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1 | Introduction: Kazakhstan Case Study  
 
In the past three decades, Kazakhstan’s economic growth has skyrocketed thanks to an abundance of 
natural resources, but as in the case of many resource-rich developing countries, this growth has been 
uneven. Kazakhstan was one of the fastest-growing economies in the world during the natural resources 
boom of the 1990s. The discovery of oil and natural gas in the Caspian Sea sparked massive economic 
growth spurred by foreign direct investment (FDI). As a result, the average income in Kazakhstan 
quadrupled from 2000 to 2016, putting Kazakhstan in the World Bank’s upper-middle-income country 
tier.1 
 
Kazakhstan is well endowed with natural resources: it has the ninth-largest oil reserves in the world and 
about 2 percent of the global share of oil and gas production.2 These reserves will allow Kazakhstan to 
remain a major producer of oil for years to come, but the government relies too heavily on crude oil sector 
for tax revenue and export growth. Although the government has publicly acknowledged the need to 
reduce its reliance on natural resource extraction, economic diversification remains low and fluctuations 
in the price of oil continue to stunt GDP growth. Reliance on oil and gas has caused other sectors of the 
economy to remain underdeveloped and weak.  
 
Kazakhstan should invest oil and gas revenues on education, not on further extraction. The government 
should reinvigorate the education system by digitizing schools’ curriculums and increasing teacher 
salaries. The country needs to create inclusive programs for children, youth, and marginalized citizens 
such as oralmans (i.e., ethnic Kazakhs returning from former Soviet Union countries). Investing in the 
education system will help the country retain quality teachers and ensure that future generations of 
Kazakhstani youth have the skills and training to pursue highly technical and diversified careers–beyond 
those related to natural resources. 

 

 
Construction, mining, and agribusiness are among the sectors projected to be the most promising for 
economic growth in the next 10 to 15 years, but challenges to the labor market remain. How will 
Kazakhstan strengthen the agriculture sector when most of the population is urbanizing? How will 
Kazakhstan deal with low population growth? Can the country create high-quality jobs in an increasingly 
digital world? What steps need to be taken to make the labor force more dynamic and inclusive across 
sectors?  
 

                                                             
1 Household income in Kazakhstan was $536.29 in 2000 and increased to $2,631.23 in 2016. Source: CEIC Data, “Kazakhstan 
Household Income per Capita,” CEIC Data, https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/kazakhstan/annual-household-income-per-capita.  
2 Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), “The World Factbook: Country Comparison: Crude Oil – Proved Reserves,” 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2244rank.html.  

“Kazakhstan should invest oil and 
gas revenues on education, not on 
further extraction.” 
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This case study analyzes the current labor market in Kazakhstan and expected trends over the next five to 
ten years. The first section is a general description of the existing challenges to economic growth and the 
main drivers that are currently disrupting the labor market. The second section highlights the sectors that 
are most likely to offer employment or better income opportunities in the next five years. The third 
section presents a set of policy recommendations for a variety of stakeholders that aim to help make the 
labor market more dynamic. 
 
The study draws from a wide-ranging literature review as well as a set of 25 interviews conducted in the 
Kazakhstani cities of Atyrau, Almaty, and Astana in May 2018 with thought leaders, company heads, 
NGOs, industry associations, and government officials. The country case study will contribute to a larger, 
more comprehensive report on the future of work in developing countries.  
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2 | Kazakhstan’s Future Workforce Trends: 
Challenges and Drivers 
 
Despite its incredibly large land mass, Kazakhstan has a small population of only about 18 million people.3 

Kazakhstan’s economy is mainly driven by the services sector, which the World Bank estimates 
contributed 61.5 percent to GDP in 2016.4 The main services subsectors are wholesale and retail trade and 
education. Industry which includes mining, manufacturing, energy, and construction contributes 33.6 
percent of GDP and is mainly attributed to oil and gas production.5 Agriculture currently accounts for a 4.9 
percent of GDP yet continues to cover almost 17.9 percent of employment as of 20166,7 (Figure 1; Box 1). 
The services sector is the largest employer (61.2 percent), while agriculture and industry employ over 20 
percent (Figure 1).8  
 
 

Figure 1: Employment and Value Added by Sector in Kazakhstan, 2016  
  

Source: ILO, United Nations9 

 
 

                                                             
3 World Bank Data, “Population, total” World Bank Group, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=KZ.  
4 World Bank Data, “Service, etc., value added (% GDP),” World Bank Group, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NV.SRV.TETC.ZS?end=2015&name_de.  
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 World Bank Data, “Country Dashboard: Kazakhstan,” World Bank Group, http://datatopics.worldbank.org/jobs/country/kazakhstan.  
8 According to the Kazakh Government’s data in 2017, agriculture employs around 15 percent of the labor force, industry 13 percent, 
and services 72 percent. Source: Ibid 
9 ILO, “Employment by Sector – ILO Modelled Estimates” (Geneva: ILO, 2016), 
http://www.ilo.org/ilostat/faces/oracle/webcenter/portalapp/pagehierarchy/Page3.jspx?MBI_ID=33&_afrLoop=1402989965501204&_ 
afrWindowMode=0&_afrWindowId=165cg9g31m_1#!%40%40%3F_afrWindowId%3D165cg9g31m_1%26_afrLoop%3D140298996550 
1204%26MBI_ID%3D33%26_afrW; United Nations Statistics Division, “Gross Value Added by Kind of Economic Activity at current 
prices - National Currency," (New York: United Nations, 2016), 
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=SNAAMA&f=grID%3A201%3BcurrID%3ANCU%3BpcFlag%3A0. 
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Figure 2: Kazakhstan - Key Labor Market Data 

2018 Forecasted population (millions)  18.310 

2017 GDP growth (percent)  411 

2017 Labor force participation (percentage)  7112 

2017 Labor force (millions) 9.213 

2017 Unemployment rate (percentage) 5.414 

2015 Informal employment rate (percentage of employment)  2615 

2015 Population living below poverty line (percentage)  2.716 

2016 Dependency ratio (percentage of people not in the labor 
force to working-age population)  

5217 

2018 Average wage (monthly) $462.818 
Source: World Population Review, The World Bank Data, Committee on Statistics RZ 

 
Kazakhstan has shown great progress in formal job creation. Between 2003 and 2013, the annual 
employment growth was 2.1 percent, compared to the total labor force growth of 1.7 percent.19 During this 
period, a total 1.5 million jobs were created.20 Major employment expansion happened in construction, 
trade, and education, with the agricultural sector stagnated (Figure 3).21 The unemployment rate decreased 
from 8.8 percent in 2003 to 5.2 percent in 2013 and has remained steady since then.22 The International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) predicts that 800,000 people will enter the labor force over the next five years, while 
GDP is projected to grow by 5.2 percent on average for the same period.23  
 
 
 
 

                                                             
10 World Population Review, “Kazakhstan Population 2018,” World Population Review, 
http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/kazakhstan-population/.  
11 Aigerim Seisembayeva, “Kazakh Economy Grows 4 Percent in 2017 on Increases in Manufacturing, Non-extraction Industries,” The 
Astana Times, February 16, 2018, https://astanatimes.com/2018/02/kazakh-economy-grows-4-percent-in-2017-on-increases-in-
manufacturing-non-extraction-industries/.  
12 The Global Economy, “Kazakhstan Labor Force Participation,” TheGlobalEconomy.com, 
https://www.theglobaleconomy.com/Kazakhstan/Labor_force_participation/.  
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Jan Rutkowski, “Promoting Formal Employment in Kazakhstan,” The World Bank Group, 2011. 
16 Index Mundi, “Kazakhstan Population Below Poverty Line,” Index Mundi, 
https://www.indexmundi.com/kazakhstan/population_below_poverty_line.html.  
17 The Global Economy, “Age Dependency Ratio,” TheGlobalEconomy.com, 
https://www.theglobaleconomy.com/Kazakhstan/Age_dependency_ratio/.  
18 Article cites 154,583 tenge in May 2018 as the average monthly nominal wage according to the Committee on Statistics of the 
Ministry of National Economy of Kazakhstan. The exchange rate was $1 to 334 tenge at the time. Source: Trend, “Kazakhstan Reveals 
Population’s Monthly Average Salary,” Azernews, June 13, 2018, https://www.azernews.az/region/133417.html.  
19 Victoria Strokova, Angela Elzir, and David Margolis, “Labor Market Outcomes Kazakhstan,” International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development, Jobs Series Issue no. 4 (Washington, DC: 2016). 
20 World Bank Group Macroeconomic & Fiscal Management Global Practice, “Kazakhstan: Low Oil Prices; an Opportunity to Reform”, 
World Bank Group, Kazakhstan Economic Update, no. 1 (Spring 2015). 
21 Ibid. 
22 Author’s calculation based on The World Bank data. Source: World Bank Data, “Unemployment, total (% of total labor force) 
(modeled ILO estimate),” World Bank Group, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=KZ.  
23 Amr Hosny and SeokHyun Yoon, “Republic of Kazakhstan”, International Monetary Fund Country Report No. 14/243 (August 2014). 
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BOX 1: EMPLOYMENT IN AGRICULTURE 
 
Agriculture is the only sector that experienced a sharp decline in employment (in absolute terms) between 2003 
and 2013, dropping by 14 percent.24 Agriculture as a share of total employment in Kazakhstan has decreased 
significantly from 45 percent in 1991 to 18 percent in 2017; however, the agricultural sectors still employs about 
1.7 million Kazakhstanis.25 Around two-thirds of agricultural workers in 2014 were self-employed; many have low 
productivity levels and are engaged in subsistence farming.26 The low wages and lack of transportation 
methods to market make this sector less attractive. Agricultural laborers earn about 78 to 84 percent less than 
workers in mining and extractive industries.27 Roadways are in poor condition, making it difficult to transport 
goods from farms to the markets in Almaty and Astana without spoiling. Most agricultural farmers lack advanced 
refrigeration methods that would significantly reduce post-harvest loss. 

 
 

Figure 3: Sectoral Employment Trends  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: World Bank Data. (http://datatopics.worldbank.org/jobs/country/kazakhstan) 

 
Kazakhstan has also achieved remarkable success in poverty reduction. The poverty rate declined by 92 
percent between 1999 and 2015.28 This decrease is very closely linked to strong economic growth over the 
last two decades. The monthly minimum wage has also increased in real terms, rising from 10,515 tenge 
($32) in 2008 to 24,459 tenge ($74) in 2017.29 According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB), 

                                                             
24 Victoria Strokova, Angela Elzir, and David Margolis, “Labor Market Outcomes Kazakhstan,” International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development, Jobs Series Issue, no. 4 (Washington, DC: 2016). 
25 World Bank Data, “Employment in agriculture (% of total employment) (modeled ILO estimate),” World Bank Group, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.AGR.EMPL.ZS?locations=KZ.  
26 World Bank Group Macroeconomics & Fiscal Management Global Practice, “Kazakhstan: A Long Road to Recovery,” World Bank 
Group, Kazakhstan Economic Update, no. 3 (Summer 2016). 
27 Victoria Strokova, Angela Elzir, and David Margolis, “Labor Market Outcomes Kazakhstan,” International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development, Jobs Series Issue no. 4 (Washington, DC: 2016). 
28 Index Mundi, “Population below poverty line (%),” IndexMundi., https://www.indexmundi.com/g/g.aspx?c=kz&v=69.  
29 Trading Economics, “Kazakhstan Minimum Monthly Wage,” Trading Economics, 
https://tradingeconomics.com/kazakhstan/minimum-wages. 
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Kazakhstan ranks far ahead of its regional counterparts in terms of the share of the population living 
below the poverty line, which was 2.7 percent in 2016.30 Although the number of impoverished people has 
been decreasing, macroeconomic shocks (mainly fluctuations in global oil prices) could impact poverty 
rates.  
 
Current Labor Market Challenges 
Despite the sustained economic growth and progress that the country has made over the past 20 years, 
there are several challenges facing the labor market. The economy continues to depend heavily on the oil 
and gas sector, and the jobs being filled by Kazakhstanis are mostly low-skilled ones. With the evolution of 
the Bolashak Scholarship Program and improvements to education, Kazakhstanis could improve their 
technical skills and begin filling some of the higher-level engineering and management positions. Schools 
should adopt innovation- and entrepreneurship-focused programs to encourage Kazakhstanis to start their 
own businesses and spur private sector growth. 
 
LOW PRODUCTIVITY JOBS 
Kazakhstan does not face a shortage in jobs, but the quality and productivity of many jobs remain 
relatively low.31 Construction, education, and wholesale and retail trade offer jobs with low and below-
average productivity, and they are the main contributors to employment growth.32 Highly productive 
sectors such as mining have little employment growth.33 Worker inefficiency disproportionately affects 
vulnerable and disadvantaged groups such as women, low-skilled workers, older employees, and those in 
rural areas, who struggle to find good quality opportunities. A large share of the workforce remains in low-
productivity sectors, particularly relating to agriculture.34 Many self-employed agricultural workers are 
subsistence farmers and face significant constraints to scaling up their production.  
 
In Kazakhstan, informal sector jobs accounted for approximately 26 percent of total employment in 2015.35 
Informal workers are highly concentrated in the agriculture sector: around 62 percent of informal workers 
live in rural areas and work in agriculture.36 Informality decreases with education: workers with tertiary 
education had an incidence of informality three times lower than those with only primary schooling.37  

 
HEAVY DEPENDENCY ON CRUDE OIL AND GAS, WITH FEW TRADING PARTNERS 
Kazakhstan remains highly dependent on the tax and export revenues from the oil and gas sector (Box 2). 
The government has struggled to move industrial production away from oil and gas and into minerals and 
rare earth metals, despite initial investment from countries like Japan. Government revenues still rely 
heavily on profits obtained from natural resources, placing Kazakhstan among the Extractive Industries 
Transparency Initiative’s (EITI) most resource-dependent countries.38 The share of oil exports as a 

                                                             
30 Asian Development Bank Development Economics and Regional Cooperation Department, “Basic Statistic 2018, Economic Research 
and Regional Cooperation,” Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2018, https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/419891/basic-
statistics-2018.pdf.  
31 World Bank Group Macroeconomics & Fiscal Management Global Practice, “Kazakhstan: A Long Road to Recovery.” 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Strokova et al “Labor Market Outcomes Kazakhstan,” 
35 Jan Rutkowski, “Promoting Formal Employment in Kazakhstan,” World Bank Group, May 15, 2011, 
http://conference.iza.org/conference_files/InfoETE2011/rutkowski_j1928.pdf.  
36 Ibid.  
37 Ibid. 
38 National Resource Governance Institute, “Kazakhstan: Oil and Gas,” Natural Resource Governance Institute, 
http://resourcegovernanceindex.org/country-profiles/KAZ/oil-gas.  
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percentage of total exported goods is around 60 percent. The government has a plan to reduce this to 30 
percent by 2050 and move exports to the high-technology energy processing industry.  
 
The economy of Kazakhstan is tied to the fluctuation of crude oil prices, which makes the country 
vulnerable to global price shocks. The fall of global oil prices in 2014 resulted in a dramatic economic 
downturn and real GDP growth slowed to 1 percent for two years.39 During this time frame, Kazakhstan 
experienced currency devaluation, greatly weakening private consumption and the purchasing power of 
individual households. An increase in FDI inflows of 12.2 percent to expand oil production helped 
Kazakhstan’s economy recover, and real GDP grew 4 percent in 2017.40 Similar economic recessions could 
easily happen again in the future if the government does not strengthen other economic sectors.  
 
Related to oil and gas, Kazakhstan is dependent on China and Russia to buy Kazakhstani exports.30  

External demands from China and Russia continue to drive Kazakhstan’s economic agenda. The 
Kazakhstan-China oil pipeline is estimated to have cost $3 billion total and has become a major part of the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).41  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
39 World Bank Data, “GDP Growth (annual %),” World Bank Group, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=KZ.  
40 National Bank of Kazakhstan, Samruk-Kazyna, “Macroeconomic Updates – Foreign Investments into Kazakhstan,” Samruk-Kazyna 
Research and Knowledge Management, November 20, 2017.  
41 Hydrocarbons Technology, “Kazakhstan-China Crude Oil Pipleline,” Verdict Media, https://www.hydrocarbons-
technology.com/projects/kazakhstan-china-crude-oil-pipeline/.  
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BOX 2: OIL AND GAS EXTRACTION AND PRODUCTION 
 
Economic growth in Kazakhstan over the past decade has largely been driven by the expansion of the extractive 
oil and gas sector. Rapid development of the oil industry began in the late 1990s, stimulated by foreign 
investment after the discovery of oil reserves. Since then, oil and gas have become the most lucrative, revenue-
generating industries for the country. Kazakhstan ranks among the world’s top 20 oil producers, with total 
proven recoverable oil reserves of 38 billion barrels in 2017 (4 billion tons) and potential reserves of 100-110 
billion barrels.42,43 Nearly 80 percent of Kazakhstan’s mining products (the majority of which are oil and gas) are 
exported to more than 30 countries and represent around 60 percent of Kazakhstan’s total exports.44,45 
 
The oil business in Kazakhstan is dominated by Chevron, Exxon Mobile, and Russia’s Lukoil. Through the 
Ministry of Energy, the government maintains supervision of these foreign companies and collects royalties from 
them. Kazakhstani officials seek equal inclusion for KazMunaiGaz—Kazakhstan’s national oil company—despite 
an under-skilled workforce.  
 
Oil and gas will continue play a key role in Kazakhstan’s economy. Investment in mining, mainly to extract oil 
and gas, covered 55 percent of total investment in 2017. This will likely to grow along with the expansion of oil 
fields, such as the production launch of the Kashagan offshore oil field in the Caspian Sea.46 The production of oil 
and gas is expected to increase significantly with the integrated Future Growth Project-Wellhead Pressure 
Management Project (FGP-WPMP) expansion of the Tengiz field.47 Crude oil production is expected to grow by 12 
million tons a year, and the project will provide new jobs for 33,000 Kazakhstanis.48 

 
THE EDUCATION SYSTEM DOES NOT MEET CURRENT LABOR MARKET NEEDS 
Another structural weakness in Kazakhstan’s economy is its outdated education system, which fails to 
prepare workers with the critical thinking skills needed for a more diversified labor market. The first 
challenge is the education curriculum. Even though the country gained independence from the Soviet 
Union more than 26 years ago, both its primary and secondary education systems are dominated by the 
Soviet legacy of central planning. Public education institutions depend heavily on the Ministry of 
Education and Science for their operations. For example, they must obtain ministry approval before 
instituting any new courses or degrees and they still use a Soviet-era curriculum with little flexibility in 
veering from traditional, basic academic subjects. Instead, students must seek third-party “extra-
curricular” courses in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM), language skills, and other 
transferable life skills (such as articulating ideas and concepts, public speaking, and working in a group 
setting, among others). 

                                                             
42 Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, “Special Energy Issue on Kazakhstan,” Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, 
Bulletin, 2017.  
43 Embassy of Republic of Kazakhstan in Washington DC, “Mining and Smelting,” Embassy of Republic of Kazakhstan, 
https://www.kazakhembus.com/content/mining-smelting.  
44 Ibid. 
45 The Astana Times Staff Report, “Kazakh Oil Export Revenues Have Increased 53 percent in 2017,” The Astana Times, August 22, 
2017, 
https://astanatimes.com/2017/08/kazakh-oil-export-revenues-have-increased-53-percent-in-2017/.  
46 National Bank of Kazakhstan, Samruk-Kazyna, “Macroeconomic Updates – Foreign Investments into Kazakhstan,” Samruk-Kazyna 
Research and Knowledge Management, November 20, 2017.  
47 Chevron, “Tengiz Expansion,” Chevron Corporation, https://www.chevron.com/projects/tengiz-expansion.    
48 Tengrizchevroil, “FGP-WPMP,” Tengrizchevroil (TCO), http://www.tengizchevroil.com/fgp.  
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A second challenge is the low level of investment in education. Kazakhstan’s government expenditure on 
education in 2016 was 2.9 percent of its GDP, compared to a global average of 4.9 percent and 5.1 percent 
in Europe and Central Asia.49  
 
Moreover, regional and geographic disparities exist. Kazakhstan has way too many schools (primary, 
secondary, and university level), so development actors on the ground should keep track of which public 
schools are performing at the level they should, and which fall below the curve. Access to education in 
rural areas remains lower than in urban centers. This is a critical issue, because approximately 40 to 45 
percent of the population still lives in what is considered a rural setting.50 Private institutions have little 
incentive to invest in these areas because most rural families cannot afford private education and there is 
low enrollment. Combined with a lack of access to modern technology and state-of-the-art resources, rural 
schools are at a grave disadvantage.  
 
The chances for career advancement are higher for workers who know Russian,51 increasing the incentive 
to attend Russian-language schools. Most primary schools in Kazakhstan continue to teach in Kazakh, 
while secondary and higher education institutions are primarily taught in Russian. Most primary Kazakh 
schools remain in rural areas, while Russian schools are concentrated in urban areas and are higher 
quality. In 2012, there were 3,819 secondary schools using Kazakh as the language of instruction and 1,394 
using Russian.52 In the 2012-2013 academic year, rural areas accounted for only 15.7 percent of primary 
schools while 92.7 percent of secondary schools were in urban areas.53 

 
The current administration of President Nursultan Nazarbayev has recognized these shortcomings. 
Education is named as one of seven long-term development priorities in the “Kazakhstan-2030: Prosperity, 
Security and Improvement of Welfare of the Citizens of Kazakhstan,” which puts education as a medium-term 
state programs (5 to 10 years) for the major spheres of economic and social development within that larger 
planning framework. President Nazarbayev's long-term vision for education is elaborated upon in the State 
Program of Education Development (SPED) which aims to transition to a 12-year education model and 
increase the share of students who have successfully completed education programs in science and math 
to 70 percent.54  

 
In addition, the document set another objective to improve Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training (TVET). Kazakhstan has many workers with only basic skills obtained from primary education, 
specifically regarding science and mathematics. Primary education does not instill a level of understanding 
in these areas that will translate into highly technical careers in engineering. Because of this, there is a 
shortage of workers in engineering, computer science, and technology, all of which are critical if the 
country wants to diversify its economic base and compete on a global economic scale.55 The TVET system 
must be more responsive to the anticipated transitions to new fields such as renewable energy and rare 
                                                             
49 World Bank Data, “Government expenditure on education, total (% of GDP),” World Bank Group, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.XPD.TOTL.GD.ZS?contextual=aggregate&locations=KZ-1W.  
50 United Nations Population Division, “Percentage of Population in Urban and Rural Areas: Kazakhstan,” United Nations, 2018, 
https://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/country-profiles/.  
51 United Nations Population Division, “Percentage of Population in Urban and Rural Areas: Kazakhstan.” 
52 JSC Information-Analytic Center, “Country Background Report for Kazakhstan,” OECD, World Bank Group, and MES RK, 2014, 
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/CBR_Kazakhstan_english_final.pdf.  
53 Ibid. 
54 State Program of Education Development in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2011-2020," 2010, 
http://kzgov.docdat.com/docs/18/index-819717.html. 
55 Jan Rutkowski, “Promoting Formal Employment in Kazakhstan.” 
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earth metal applied science. This requires an integrated labor market information system that provides 
data on-demand for different occupations and skills. Moreover, linkages between employers’ demands and 
skill supply should be improved. It is important to involve employers in the design of curricula so that 
graduates possess the skills that are most demanded by the market.  
 
Behind this ambitious government plan for education, there are some implementation issues. Although 
primary and secondary school enrollment rates have steadily increased since 1998, the quality of 
education remains concerning.56 Primary, secondary, and even higher education institutions suffer from 
poorly trained teachers and low-quality technology. Teachers earn only around half of the average wage in 
Kazakhstan, which is the second-lowest income by sector after agriculture.57 This leaves little incentive to 
attract or retain talent in this sector. Because of this, education institutions in Kazakhstan often employ 
recent graduates with little to no experience to fill teaching roles. The more experienced teachers, many of 
whom have foreign educations, have emigrated in search of better opportunities.  
 
One of the most successful government programs to improve education levels within Kazakhstan is the 
Bolashak Scholarship Program. Started in 1993, some 12,898 young people have been educated abroad and 
brought back to work at least five years in Kazakhstan.58 This program demonstrates the Kazakh 
government’s desire to expand the skills developed by young Kazakhstanis and help the labor force 
develop the skills to succeed in the 21st century. 

 
WEAK INFRASTRUCTURE AND A NON-CONDUCIVE ENVIRONMENT FOR INNOVATION 
Major constraints to doing business in Kazakhstan include weak competition in some sectors, long 
distances to global markets, and an inability to compete on a global scale with neighboring countries such 
as China and Russia.59,60 There is also an overall restrictive environment for innovation and 
entrepreneurship in Kazakhstan. The success of the private sector in Kazakhstan is linked to the closeness 
of its relationship with the government. Therefore, there is little incentive for future generations to 
consider staying in Kazakhstan to start a business or work in the private sector, as it is assumed that this 
will require ties to the government which comes with heavy operating restrictions.  
 
Transportation logistics remain a major impediment for important sectors in the economy, particularly for 
agriculture and consumer goods. Roadways are in poor condition, making it difficult to transport 
agricultural produce to urban areas without the meat, dairy, and other perishables spoiling. Kazakhstan is 
also adjacent to two of the largest consumer markets in the world, China and Russia. Without proper 
infrastructure and transportation methods, Kazakhstan is unable to export goods, agricultural or 
otherwise, outside the country. One of Kazakhstan’s biggest comparative advantage is its location.  

 
 
                                                             
56 Ibid. 
57 OECD, “Early Childhood.” 
58 Abira Kuandyk, “Bolashak Scholarship Programme Celebrates 25th Anniversary in 2018, Sets Sights Higher,” The Astana Times, July 
19, 2018, https://astanatimes.com/2018/07/bolashak-scholarship-programme-celebrates-25th-anniversary-in-2018-sets-sights-
higher/.   
59 In terms of doing business, Kazakhstan ranks 36 out of 190 economies in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business Indicators. 
Kazakhstan ranks much lower than their European and Central Asian counterparts in almost every indicator, with the exceptions of 
trading across borders and access to credit. Author’s calculation using data from the Work Bank Doing Business Doing Business rank 
by comparing Kazakhstan rank with the average rank of Europe and Central Asia (minus Kazakhstan). Data is available at: Doing 
Business, “Economy Rankings,” World Bank Group, http://www.doingbusiness.org/rankings?region=europe-and-central-asia.  
60 Likewise, the World Economic Forum (WEF)’s Global Competitive Index ranks Kazakhstan 57th out of 137 economies studied, a 
four-point drop from the previous year study WEF Global Competitiveness Index 2017-2018. 
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Future Drivers of the Labor Market 
The biggest hurdle for Kazakhstan’s future labor market is the lacking education system and the potential 
resulting emigration. Technology and globalization will make emigration easier for Kazakhstanis who are 
not finding adequate education or labor opportunities in their country. Kazakhstan does not have enough 
training in science, technology, and engineering, which makes its citizens unprepared to fill high-quality 
jobs in the prominent extractive industry. Even if Kazakhstanis had the education and skill set, the 
industry is not projected to offer sustainable employment prospects.  
 
In 2014, the U.S. Energy Information Administration ranked Kazakhstan as the world’s 18th-largest oil 
producer, sitting between Colombia and Algeria. If oil or natural gas prices drop, however, Kazakhstan does 
not have a fallback sector for working-age citizens to turn to. Despite having direct access to European 
markets via the Caspian Pipeline Consortium through Russia, the extractives industry is not projected to 
be a long-term, sustainable employment mechanism in Central Asia. If the government of Kazakhstan is 
unable to shift its reliance away from the extractives industry and into building up emerging sectors for 
employment, such as renewable energies, the future of the labor market will be dim.  
 
The world is shifting toward renewable energies. Advancements in technology, coupled with advanced 
education systems, will help many countries develop this industry, as well as the supporting labor market 
it needs. Kazakhstan has a unique opportunity to develop its green energy sector as well, but it cannot do 
so without people who understand engineering and have the technical skills to implement it successfully. 
If the world continues moving toward renewables and away from extractives and Kazakhstan does not 
keep up, it will be left behind.  
 
Lastly, demographics will play a key role in the labor market. Like other former states of the Soviet Union, 
Kazakhstan underwent intense turmoil after its independence. Life expectancy in Kazakhstan decreased 
from 68.3 years in 1990 to 65.5 years in 2000.61 Although life expectancy improved to 72.3 years in 2016, 
there are escalating concerns about Kazakhstan’s aging population, which has reached 7 percent of the 
country’s total population.62,63 Kazakhstan’s total dependency ratio increased from 44.6 in 2010 to 53.7 in 
2017, and it appears that the youth dependency ratio will decrease by 2050, while the elderly dependency 
ratio will double.64,65 Though total population is not decreasing and Kazakhstan’s birth rate has remained 
relatively constant, it is projected to steadily decline over the next few decades while average life 
expectancy is forecasted to increase.66 According to the UN Population Prospects, Kazakhstan’s elderly 
population (65+) will double from 6.75 percent of the country’s total population in 2015 to 13.2 percent of 
the population by 2050.67 This will create pressure for the country to provide retirement income and 
adequate care to a growing aging population (Figure 4). 

 

                                                             
61 World Bank Data, “Life expectancy at birth, total (years)”, World Bank Group, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.LE00.IN?locations=KZ.  
62 World Bank Data, “World Development Indicators”, World Bank Group, 
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SP.POP.65UP.TO.ZS&country=KAZ.   
63 Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: Kazakhstan”, CIA, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/kz.html.  
64 World Bank Data, “Age dependency ratio (% of working-age population)”, World Bank Group,  
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=KZ.  
65 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “World Population Prospects”, United Nations, vol. 1, 
https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2017_Volume-I_Comprehensive-Tables.pdf.  
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
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Figure 4: Kazakhstan’s Age Distribution, 2017 and 2050 

 

 

Source: UN DESA68 

  

                                                             
68 UN Department of Social and Economic Affairs, Population Division, “Demographic Profiles Based on the World Population 
Prospects: The 2017 Revision,” (New York, NY: United Nations, 2017), https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/DemographicProfiles/. 
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3 | Future Jobs: Sectors with Employment Potential 
 
As mentioned earlier, over the last decade, economic growth has mainly been driven by the expansion of 
the extractive sector–mainly crude oil–which has supported consumption and government spending. 
However, Kazakhstan will need to diversify its economic base to buffer itself from oil price shocks and to 
increase its export capabilities. This has the potential to enhance job productivity and enable Kazakhstan’s 
workforce to integrate to a more competitive and innovative global economy.  

 
During his annual State of the Nation address in 2012, President Nazarbayev laid out his “Kazakhstan 
2050” strategy for bringing Kazakhstan into the twenty-first century.69 The Kazakh Minister of Labor and 
Social Protection estimates that the plan will create 220,00 new jobs in 2018.70 The eight priority sectors 
for “Kazakhstan 2050” are energy, finance and banking, mining and smelting, agriculture, transportation 
and logistics, chemicals and pharmaceuticals, information and communications technology (ICT), and 
machinery.71 Many of the government programs proposed through “Kazakhstan 2050” are directly tied to 
the creation of new jobs. One example is that the plan directly specifies that “infrastructure should be built 
only in places where it leads to the development of new businesses and jobs.”72 
 
The following section provides an overview of sectors that could provide added value to the economy 
beyond oil and would bring new work opportunities for the next generation of Kazakhstanis. Within 
manufacturing, the subsectors on food production, mining rare earth metals, renewable energies, and 
construction are the most promising. Services accounted for 61 percent of the total workforce in 2016, and 
subsectors connected to urbanization show the more promise like sales, transport, and real estate.73 
However, to accelerate the diversification process, Kazakhstan needs to increase investment in education 
to instill the skills needed for employment in alternative sectors.  
  
Diversified Mining: Rare Earth Metals 
Kazakhstan has the potential to become a global competitor in the field of mining and supplying rare earth 
metals (REMs) in the next several years. Considering the vital function of REMs for highly technical 
industries such as electronics, laser technology, telecommunications, and medical equipment, President 
Nazarbayev approved a national investment plan to develop the REM industry in the country.74  
 
To accelerate the development of the REM industry, Kazakhstan has been attracting FDI from leading 
companies in Japan, Germany, and France. The cooperation with Japan resulted in the production of 

                                                             
69 Embassy of the Republic of Kazakhstan in the United States, “Kazakhstan 2050 Strategy,” Embassy of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 
https://www.kazakhembus.com/content/kazakhstan-2050-strategy.  
70 Strategy 2050, “220K New Jobs to be created in Kazakhstan in 2018,” Strategy2050.kz, January 16, 2018, 
https://strategy2050.kz/en/news/220k_new_jobs_to_be_created_in_kazakhstan_in_2018__50929/.      
71 Embassy of the Republic of Kazakhstan, “Priority Sectors,” Embassy of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 
https://www.kazakhembus.com/content/priority-sectors.  
72 Embassy of the Republic of Kazakhstan in the Italian Republic, “Kazakhstan 2050 Strategy,” Embassy of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 
http://mfa.gov.kz/en/roma/content-view/strategia-kazahstan-2050-14.  
73 World Bank Jobs Data, “Kazakhstan”, World Bank Group, http://datatopics.worldbank.org/jobs/country/kazakhstan.  
74 Energy Metal News Team, “Japan Gambles on Rare Earth Elements in Kazakhstan,” Energy Metal News, January 31, 2018, 
http://energymetalnews.com/2018/01/31/japan-gambles-on-rare-earth-elements-in-kazakhstan/. 
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almost 10 percent of global REM, around 225,000 tons in 2015.75 The co-production with Germany and 
France is worth almost 4 billion and 3 billion EUR, respectively.76  
 
The development of the REM industry could potentially bring short-term opportunities for low-skill labor 
in mining, as well as long-term employment opportunities in production and supply trade. To give an 
illustration, AO NAK Kazatomprom, a national company that produces and exports uranium and its 
compounds; rare metals such as beryllium, niobium, and tantalum; nuclear fuel for nuclear powerplants; 
and related technologies and equipment, employed 25,000 workers in 2014.77 The number of ongoing rare 
earth exploration projects in Kazakhstan indicates the sector will continue to grow and create more 
employment potential in the future.78  

 
Food Production 
The Kazakh government has publicly recognized the enormous untapped potential of agriculture, 
particularly as it pertains to exports and higher value-added products Currently, Kazakhstan is one of the 
world’s largest exporters of grain, exporting wheat to more than 70 countries.79 Other important crops in to 
Kazakhstan’s economy are maize, rice, oats, buckwheat, cotton, potatoes, vegetables, sugar beets, and 
sunflowers.80. By 2021, Kazakhstan expects to improve the profitability of its grain industry by 30 to 40 
percent.81 
 
President Nazarbayev named agriculture “a new driver of the economy” in his 2017 address to the nation.82 
In the national strategy Kazakhstan-2030: Prosperity, Security and Improvement of Welfare of the Citizens of 
Kazakhstan, the president stresses the importance of agriculture, forestry, and the food industry to 
improving diversification within Kazakhstan’s economy.83 This plan identifies agriculture and the food 
processing industry as key areas for economic diversification and food security: namely, agricultural 
exports, increased labor productivity, and processing of meat, milk, fruits, and vegetables.84 In 2013, the 
Kazakh government also approved the Agricultural Development Program for 2013–2020 (also known as 
Agribusiness-2020), aimed at increasing the competitiveness of agricultural producers through “increased 
financial assistance, improved marketing of agricultural products, and enhanced governance.”85 As such, 
agriculture and the related industries have become a major priority in the government’s initiatives for 
promoting economic development through diversification.  
 

                                                             
75 Colin Berlyne. “Kazakhstan poised for rare earth boom,” Edge KZ, https://www.edgekz.com/kazakhstan-poised-rare-earth-boom/.  
76 Ibid. 
77 Elena Safirova, “The Mineral Industry of Kazakhstan,” 2014 Minerals Yearbook, US Geological Survey, 2014. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Export.gov, “Kazakhstan – Agricultural Sector”, International Trade Administration, U.S. Department of Commerce, 
https://www.export.gov/apex/article2?id=Kazakhstan-Agricultural-Sector.  
80 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), “Eastern Europe and Central Asia Agro-industry Development 
Country Brief. Kazakhstan,” United Nations, (Rome: 2014). Publications/AI_briefs/AI_briefs2014/AI_Brief_Kazakhstan_new.pdf.          
81 Kazakhstan Agro-industrial Development State Program 2017-2021. 
82 World Bank Macroeconomics & Fiscal Management Global Practice, “Kazakhstan – The Economy Has Bottomed Out: What is Next?” 
World Bank Group, Kazakhstan Economic Update (Spring 2017), 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/585891494402103086/pdf/114856-9-5-2017-20-39-19-
KAZCEUclearedforpublication.pdf.  
83 Utegenova, “Kazakhstan’s 2030 Development Strategy: Significance and Results,” Yearbook on the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE), 2011, p.133-145. 
84 FAO, “Eastern Europe and Central Asia Agro-industry Development Country Brief. Kazakhstan.” 
85 US Department of Agriculture, “Republic of Kazakhstan. Agricultural Development Programme 2013-2020,” Global Agricultural 
Information Network Report, 2013, goo.gl/f2wKEI. 
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The Kazakh government has plans to promote sustainable agriculture and boost productivity though 
technology and modernization. Modernization 3.0, Kazakhstan’s economic transition agenda, places 
agriculture as one of the focuses of technological modernization.86 Kazakhstan has tried to increase the 
existing domestic production of agricultural machinery and equipment, as nearly 80 percent of current 
machinery is at the end of its lifecycle and needs replacement.87 This offers another prospective venue for 
both foreign investment and employment. In recent years, Kazakhstan launched several assembly projects 
with firms from Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus, which are now under active development. The demand for 
food from neighboring countries, including China and Russia, presents an opportunity for Kazakhstan to 
increase existing domestic production of agricultural machinery and equipment, establish new 
manufacturing and assembly facilities, and employ large masses of its population.88  
 
Agribusiness could become one of the most promising sectors for Kazakhstan. To align with government 
aims, agricultural development must focus on raising productivity, enhancing competitiveness, moving up 
the value chain with comparative advantages, and adopting new technologies in this space.89 Policies must 
be implemented to help farmers during this transformation process execute more efficient production, 
processing, storage, and post-harvest distribution. Small farmers, who make up 76 percent of agricultural 
outputs in Kazakhstan, need assistance in adopting modern agricultural farming skills with adequate 
production tools and financial support. This is a crucial element that must align with the government’s 
plan in fostering this sector.90 The government’s agribusiness subsidy allocation increased more than 
threefold from 2007 to 2011.91 The total budget for 2013–2020 was estimated to be 3.1 trillion tenge 
(approximately $20.5 billion) to help increase the competitiveness of local food producers and 
processors.92 
 

Renewable Energy: Promising, but Longer-Term  
Driven by the awareness that oil prices could drop significantly, the government of Kazakhstan has been 
promoting renewable energy as an alternative source of energy and thus, employment. President 
Nazarbayev has pledged that at least 50 percent of Kazakhstan's energy consumption must come from 
renewable energy sources, notably solar and wind power, by 2050.93 The Concept of Transition of the Republic 
of Kazakhstan to the Green Economy 2013–2020 focuses on the careful use of water and the widespread 
adoption of renewable energy technologies.94,95 The government has announced plans to get to at least 3 

                                                             
86 Kazakhstan Strategy 2050, “Modernization 3.0,” Kazakhstan Strategy 2050, http://kazakhstan2050.com/kazakhstan-third-stage-
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percent of solar and wind energy by 2017 and 10 percent by 2025.96 Currently, renewable sources 
(excluding hydropower) account for less than 1 percent of total power produced in Kazakhstan.97  
 
Recognizing the sustainable profit potential of renewable energy, foreign investors have begun to provide 
funding to several high-profile pilot projects. For example, the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD) has allocated $244 million in investments for Kazakh renewable energy projects in 
the north and south of the country.98 Through cooperation with China, Russia, and Turkey, there will also 
be 145 investment projects that amount to $47.8 billion.99 Although employment in renewable energy 
remains low at 2,522 jobs,100 the upcoming projects have the potential to generate more jobs. For example, 
the projects with China, Russia, and Turkey are expected to create 35,000 jobs for Kazakhstan, or 0.3 
percent of the labor force, concentrated in the construction and electricity subsectors.101 Another project, a 
green-energy power plant in southwest Kazakhstan called the Balkash Thermal Station, is expected to 
produce 1,320 megawatts (MW) of electric power, approximately 9 percent of Kazakhstan’s total power 
output.102 This power station was built to address the energy shortage problem in the southern region of 
the country.103  
 
The high cost of transitioning to green energy remains challenging, but Kazakhstan has enormous 
potential for renewable energy development. Renewable energy can play a role in developing cost-efficient 
energy resources for energy-deficit and low-density areas.104 Providing electricity for rural areas can create 
new industries and jobs.105 According to expert assessments, Kazakhstan’s solar energy potential is quite 
high, at 2,300 to 3,300 kwh/m2 per year.106 Kazakhstan also has the uninhabited land mass needed for solar 
panel installations. Given the lack of talent in technical professions, however, many Kazakhstanis see this 
as another sector that will quickly become managed by, and employ, expatriates. Due also to the current 
reliance on the oil and gas sector for revenues and cheap coal production for electricity generation, many 
Kazakhstanis are skeptical that this sector can change employment prospects in the near-term. The 
projected 35,000 additional jobs in the construction and electricity sub-sectors of renewable energies are 
expected to take longer to come to fruition.107  
 
Infrastructure  
The successful ability of the above sectors to increase employment depends on improved infrastructure 
throughout the country. Increased capital spending on infrastructure will need to be significant, driven by 
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government expenditures and foreign investment. China has already invested $20 billion since 2014 into 
Kazakhstan’s infrastructure as part of the BRI, with around $8 billion in 2017 alone.108 In the first nine 
months of 2017, Kazakh government investments in infrastructure, mainly in transportation and 
communications, increased by 20 percent.109 The Khorgos–Aktau railway construction and further 
modernization of the Khorgos Gateway are predicted to create more than 100,000 jobs by 2021.110 If 
increased levels of investment continue, this sector has the potential to create jobs in the short- and long-
term.  
 
Around 60 percent of national roads need major rehabilitation and maintenance.111 The cost of 
transporting goods is relatively high, at 10 percent of the cargo value. This is 6 percent more expensive 
compared to the value cost in developed countries.112 Because of imperfect highway systems, the size of 
the land mass, and the spread of the population, railways could be an opportunity for foreign investment 
to improve transportation logistics throughout the country.  
 
Agriculture in Kazakhstan also has ineffective, or nonexistent, irrigation systems. Agriculture consumes 69 
percent of the country’s water supply.113 According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 
Kazakhstan needs around 3,500 m3 of water to produce a ton of crops, while it only takes 1,000 m3 to 
produce the same in the United States.114 Investments in new irrigation technology and techniques offer 
the potential to foster agriculture development and use a scarce resource such as water more strategically.  
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4 | Recommendations 
 
Kazakhstan faces many challenges in diversifying its economy and reducing its reliance on the oil and gas 
industry to create more jobs in emerging, more sustainable, sectors. The government needs to begin 
reinvesting its tax revenue to support other sectors of the economy that are struggling, like education and 
agriculture. The oil market has fluctuated in recent years, and another drop in oil prices could dramatically 
impact the country’s economic growth and employment rates.  
 
In this concluding section, recommendations are made based off current literature and interviews with 
experts in country. While many of these items are needed to prepare its workforce for the future, they will 
realistically take time to come to fruition. The main challenges for labor market reforms will be to 
prioritize the policy interventions focused on key areas that are poised to have a meaningful impact. Some 
of these policies will be “easier” to implement, while others will be more complex to design, more 
politically difficult, and will need significant financial resources so they will require more time. We 
classified the timeline as “short-run” taking 1-2 years to implement, “medium-run” would involve 3-5 
years and “long-run” would involve a longer time of 5-10 years (Figure 5).  

 
 

Figure 5: World of Work – Mapping of Recommendations 
 
 

 
 
 
Source: World Bank115 Note: Adapted from World Bank 2012 

 
 
Short Run (1-2 years) 
 
REVAMP THE PRIMARY AND SECONDARY SCHOOL CURRICULA FOR THE NEEDS OF THE TWENTY-FIRST 
CENTURY 
Government: Besides increasing the funding available to schools, the government of Kazakhstan should give 
public schools more independence and move away from the Soviet-style education system. The Ministry of 
Education controls almost all aspects of public schools right now. It is nearly impossible to update the 
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curriculum or make any substantive changes to schools without the approval of the Ministry. The 
curriculum in the primary and secondary schools in Kazakhstan needs rapid improvements to reflect the 
changes in skills needed for the workforce of the twenty-first century. Schools need to focus on STEM 
training, digital literacy, English proficiency, and critical thinking skills to make their students more 
competitive in the global market. There are more multinationals operating in the country because of the 
oil and mining sector as well as China’s Belt and Road Initiative. For Kazakhstan’s workforce to remain 
competitive vis-à-vis foreign workers, the quality of education must improve.  
 
Private Sector: The private sector should continue to work with the development community to support 
training and extracurricular programs. The private sector can help the government and the development 
community identify the skills that are most needed to fill their open positions. They can also identify ways 
to further improve labor productivity. The World Bank has reported that labor productivity in the Atyrau 
region is four times higher than the country average, demonstrating the increase over the past decade, 
particularly in the oil-extracting sector.116  
 
Development Community: The development community throughout Kazakhstan should focus on offering 
extracurricular activities that will enhance the skills developed during primary and secondary education. 
Organizations like the International Youth Foundation and the World Bank have launched programs 
focused on developing STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) and life skills to filling 
open jobs in the labor market in Kazakhstan (Box 3). It is key that young Kazakhstanis begin developing 
the leadership and training necessary to take over these jobs as well.  
 

BOX 3: ZANGAR PROJECT  
 
Zangar is a program in the Atyrau region that combines training in work-relevant life skills with programing in 
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). This four-year experiential learning initiative equips 
youth (age 10 to 22) for success in education, life, and employment. Working closely with community 
organizations, institutions, and businesses, Zangar fosters community engagement and builds capacity in 
Atyrau. The program was launched in 2015 as part of Chevron’s Atyrau Youth Development Initiative and was 
developed by the International Youth Foundation (IYF) in partnership with the local government, Akimat of 
Atyrau region. The first digital fabrication laboratory in Kazakhstan, “Fab Lab Atyrau,” was opened within the 
program in 2016 to enable innovation and enhance opportunities for Atyrau youth in STEM education programs. 
These kinds of partnerships are critical for Kazakhstan in general, and especially so for more remote regions 
such as Atyrau, which are surrounded by oil and gas reserves and have little access to work beyond this sector.  
 
Source: https://www.iyfnet.org/initiatives/zangar 

 
CONTINUE INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENTS, ESPECIALLY IN TRANSPORTATION  
Government: Kazakhstan is a part of China’s BRI and should continue to support both Chinese and 
government infrastructure projects throughout the country especially roads, highways, and railroads. It is 
critical to improve transportation between the two major cities, Almaty and Astana, and the southern 
region where most of the agricultural production is. Weak transportation systems in the country are a 
barrier for exporting as well as getting fresh produce to cities. 
 

                                                             
116 World Bank, “World Bank Group - Kazakhstan Partnership Program Snapshot,” World Bank Group (April 2015), 3, 
http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/Kazakhstan-Snapshot.pdf.  
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The government must also encourage foreign construction companies to employ Kazakhstanis over foreign 
workers. In 2015, Kazakhstan had around 30,000 foreign workers and more than 31 percent of them were 
Chinese.117 Of those foreign workers, 66.5 percent were involved with construction.118 With the evolution 
of the BRI, these numbers are only expected to grow given Chinese companies’ histories of bringing in 
their own workers for large-scale construction projects. Despite the number of jobs going to foreign 
workers, the construction sector employed 7 percent of Kazakhstan’s labor force in 2017, and this sector is 
projected to grow dramatically in coming years.119 As a result, the construction industry could be one of 
the largest suppliers of new jobs in the next five years.  
 
Development Community: The Multilateral Development Banks (MDBs) have a key role to play in creating an 
infrastructure boom in Kazakhstan by providing loans to the government. Since May 2018, the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) has disbursed more than €5.1 billion in Kazakhstan.120 
EBRD’s current portfolio in Kazakhstan is €2.5 billion with 42 percent going to the private sector.121 46 
percent of EBRD’s current portfolio is going to energy, and 40 percent is going to infrastructure.122 The 
Asian Development Bank also works in Kazakhstan, financing upgrades to the Central Asia Regional 
Economic Cooperation transport corridors, aimed at strengthening regional trade and economic 
integration.  

 
SUPPORT RENEWABLE ENERGY PROGRAMS  
Government: The theme at Astana’s 2017 World Expo was “The Future of Energy.” Kazakhstan has huge 
potential for solar and wind energy because of the large amount of open space throughout the country. 
The government and President Nazarbayev must keep the momentum from the conference going and 
follow through with implementing the initiatives launched during the Expo. The government approved the 
Concept of Transition of Republic of Kazakhstan to Green Economy, which set the goal of reducing energy 
consumption by 25 percent of 2010 levels by 2020 and achieving at least 3 percent of energy generation 
from renewable sources by 2017.123 Kazakhstan must increase its renewable energy production to diversify 
its economy and reduce the dependence on the oil and gas industry. Without the international spotlight, 
many of the initiatives launched during the Expo may fall apart and the country may focus predominately 
on the oil and gas sector again. This cannot happen if Kazakhstan wishes to become a more diversified 
economy.  
 
Development Community: The development community should continue to work with the government and 
private sector to emphasize the importance of supporting renewable energy projects. More than 46 percent 

                                                             
117 Assel Satubaldina and Renat Tashkinbayev, “China Leads by Number of Foreign Workers in Kazakhstan,” Tengri News, 2015, 
https://en.tengrinews.kz/markets/China-leads-by-number-of-foreign-workers-in-Kazakhstan-258997/.  
118 Ibid. 
119 Author’s calculation using the Committee on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. Data is available at: Ministry of National 
Economy of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Committee on Statistics, 
http://stat.gov.kz/faces/wcnav_externalId/homeNumbersLabor;jsessionid=NRvvPqeXudTCPib8cN2XiJcbO1aP12xyNYDfQ8w0dHUJbjl
NUWvi!2124783090!--
976956594?lang=en&_afrLoop=1185603828390255#%40%3F_afrLoop%3D1185603828390255%26lang%3Den%26_adf.ctrl-
state%3Db633e7ad6_4.     
120 European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, “Kazakhstan Data,” European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 
https://www.ebrd.com/kazakhstan-data.html.  
121 Ibid.  
122 Ibid. 
123 Ministry of Environmental Protection of Republic of Kazakhstan, “CONCEPT for transition of the Republic of Kazakhstan to Green 
Economy.”  
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of EBRD’s loans in Kazakhstan are to the energy sector.124 The MDBs should continue to finance wind, 
solar, and hydropower projects throughout the country to help the government reach its renewable energy 
goals.  

 
Medium Run (3-5 years) 
 
DIVERSIFY MINING EFFORTS TO INCLUDE RARE EARTH METALS (REMs) 
Government: In his 2014 State of the Nation Address, President Nazarbayev emphasized the importance of 
“increasing the development of rare earth metals, taking into account their importance for knowledge-
based industries–electronics, laser technology, telecommunications and medical equipment.”125 China 
currently produces 85 percent of the world’s rare earth metals, but Kazakhstan remains the world’s largest 
uranium producer.126 Western countries are hungry for more REMs and want to rely less on China, which 
has had a monopoly on their production for the last few years. Between 2012 and 2015, 72 percent of 
imported REMs to the United States were from China.127 This dominance has allowed China to use its rare 
earth exports as a diplomatic tool. Kazakhstan could become an alternative supplier for the United States, 
Germany, and Japan if they are able to use technology to increase production. The Kazakhstani 
government should look to build off the co-production agreements they have secured with companies 
from Japan, Germany, and France to rapidly improve production. Like in the construction sector, the 
government must encourage foreign companies to hire local workers for rare earth mining projects instead 
of bringing in foreign ones.  
 
Private Sector: Kazakhstan is geologically diverse with huge amounts of copper, gold, nickel, and iron. 
Current estimates suggest that Kazakhstan has 1,500 tons of gold, 28.2 million tons of copper, and 22.6 
million tons of polymetals.128 These metals and other REMs are in high demand and could be exported to 
large markets in China and other neighboring countries. China accounts for 65 percent of the global 
demand for rare earth metals.129 Copper has a lot of potential because of the critical role it plays in 
construction projects related to the BRI. The private sector should use the technology available in other 
countries to teach the Kazakhstani workforce how to extract these rare earth metals properly.  

 
INCREASE FUNDING FOR EDUCATION TO BETTER PREPARE THE KAZAKHSTANI WORKFORCE TO RESPOND 
TO PRIVATE SECTOR DEMANDS 
Government: OECD countries spend on average the equivalent of 4.5 percent of GDP on educational 
institutions. In 2016, Kazakhstan spent only 3 percent.130 This is not enough: a larger percentage of the 
money earned from of the oil and gas sector should be spent on revitalizing the stagnant education 
system.131 Programs like the “100 New Textbooks in Kazakh” project launched by President Nazarbayev 

                                                             
124 Export.gov, “Kazakhstan-Project Financing,” International Trade Administration, US Department of Commerce, December 9, 2016, 
https://www.export.gov/article?id=Kazakhstan-Project-Financing.  
125 “Address of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan N. Nazarbayev to the Nation,” January 14, 2014.  
126 Silk Road Reporters, “Kazakhstan Eyes Rare Earth Minerals,” Embassy of the Republic of Kazakhstan in the United States, 
https://www.kazakhembus.com/content/kazakhstan-eyes-rare-earth-minerals.  
127 US Department of the Interior and U.S. Geological Survey, “Mineral Commodity Summaries 2017,” US Geological Survey, January 
2017, https://minerals.usgs.gov/minerals/pubs/mcs/2017/mcs2017.pdf.  
128 Kamila Aliyeva, “Gold, Copper Resources Discovered in Kazakhstan,” Azernews, March 30, 2018, 
https://www.azernews.az/region/129493.html.  
129 Silk Road Reporters, “Kazakhstan Eyes Rare Earth Minerals.” 
130 OECD Family Database and OECD Social Policy Division, “Public spending on education,” Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, 2016, https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF1_2_Public_expenditure_education.pdf.    
131 World Bank Data, “Government Expenditure on education, total (% of GDP),” World Bank Group, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.XPD.TOTL.GD.ZS?locations=KZ-1W.  
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should be continued and supported.132 Currently, there is a huge gap in the quality of schools in 
Kazakhstan, particularly between rural and urban areas. The Ministry of Education should increase the 
number of Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools, a network of high-quality schools for ages 6-18 years that are 
extremely competitive.133 New mechanisms of education financing should be explored to improve access to 
high-quality schools and to fund programs for students with learning disabilities or who may require 
special attention.  
 
Development Community: The World Bank, regional MDBs, and others can continue to pressure the 
government of Kazakhstan to be transparent about its spending and the benefits its provides, particularly 
related to education. Development organizations should raise awareness about the need to pay taxes and 
the benefits that Kazakhstanis are entitled to.  
 
Long Run (5-10 years) 
 
UPDATE AGRICULTURAL TECHNOLOGY AND PROCESSES  
Government: Agriculture has been largest source of jobs for years in Kazakhstan. In 2017, more than 18 
percent of the Kazakhstani labor force was employed through the agriculture, forestry, and fishing 
industries.134 However, the number of jobs in the agriculture sector is declining because the sector is 
remaining stagnant at 5 percent of GDP (Figure 1). To feed its population and reduce the country’s reliance 
on food imports, Kazakhstan will need to create jobs in the agri-business sector.  
 
The government must work with the development community and private sector to encourage youth to 
work in this sector by leveraging the role that technology can play in reducing post-harvest loss and 
improving transportation logistics. Most youth see agriculture as outdated and a sector of the past, yet 
opportunities remain to dramatically increase productivity through drip irrigation and improved packaging 
techniques. The Kazakh labor market cannot be limited just to the major cities.  
 
Kazakhstan has a comparative advantage in agricultural activities that require a lot of space like grain 
farming and meat production. Kazakhstan is one of the top ten grain exporters in the world, exporting to 
more than 70 countries.135 Kazakhstan should continue to increase production by improving 
transportation methods and infrastructure. Kazakhstan also has the potential to be one of the largest meat 
producers in the world.136 In 2017, the population of cattle in Kazakhstan increased by 340,000 head to 6.7 
million head.137 In addition, Kazakhstan’s proximity to two of the largest populations in the world, China 
and Russia, gives it a unique advantage over its competitors. Kazakhstani meat producers were certified to 
export beef to China in 2017, opening the door for Kazakhstani exports.138  
 

                                                             
132 Aydar Ashimov, “Kazakh Translation Project Brings New Textbooks, Knowledge to Nation’s Youth,” May 10, 2018, Caravanserai, 
http://central.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2018/05/10/feature-02.  
133 Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools, “Twelve Nazarbayev Intellectual schools have received international accreditation from the CIS,” 
Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools Autonomous Educational Organisation, http://www.nis.edu.kz/en/press-center/news/?id=6622.  
134 Author’s calculation using the Committee on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. Source: Ministry of National Economy of the 
Republic of Kazakhstan, Committee on Statistics. 
135 Export.gov, “Kazakhstan Agricultural Sector.” 
136 Vladislav Vorotnikov, “Kazakhstan Hopes to Become Beef Export Giant,” Global Meat News, March 19, 2018, 
https://www.globalmeatnews.com/Article/2018/03/19/Kazakhstan-hopes-to-become-beef-export-giant.  
137 Ibid. 
138 Ibid. 
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Private Sector: The private sector needs to work with the government and development community to 
improve work efficiency in the sector. While agriculture in Kazakhstan has a lot of potential, it is being 
wasted due to inefficient methods of production and lack of incentives. According to the World Bank, a 
domestic agricultural worker in Kazakhstan produces $3,000 worth of crops per year, while a farm worker 
in a developed country produces $50,000-70,000 worth of crops, around 17-23 times more.139  Increasing 
productivity would create more jobs in rural areas with very few opportunities for employment besides 
agriculture.  
 
Development Community: Kazakhstan’s agricultural sector has struggled to grow in recent years. Many rural 
farmers continue to use outdated techniques and processes that result in underproduction. With help from 
Western development agencies like the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), farmers could 
begin using drip irrigation, updated refrigeration techniques for transport, and other processes that would 
dramatically improve production and nutrition levels. Agriculture is closely linked to infrastructure 
because it is very difficult to transport goods around such a big country, let alone export them abroad. 
Western development agencies have the know-how and experience to offer education programs and 
technology advancements that would assist rural farmers throughout Kazakhstan. 
 
Moreover, the MDBs and development actors should work with the government to reduce governmental 
regulations on exports and improve regional trade within Central Asia. According to the World Bank, it 
took Kazakhstan 79 days to export its products in 2014 because of the lack of infrastructure. In 
comparison, the world average was 21.5 days, and Russian and China can export even more quickly than 
average at less than 20 days.140 Improved transportation and refrigeration techniques are key to reducing 
the barriers to exports.  

 
 

                                                             
139 World Bank, “World Bank Group - Kazakhstan Partnership Program Snapshot,” 3.  
140 World Bank Data, “Time to export (days),” World Bank Group, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IC.EXP.DURS?locations=KZ-1W-
RU-CN.  
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5 | Conclusions: Key Takeaways  
 
Ever since Kazakhstan gained independence from the Soviet Union, the country has struggled to diversify 
its economy beyond the oil and gas industry and struggled with corruption. Kazakhstan still has the ninth-
largest oil reserves in the world. Natural resources such as minerals and oil and gas remain the main driver 
of Kazakhstan’s economy, accounting for 37 percent of GDP and 80 percent of total exports.141 
 
Although 50 percent of the population now lives in urban areas, the country still has one of the lowest 
population densities in the world. Weak infrastructure and poor transportation networks linking 
population centers remain one of the country’s biggest challenges. Now that Kazakhstan is integrated into 
the BRI, China and the Multilateral Development Banks (MDBs) like EBRD and ADB have seen the 
opportunities for massive infrastructure growth in the country. Kazakhstan’s population is so 
geographically dispersed that it took an average of 79 days for Kazakhstan to export its products in 2014.142 

For comparison, neighboring Russia and China can export goods in less than 20 days.143  
 
Many of Kazakhstan’s challenges are the result of the country’s time as part of the Soviet Union. Education 
is one such legacy. Kazakhstan has made great strides towards universal access and enrollment in 
education, achieving 99.78 percent literacy among people ages 15 and above in 2010.144 The challenge is in 
improving the quality of education. Schools need more independence in adjusting curricula to meet the 
needs of twenty-first-century students and better resources to attract and retain quality instructors. 
Teaching remains one of the lowest-paid jobs in the country.  
 
Kazakhstan relies too heavily on imports and does not produce many exports except for oil. It is blessed 
with many natural resources and could quickly become a leader in renewable energy programs, the mining 
of REMs, and food production if the government invests more heavily in these sectors. As Kazakhstan 
works to diversify its economy, CSIS has put forth a set of recommendations to create better jobs and 
make the labor market more dynamic for the short, medium, and long-term time horizons: 

 
• Revamp Primary and Secondary School Curricula for the Needs of the Twenty-First Century 
• Continue Infrastructure Investments, Especially in Transportation 
• Support Renewable Energy Programs 
• Diversify Mining Efforts to Include Rare Earth Metals 
• Increase Funding for Education to Better Prepare the Kazakhstani Workforce to Respond to Private 

Sector Demands 
• Update Agricultural Technology and Processes  

                                                             
141 World Bank Education Global Practices, “International Bank for Reconstruction and Development Project Appraisal Document on a 
Proposed Loan in the Amount of $67 million to the Republic of Kazakhstan for an Education Modernization Project,” World Bank 
Group, February 6, 2017, http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/340301488682834835/pdf/Kazakhstan-PAD-02092017.pdf.  
142 World Bank Data, “Time to export (days).” 
143 Ibid. 
144 World Bank Data, “Literacy rate, adult total (% of people ages 15 and above,” World Bank Group, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.LITR.ZS?locations=KZ.  
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Annex A: Employment – Sectoral Overview 
 
Figure A1 - Employment by Sector and Subsectors in Kazakhstan in 2017 
 

Sector 2017 (in thousands) Percentage 

Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing 1,319 15.4 

Industry 1,090 12.7 
Mining and quarrying 284 3.3 
Manufacturing 582 6.8 
Electricity, gas, steam, and air conditioning supply 151 1.8 
Water supply; sewerage, waste management, and 
remediation activities 74 0.9 

Services 6,176 71.9 
Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles 
and motorcycles 1,335 15.5 

Education 1,056 12.3 
Construction 614 7.2 
Transportation and storage 608 7.1 
Human health and social work activities 482 5.6 
Public administration and defense; compulsory 
social security 479 5.6 

Administrative and support service activities 280 3.3 

Other service activities 263 3.1 
Professional, scientific, and technical activities 239 2.8 
Accommodation and food service activities 192 2.2 
Financial and insurance activities 175 2.0 
Real estate activities 162 1.9 
Information and communication 156 1.8 
Arts, entertainment, and recreation 134 1.6 
Activities of households employing domestic 
workers and producing goods and services for their 
own consumption (2014) 

5.2 0.06 

Activities of extraterritorial organizations and 
bodies (2014) 0.6 0.01 

 
Note: Economic activity is based on the United Nations International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities, Rev 4. 2008 
Data is available at Ministry of National Economy of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Committee on Statistics, 
http://stat.gov.kz/faces/wcnav_externalId/homeNumbersLabor?lang=en&_afrLoop=1564812373054253#%40%3F_afrLoop%3D1564812373054
253%26lang%3Den%26_adf.ctrl-state%3D5s0l0jh04_120 
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Figure A2: Employment Trends by Economic Activity in Kazakhstan, in Thousands 
2010-2016 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Source: Author’s calculation using the Committee on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. (Data is available at Ministry of National 
Economy of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Committee on Statistics, 
http://stat.gov.kz/faces/wcnav_externalId/homeNumbersLabor?lang=en&_afrLoop=946533349228085#%40%3F_afrLoop%3D946533349228
085%26lang%3Den%26_adf.ctrl-state%3Dortezm2a7_4). 
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Annex B: Methodology for Country Case Studies 
 

CSIS prepared four country case studies in Brazil, India, Kazakhstan, and Nigeria, to do a deep dive analysis 
on their labor markets. The case studies analyze the current world of work in each country and the trends 
looming on the horizon. The case studies are divided into three parts: Part one is a general description of 
the challenges and main drivers that are disrupting the labor market. Part two presents the sectors that we 
believe will likely offer better employment and income opportunities in the next 5 years. Part three 
presents a set of policy recommendations across a variety of actors that would help make the labor market 
more dynamic and adaptable to the oncoming challenges. 
 
During the period January through May 2018, a CSIS team traveled to these four countries and carried out 
a series of confidential and off-the-record interviews with a variety of stakeholders to get their perspective 
on the future make-up of the world of work. CSIS met with professionals in government, the academic 
community, companies in rising sectors (technology, tourism), traditional sectors (energy, finance, 
automotive), trade associations, labor unions, and NGOs. Overall, the CSIS team met over 100 institutions 
and 250 thought leaders in these four countries. CSIS also consulted a wide range of secondary sources and 
databases to conduct the case studies.  
 
CSIS did not carry out a detailed survey, but posed a series of open-ended questions. The aim of the 
interviews was to get first hand perspectives from company executives, economists and thought leaders, to 
corroborate some of the findings from prior studies on the topic and at the same time, offer some new 
insights. 
 
Interview questions included: 
 

1. What does the future of ‘work’ in your country look like (5-10 years from now)? 
2. What are the key drivers of change in your country (good and bad)? What are the big unknowns? 
3. What do you see as the growing, stagnant, and declining sectors in your country? What type of 

jobs will be created? Which ones will disappear? Which will readapt? 
4. How will vulnerable groups be impacted:  the poor without education, workers in stagnant 

industries, informal sector, disabled? 
5. What skills and training (higher education vs. vocational training) will be needed to meet the work 

needs of the future labor market in your country?  
6. What’s needed beyond skills training? 
7. How will artificial intelligence, technology, and the increasing presence of start-up companies 

change the way that people will work in your country? How will these things impact job 
opportunities and skills needed?  

8. How is your organization adapting or preparing (policies, programs, training, etc.) to meet the 
future of work?  

9. What are your overreaching recommendations to different stakeholders? How can they manage 
change? What’s working now? What’s not? What needs to change? 

10. What keeps you up at night about your country? What gives you hope? 
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