for this 

party, although the party disagreed with the elec-

tion results.

Out of 63 seats in Parliament, the ruling People’s 

Democratic Party of Tajikistan (PDPT) won 47 par-

liamentary seats, the Communist Party won two 

seats, the Democratic Party won 1 seat, the Socialist 

Party 1 seat, the Party of Economic Reforms won 

5, and the Agrarian Party of Tajikistan won 7 seats. 

There is a high risk that current drastic political 

changes in neighboring Afghanistan will have an 

impact on the state of the Westernization process in 

Tajikistan. Thus, we can expect that the authorities 

will tighten their control over civil society, which is 

often regarded as a space for potential public mo-

bilization, critical discourse, and political destabiliza-

tion. It would certainly hamper the democratization 

processes in the country and contribute to its fur-

ther drift towards authoritarianism. 

1.2. PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 1/8

There are no officially registered political 

parties in Tajikistan that can be described as 

pro-Western organizations. No one of them de-

clares adherence to pro-Western ideologies and 

values in their programs. To some extent, the only 

exception to this is the Social Democratic Party 

of Tajikistan, which is described as a center-left 

and liberal political party that stands for the open 

market and democratization reforms. During the 

2020 parliamentary elections, the Social Dem-

ocrats nominated five candidates on the party 

list. However, the Central Commission for Elec-
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tions and Referenda stated that only 0.32% of 

the electorate voted for the SDPT, and thus, this 

party was not able to overcome the 5% barrier to 

entering parliament451. In general, the SDPT is in 

a deep crisis caused by the Tajik authorities over 

the last 15 years. 

1.3. PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 2/7

There are still no sociological surveys or opinion 

polls concerning the Tajik public’s perceptions of 

Western civilization. In general, the Tajik public, es-

pecially the youth, regard Western countries as the 

most attractive destination for temporary (labor) or 

permanent migration. Thus, every year the number 

of Tajik citizens participating in the US green card 

lottery increases452. 

The number of Tajiks applying for asylum in West-

ern countries has also risen. The countries where Ta-

jik citizens more often apply for asylum within the 

European Union include Germany (approximately 

66%) and Poland (approximately 28%)453.

The highest number of asylum applications sub-

mitted by Tajiks was recorded in 2016, with 3,210 

requests. This was linked on the one hand to the 

increase in State repressions against the Party of Is-

lamic Revival of Tajikistan (IRPT), which was banned 

in September 2015. On the other hand, some ex-

perts explain this phenomenon as an attempt by 

Tajik citizens working in Russia to take advantage 

of Germany’s “open door” policy at the time. In the 

meantime, Poland became the first EU border cross-

ing point for Tajik citizens traveling to Germany454.

2.1. CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS 
OF THE VENICE COMMISSION 1/6

According to experts, the Tajik Constitution 

and legislation meet international requirements 

and standards. At the same time, the Tajik Govern-

ment often fails to meet international standards in 

practice while implementing constitutional stand-

ards and legislation. Since 2014, Tajikistan does not 

have a practice of regularly contacting the Venice 

Commission or other international organizations 

for legal consultations about important matters. 

In 2020-2021, the Tajik Government was sharply 

criticized for numerous cases of human rights vio-

lations, including “kidnapping and forced repatri-

ation of the country’s citizens in foreign countries, 

only for these citizens to reappear in custody in 

Tajikistan; forced disappearances; and torture and 

abuse of detainees by security forces”455.

2.2. INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 0.5/7

Judiciary independence has continued to de-

teriorate during the last several years. The Tajik 

judiciary is structured in a way that does not en-

sure the independence of the judicial power from 

the executive. As it a result, the judiciary system 

has de facto failed to ensure rule of law in the 

country. In the current context, judges are often 

unable to adjudicate cases fairly without a risk of 

negative consequences for independent decisions. 

Over the past few years, the Tajik authorities 

have significantly limited lawyers’ ability to work in-

dependently. Thus, they have introduced a new de-

cree, according to which, only members of the gov-

ernment-controlled Union of Lawyers of Tajikistan 

under the Ministry of Justice may work as defense 

attorneys in the courts456.
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2.3. HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 1/6

Over the last year, the Tajik Government has is-

sued several decrees restricting freedom of expres-

sion. On February 10, 2021,  the state-run media 

regulator, the Television and Radio Committee, an-

nounced new licensing rules for privately owned tel-

evision and radio stations. Under these new rules, 

independent TV and radio stations are required to 

“work within the framework of the country’s uni-

fied policy in the information sphere” and “un-

questioningly comply” with the Television and Ra-

dio Committee’s orders457. This law is in line with 

amendments passed by the Tajik Parliament in July 

2017, allowing security services to monitor individ-

uals’ online activities, including by keeping records 

of mobile messages and social media comments458.

In July 2021, amendments were made to the law 

on bars and attorney activity. In accordance with 

these changes, Tajik attorneys may only defend their 

clients in court trials if approved by the newly estab-

lished Legal Aid Center, and must, upon request, 

“urgently come to the inquiry officer, investigator, 

prosecutor, or judge”459.

In February 2021, President Rahmon signed 96 

decrees at once, affecting almost all judges in the 

country. Accordingly, 153 judges and court officials 

were either transferred to other positions or fired.

In October 2021, the Tajik Parliament started 

consideration of amendments to the Criminal Code 

on making penalties for illegal religious education, 

including online education, harsher, with imprison-

ment of up to 3 years. Previously this was punishable 

with an administrative fine of up to 72,000 somoni 

(around $6,000) or prison term of up to 3 years for 

repeat offenses460.

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 0.5/6

Tajikistan’s justice system is clearly highly intolerant 

to acquittals in criminal trials. The lack of acquittals 

does not appear to be a personal choice of judges, but 

a systemic problem of excluding the option of making 

independent decisions in criminal cases. Acquittals are 

vanishingly rare, to the extent that the overwhelming 

majority of judges have never issued a single acquit-

tal in their careers, and some judges have never even 

heard of one being issued by other judges.

The Supreme Court of Tajikistan opened an 

administrative case against a judge at the at Bob-

odzhon Gafurov (the Sughd region) district court, 

who acquitted a defendant and released them from 

the courtroom461.

3.1. EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION: 2/7

Tajikistan applied for WTO membership in 2010; 

the application was approved in 2012, and the 

country has held WTO membership since March 

2, 2013462. The Covid-19 outbreak forced the post-

ponement of Tajikistan’s first WTO Trade Policy Re-

view, which had been scheduled for March 2020463.

In 2019, Tajikistan chaired a number of region-

al organizations and their structures, including the 

Conference on Interaction and Confidence-Build-

ing Measures in Asia (CICA), the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation, and the Forum for Security 

Cooperation at the Organization for Security and 

Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). In 2020, Tajikistan 

began its chairmanship of the International Fund 

for Saving the Aral Sea, the Istanbul Process on Af-

ghanistan, and took over the chairmanship of the 
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Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and the 

Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO)464.

Tajikistan has been a full member of the OSCE 

since 1994. Since that time, the OSCE Office in Ta-

jikistan has opened five field offices in the country. 

The relationship between Tajikistan and the OCSE 

deteriorated since 2016, when the OSCE Human 

Dimension Meeting was held in Warsaw, with par-

ticipation from representatives of the Islamic Renais-

sance Party and Group 24, which was banned and 

declared a terrorist organization in Tajikistan. As a 

result, Tajik authorities have downgraded the OSCE 

Program Office, which was forced to close its re-

gional offices in the country465.

3.2. EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 1/6

According to the Heritage Foundation Index of 

Economic Freedom, Tajikistan is ranked 134th out 

of 178 states and therefore in the ‘mostly unfree’ 

group466. According to the US State Government 

report, Tajikistan remains a challenging place 

to do business and presents potential high-risk, 

high-reward opportunities for foreign investors. In 

2020, the pandemic crisis and closed borders de-

pressed both the flow of remittances and foreign 

trade, leading to a 3% contraction of  Tajikistan’s 

GDP; it also caused an 11% currency devaluation 

and a considerable decrease in domestic business 

and trade activities467. 

In order to facilitate business, the Tajik govern-

ment has simplified the business registration pro-

cess by adopting a single-window registration sys-

tem for investors in 2019, though additional efforts 

are needed in order to make this system effective. 

In addition to obtaining state registration through 

a single-window, a company must still also register 

with the Social Protection Agency, Statistics Agen-

cy under the President of Tajikistan’s Ministry of 

Labor, Migration, and Employment; Sanitary-Epi-

demiological Service at the Ministry of Health; as 

well as with local authorities, municipal services, 

and other agencies468.

3.3. WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 1/6

Over the last two years, Tajikistan’s main trade part-

ners have been Russia 21 % trade turnover in 2020), 

Switzerland (20.3%), Kazakhstan (18.5%) and China 

(10%). In general, the share of European countries 

remained minimal – thus, Germany’s share was only 

1.5%. The only exception is Switzerland, which im-

ported a wider range of products to Tajikistan,  from 

pharmaceutical to machinery and equipment469.

3.4. WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 1/6

The pandemic and economic crisis have nega-

tively affected the flow and amount of foreign in-

vestment into Tajikistan. Thus, according to official 

statistics, in 2021, the overall amount of foreign in-

vestment in Tajikistan dropped by 47%470, to $192.7 

million in 2020, but showed a strong recovery in 

the first half of 2021, increasing by 43.7%, to about 

$118 million. China accounts for three quarters of all 

foreign investment in Tajikistan. Investments origi-

nating from Russia declined to about 7% of the to-

tal and were the second-largest source of FDI471.

Since the beginning of pandemic crisis, sev-

eral hundred million dollars have come in from 

the international community in the form of crisis 
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aid. In the first part of 2020, the European Union 

alone provided at least €52.2 million ($57 million) 

for short- and long-term Covid-19 support to be 

provided through partners like the World Health 

Organization, UNICEF, and German development 

agency GIZ472.

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 4.5/15

4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 0.5/2

None of Tajikistan’s various ethnic groups uses 

the Latin alphabet, which was only used for the Tajik 

language during a short period, from 1936 to 1939, 

before being replaced with the Cyrillic script. There 

is no public discourse in the country concerning a 

possible return to the Latin alphabet. 

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 1/6

The most popular foreign languages in Tajikistan 

are Russian and English. According to available data, 

about 68% of Tajik population claims that to be flu-

ent in Russian in one way or another473. According 

to another survey, 69% of respondents indicated 

Russian along with Tajik and English as a desired 

language of instruction for their children474. At the 

same time, the English language is increasingly pop-

ular among the educated population, intellectuals, 

and students. In local private language centers, the 

number of students studying English is usually two-

and-a-half times greater than the number of stu-

dents willing to learn Russian475.

German attracts a relatively small number of stu-

dents – mainly youth planning to apply to one of the 

German universities abroad. The French language is 

taught mainly in the Bactria Language Center in Du-

shanbe, which covers just a few dozen students.

4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN NATIONS’ MOVIE THEATERS AND 
ON TV CHANNELS; THE SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL 
MEDIA (FACEBOOK, INSTAGRAM, AND TWITTER) 3/6

In Tajikistan, US movies constitute the over-

whelming majority of the local cinemas’ repertory. 

EU movies are rarely played by local TV channels. 

In 2021, the first so-called online-cinema Somon-TV 

was established. This is a private providing a sub-

scription-based streaming service, which offers a 

library of films and television programs, including 

those produced in-house476. The pandemic nega-

tively affected this sector, as the Government closed 

all cinemas in the country.

According to statistics, there were one million 

social media users in Tajikistan in January 2021. 

The number of social media users in Tajikistan 

increased by 340,000 (+52%) between 2020 and 

2021. The number of social media users in Tajik-

istan was equivalent to 10.4% of the total popu-

lation in January 2021477. It should be noted that 

these statistics cover only the Tajiks living inside 

the country. However, a considerable part of Ta-

jik social media users reside abroad.
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5.1. PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 1/5

Tajikistan closed its borders in mid-March 2020 

and soon afterwards suspended all internation-

al flights and railway routes. It resumed flights 

several months later, but only to Russia, several 

post-Soviet countries, and Istanbul and Dubai. The 

routes to Western countries remained closed in 

the end of 2021, as Tajikistan was still considered 

as a country at high risk for new and emerging 

strains of coronavirus478. The lack of trust was 

caused by the peculiarities of the Tajik authori-

ties’ anti-Covid strategy, which was widely con-

sidered as unconvincing and dubious. Thus, Tajik-

istan was among the few countries of the world 

to consistently deny any presence of Covid in its 

territory since the beginning of the pandemic. So-

cial distancing measures were not implemented, 

raising serious international concerns. As a result, 

the number of Tajik citizens traveling to Western 

countries has drastically reduced since the begin-

ning of pandemic.

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 0.5/3

Due to the pandemic, the authorities closed the 

majority of Tajik trade centers, markets and restau-

rants for several months. This economic decline pre-

vented local companies from developing business 

enterprises, including franchises. The only exception 

to this is the establishment of a KFC restaurant in 

Dushanbe in September 2021. The KFC brand be-

longs to the international company Yum! Brands, 

Inc., and the company “Mazzai Nav” LLC, which is 

its official partner in Tajikistan479.

However, the majority of existing franchising 

enterprises managed to survive the crisis, including 

South Fried Chicken, Baskin Robbins, Tea Funny, 

Sait Efendi, and fast-food and cafe networks such 

as HotDogger, Coffee Moose, New York Coffee, 

Segafredo, and Jeffrey’s Coffee480.

5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 1/2

The number of Internet users in Tajikistan in-

creased by 948,000 (+39%) between 2020 and 

2021. Internet penetration in Tajikistan stood at 

34.9% in January 2021481. There were 10.14 million 

mobile connections in Tajikistan in January 2021.

The number of mobile connections in Tajikistan in-

creased by 198,000 (+2.0%) between January 2020 

and January 2021. The number of mobile connec-

tions in Tajikistan in January 2021 was equivalent to 

105.2% of the total population.
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1.1. DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM 0.5/10

In the Freedom House rating on the state of 

political and civil freedoms in the countries of the 

world, Turkmenistan ranks 207 out of 209 possible 

(third place from the end) and is in the category of 

“not free countries”482. Almost all freedoms are sup-

pressed in Turkmenistan: there are no independent 

political parties, trade unions or public organiza-

tions483, the entire press484 is tightly controlled by 

the state, the Internet is totally censored, and inter-

national human rights and humanitarian organiza-

tions are prohibited from entering the country.

Elections to the upper house of the Turkmen 

parliament, the Halk Maslahaty, were the main 

political event of 2021. The elections were held 

in accordance with the new version of the Con-

stitution485 486 adopted in 2020. According to the 

norms of the new Constitution, the national par-

liament, or Milli Genes, is a representative body 

and consists of two chambers: the Halk Maslahaty 

(upper chamber) and the Mejlis (lower chamber)487. 

The main political surprise during elections to the 

upper house of parliament was the nomination of 

the current President of Turkmenistan, Gurbanguly 

Berdimuhamedov, as a candidate for deputy (this 

happened on the last day of the legally allowed 

nomination period). At the same time, Article 73 

of the Constitution reads: “The President of Turk-

menistan cannot be a member or deputy of the 

Milli Genes of Turkmenistan”488. Nevertheless, the 

president was elected as a member of the upper 

house of parliament489, and then also as its chair-

man490. By doing this, the President of Turkmeni-

stan usurped not only the executive, but also the 

legislative branch of government. These events 

intensified rumors of a possible transfer of pow-

er from the current president to the son of Serd-

ar Berdimuhamedov, who currently serves as the 

Deputy Prime Minister for Banking and Economic 

Affairs491. International organizations did not offer 

a reaction to these latest elections.

1.2. PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 1/8

There is not a single party in Turkmenistan with 

its own foreign policy agenda. Generally, the parties 

support the foreign policy pursued by the President, 

which is based on the Turkmenistan’s permanent 

neutrality, and determined by the goal of securing 

existing and potential natural gas markets.
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1.3. PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 1/7

In Turkmenistan, all media are under control of the 

government. State propaganda aims to strengthen the 

cult of the president’s personality along with conserva-

tive and nationalist values in society. At the same time, 

international politics and life are not covered by the of-

ficial media, with the exception of the president’s trips 

abroad. All public and demonstrative manifestations 

of belonging to Western popular culture – tattoos, 

hipster hairstyles and beards, provocative clothing 

styles – are persecuted by the police.

The lifestyle that is common for Turkey and the 

Turkish concept of comfort and service has been ac-

cepted by the society as a standard, while Chinese 

goods represent technological progress. These two 

prime examples showed Turkmen society that the 

standard of living, comfort, and access to advanced 

technologies may have nothing to do with Western 

values. It is impossible to objectively assess society’s 

attitude towards Western values due to the author-

ities’ strict tacit ban on polling or surveys.

2.1. CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS 
OF THE VENICE COMMISSION 1/6

Turkmenistan is not a member of the Council of 

Europe, therefore, the Venice Commission does not 

apply. However, in 2016, after the draft of Constitu-

tion of Turkmenistan appeared in the public domain, 

the OSCE ODIHR initiated an analysis of the main 

provisions of the draft of Constitution emanating 

from Turkmenistan’s membership in the OSCE492. 

The number of critical comments in this document 

turned out to be so great that it presupposed that 

the draft of Constitution was completely inconsist-

ent with the obligations on OSCE membership.

During President Berdimuhamedov’s visit to Germa-

ny (August 2016), Chancellor Angela Merkel publicly 

expressed her desire for an examination of the draft 

Constitution of Turkmenistan by the Venice Commis-

sion, considering the mutual intention to bring Turk-

menistan closer to the COE and the EU. Berdimu-

hamedov accepted the offer, but then ignored it (the 

constitution was adopted in September 2016). Further-

more, comments from the OSCE ODIHR were ignored.

The latest edition of the 2020 Constitution has 

not been reviewed by the Venice Commission.

2.2. INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 0.5/7

Members of the judiciary are appointed 

and removed directly by the President of Turk-

menistan. According to a Freedom House re-

port, “the judicial system is subservient to the 

president, who appoints and dismisses judges 

unilaterally”493. 

2.3. HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 1/6

Turkmenistan is a party to most UN conventions 

on human rights, the Constitution of Turkmeni-

stan494 contains a separate chapter on human rights 

guarantees and freedoms, and the Constitutional 

Law “On the Permanent Neutrality of Turkmeni-

stan”495 contains provisions defining the primacy of 

international law and recognizing the decisions of 

UN bodies.
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However, the Turkmen authorities refuse to co-

operate with international human rights organiza-

tions. In particular, Turkmenistan refused to host 

a number of special rapporteurs from various UN 

mechanisms (on torture, enforced disappearances, 

etc.). The OSCE (ODIHR) either refuses to observe 

elections or sends short-term missions.

Several series of laws in Turkmenistan are in di-

rect violation of the norms of international law or 

contain provisions that allow them to be sabotaged. 

The Criminal Code of Turkmenistan496  criminalizes 

“sodomy”; the law governing the Internet497 con-

tains prohibitive norms; the law “On Migration”498

contains a rule allowing a repressive ban on leav-

ing the country. A special state commission “for the 

artistic level of created literary works, theatre plays 

and screenplays assessment”499  officially confirmed 

the existence of governmental censorship of cul-

ture. Legislation on political parties500, public associ-

ations501, rallies502, and mass media503  also contains 

strict restrictive and discriminatory regulation. The 

practices of public associations (NGOs) are paralyz-

ed by a presidential decree, which makes it almost 

impossible for them to receive technical and grant 

support from abroad504.

The law “On the Ombudsman”505 adopted in 

2016 did not lead to meaningful work for this hu-

man rights institution. The issues of persons who 

have disappeared in Turkmenistan’s prisons506, the 

rights of prisoners, and torture are completely ig-

nored in the Ombudsman’s Report; little attention is 

paid to the ban on leaving the country507, or issues 

related domestic violence and the persecution of 

LGBT persons.

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 0.5/6

There is no practice of acquittals in Turk-

menistan. There is a one-time precedent for the 

termination of criminal cases during the inves-

tigation stage.

3.1. EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 1/7

In 2021, Turkmenistan applied to join the 

WTO508, and received observer status in that or-

ganization in July 2020. Turkmenistan has been 

involved in negotiations with the European Un-

ion to sign a Partnership and Cooperation Agree-

ment (PCA)509 for over ten years. In October 

2021, the EU announced that the ratification of 

the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement is 

closely connected to “progress in the field of hu-

man rights” in Turkmenistan510. Given Turkmen 

authorities’ reluctance to address the matter of 

persons who have disappeared in Turkmen pris-

ons511 along with other problems, prospects for 

signing the Agreement are illusory.

3.2. EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 0.5/6

The authorities of Turkmenistan exercise strict 

control over the activities of all business structures. 

from large industrial producers to private entrepre-

neurs. For this purpose, the Union of Industrialists 

and Entrepreneurs of Turkmenistan512 was estab-

lished by a separate law513. This Union is the larg-



121STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Turkmenistan

est, and enjoys a near monopoly on subsidies and 

loans from the government and state-owned banks 

of Turkmenistan, along with the exclusive right to 

represent the interests of Turkmen business abroad.

All other state institutions designed to fulfil a 

regulatory and stimulating role (the State Exchange, 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry) are purely cos-

metic, creating the appearance of a “market” and 

“competitive” economy.

The development of private entrepreneurship 

and small and medium-sized businesses in Turk-

menistan is constrained by several factors: con-

fusing and inconsistent legislation; total corrup-

tion at all levels of government regulation; state 

control over business; and usurpation of entire 

economic spheres and areas of the economy by 

the president’s closest circle514 515.

Doing business is complicated by the lack of free 

conversion of the national currency into currencies 

of other countries. All currency entering the country 

is forcibly converted into the national currency, the 

manat. Applications for the purchase of goods in for-

eign currency abroad are accepted only from a limited 

number of legal entities and are satisfied for 10-50 

percent of the declared amount. We should not lose 

sight of the fact that for several years now, the official 

rate of the manat against the dollar (and the euro) has 

remained “stable”, but at the same time there is also 

a real (“black”) exchange rate, reaching a difference 

of 7-10 times compared to the official rate516.

3.3. WESTERN SHARE OF THE SALES OF GOODS 1/6

Few Western countries export to Turkmenistan, 

and this market tends to be dominated by hydrocar-

bon, with a significant share of trade falling on Chi-

na, Russia, Turkey, Afghanistan, and Georgia517. Most 

importers from Turkmenistan are also non-Western 

countries: Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, Russia, 

China, and India518. This is due to the fact that some 

high-tech products are re-exported by Turkish and UAE 

companies or supplied to Turkmenistan through West-

ern firms’ representative offices in these countries.

3.4. WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 1.5/6
There is no reliable data on the volume of foreign investments (including Western investments) in Turkmenistan.

4.1. USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 2/2

Turkmenistan has completely switched over to 

the use of Latin script. However, this did not lead to 

an increase in Western influence. To some extent, 

this change has contributed to the mass migration 

of the population to Turkey, where a similar script 

is used.

4.2. PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 1/6

The number of such people is small. Most of the 

population lives in extreme poverty, which, along 

with a stagnating educational system, makes learn-

ing foreign languages inaccessible for many. There 

is also a lack of motivation among the majority of 

the population.

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 5/15
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4.3. SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATERS AND ON TV 
CHANNELS, SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK, 
INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 2/7

Commercial film distribution is dominated by 

the latest novelties of the international film in-

dustry, and usually supplied with Russian transla-

tion519. Due to the relatively high price of movie 

tickets, cinema attendance is low. Turkmenistan’s 

capital city, Ashgabat, has only three full-fledged 

cinemas and about 10 smaller movie theaters in 

shopping centers; in regional centers there are no 

such cinemas. The National Broadcasting Corpo-

ration is represented on the air by thematic chan-

nels – the main one is Altyn Asyr, a channel about 

culture. There is also a youth channel, a sports 

channel, and Turkmenistan 24, which broadcasts 

news about Turkmenistan in foreign languages. 

There are almost no foreign topics on these chan-

nels, including dubbed foreign films. The excep-

tion to this is the broadcast of soccer matches. 

Cable networks include over 30 Russian chan-

nels, Turkish entertainment and news channels, 

English-language channels CNN and BBC, as well 

as Georgian, Azerbaijani, Armenian, Belarusian, 

Ukrainian, and Kazakh channels broadcast via sat-

ellite. Cable TV is widespread in the capital and re-

gional centers, but in the suburbs and rural areas, 

the population watches TV using satellite dishes.

Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and all other social 

networks are blocked in Turkmenistan. VPN is pro-

hibited by law in Turkmenistan, and the distribution 

of VPN programs is a criminal offense punishable by 

up to seven years in prison.

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 2.5/10

5.1. PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 0.5/5

Due to the strict Covid-19 pandemic lockdown, 

leaving Turkmenistan has now been banned for two 

years. Before the pandemic, the country was expe-

riencing massive emigration520, mainly to work in 

Turkey or obtain permanent residence in Russia521, 

although there was also a strong uptick in the num-

ber of applications for permanent residence in the 

United States522.

5.2. PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 1/3 

There are several brand franchises with heavy pres-

ence in Turkmenistan, mostly those selling clothing and 

footwear, such as Collin’s, Zara, and Wrangler. There 

are no representative offices of Western corporations 

in Turkmenistan, there are no foreign restaurant or 

fast-food chains, and there are no foreign retail chains.

5.3. MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 1/2

There are no official statistics or relevant data 

on this issue. The only provider of mobile com-

munication services in the country is a subdivision 

of the state corporation Turkmentelecom. Turk-

mentelecom does not provide statistics on the 

number of its users. The relative coverage of mo-

bile communications covers all settlements with-

in so-called “oases” and is represented in cities 

with 4G, in rural areas with 3G. Since most of 

Turkmenistan’s geographical area falls on sparsely 

populated deserts, absolute coverage is low. The 

limiting factor of Internet access is not technical 

equipment and physical coverage of the territo-

ries or the number of smartphones used by the 

population, but the authorities’ Internet censor-

ship for political and ideological reasons523.
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1.1 DEGREE OF POLITICAL FREEDOM 7/10

Ukraine is firmly entrenched in the Freedom 

House rating as a “partially free” country. Since 

2017, its democracy percentage within this rating 

has consistently fluctuated at the level of 60-62 

points out of 100, which can be described as a sta-

ble improvement over the previous period (37 points 

in 2016). In particular, Ukraine’s indicator for 2021 

was 60. Furthermore, political rights were assessed 

at 26 points out of 40.

Since the previous rating, there have been no 

presidential or parliamentary elections in Ukraine, 

however, there were repeated cabinet reshuffles 

in both 2020 and 2021. During these reshuffles, 

the President of Ukraine and his office have been 

repeatedly accused by the experts and civil socie-

ty of unconstitutional interference with personnel 

appointments in the government, as, according to 

the law, such appointments should be exclusively 

the privilege of the Prime Minister. As a result, both 

governments during Zelenskyy’s presidency were 

appointed by the President`s Office, with the Presi-

dent and the head of his office themselves partici-

pating in interviews with potential ministers524.

A notable event of 2021 was the dismissal of 

Dmytro Razumkov from the position of Speaker of 

the Verkhovna Rada. Razumkov got into high-level 

politics in 2019 as a part of Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s 

team while still playing a relatively independent 

political game and not always moving in step with 

the decisions and wishes of the President’s Office. 

The conflict between the President and the speaker, 

which arose due to the lack of political allegiance 

and, according to some sources, Razumkov’s own 

political ambitions, provoked discussions about the 

threat of Ukraine, which is in fact a parliamenta-

ry-presidential republic turning into a de facto 

presidential republic. The very ballot for dismissing 

Razumkov from office, initiated by the presidential 

“Servant of the People” party, was conducted in vi-

olation of the Verkhovna Rada rules and provided 

Zelenskyy’s critics with additional ammunition for 

accusing Zelenskyy of creating authoritarianism in 

Ukraine525.

Pluralism in the media remains quite high, 

despite the fact that many media outlets are in-

fluenced by their owners’ financial support and 

political agendas. The television market is divided 

between six media holdings, which make up 71% 

of the country’s viewership526. These are main-

ly oligarchic media holdings. In 2021, Ukraine 

dropped by one position in the World Press In-

dex, where it currently occupies 96th place. Be-

sides, some noticeable changes took place in the 

Ukrainian television market in 2021 in connection 

with the introduction of the National Security 

Council sanctions against the television channels 
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owned by Viktor Medvedchuk (he has also been 

accused of high treason). This mainly concerns the 

news channels owned by Medvedchuk, which are 

quite popular in the south and east of the coun-

try. For the first time in the history of Ukraine, 

the National Security Council began to impose 

sanctions against Ukrainian citizens, which, from 

a legal point of view, raised many questions.

1.2 PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN  PARLIAMENT 6.5/8

The majority of the parties represented in the 

Ukrainian parliament are pro-Western. The only ex-

ception is still the party “Opposition Platform-For 

Life (Za zhyttia)”, which has several leaders, includ-

ing Viktor Medvedchuk (Vladimir Putin is a god-

father of his daughter). The leaders of this party 

continue to hold regular dialogue with the Russian 

leadership. Since the previous index, however, three 

new elements have emerged. The first is that the 

presidential “Servant of the People” party began to 

speak more clearly about European and Euro-Atlan-

tic integration: shortly after being elected to par-

liament, the party considered this topic as a kind 

of “monopoly” of Petro Poroshenko and his party, 

which was even renamed during the 2019 election 

campaign to sound similar to the abbreviation of 

the “EU” in Ukrainian (“European Solidarity”). The 

second is that the voices advocating for relations 

with China have become more audible in public. It 

is telling that one of these voices was the head of 

the presidential party faction, David Arahamia, who 

even was interviewed by the Chinese state news 

agency Xinhua, during which he stated that the 

principles of the “Servant of the People” party and 

the Chinese Communist Party largely coincide, and 

that his political movement wanted to learn from 

the CPC’s experience in governing the country and 

building the state527. The third feature is the appar-

ent presence of different approaches to strengthen-

ing relations with Ukraine’s Western partners with-

in the pro-Western political camp. For example, in 

2021 there was a lot of controversy regarding what 

security relations approach to use in dialogue with 

the United States. While some MPs with relevant 

government representatives were united in their 

belief that it was necessary to focus on conclud-

ing a bilateral Defense Agreement with the United 

States that would not contradict Ukrainian’s further 

integration into NATO, but would only strengthen 

it, others advocated appealing to the United States 

on behalf of the Verkhovna Rada with a request to 

grant Ukraine the status of Major Non-NATO Ally 

(MNNA). It is noteworthy that the discord of opin-

ions on the matter occurred not along party lines, 

but also within different pro-European parties. 

Meanwhile, some individual representatives of both 

“Servant of the People” and the EU were in favor of 

the first option, while others supported the latter.

1.3 PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 5/7

Support for the EU and NATO remains quite 

high among Ukrainians, despite the absence of 

real achievements visible to ordinary citizens in 

recent years when it comes to the European and 

Euro-Atlantic tracks. Thus, Ukraine’s membership 

in the EU at the time of preparation of the Index 

was supported by 62% of the population, while 

NATO membership was supported by 58%528. The 

only region of Ukraine where the number of op-

ponents to joining EU and NATO is greater than 

the number of supporters is eastern Ukraine. The 

highest level of support for both the EU and NATO 

is in western Ukraine and Kyiv (overall support is 

higher than in the Center of Ukraine). Member-
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ship in the EU and NATO is also predominantly 

supported by voters of all political parties repre-

sented in parliament, except for the “Opposition 

Platform – For Life”. Among non-parliamentary 

parties, the greatest opposition to NATO mem-

bership is observed among the electorate of 

Muraev’s party “Nashi” (only 12% of its voters 

support the Euro-Atlantic course). It is notewor-

thy that the foreign leaders who inspire the great-

est trust in Ukrainians are the leaders of Western 

countries529. The leaders of Russia and China oc-

cupy last place in the list of those whom Ukraini-

ans trust. Alexander Lukashenko, who previously 

enjoyed high levels of sympathy and trust among 

Ukrainian society, has rapidly lost his standing fol-

lowing the fraudulent Belarusian election in 2020. 

2.1 CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE VENICE 
COMMISSION 5/6

The Venice Commission is still an important arbiter 

in assessing Ukrainian legislation. In the last two years, 

the number of opinions issued by the Venice Com-

mission regarding Ukraine has grown significantly530. 

These were mainly related to the legislation of the rule 

of law reforms, along with some other issues. Also, 

during this two-year period, the Venice Commission 

has used its urgent opinion format twice including to 

help resolve the acute constitutional crisis in Ukraine, 

which will be discussed further below.

A positive example of an appeal to the Venice 

Commission during Zelenskyy’s presidency is the Law 

“On an All-Ukrainian Referendum”, during the prepa-

ration of which most of the recommendations of the 

Venice Commission and the OSCE were considered. 

This law is considered one of the main achievements 

of the Zelenskyy presidency in this area. Another 

positive experience during the reporting period was 

the prepared draft law “On Political Parties”, which 

is to replace the existing “Law on Political Parties” 

in Ukraine. The new bill passed the formal examina-

tion of the Venice Commission and the OSCE, and in 

March 2021, it received a generally positive assess-

ment from the institution’s experts. The issue is that 

despite such an assessment, as well as the fact that a 

year-and-a-half has passed since the start of the po-

litical parties’ legislative reform. At the time of prepa-

ration of this analysis, the draft law has not yet been 

registered with the Verkhovna Rada.

At the same time, it should be noted that an appeal 

to this body sometimes proves to be more of a forced 

(pressured by civil society or international partners) 

step than one taken on the government’s own initia-

tive. Also, in Ukraine there still is a trend of using ap-

peals to the Venice Commission for political interests 

or even to trigger a potential political crisis. In 2021, the 

Speaker of the Verkhovna Rada, Dmytro Razumkov, 

submitted an incoordinate appeal to the Venice Com-

mission to evaluate the “Law on Oligarchs” promoted 

by the President, which was precisely the tipping point 

leading the presidential party in parliament to initiate 

the process of dismissing Razumkov from his post.

2.2 INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 3/7

Compared to the previous Index, Ukraine has 

slightly improved its position in the World Justice Pro-

ject Rule of Law Index, climbing from position 77 to 

74 out of 139 countries of the world. In the regional 

dimension, which in the ranking covers Eastern Europe 

and Central Asia, Ukraine is exactly in the middle: in 
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7th position out of 14, significantly lagging behind 

Georgia and North Macedonia, but at the same time, 

it is noticeably ahead of the Russian Federation. De-

spite the fact that some critical steps were taken in 

2021 regarding judicial reform in Ukraine, particularly, 

the Laws on the Resumption of the Work of the High 

Qualification Commission of Judges of Ukraine and the 

Law on the Reform of the High Council of Justice, judi-

cial reform remains Zelenskyy’s main stumbling point 

when it comes to Ukraine’s key international partners.

In addition, Ukrainians themselves do not per-

ceive any improvements to the courts’ independ-

ence. Thus, only 10% of Ukrainians trust the judicial 

branch of government (at the end of 2018, accord-

ing to the same poll of the USAID program, the level 

of trust was slightly higher, at about 16%)531.

A notable feature of this period is also an open 

confrontation between the Office of the President 

and the Constitutional Court, which commenced at 

the end of 2019, but grew especially acute after the 

adoption of the Constitutional Court decision in Oc-

tober 2020 canceling major anti-corruption Ukrainian 

legislation achieved after 2014, including the declaring 

of Ukraine’s asset declaration registry unconstitutional 

and invalidating key provisions of Ukraine’s corruption 

prevention law. In response to this decision, the Presi-

dent of Ukraine introduced a bill in which he proposed 

suspending the powers of all members of the Consti-

tutional Court, which he later recalled himself. Addi-

tionally the President, in violation of his constitutional 

powers, has twice removed the head of the Constitu-

tional Court from office.

2.3 HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 4/6

The matter of human rights in Ukraine during the 

reporting period was mainly determined by two fac-

tors. The first is the ongoing temporary occupation of 

Crimea and the Donetsk and Luhansk regions by the 

Russian Federation, where a significant number of hu-

man rights violations were recorded. The situation in 

Eastern Ukraine is aggravated by the continued armed 

conflict (in spite of the ceasefire in place since the sum-

mer of 2020), due to which the population in these 

regions experiences an acute shortage of not only se-

curity but also housing, food, medicine, and schooling. 

The second factor is the Covid-19 pandemic and relat-

ed restrictions, particularly freedom of movement. The 

Covid-19 pandemic has hit women particularly hard, as 

they make up over 80% of doctors and social workers 

in Ukraine. The quarantine restrictions have caused an 

explosive increase in domestic violence cases – an in-

crease of 30% in the number of known cases alone532. 

In 2021, Ukraine adopted a new National Human Rights 

Strategy with a corresponding three-year action plan.

2.4 NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 1/6

The number of acquittals in Ukraine remains very 

low – until now they have not exceeded 1%, which 

hardly allows us to speak of any positive dynamics 

in this matter – in the early 2000s, this number was 

actually zero (0.02% in 2000-2002), and in 2008 – 

0.2%533. A notable and rather remarkable point is 

that the statistics on acquittals observed among top 

officials sentenced for corruption are in fact quite 

different. Thus, in Ukraine, from January 1 to July 

16, 2021, the courts issued 55 rulings for top offi-

cials who were suspected of corruption, 29 of which 

were acquittals534.
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3.1 EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 4.5/7

Ukraine has been a member of the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) since 2008. The Association 

Agreement between Ukraine and the European Un-

ion came into full effect in 2017. Over the past few 

years, Ukraine (unlike other associated countries 

Georgia and Moldova) has been actively engaged 

in the dialogue with the EU on the review of the 

Agreement regarding the Deep and Comprehensive 

Free Trade Area (DCFTA), referring to the fact that 

negotiations on this Agreement took place more 

than ten years ago – the realities both in Ukraine 

itself and in terms of the level of exports inside the 

EU were completely different. Also, within this di-

alogue, Ukraine emphasizes joining the so-called 

ACAA (Agreement on Conformity Assessment and 

Acceptance of Industrial Products) greatly, which in 

Ukraine is also called “industrial visa-free travel to 

the EU” because it concerns Ukrainian integration 

into the EU`s industrial goods market. ACCA can 

potentially cover one fifth of Ukrainian exports to 

the EU, mainly mechanical engineering products535. 

Ukraine was ready to sign ACCA in three sectors out 

of the 27 stipulated in the Association Agreement 

from 2019. However, at the time of writing this 

analysis, only two assessment mission visits have 

taken place in this regard.

3.2 EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 3/6

According to the Index of Economic Freedom 

2021, Ukraine is ranked just 127th worldwide. In Eu-

rope, it occupies last place at 45th, lagging behind 

neighboring Belarus, Moldova, and Russia. Com-

pared to the previous year, the dynamics are positive, 

but the improvements are very minor, with growth 

at only 1.3%. Overall, Ukraine has most improved its 

rankings in the observance of property rights, how-

ever, Ukraine’s performance has worsened in the ar-

eas of legal efficiency and freedom of trade.

3.3 WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 4/6

The European Union remains Ukraine’s main 

trading partner. According to the results from 2020, 

the share of trade with the EU amounted to 40.7%, 

which in terms of percentage was roughly at the 

same level as in 2019 (40.1%). However, compared 

with the previous year, trade volume with the EU 

has dramatically decreased by 9%, to $48.1 bil-

lion536. The main reason for the drop in trade with 

the EU is the pandemic. Ukraine’s main trading part-

ners among the EU countries are Poland, Germany, 

and Italy. In contrast to the previous Index, a new 

trend has emerged – since 2019, without any effort 

from Ukraine, China has become its main bilater-

al trading partner. In 2020, Chinese trade volume 

increased by another 20%, and Ukrainian exports, 

half of which are agricultural products, doubled. 

Trade with Ukraine’s key strategic partner, the Unit-

ed States, remains fairly low.

3 | ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION 15/25
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3.4 WESTERN INVESTMENT IN COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 3.5/ 6

The same three European countries – Cyprus, 

the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom – remain 

Ukraine’s most significant investors among foreign 

countries. However, it is likely that such investments 

from these countries “cover up” the money moved 

around by Ukrainian businessmen and oligarchs, and 

thus such funding may be “money returns” rath-

er than actual investments in Ukraine. In general, in 

2020, the indicator of the level of foreign investment 

in Ukraine amounted to minus –$868 million537, that 

is, there was in fact a capital outflow. In the case of 

Ukraine, over the past twenty years, capital outflow 

has only occurred in 2015, in the midst of the active 

phase of the war in Donbas. It is noteworthy that af-

ter taking office, Zelenskyy voiced the idea of creating 

so-called “investment nannies” – specially authorized 

managers who protect the rights and interests of in-

vestors who have invested more than $100 million in 

Ukraine, 24 hours a day538. However, the investors 

themselves perceived this idea as another example of 

Ukraine’s unfavorable business climate: everything is 

so bad an “investment nanny” is necessary.

4.1 USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 1/2

In 2021, the previously rather marginalized idea 

of transferring the Ukrainian language into the Latin 

alphabet found influential supporters in the highest 

echelons of power. In particular, the National Securi-

ty and Defense Council secretary, Oleksiy Danilov, has 

publicly spoken out in support of abandoning the Cy-

rillic alphabet539. He called the transition to the Latin al-

phabet “a fundamental thing”, and advocated for the 

compulsory study of English beginning in kindergar-

ten. However, discussions about the transition to the 

Latin alphabet continue. For example, the language 

ombudsman of Ukraine, Taras Kremin, did not support 

the idea of the National Security Council’s secretary, 

having stated that the issue of preserving the Cyrillic 

alphabet is equal to the issue of preserving traditions. 

Other experts do not support this idea, because of fear 

of creating another line of linguistic division in Ukraine, 

which could actually weaken the status of the Ukrain-

ian language. The last time the idea of switching to 

the Latin alphabet was raised at the highest levels in 

Ukraine was in 2018, by the then-Minister of Foreign 

Affairs Pavlo Klimkin. Latin transliteration of words or 

simply the use of English-language names of the ser-

vice sector objects (especially the names of wine shops 

(and other alcoholic beverages), pastry/coffee shops, 

and beauty salons) remains a popular trend in Ukraine. 

Furthermore, Ukrainian brands, the number of which 

is constantly increasing due to the high demand for 

“Made in Ukraine” products, have adopted the popu-

lar trend of using English-language words for naming.

The issue of transferring the languages of na-

tional minorities into the Latin alphabet, particularly 

the Crimean Tatar language, has also reached a new 

level. In September 2021, the Cabinet of Ministers 

of Ukraine approved the alphabet of the Crimean 

Tatar language based on the Latin script. The im-

plementation of such an alphabet was based on de-

cisions made by the Kurultai of the Crimean Tatar 

people from 1992. The educational process in the 

Crimean Tatar language will be transferred to the 

use of Latin graphics before September 1, 2025540.

There is also a huge support for the “Ukrainiza-

tion” of Ukrainian words spelled in the Latin alpha-

bet abroad, that is, the improvement of the Latin 

transliteration of the Ukrainian words. For example, 

the continuing efforts to shift to spelling “Kyiv” in-

stead of “Kiev” at airports around the world, as well 

as in international media.

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 10.5/15
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4.2 PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 3.5/6

In 2021, Ukraine climbed up to the 40th position in 

the English Proficiency Index (compared to 47th place 

in 2019541).Now, Ukraine is classified at the moderate 

proficiency level and is the 30th out of only 35 in Eu-

rope. Today, advanced knowledge of the English lan-

guage in Ukraine is demonstrated by specialists who 

work in the IT field, marketing, law, and finance. The 

lowest rates are among the office workers, distribu-

tors, and accountants542. Alternatively, in the case of 

Ukraine, it is necessary to differentiate between real 

proficiency levels and those declared by respondents. 

Thus, according to one of the polls conducted earlier 

by TNS, 89% of respondents claimed they speak Eng-

lish, 17% stated that they speak German, and 9% said 

they are proficient in French (however, only 18% de-

clared their English level is above average). In 2019, the 

Concept for the Development of the English Language 

at Universities was established in Ukraine. The main 

idea is to test knowledge upon university enrollment 

(the required level is B1) and upon graduation (B2)543.

4.3 SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATERS AND ON TV 
CHANNELS, SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK, 
INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 6/7

Currently, Western productions dominate both 

cinemas and television. However, Ukrainian prod-

ucts are also strengthening their presence. At the 

time of writing this analysis, about 8-10% of cine-

mas’ total income turnover was occupied by Ukrain-

ian films544. During the presidency of Zelenskyy, 

who himself filmed and starred in movies prior to 

taking office (his Head of the Office, Andriy Yer-

mak, was also a film producer), Ukrainian filmmak-

ing has received more attention. This includes both 

Ukrainian films and preferential terms for foreign 

film productions in Ukraine. The Verkhovna Rada 

has adopted a law on a 25% cost refund to pro-

duction crews if filming takes place in Ukraine. This 

law was the reason why Netflix decided to shoot 

“The Last Mercenary”, starring Jean-Claude Van 

Damme, in Kyiv, though the filmmakers faced other 

difficulties, including to the requirement that they 

collect 393 permits for filming545. During the quar-

antine period in Ukraine, the number of active so-

cial media users increased by 7 million546. Ratings 

of the most popular social networks by the number 

of users in 2021 was as follows: Facebook (59%), 

YouTube (43%), Instagram (30%), Telegram (17%), 

and Twitter (6%)547. Networks of Russian origin such 

as VK and Odnoklassniki made up only 5% and 3%, 

respectively. In Ukraine, women are the users of the 

most popular social networks in all age groups. The 

fastest-growing social network in Ukraine is Tik Tok 

(now at 5 million Ukrainian users).

5.1 PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 3/5

The pandemic has severely limited the travel op-

portunities to Western countries for Ukrainians. Many 

EU countries simply restricted travelers from Ukraine 

in the past year-and-a-half. Nevertheless, according to 

the Border Guard Service of Ukraine, Poland is in the 

first place of destinations where Ukrainians traveled 

most often. Poland was visited by 1.9 million Ukraini-

ans in the first six months of 2021. Hungary is anoth-



130

er popular EU destination, which took fourth place in 

terms of the number of Ukrainians who visited it dur-

ing the first half of 2021. Other top destinations coun-

tries are traditional tourist routes for Ukrainians: Turkey 

(in second place) and Egypt (in third place). In October 

2021, Ukraine and the EU finally signed the Open Sky 

Agreement, which was initialed back in 2013, then de-

layed on the part of the European Union. This agree-

ment will increase the number of low-cost companies 

on the Ukrainian market and expand the number of 

travel destinations to European countries. It is symbolic 

that the day after signing the Open Sky Agreement, 

Wizz Air announced the launch of 26 new flights to 

EU countries from four Ukrainian cities548.

5.2 PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 2.5/3

The most notable event throughout of the re-

porting period was the long-awaited entry of the 

IKEA brand into the Ukrainian market. However, only 

one store was opened in the format of “city store”: 

a small (compared to the company’s standards) 

store in a shopping center of the city. The Swedish 

company was planning to open one more store in 

the same format in September 2021, but at the time 

of preparation of this analysis, that plan had not yet 

come to fruition. Overall, since 2017 more than 45 

international retail chains have entered the Ukrain-

ian market, the most notable of which was H&M. 

Ukrainians have access to three technology services: 

Apple Pay, Google Pay, and Xoom. Uber Taxi has 

been present in Ukraine since 2016, and Glovo de-

livery service has been present since 2018.

5.3 MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 1.5/2

The pandemic has favorably contributed to the 

growth in the number of Internet users in Ukraine. 

The number of Ukrainian Internet users increased 

by 2 million throughout the pandemic year, which is 

33% more than in 2019. In 2021, 30 million people 

used the Internet in Ukraine, which is approximate-

ly 67% of the country’s population549. The number 

of smartphone users in Ukraine is growing rapid-

ly every year, and quarantine has only intensified 

this trend. In 2013, only 9% of Ukrainians owned 

smartphones, and in 2019, that figure had grown 

to 66%550. Women use smartphones more often 

(53%) than men (47%).

Digitalization has become an important and posi-

tive trend during the presidency of Volodymyr Zelen-

skyy. More than 11 million Ukrainians use the Diia 

application, which stores all personal documents in 

digital format. Ukraine became the first country in the 

world to introduce a digital citizen passport. With the 

help of Diia, digital driver’s licenses, student IDs, car 

insurance, electronic signatures, payment of taxes and 

fines, and many other documents and services have 

become available for smartphone users. The goal of 

the current Ukrainian government is to provide 100% 

of services for Ukrainians online – “without officials, 

without queues, without corruption”551.

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Ukraine
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1.1. POLITICAL FREEDOM 2/10

In 2020-2021, political freedoms increased 

slightly, but the change was modest. Parliamenta-

ry elections were held in Uzbekistan in December 

2019, under the slogan “New parliament,” and 

debates among political parties were organized, 

demonstrating that a new degree of pluralism had 

been achieved. However, the parliament’s activities 

subsequently revealed that unanimous (or almost 

unanimous) voting still takes place. There are no sig-

nificant open debates among party factions within 

parliament. Uzbekistan was rated ‘not free’ by Free-

dom House’s annual study of political rights and civil 

liberties worldwide552.

Presidential elections took place in October 2021 

and once again, parties nominated their candidates 

for the position and debates were organized. How-

ever, no party managed to advance a real alterna-

tive to the incumbent. Slowly, albeit in some respect 

artificially, these showcase processes are building a 

pluralist political climate, because they teach a pas-

sive society to deliberate on politics, elections, the 

country’s problems, and so on.

Opposition political parties still do not exist in 

Uzbekistan and all existing parties are loyal to the 

President and his regime. 

Media freedoms are improving, but the last rem-

nants of censorship persist. Recently, independent 

bloggers have become quite active and popular, 

though some have faced restrictions and pressure 

from local and executive power structures. Neverthe-

less, the free speech space is expanding. This is espe-

cially visible and obvious on social media despite the 

numerous problems faced here. In 2021, Uzbekistan 

was  ranked by Reporters Without Borders as 157 (out 

of 180 states) in the World Press Freedom Index553.

The development of civil society institutions has 

become an important element of overall social and 

political reforms in Uzbekistan. Several presidential 

decrees and governmental resolutions were recently 

adopted in this sphere. About 8,000 NGOs are reg-

istered in Uzbekistan554. Currently, the new NGOs 

Code and Mass Media Code have been drafted and 

are being publicly debated. 

According to information from the Ministry of 

Justice, work has begun on preparations for a new 

program of administrative reforms for 2022-2023. 

This document’s key focus should be increasing the 

efficiency of state management and local executive 

power structures as well as the creation of a “mo-

bile management system”.

1.2 PRO-WESTERN PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 2/8

Currentlty, there are no “pro-Western” par-

ties in Uzbekistan’s parliament. On the contrary, 

there is a nationalist party. Members of the Lib-

eral-Democratic Party of Uzbekistan (UzLiDeP) 

can be considered, at least to a certain extent, 

as relatively more pro-Western, given that their 

STRATEGEAST WESTERNIZATION INDEX | Uzbekistan
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political ideology supports the market economy 

and major business enterprises. However, para-

doxically, UzLiDeP’s nominee Shavkat Mirziyoev – 

the current President – stated that the country is 

not ready to introduce a system of electing local 

governors, while the leader of the National Revival 

Party Alisher Kadirov supported such a democrat-

ic reform of the electoral system. 

At the same time, the pro-Russian foreign policy 

orientation is growing stronger. This was revealed 

with the Senate’s decision to support Uzbekistan’s 

joining the Russia-led Euro-Asian Economic Union 

(EAEU). In December 2020, Uzbekistan became an ob-

server member of the EAEU. In general, given the par-

liament’s lack of independence, the matter of wheth-

er some MPs are pro-Western is certainly relevant. 

1.3 PUBLIC OPINION OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION 2/7

Interest in and acceptance of Western values 

and lifestyle are increasing in Uzbekistan. On the 

one hand, several Western universities have opened 

branches opened in the country and the education 

system is being reformed according to European 

standards; for example, Uzbekistan is preparing to 

be the part of the Bologna process555.

Uzbekistan actively participates in the US-led 

“C5+1” diplomatic process, which brings togeth-

er 5 Central Asian states and the United States to 

discuss general regional cooperation in Central Asia 

and US assistance. Uzbekistan has also become an 

active member of the Organization of Turkic States 

(OTS) and looks toward Turkey – a NATO member – 

as a Western country that can be the supporter of 

Uzbekistan in international activities. 

By and large interest is growing in Western values 

and life style among the younger generations. Liber-

al ideas are taking deeper roots in public conscious-

ness. More students, scholars, and teachers are 

going to Europe for studying, researching, capacity 

building, and doing business. Notably, students from 

Uzbekistan who receive Erasmus Mundus scholar-

ships556 usually go to study in European countries, 

such as Germany, France, Italy, Estonia, Hungary, 

the UK, Belgium, Spain, Finland, Netherlands, Aus-

tria, and the Russian Federation. The most popular 

subject areas chosen are: Medicine, Agriculture, En-

gineering, Politics, and International Law. The new 

ERASMUS program’s budget for 2021-2027 is to-

taling €26.2 billion, compared to €14.7 billion for 

2014-2020. With this substantially increased budget, 

Erasmus+ will be even more inclusive, digital and 

greener, that is, more supportive of green energy 

sectors and climate change issues557.

The US, in turn, has also provided grants for 

many years within such programs as Fulbright, 

Muskie, USAID, the Eurasia Foundation, and others. 

2.1. CONSTITUTIONAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE VENICE 
COMMISSION 2/6

The Government of Uzbekistan, and Parliament 

in particular, are aware of the Venice Commission 

and respect its recommendations. However, in prac-

tice, the Constitutional Court and Ministries are not 

giving them serious consideration or implementing 

them, though Uzbekistan’s laws on international 

treaties guarantee the prevalence of international 

law over national law. At the same time, the Minis-

try of Justice and the Parliament of Uzbekistan have 

begun an active conversation about cooperation 

with the Venice Commission through the EU Dele-

gation in that country.
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2.2. INDEPENDENCE OF THE COURTS 2/7

Courts are not independent for many reasons, 

though the Government took a number of steps to 

ensure judicial independence. This was the conclu-

sion of the UN Special Rapporteur on the independ-

ence of judges and lawyers after its country visit 

in 2019, as well as the conclusion of the report on 

access to justice in 2021 by the International Com-

mission of Jurists558. Freedom House graded Uzbek-

istan as 2/40 for “Political rights” and 9/60 for “Civil 

liberties” with a total of 11/100559.

2.3. HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION 2.5/6

The Constitution of the Republic of Uzbeki-

stan guarantees the protection of human rights560. 

Moreover, Uzbekistan has ratified all core UN trea-

ties, such as the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights561, the International Covenant of 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights562, the Com-

mittee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women  (CEDAW)563, the  Convention on Rights of 

Children,564 the Convention on Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities565, International Labor Organization 

(ILO) conventions566, etc. Moreover, the National 

Strategy on Human Rights567 was adopted in 2020, 

illustrating a strong political will and legal intention 

to meet, protect, and respect human rights. How-

ever, implementing these documents still remains 

challenging, as is shown in the above mentioned 

reports from HRW, Freedom House, and other in-

ternational organizations. 

2.4. NUMBER OF ACQUITTALS 2/6

The government began speaking publicly about 

acquittals  in 2018, which was not previously the 

case. Over the last three years, the number of ac-

quittals has sharply increased, demonstrating the 

humanity of the judiciary. On the other hand, sta-

tistics are vague and not discriminatory, as courts 

consider suspending a case for various reasons as an 

acquittal. In almost all cases, defendants who have 

been “acquitted” do not have access to a formal 

remedy and compensation scheme.

3.1 EU AND WTO MEMBERSHIP OR ASSOCIATION 1.5/7

On April 10, 2021, Uzbekistan was included as 

a beneficiary country in the EU special system of 

preferences for sustainable development and effi-

cient governance (“GSP+”). The “GSP+” implies ad-

ditional possibilities for increasing trade between 

the EU and Uzbekistan, since import duties on 

6,200 types of products were canceled, including 

fabrics, clothes, plastic products, foods, agricultur-

al products, construction materials, ceramics, and 

other important export positions.

According to a statement by Minister of Foreign 

Affairs Abdulaziz Kamilov on November 16, 2021, 

the Extended Partnership and Cooperation Agree-

ment was expected to be signed during President 

Shavkat Mirziyoev’s visit to Brussels in 2022.

Regarding WTO membership, work towards Uzbek-

istan’s membership in the WTO is generally underway. 

After a 15 year break, in July 2020, the WTO and Uz-

bekistan resumed meetings of the Joint Working Group 

on the Uzbekistan’s accession to this organization.

3 | ECONOMIC WESTERNIZATION 7/25
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3.2 EASE AND TRANSPARENCY OF DOING BUSINESS 2.5/6

The Heritage Foundation’s 2020 Index of Economic 

Freedom for Uzbekistan is 108. According to a Har-

vard University study, Uzbekistan has the capacities it 

needs and an advantageous position to produce more 

than 50 types of industrial products568. In particular, 

branches  of industry such as oil-gas chemistry, metal-

lurgy, mechanical engineering, electro-technics, phar-

macy, construction materials, textiles, leather shoes, 

food, as well as the “green economy” can be drivers 

of the national economy.

3.3 WESTERN SHARE IN THE SALES OF GOODS 1/6

Currently, Uzbekistan has trade relations with 156 

countries around the world. Its largest foreign trading 

partner is China (20.5%), followed by Russia (17.8%), 

and then Kazakhstan (11.8%), Turkey (9.3%), and the 

Republic of Korea (4.8%). Among Western countries, 

Uzbekistan exports its products mostly to Turkey, Can-

ada, Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, and Germany569.

One of Uzbekistan’s main export items is textiles, 

which are exported to 27 European countries, and eight 

countries in the Americas, including US and Canada.

Among Western countries, Uzbekistan imports 

mostly from Turkey, Germany, Czech Republic, Lith-

uania, Italy, Latvia, USA, Netherlands, France, and 

Poland. 

3.4 WESTERN INVESTMENT IN THE COUNTRY’S ECONOMY 2/6

According to the Ministry of Investments and 

External Trade, Uzbekistan’s main investors, are 

Russia, China, Germany, and Turkey. The total 

number of countries investing in the Uzbek econ-

omy has now reached 37570.

4.1 USE OF THE LATIN ALPHABET IN THE NATIVE LANGUAGE 2/2

The Latin alphabet is widely used in the local 

language, substituting the Cyrillic alphabet. This 

process is not easy and has caused different critical 

reactions from the Russian speaking population. 

Meanwhile, in July 2021, the government of 

Uzbekistan ordered that the full transition to the 

Latin script be accelerated. According to the gov-

ernment’s decision, by August 1, 2021, state bodies 

must ensure that streets names, signboards, and 

other signs are written in the Latin script571.

In 1993, the Uzbek parliament adopted a law 

on the rejection of Cyrillic and transition to the 

Latin script, which was supposed to have been ful-

ly implemented by 2000572. However, this reform 

had not been completed because of the lengthy 

preparation processes and a lack of political will. 

Subsequently, the deadline was prolonged un-

til 2005. By that date, again, the transition still 

had not been completed, and the deadline was 

again prolonged until 2010. The overall process 

has been very slow. Finally, it was officially an-

nounced that the country will fully pass to the 

new Uzbek alphabet based on the Latin script by 

January 1, 2023573.

4 | LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL WESTERNIZATION 7/15
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4.2 PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION PROFICIENT IN THE MOST COMMON 
LANGUAGES OF THE WEST (ENGLISH, FRENCH, GERMAN, SPANISH) 2/6

World languages are taught in primary and sec-

ondary schools, as well as in universities. At the 

same time, special private foreign language courses 

are provided by various education centers for peo-

ple intending to go abroad. According to the EF 

English Proficiency Index, Uzbekistan’s rank in 2021 

is 88/112574.

The United States Embassy in Tashkent an-

nounced funding through the Embassy’s English Lan-

guage Small Grants Program. This funding opportu-

nity seeks to improve the quality of English language 

teaching and learning in the country by identifying 

key factors to promote innovative and interactive 

English teaching methods575. More specifically, this 

opportunity seeks creative English language educa-

tors and to establish centers, clubs, and programs 

that can boost not only the English language abili-

ties of university students, but also to develop their 

critical thinking and decision making skills and show 

their potential. This funding opportunity also seeks 

to find talented students who can develop and im-

plement ideas to motivate their peers.

In August 2021, the Advisor to the Minister for 

International Donors & Projects at the Ministry of 

Public Education of the Republic of Uzbekistan and 

the US Embassy Tashkent Cultural Affairs Officer 

welcomed 25 American English Teacher Experts to 

Uzbekistan as part of the English-Speaking Nation: 

English Summer Excellence Training576. These 25 

English Teacher Experts had to join seven locally em-

bedded American Teacher Coaches in conducting 

a 108-hour English language training for over 420 

secondary school English teachers from Uzbekistan. 

The objective of the 18-day training was to help Uz-

bek English teachers refine their English speaking, 

writing, listening, and presentation skills.

4.3 SHARE OF WESTERN PRODUCTS IN THE NATION’S MOVIE THEATERS AND ON TV 
CHANNELS, SHARE OF WESTERN INTERNET SITES AND SOCIAL MEDIA (FACEBOOK, 
INSTAGRAM, TWITTER) 3/7

TV news channels broadly highlight international 

events and Western films. Many of these films are 

translated into the Uzbek language577. Western films 

in Uzbekistan are broadcast mostly on Russian TV 

channels in the Russian language. Facebook, Insta-

gram, Twitter, Youtube, Telegram, WhatsApp, and 

other social networks are very popular in Uzbeki-

stan. For instance, the number of Facebook users 

in 2021 reached 4,438,000; of whom 30.2% are 

women and 69.8% are men578. 

5 | LIFESTYLE WESTERNIZATION 5/10

5.1 PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION WHO HAVE VISITED WESTERN COUNTRIES 1/5

This share has been rising due to three trends, 

that is, education, tourism, and labor migration. 

Currently, a majority of migrants from Uzbekistan 

go to Kazakhstan (65.6%), Russia (25.3%) and Israel 

(2.2%), as well as other countries (about 5%)579. Al-

though Covid-19 led to a decrease in overall foreign 

migration from Uzbekistan, currently this process is 

reversing with regard to labor migration to Russia.
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5.2 PRESENCE OF WESTERN FRANCHISE COMPANIES 2/3

Coca-Cola, KFC, McDonald’s, European restau-

rants, Zara, M&C, H&M, Adidas, Nike, and fashionable 

Turkish shops like Waikiki LC are very popular in Uz-

bekistan. Uzbekistan assembles such cars as Chevro-

let, Hyundai, KIA, and Mercedes (buses). Many other 

Western companies and firms work in Uzbekistan. 

5.3 MOBILE INTERNET COVERAGE, SMARTPHONE USAGE 2/2

96% of Uzbekistan’s residents of Uzbekistan have 

a mobile connection, and 70% have access to Internet 

networks580. Internet is also provided in railway sta-

tions, airports, tourist attractions, and subways.

In 2020, 12,000 km of fiber-optic connection 

lines were laid, and 2,200 new basic mobile con-

nection stations were installed. Currently, 22 mil-

lion of people use Internet; out of them 19 million 

use mobile Internet581.

However, some Internet connections are slow 

and interruptions are common.
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