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The present article seeks to provide an overview of COVID-19 health crisis
management in Kyrgyzstan at the macro and micro levels. As a matter of
fact, Central Asia was hit relatively late by the pandemic. Indeed, the
outbreak expanded in the region after it had affected China, the Russian
Far East, and Europe. The first confirmed cases of COVID-19 appeared in
the region in the second half of March: first in Uzbekistan, then in
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and finally in Tajikistan in May 2020. As for
Turkmenistan, it remains an exception since the country stated it has
recorded zero official cases of coronavirus.

Likewise, as in many regions across the world, in Central Asia the pandemic
served as a trigger event that produced exceptional political, social,
economic, and cultural circumstances that required the implementation of
various measures on the part of local governments in order to alleviate the
consequences of the crisis. In this regard, Kyrgyzstan finds itself in a
peculiar situation as the country’s dilapidated and vulnerable political and
economic institutions have had to maintain a precarious balance both on
the domestic and the international front. Furthermore, the pandemic has
fully exposed vulnerabilities of this developing country, also highlighting its
prompt reaction to the crisis.
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in an evolutionary chronological perspective of the COVID-19 crisis in Kyrgyzstan. As such,

Ill

| he current study attempts to carry out two levels of analysis, macro and micro, to be placed

the study puts an emphasis on the so-called anticipated “return to normal”—a period which
offered a spurious end to the health crisis in the country some time at the end of May or beginning
of June 2020. Finally, to reflect upon these developments as well as to elaborate on the potential
implications of the present outbreak, this paper draws conclusions based on two main sources:
data collected in the Kyrgyz media and data obtained during interviews with actors of Kyrgyz public
life.

Kyrgyzstan: The period of the propagation of the pandemic

While its geographic proximity to China would suggest otherwise, according to official data, Central
Asia was able to steer clear from contracting the virus during the initial stage of the COVID-19
outbreak in the Chinese mainland. In its capacity as one of the key economic partners in Central
Asia as well as an active participant of China’s Belt and Road project, Kyrgyzstan saw its first fears
related to the possible spread of the virus on its territory set in towards the end of January 2020.
The government adopted several measures in an attempt to the stave off the immediate
epidemiological threat that included, among other things, the closures of land borders with its
powerful neighbor along with the suspension of all flights to and from China.

As early as February, Manas International Airport, the country’s principal airport located in the
northern part of Bishkek, introduced mandatory temperature control for passengers arriving on
every international flight. The government took further proactive actions as it imposed restrictions
on public gatherings. The chain of events evolved rapidly during the following weeks: in March, all
the airlines flying to Kyrgyzstan cancelled their flights, and Russia altogether closed its borders to
foreigners. In summary, the government put a high priority on measures aimed at obviating the
necessity of countrywide lockdowns to prevent possible infections slipping in through land or air
borders. But the results of such drastic measures were not long in coming. Indeed, in the face of
complete closures of borders and suspension of airline traffic with neighboring countries such as
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and China, Kyrgyzstan quickly found itself in a state of de facto isolation.

As a matter of fact, a retrospective study of the COVID-19 pandemic in Kyrgyzstan allows us to
hypothesize that, even if a government’s attempts to ward off the spread of the virus may not have
been as impeccable as many outspoken Kyrgyz citizens wished they were, the measures
nevertheless contributed in keeping the country virus-free for a certain period of time. In particular,
it was only on March 18, 2020, that Kyrgyzstan registered its first confirmed COVID-19 cases. Three
people from Suzak district, in the southern part of the country, who had earlier returned from
pilgrimage to Mecca, were diagnosed with coronavirus after they visited a local hospital following
their health complications.

With the further increase of COVID-19 cases that followed the introduction of quarantine measures
on March 17, the government declared a countrywide state of emergency on March 25, with
curfews introduced in the major cities in the south and in the capital Bishkek. Initially set to last
from March 25 to April 15, the state of emergency was extended until May 10, following the
decisions of Kyrgyzstan’s neighbors such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The quarantine measures
halted almost all economic activity. With the exception of supermarkets and pharmacies, which
remained open only during specified daytime hours, most other businesses had to wait until June
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1 to become fully operational again. Finally, the infections gradually spread to the rest of
Kyrgyzstan, with Talas oblast being one of the last to be affected upon the renewal of interregional
transportation inside the country.

Kyrgyzstan during quarantine, first observations

Along with an obvious countrywide economic slowdown, the quarantine resulted in somewhat less
discernible but nevertheless significant impacts on domestic and legal levels. This section provides
a quick review of the repercussions stemming from the latter fields.

Domestic violence

According to Pomfret, apart from endemic corruption and pervasive clientelism, an “increasing
Kyrgyz chauvinism” has been one of the marked evolutions that the country experienced since its
independence. Furthermore, it appears that against the backdrop of strict confinement, the rising
trend of male chauvinism has triggered an upsurge of incidents of domestic violence across the
country.

Indeed, as Akisheva reports in her detailed analysis of cases of abuse against women during
lockdown in Kyrgyzstan, if during the pre-pandemic period six in ten women were “beaten, sexually
abused, or otherwise ill-treated,” within the context of quarantine, the country has recorded a 60%
rise in the number of cases of domestic violence against women. In fact, with families restricted to
living in clusters during lockdown, men have been forced to spend lengthier periods of time than
usual at home with their spouses. The conditions have substantially raised the cases of abuse
against women throughout the country, revealing the tensions and social divisions existing in
Kyrgyz society.

A particularly manifest example of the latter is the incident that took place on March 8, when a
parade, in support of women’s rights and composed predominantly of women, was disrupted by
masked men belonging to conservative, nationalist-patriotic groups such as Kyrk-Choro.

Legal aspects

Numerous issues have surfaced with respect to repercussions in legal fields, such as families being
deprived of the opportunity to visit their relatives in prison, and employees requiring legal support
as they face massive lay-offs due to lockdown. Based on our anonymous interview with a private
law firm in Bishkek, it was possible to shed light on certain developments that took place during
the countrywide confinement period. As such, the law company observed a considerable rise, i.e.,
30%, in the number of requests for legal consultation from employees who had been abruptly laid
off during quarantine. The majority of the lay-offs, our interlocutor explained, concerned
freelancers as well as individuals working in the garment sector—a group which is financially
vulnerable and therefore treated as expendable due to the informal nature of the labor market,
which explains the absence of employment agreements for this sector’s workers.

Another important evolution concerns the prisons. Restrictions to visit inmates impacted not only

the family members of prisoners, but also a majority of doctors and lawyers, too. For instance, out
of some 2,500 lawyers who applied for state authorization to access their clients in jails, only 139
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received authorization during the lockdown. The number is to be compared with the pre-pandemic
period when almost all of the lawyers requesting authorization to access jails received them.?

Major economic consequences of the initial lockdown

As with many developing countries vulnerable to macroeconomic shocks, in Kyrgyzstan the
economic repercussions stemming from external or internal shocks tend to exert a major effect on
the country’s political stability. Indeed, since gaining its independence, Kyrgyzstan has been
profoundly shaken by two incidents of political distress, with the last one, as Pomfret explains,
resulting from the Russian economic recession of 2008—2009. With a substantial fall of remittances
coming from Kyrgyz migrant workers in Russia as well as the workers’ gradual return home, the
country experienced a deep economic recession which eventually provoked a violent overthrow of
the second Kyrgyz President, Kurmanbek Bakiyev, in 2010.

Certainly, the unprecedented nature of the present health crisis makes it extremely difficult to
provide an all-encompassing analysis of the economic consequences of the pandemic.
Nevertheless, it is possible to shed light on immediate macroeconomic impacts of the quarantine
measures as well as to look upon several economic trajectories in which coronavirus can leave a
lasting negative impact.

One of the foremost sectors in Kyrgyzstan hit hard by the health crisis was the financial market. In
particular, the Kyrgyz som (KGS) experienced a number of major fluctuations in the days before
and during the initial quarantine period. Indeed, a week before the announcement of the first
official cases of COVID-19 in the country, the som’s exchange rate against the US dollar decreased
by 4%. To prevent the panic buying of US dollars, the National Bank of Kyrgyz Republic (NBKR)
performed a monetary intervention by selling US$53.7 million. However, despite the anticipated
forecast of monetary stabilization, the Kyrgyz som continued to plummet, hitting the exchange rate
of 85 som against S1 (to compare with 69 som per 1 of pre-pandemic period) on March 19. In his
press conference, the director of the NBKR, Tolkunbek Abdygulov, underlined two factors to
explain the drastic devaluation of national currency. On the one hand, he argued that the rising
demand for dollars in the country was driven by psychological factors of buyers set against the
backdrop of the global health crisis of COVID-19. On the other hand, the fall of international oil
prices which affected internal financial markets was seen as the second reason causing monetary
fluctuations.

Figure 1 provides an illustration of the fluctuations of the Kyrgyz som’s exchange rate in relation to
the number of confirmed cases of coronavirus. To corroborate the explanations of the director of
NBKR, we performed a bivariate analysis to examine the correlation between the pandemic and
fluctuations of the Kyrgyz national currency. In particular, the application of a simple linear
regression analysis taking the daily number of new infections as an independent variable and the
exchange rate as a dependent variable results in an r, i.e., the correlation coefficient, of 0.2835
approximately = 0.3. Furthermore, with the application of a shorthand formula to test the

statistical significance (|r| = —=), we obtain 0.28 > 0.26. In other words, at an approximate

=),
significance level of 0.05, it is possible to assert that a positive linear relationship between the

1 Authors’ interview with anonymous lawyers.
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spread of COVID-19 infections and fluctuations of the national currency exists and is statistically
significant.

Figure 1. Fluctuation of Kyrgyz som (KGS) - US dollar (USD) exchange rate
and the confirmed number of COVID-19 cases in Kyrgyzstan from March 11
to May 14, 2020.
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Source: 1. National Bank of Kyrgyz Republic, USD-KGS “Official Exchange Rate from March 11,
2020 to May 14, 2020”.
2. Official site on coronavirus in Kyrgyzstan.

An important caveat must be taken into account when looking at the bivariate analysis presented
above. First, the simple linear correlation does not seek in any way to explain all the complexities
of the financial markets in Kyrgyzstan (as well as in a global perspective) in relation to the COVID-
19 crisis. Indeed, given the fact that financial markets have numerous coalescing factors which
impact their course, their study requires analyses which go far beyond the bivariate regression
analysis applied here. Second, the primary objective of our study was to corroborate the
explanations put forward by the director of NBKR, who held the pandemic, among other things, to
be responsible for fluctuations of national currency. Third, the analysis employed a fixed period,
i.e., from March 11, the day of the first confirmed case of COVID-19 in Kazakhstan that immediately
impacted the price of dollars in the region, through to May 10, the day of the end of the state of
emergency in Kyrgyzstan and the partial lifting of the confinement order. More importantly,
though, NBKR’s efforts to prevent the devaluation of national currency paid off towards the end of
May 2020 with relative stability of som’s exchange rate but at the cost of major monetary
interventions.

Another significant economic aspect to examine within the present health crisis concerns the
remittances of Kyrgyz migrant workers in Russian Federation. Indeed, since Kyrgyzstan is one of
the world’s top countries dependent on foreign remittances, the pandemic takes a particularly
heavy toll on the country’s economy. According to Suzy Blondin, the pandemic has produced a
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mobility problem for the tens of thousands of Kyrgyz households from mountainous regions of the
country whose family members and other relatives work in Russia. With quarantine measures
significantly hampering international travels, migrant workers face the risk of losing mobility—and
subsequently jobs—driving more families into poverty. Indeed, according to the estimations of the
World Bank, the COVID-19 crisis may trigger up to a 27% reduction of remittances to European and
Central Asian countries due to a “fall in the wages and employment of migrant workers, who tend
to be more vulnerable to loss of employment and wages during an economic crisis in a host
country.” Along with the possible soaring unemployment levels and the rise in poverty, it seems
that the health crisis has already triggered a much-feared recession for Kyrgyzstan’s remittance-
dependent economy, as argued by Kyrgyz economist Nurgul Akimova.

In the same vein, the World Bank projects several outcomes of the present crisis in Kyrgyzstan. In
the best-case scenario, with an inflation rate of 5% and a reduction in remittances of 30%, the crisis
may drive some 400,000 individuals (roughly 5.9% of the population) below the poverty line. By
contrast, the worst-case scenario, with an inflation rate of 20% and a reduction in remittances to
50%, may see up to 1.5 million people (approximately 22% of the population) facing the risk of
falling below the poverty line.? It is important to note that the projection is based on the national
poverty line in Kyrgyzstan (see Figure 2), which suggests that 22% of the population, or a little less
than one fourth of the country’s residents, are already considered as poor during the pre-pandemic
period. Hence, the fact that worst-case scenario of COVID-19 may plunge close to half of the
country’s population, i.e., 44%, below the poverty line, provided that no appropriate intervention
measures are put in place, sends an alarming signal for the necessity of implementing appropriate
policies to alleviate the impact of the crisis.

Figure 2. Poverty rate at national poverty line,
Kyrgyzstan (2007-2018)
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Source: World Bank, DataBank, 2020.

2 Entitled Kyrgyz Republic COVID-19 Poverty and Vulnerability Impacts. Micro-micro simulations of COVID-19 shock,
the study, which has not yet been the subject of an official publication, was presented on June 30, 2020, during the
online applied training “Poverty and Welfare Analysis” organized by the World Bank Kyrgyzstan from June 15-30,

2020.
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The pandemic’s threat of driving 44% of the population below the poverty line implies that more
than 15 years of the country’s fight against poverty is at risk. In this regard, such a distressing
outcome is closely linked to the notion of “vulnerability to poverty,” a concept which pertains to
households’ “resilience against a shock—the likelihood that a shock will result in a decline in well-
being.” In Kyrgyzstan, the level of vulnerability stands at a significantly high level. More specifically,
the declining level of national poverty in the country over the years was offset by a growing number
of financially precarious households that managed to remain above the poverty line by a narrow
margin. Figure 3 illustrates the extent of vulnerability to poverty in Kyrgyzstan. The graph shows
that more than 60% of households remain in the vulnerability zone, which implies that economic
recession threatens to take a heavy toll on more than half of the country’s population.

Figure 3. High vulnerability, Kyrgyzstan
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Source: 1. World Bank, DataBank, July, 2020.
2. World Bank. Kyrgyz Republic: From Vulnerability to Prosperity. A Systematic Country

Diagnostic, 2018, 2018.

Last but not least, Kyrgyzstan will have to face a major challenge in the near future: the country’s
foreign debt. It is certain that the present health crisis significantly hampers the country’s efforts
at debt settlement. As of 2019, the foreign debt constituted 50% of Kyrgyz GPD, with China
representing the chief creditor, i.e., more than 45%. Nonetheless, one reassuring aspect of the sum
owed to China concerns the nature of the loans. In particular, almost all of the loans that Kyrgyzstan
has contracted with the Chinese government are concessional. Therefore, as Bakyt Dubashov, the
chief economist for Kyrgyzstan at the World Bank, argues, repayment terms of these loans are
flexible. Finally, the fact that China has agreed to defer the repayment of Kyrgyz loans for the
entirety of 2020 demonstrates, among other things, the flexible nature of the debt.
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A crisis of trust?

« Savons-nous encore faire confiance ?» (Do We Still Know How to Trust?) is the title of the article,
translated from German, published in a Swiss journal, Courrier International. Published on July 8,
2020, the article points out, among other things, that our society, once based on conviction,
control, and confidence as the key elements of its stability, suffers today from a deep disarray
marked by the omnipresent environment of uncertainty and fear due to the pandemic: “Before the
pandemic, we lived in societies based on control, risk minimization and uncertainty reduction. And
then crash! All our convictions were shaken.” While the article examines the general situation of
individuals” mistrust of scientific experts and local authorities generated by the spread of
coronavirus, it should be noted that in Kyrgyzstan, distrust of public institutions existed long before
the current health crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic further worsened the problem of mistrust, a
development which comes against the backdrop of the enormous challenges that the country’s
fragile health care system has been facing since the dissolution of the Soviet Union.

Indeed, according to the study carried out by the National Statistics Committee of the Kyrgyz
Republic in the second half of 2019 on trust levels, the country’s Ministry of Health held one of the
lowest scores of trust of the population, appearing at the bottom of some 47 state institutions
ranked in order of their trustworthiness. Furthermore, the survey of Bishkek residents evaluates
the Ministry of Health as an agency with one of the highest levels of corruption (see Figure 4). With
this caveat in mind, it is possible to assert that one of the reasons for the skyrocketing COVID-19
death cases, especially in Bishkek from the end of June 2020, may be related partly to the public’s
lack of trust and unwillingness to heed the anti-COVID-19 public awareness campaign launched by
the Ministry of Health. In particular, since the start of the lockdown, the Ministry of Health has
repeatedly insisted on the importance of following social distancing rules as well as avoiding
crowded places and events with mass gatherings. But the rising number of infections that shook
the country in July demonstrates that the Ministry’s advice was largely ignored.

CENTRAL ASIA 3
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Figure 4. Seven public institutions perceived as highly corrupted
by Bishkek residents, 2019
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KR, 2020.

August 24, 2020, the number of total confirmed coronavirus cases in Kyrgyzstan stands at 43,245,
out of which 1,057 are deaths. In terms of official cases, Kyrgyzstan has the second highest number
of infections after Kazakhstan in Central Asia. However, in terms of mortality rate per 100,000
people, Kyrgyzstan is in first place in the region, occupying leading positions in the entire Eurasian
zone on this number.
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A woman walking in Dordoi Bazaar, a wholesale and retail market in Bishkek.
Photograph by the authors.

In the same vein, it is equally worth noting that within the context of the actual health crisis,
significant reconfigurations of social relations and solidarity networks are taking place. Indeed, on
the one hand, in the face of the rapid spread of cases of infections, self-help unions—mostly made
up of young people—have been formed in order to relieve the medical system which found itself
on the verge of collapse under the weight of the crisis. In this regard, several hotels, schools, and
sports centers were turned into makeshift hospitals in Bishkek with the help of active young
volunteers as well as financial support provided by the local community of entrepreneurs. But the
pandemic equally takes its toll on the country’s vibrant civil society as it disrupts day-to-day
solidarity networks. For example, Guljan, a 60-year-old woman and resident of a village in Talas, a
region in the north-west of Kyrgyzstan, says she has observed significant changes in the behavior
of her neighbors: “The fear of contracting the virus forces everyone to live in isolation; if formerly
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the villagers often paid each other casual, daily visits, today we are becoming more and more
indifferent; each family decides to stay away from the community.”

One of the cornerstone challenges that Kyrgyzstan faces within the context of the current health
crisis is related to the fact that COVID-19 seems to altogether up-end the deep-rooted, day-to-day
religious practices in Kyrgyzstan. In particular, this concerns the cases of flouting funeral customs
and norms, a rather unprecedented event: “This pandemic, it changes and shakes up everything.
People are afraid, we cannot trust even our family members and relatives because we are not sure
whether they are carriers of the virus or not,” says Aidarbek, a 36-year-old dentist and resident of
Bishkek whose uncle passed away on July 16, 2020, from cancer. “Even though my uncle wasn’t
affected by coronavirus, most of his relatives and acquaintances could not attend his funerals out
of the fear of contracting the virus or infecting someone.” Hence, out of 200 people expected,
around 40 attended the Aidarbek’s uncle funeral.

As a matter of fact, in a society such as Kyrgyzstan’s where, as Kathleen Collins argues, clanic
mechanisms and networking play a vital role in the distribution of economic and political favors,
social gatherings represent an essential tool for individuals to build and expand on their informal
contacts to access crucial socioeconomic resources. Therefore, the fact that COVID-19 significantly
thwarts individuals’ opportunities to fully benefit from their social capital illustrates the extent of
the crisis’ impact on the social and economic lives of the population.

Concluding remarks

For the time being, Kyrgyzstan is walking a tightrope between recovering economic activity,
indebtedness, and a new wave of contamination. Furthermore, there is every likelihood that the
COVID-19 crisis will result in the emergence of popular discontent, expressed massively through
social networks, attacking the dilettante management of the crisis (e.g., massive funds received
from abroad, but no infrastructure hospital set up before July). This discontent has been recently
aggravated by the claims of the Kyrgyz government to toughen its legislation on media. More
specifically, the state parliament in June passed a controversial bill called “On manipulating
information,” which purportedly seeks to address the problem of inaccurate information spreading
online by enabling the authorities to restrict or block access to internet sites as well as shut down
social media accounts without the need for a court decision. The bill produced a strong public
backlash, with its opponents comparing the law to |legislations in effect in neighboring authoritarian
states, notorious for their practices that openly flout the rights of their citizens’ freedom of speech.
In light of the backlash, and although the Kyrgyz President, Sooronbai Jeenbekov, has returned the
bill to parliament on the grounds that the legislation requires further rectifications, it seems the
final ratification of the law is simply matter of time.
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