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Abstract
This contribution calls for a debate on the effects of OSCE police-related activities in Central
Asia. Drawing on a typology of internationally-supported police aid, it outlines three questions
that deserve more scrutiny by participating States and civil society: Is the OSCE able to support
democratic police governance in Central Asia? To what extent can the OSCE help improve
human security? What are the limitations and risks of law enforcement support? Tentative
evidence suggests that the OSCE faces significant challenges in translating its commitment to
democratic policing into practice in Central Asia, mainly due to resistance from Central Asian
governments, but there are other significant factors, including law enforcement support from
other international actors and institutional features of the OSCE such as short budget cycles
that hamper strategic planning. This paper outlines how participating States that want the
OSCE to support democratic policing can use opportunities, address limitations, and limit risks.
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Introduction

The OSCE is committed to democratic
policing and has been conducting police-
related activities for two decades.1 Demo-
cratic policing requires accountability
and oversight: police must be account-
able to the law rather than to govern-
ment, and outside bodies such as parlia-
ment and the media must be able to scru-
tinize the police. Democratic policing
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also requires that police protect human
rights and are responsive to the public’s
concerns.2

In practice, though, the OSCE is find-
ing it increasingly difficult to strengthen
police accountability. Shortly before los-
ing his post as OSCE Secretary General
in July 2020, Thomas Greminger stated
that he was “concerned over the reduc-
tion of human rights and police account-
ability initiatives”.3 In Central Asia, the
OSCE has faced some of its starkest chal-
lenges: Governments there seek law en-
forcement assistance, and welcome initia-
tives to make police more service-orient-
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ed, but there is little appetite for demo-
cratic police governance.

This paper calls for a debate on OSCE
police support to Central Asian states.
The first section offers an overview of
OSCE police-related activities, and the
second describes policing practices and
structures in Central Asia. Subsequently,
the paper asks the following questions:
• Can the OSCE support democratic

police governance in Central Asia?
• Can the OSCE support states in hon-

ouring their commitments in the hu-
man dimension?

• What are the limitations and risks of
law enforcement support?

The analysis highlights numerous obsta-
cles to democratic policing, and to securi-
ty sector governance and reform (SSG/R)
more generally. Most importantly, per-
sonalized politics in Central Asia stands
in contrast to liberal democratic norms.
Other obstacles include Russian opposi-
tion to democratization, Chinese and
Western ‘train and equip’ programmes,
and the OSCE’s scarce resources and
short planning cycles. These factors lim-
it the OSCE’s ability to implement its
comprehensive security agenda, and they
make foreign support to law enforcement
risky for local populations.

The final section suggests how ‘liberal’
participating States can use opportunities
and address the limitations and risks of
police-related activities in Central Asia.
These states should stimulate debate on
policing, and proactively support demo-
cratic policing and civil society, as well
as OSCE institutions, structures, and field
operations, while limiting OSCE involve-

ment in law enforcement. Moreover, the
OSCE should evaluate its practices more
rigorously.

The OSCE and international police
assistance

The OSCE is a pioneer of democrat-
ic policing. Its 2008 Guidebook on
Democratic Policing has become a refer-
ence document for police reform efforts
around the world.4 Numerous other doc-
uments also reflect the OSCE’s commit-
ment on this issue.5 A key agreement
from 2012 states that police-related activi-
ties

shall be guided by the norms, prin-
ciples and standards defined by doc-
uments of the United Nations and
the OSCE, such as the Charter of
the United Nations, relevant UN
conventions on police-related activ-
ities, the Helsinki Final Act, the
Copenhagen Document, and various
OSCE decisions on police-related ac-
tivities. These documents emphasize,
inter alia, the importance of the rule
of law; respect for human rights
and fundamental freedoms, includ-
ing gender and minority issues; po-
lice-public partnerships; [and] effect-
ive and accountable criminal justice
systems.6

Police-related activities are primarily as-
sociated with the OSCE’s first (politi-
co-military) dimension. However, they
are also relevant for the second dimen-
sion (such as counter-corruption efforts)
and the third (human rights-based polic-
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ing). While the Permanent Council is
the main decision-making body, activities
are implemented by the OSCE executive
structures: thematic units of the Secre-
tariat, in particular the Strategic Police
Matters Unit (SPMU) and the Border Se-
curity and Management Unit (BSMU),
as well as the field operations. The
OSCE institutions play a role, too: the
Office for Democratic Institutions and
Human Rights (ODIHR) aligns policing
with human rights standards, while the
High Commissioner on National Minori-
ties (HCNM) has promoted multi-ethnic
policing, and the Representative on Free-
dom of the Media (RFOM) free coverage
of security affairs.

The first wave of OSCE police support
activities focused on the Balkans. There,
the OSCE has significantly contributed
to democratizing the police since the ear-
ly 2000s, benefiting from factors such
as broad mandates, EU membership con-
ditionality, and a permissive attitude to-
wards democracy promotion among par-
ticipating States.7 Elsewhere in the OSCE
area, conditions have been less permis-
sive.

Types of international police assistance

The OSCE divides its police-related ac-
tivities into two pillars: “general police
development and reform”, and “threats
posed by criminal activity”.8 But these
categories do not distinguish between dif-
ferent degrees of support to police gover-
nance. This paper proposes an alternative
typology that distinguishes between activ-
ities that emphasize:

• democratic police governance (type
1),

• better police protection of human
rights (type 2), and

• stronger law enforcement (type 3).
These activity types vary in terms of their
contribution to police oversight by exter-
nal institutions such as parliament and
civil society, which is important because
internal oversight, by police superiors
and the government, is often insufficient
for addressing police misconduct. While
external oversight is at the core of type
1 activities, it figures less prominently in
type 2, and hardly plays a role in type 3.

International actors may aid democratic
police governance by supporting changes
to the police legal framework, such as
when they help national lawmakers in
drafting bills that give parliament a
stronger role. Less ambitiously, interna-
tional actors may train parliamentarians
in how to use parliamentary powers, or
focus on civil society, such as by training
journalists. Foreign reformers may also
sponsor platforms where state and civil
society representatives discuss police re-
form.

International actors may improve po-
lice protection of human security, aiming
to reduce police violence and corruption
and thus increase protection from police,
such as through anti-torture training.
These activities also aim to improve po-
lice responses to issues such as domes-
tic violence or human trafficking, i.e. in-
crease protection by police. Type 2 activi-
ties involve pragmatic cooperation with
the police, and fostering police-public in-
teraction, through community policing
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in particular. While community policing
may include oversight, such as following
up on how the police dealt with pub-
lic complaints, it is less institutionalized
than with type 1 activities.

International actors may strengthen law
enforcement through training and materi-
al aid, aiming to bolster the coercive ca-
pacity of the state in technical areas such
as criminal investigation and border man-
agement. Democratic governance does
not feature prominently in these type
3 activities, which also tend to involve
transnational police interaction rather
than state-society interaction. The public
may benefit, though, in that strengthen-
ing the state translates into better pro-
tection against third-party crime and vio-
lence.

These three types of international sup-
port all have merits, but they also have
limitations and risks. The pros and cons
of specific approaches depend signifi-
cantly on the local context in which they
are applied. Central Asia presents particu-
lar challenges in this regard.

Policing in Central Asia

What constitutes democratic policing is
controversial because underlying princi-
ples such as accountability require in-
terpretation and are practised different-
ly even across liberal democracies. More-
over, police misconduct is a problem
across the OSCE area (as indicated, for ex-
ample, by the Black Lives Matter protests
in summer 2020). Nevertheless, demo-
cratic policing is more likely in more
democratic states.

Central Asian states rank low on
indices of human rights and democra-
cy. Freedom House, measuring “global
freedom scores” in terms of political
rights and civil liberties, classifies Turk-
menistan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan as
“not free”, in fact ranking them among
the world’s least free states; Kazakhstan
is also “not free” and Kyrgyzstan “part-
ly free”.9 Methodological challenges and
normative assumptions of such rankings
notwithstanding, they help to understand
non-democratic policing in Central Asia,
which has been widely documented by
international organizations, NGOs, and
the media.10

Police misconduct has various causes,
including institutional incentives driving
the behaviour of police officers. Some
Soviet-era systems remain in place, such
as pressure on police to meet unrealis-
tic crime-solving quotas, incentivizing vi-
olence against suspects and forcing con-
fessions to achieve the numbers. Low
salaries, equipment shortages, and family-
unfriendly shifts for the rank and file also
encourage police misconduct.11 Political
pressure plays a role too: governments
use the police as a tool against the po-
litical opposition. While political leaders
give the police some discretion to extract
illicit rents in exchange for political loyal-
ty, corruption pyramids mean the rank
and file must share these rents with their
superiors.

The overlapping powers of security
agencies are also problematic, as indicat-
ed by the proliferation of special units.
In Kyrgyzstan, the Ministry of Interior
(MoI) has special units, as do the security
service, the National Guard, and the bor-
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der service.12 In Uzbekistan, the National
Guard was given roles in the fields of
public order and counterterrorism.13

In this system, external oversight of the
police is weak. Even when formal struc-
tures are in place, their practical role is of-
ten stymied by informal norms privileg-
ing presidential administrations, national
security councils, and law enforcement
agencies. Thus, Central Asian parliamen-
tarians have, over recent years, shown lit-
tle inclination to challenge the executive
branch. In Kyrgyzstan, oversight by the
Zhogorku Kenesh was “non-systemic, in-
complete and inconsistent, while parlia-
mentary oversight of security and law
enforcement agencies is even more li-
mited and episodic”.14 MPs focused on
low-level police misconduct rather than
systematically improving police perfor-
mance such as through post-legislative
scrutiny.15 There were reportedly no sys-
temic requests for documents from the
police by the Uzbek parliament, not least
due to the absence of an opposition par-
ty, and human rights advocates found
it difficult to interact with MPs.16 The
Tajik parliament largely rubber-stamped
executive decisions, and MPs showed lit-
tle inclination to discuss police violence,
possibly because many of them were also
connected to the security forces.17

Oversight by ombuds institutions was
limited, too. The Kyrgyz ombuds office
had significant powers and resources
and investigated a large number of com-
plaints. But there were doubts over the
ombudsman’s independence, not least
due to his former career in the intelli-
gence services, and observers argued that
parliament often ignored his recommen-

dations.18 In addition, according to crit-
ics, the Uzbek and Tajik ombudspersons
did not properly investigate complaints
against the government and, in the case
of Tajikistan, denied human rights viola-
tions.19

These conditions create opportunities
but also limitations and risks for OSCE
police-related activities. The following
sections outline three questions that re-
quire debate.

Can the OSCE support democratic police
governance in Central Asia?

Supporting democratic police governance
aims at transforming how state institu-
tions interact with one another and with
society, making it the most ambitious
type of police-related activity. Because it
is so ambitious, it may be too tall an
order for the OSCE in Central Asia. In
fact, there is little evidence of systematic
OSCE support for democratic police gov-
ernance in Central Asia.

In Kyrgyzstan, the government ended
the OSCE Community Security Initiative
(CSI) in 2016. This initiative, involving
international police advisors, aimed at
building trust between the police and
the public and among ethnic Kyrgyz
and Uzbek communities in the south,
following inter-ethnic violence in 2010.
During the early period of the CSI, the
OSCE also provided vital support to po-
lice reform by facilitating discussions be-
tween the government and police reform
experts from civil society.20

Subsequent activities have been less
ambitious. The Programme Office in
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Bishkek (POiB) continued to facilitate
public council discussions but these pro-
duced what appeared to be rather moder-
ate demands on the MoI. Tellingly, the
POiB’s main partner for discussing over-
sight was that ministry, with the POiB
stating that it “supported the MoI with
furthering the parliamentary and civilian
oversight” of law enforcement reform.21

The POiB also discussed SSG/R with the
public administration academies of Cen-
tral Asian states. But some Kyrgyz polic-
ing experts felt that the OSCE was too
close to government and not sufficient-
ly interacting with groups critical of the
government, and that police reform was
superficial.22

In Uzbekistan, President Shavkat
Mirziyoyev sought a more active par-
liamentary role e.g. in budget over-
sight.23 This opened up opportunities for
ODIHR, and for the Project Co-ordinator
in Uzbekistan (PCUz), who co-organized
a conference on “the democratization of
legislation and law enforcement practice”
in Uzbekistan, among other initiatives.24

But requests for technical police assis-
tance outweighed requests for support on
oversight, both from the OSCE and other
international organizations.25

Understanding the limitations of the
OSCE

The preferences of the OSCE partici-
pating States’ governments shape the
OSCE’s ability to support democratic
policing. While the OSCE is more than
an intergovernmental forum or instru-
ment of states, it is a consensus-based

organization, and democratic police gov-
ernance tends to run counter to the inter-
ests of Central Asian governments.

Resistance to democratic police gov-
ernance is associated with domestic po-
litical logics. Henry Hale demonstrates
how “patronal politics” based on person-
alized networks have dominated post-So-
viet regimes, usually with presidents as
their focal point, who are seen as being
able to reward and punish individuals.26

Members of dominant networks hold of-
ficial positions, but these networks also
reach into non-state sectors, defying the
distinction between state and society up-
on which SSG/R is based. Oversight
by state institutions such as parliament
tends to be ineffective because elites do
not challenge patrons as long as these
elites regard the patrons as strong. Infor-
mal norms revolving around personal ac-
quaintances dominate over beliefs in ab-
stract principles; patronal systems thus
show high levels of corruption and weak
rule of law. Political dynamics, even the
violent toppling of governments, should
not be mistaken for democratization;
rather, such dynamics mean that shifting
elite expectations bring new patronal net-
works to power. International actors, ac-
cording to Hale, lack the leverage and
linkages to change patronal politics in
the post-Soviet space.27

For liberals, this is a depressing per-
spective on the prospects for democratic
police governance. Western governments
may try to identify inroads for demo-
cratic governance and provide extra-bud-
getary (ExB) funding that does not re-
quire consensus among all participating
States. Nevertheless, they face formidable
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obstacles. A shift to effective control
of the executive branch of government
and its agencies would pose a challenge
to dominant networks. Moreover, demo-
cratic police governance would require
a strengthening of formal over informal
norms, which is a slow, incremental pro-
cess at best.

As early as 2005, one assessment stat-
ed that the “climate for SSR in Central
Asia is weak as a consequence of both the
global ‘war on terror’ and the nature of
political regimes that prevail across the
region. Weak legislatures and judiciaries,
emasculated medias and low levels of civ-
il society activity have only reinforced
the conservativeness of the Central Asian
regimes”.28 Fifteen years later there was
more rhetorical commitment to reform.
Yet, police governance has not made
great strides, supporting the view that pa-
tronalism is resilient.

Controlling the OSCE

Central Asian states have various options
for preventing OSCE activities they do
not want. Most importantly, as members
of the organization with equal rights,
they not only host field operations but
make decisions about them and control
the wording of their mandates.

Mandates have become increasingly
restrictive, as reflected in the revisions
and modifications that also led to name
changes: The OSCE Centre in Astana be-
came the Programme Office in Astana
in 2015. The OSCE Centre in Uzbek-
istan was transformed into the Office of
the OSCE Project Co-ordinator in 2006.

The OSCE Centre in Bishkek was trans-
formed into the OSCE POiB in 2016, and
the field office in Osh was closed. The
OSCE Programme Office in Dushanbe
replaced the OSCE Office in 2017. Turk-
menistan still has the OSCE Centre in
Ashgabat, but it has a limited remit.

Central Asian governments not only
control policy, but also its implementa-
tion. They give approval to activities, of-
ten down to the level of specific projects.
They also issue interpretative statements
that compel OSCE executive structures to
only conduct activities explicitly covered
by mandates, significantly limiting imple-
menters’ autonomy. Russia, too, issues
such interpretative statements.29

Governmental preferences also work
indirectly: OSCE executive structures be-
come risk averse. International staff at
headquarters and in the field anticipate
which activities Central Asian govern-
ments will endorse, and tend to err on
the side of caution. Local field operations
staff are exempt from rules prescribing
maximum periods of employment. How-
ever, they have even more reason to be
cautious than international staff. Legal
protection by the OSCE, including tax
exemption, is a perennial issue during ne-
gotiations of memoranda of understand-
ing (MoUs) with host states; the OSCE’s
weak legal status makes it difficult for
the organization to exercise its duty of
care.30 Local staff also have few chances
to progress within the OSCE (a “non-ca-
reer organization”) and tend to keep an
eye on the job market, including govern-
ment jobs, reducing their incentives to
advocate for politically risky governance
initiatives.
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Another institutional obstacle to pur-
suing long-term objectives such as better
governance relates to funding. The OSCE
budget cycle is usually one year, and
much funding is provided through ExB
projects trickling in over the course of the
year. This militates against strategic plan-
ning and the pursuit of ambitious goals
such as democratic governance. An assess-
ment of the OSCE’s SSG/R activities pub-
lished in 2013 still rather accurately de-
scribes OSCE police-related activities in
Central Asia:

Projects are often ad hoc, based on
requests from participating States and
immediately available expertise, and
shaped by the priorities of individu-
al states which contribute extrabud-
getary funding and seconded person-
nel. Consequently, projects are often
not inserted within a ‘chain’ of activi-
ties that aim to achieve a broad goal
– thereby considerably reducing their
impact.31

Field operations may indeed plan several
years ahead. But uncertainties over the
extension of the mandate, the risk that
host states may no longer consent even to
programmes laid out in MoUs, and possi-
ble funding shortages create uncertainty.
Bureaucratically, it is therefore rational to
plan for the short term.

If OSCE executive structures have little
room for manoeuvre in promoting demo-
cratic police governance in Central Asia,
what about efforts to improve police pro-
tection of human security?

Can the OSCE help protect human
security in Central Asia?

Human security – the freedom of indi-
viduals from fear and want – falls pri-
marily into the human dimension. Type
2 activities tackling human trafficking,
prison reform, and gender-based violence
touch less on the core of statehood than
democratic governance, and are there-
fore tolerated or even sought by author-
itarian states who see opportunities to
gain legitimacy. Moreover, these activities
can be flexibly adapted to the local con-
text, which dovetails with the consensus
against cookie-cutter solutions within the
SSG/R community. Type 2 activities such
as community policing also tend to be
inclusive and thus play to the OSCE’s his-
torical role of a convening power, creat-
ing forums where non-likeminded states
or societal groups can find compromise
solutions.

For these reasons, type 2 activities have
made up a large part of OSCE police-
related activities in Central Asia over re-
cent years and were carefully tailored
to government agendas. These included
conferences, workshops, and roundtables,
as well as training events, handbooks,
awareness campaigns, and study trips for
Central Asian officials.32

In Kyrgyzstan, the OSCE continued
to support community policing after the
end of the CSI by funding police vans
(Mobile Police Reception vehicles) that
facilitate police-public interaction in re-
mote areas, and by supporting local pub-
lic councils involved in the governance
of this programme. The POiB also helped
to improve road safety, provided training
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in new criminal justice laws, supported
torture prevention and the rights of vic-
tims of human trafficking, and helped to
implement a code of conduct for police.

In recent years in Uzbekistan, the
OSCE has supported the president’s ef-
forts to improve state services and to ad-
dress egregious human rights violations.
The prevention of torture has thus be-
come an important part of the agenda
of the PCUz and other OSCE executive
structures.33 Other activities covered hu-
man trafficking, and supported govern-
ment efforts to create law enforcement
media services and to address violent ex-
tremism and radicalization that lead to
terrorism (VERLT).

Even in Tajikistan, the OSCE kept
human security concerns on the agenda
by organizing activities focusing on is-
sues including gender-based violence, tor-
ture prevention, and juvenile justice, and
promoted community policing by fund-
ing and equipping model police stations,
training police in responding to public
requests, and supporting public councils
bringing together police and community
representatives.

Challenges in improving human security

Such activities provided real help to
many people, as in Kyrgyzstan, where, ac-
cording to the OSCE, many approached
the OSCE-sponsored mobile police
teams. However, empirical evidence and
research findings from other fields raise
questions as to whether the assumptions
that seem to guide OSCE action are valid.

First, OSCE support to civil society
suggests that the organization assumes
civil society can be empowered, and that
civil society participation will change po-
lice behaviour. However, there are var-
ious issues with civil society support,
including power asymmetries. Central
Asian public councils serving as plat-
forms for discussion on police reform
tend to be dominated by MoI officials
and the security forces. In Tajikistan,
one assessment called such councils “gov-
ernment-run”.34 Moreover, civil society
members may not represent vulnerable
groups. The way those who hold power,
such as male elders, deal with domestic
violence, for example, may not be in
line with liberal norms. The term “civil
society” also implies a clear distinction
between state and society that patronal
systems defy.

The possibility of changing police be-
haviour by changing their values is a
second assumption that seems to guide
OSCE efforts to improve human securi-
ty; indeed the aspiration to change val-
ues has a long history in the CSCE/
OSCE.35 The hope is that by interact-
ing with civil society and international
experts who diffuse international norms
and best practices, police can be so-
cialized into norm-compliant behaviour.
Unfortunately, organization theory ques-
tions the prospect of changing police
values through one-off events. Organiza-
tional cultures and routines are slow to
change since they are produced and re-
produced as officers internalize organiza-
tional norms at a young age, as well as
through hierarchies, training, and peer
pressure.36 Moreover, organizational be-
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haviour is shaped by politics. High-level
corruption sends a signal that street-lev-
el corruption may be tolerated. Patronal
networks are also likely to punish ‘change
agents’ calling for deep reform.

A third assumption also seems to in-
form OSCE efforts: that small steps will
develop their own dynamic. Police re-
formers may hope that model police
stations will be rolled out across the
country. However, the government may
end or water down community policing
projects, as illustrated by the Communi-
ty Security Initiative in Kyrgyzstan. Po-
lice reform may go on for over a decade
but not lead to democratic policing, as
demonstrated by the case of Tajikistan.
Central Asian states are skilled at acceler-
ating or slowing down reform and at con-
trolling its content.

Type 2 activities therefore face these
limitations, and carry with them the
risk of buttressing authoritarian modern-
ization (i.e. the efforts of illiberal states
to gain legitimacy without changing pa-
tronal governance). These limitations and
risks must be weighed against any im-
provements in human security, and are
even higher with the next type of police
assistance.

What are the limitations and risks of
law enforcement support?

Law enforcement aid can improve the
police’s ability to prevent and investigate
crime more effectively. It may also align
policing practices with human rights
obligations, such as when police are en-

abled to rely on forensic evidence rather
than on forced confessions.

These type 3 activities are central to
the OSCE’s work with police in Cen-
tral Asia. The Annual Reports of the
Secretary General on Police-Related Ac-
tivities provide extensive lists of the
OSCE’s involvement in fields such as
organized crime, criminal investigation
and analysis, cross-border cooperation
in criminal matters, terrorist financing
and VERLT, illicit drugs and chemical
precursors, financial investigations, anti-
money laundering and seizure of crimi-
nal proceeds, human trafficking, migra-
tion-related crime, border security, and
cybercrime. The OSCE has provided sup-
port primarily through training and the
provision of equipment. Moreover, inter-
national study tours are mechanisms for
sharing best practices and for building
transnational police networks.

Type 3 activities are popular for sev-
eral reasons. Most importantly, Central
Asian governments seek law enforcement
support: indeed, they complain that the
OSCE does not deliver enough of it.37

Institutional drivers within the OSCE
are also key. OSCE policy implementers,
such as SPMU officials, often have a se-
curity background and are therefore in-
clined towards improving police capaci-
ty. Law enforcement support allows the
Secretariat and field operations to report
on activity, secure funding, and spend
money quickly. Indeed, researchers have
argued that instead of the OSCE socializ-
ing Central Asian states, the latter have
socialized the OSCE as an instrument for
preserving the status quo.38
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Moreover, various other international
actors deliver technical police aid, which
puts the OSCE under pressure to do like-
wise in order to be seen as relevant by
Central Asian states. Examples include
European Union (EU) support to bor-
der management, the United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)
police programmes, and bilateral U.S.
law enforcement aid. Many programmes
externalize Western domestic concerns
about drug trafficking, terrorism, or illic-
it migration (in particular security risks
emanating from Afghanistan), with the
unintended effect of strengthening Cen-
tral Asian power ministries.39 Russia also
works closely with Central Asian securi-
ty forces, while China is increasingly ex-
porting its own policing practices there,
many of which violate democratic polic-
ing norms.

Law enforcement support as an inroad?

The OSCE routinely includes human
rights elements in its technical police aid,
in line with its comprehensive security
agenda. In fact, technical police aid can
be an opportunity for mainstreaming hu-
man rights, such as by discussing inter-
national and national obligations not to
torture detainees, or with practical guide-
lines such as not overtightening hand-
cuffs. However, optimism with regards
to translating comprehensive security in-
to practice underestimates the capacity
of Central Asian states to micromanage
assistance, and may also overestimate the
willingness of OSCE executive structures

to risk antagonizing host states through
creative mandate implementation.

One could also argue that technical
aid creates buy-in for democratic polic-
ing. However, David Bayley cautions in-
ternational actors “to provide material
assistance only to defray the operational
costs of [democratic] reform for which
there is local commitment rather than
using it to induce commitment among
people who are otherwise unwilling.”40

Moreover, training is not sustainable if
newly learned skills are not immediately
applied. In Central Asia, the domestic
institutional setting militates against the
application of internationally-sponsored
human rights-based training.

Type 3 activities may not only be in-
effective for promoting democratic polic-
ing; they also involve significant risks un-
der conditions of authoritarianism. Crit-
ics have pointed at the risk of OSCE-
sponsored law enforcement aid inadver-
tently reinforcing repression.41 Other
risks are less visible, in particular buttress-
ing the legitimacy of authoritarian gov-
ernance. Central Asian states speak the
language of democratic policing, making
it easier for Western governments to au-
thorize assistance. But embracing global
models such as gender mainstreaming, es-
pecially without clear roadmaps and sub-
sequent monitoring, is not the same as
redistributing power. In Vienna in early
2018, for example, the Tajik interior mi-
nister

presented the priority areas that need-
ed further support from the OSCE
participating States, specifically men-
tioning such issues as new police
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uniforms, the procurement of new
equipment for the police, and the
automatization of all communication
processes in MoI structures. During
the discussion that followed, the Mi-
nister touched upon issues of com-
munity policing and gender main-
streaming […].42

Conclusions and recommendations

There is little public debate on the chal-
lenges to OSCE police-related activities
in Central Asia outlined in this paper.
While OSCE reporting is highly opti-
mistic, there is no evidence that the orga-
nization has reflected on past criticism,
and many assumptions remain untested.

While we still lack knowledge about
what works best in the field of for-
eign police assistance, various literatures
do provide clues, if only about what
does not seem to work well. Participat-
ing States concerned about OSCE police-
related activities in Central Asia could
take the following steps:
• Debate police-related activities. Partici-

pating States should discuss the op-
portunities, limitations, and risks of
OSCE police-related activities within
the Permanent Council, the Security
Committee, and among the Group
of Friends of SSG/R. They should un-
derline that these activities are cross-
dimensional and, as such, firmly an-
chored in the human dimension.
Moreover, Western states should im-
prove policing at home in order to
create role models for other countries,

and explore ways in which the OSCE
can better support police reform west
of Vienna, too.

• Question concepts and claims of suc-
cess. Rather than accepting the state-
ments made in many publicly-avail-
able OSCE reports that downplay the
difficulties of implementing OSCE
commitments, reducing the concepts
of democratic policing, SSG/R and ca-
pacity building to mere buzzwords,
states should scrutinize whether
OSCE rhetoric matches practices.
States should stress, for example, that
providing material and knowledge
support to security forces without
support for improved oversight vio-
lates the comprehensive security ap-
proach upon which the OSCE is
based. In light of the challenges posed
by Central Asian politics and Russian
resistance to democratization, partic-
ipating States should closely scruti-
nize whether OSCE rhetoric match-
es practices through better evaluation
(see further below).

• Identify change agents. International ac-
tors in Central Asia lack the leverage
and linkages they have in other parts
of the world. Moreover, democratic
policing cannot take place in a silo:
it depends on a broader SSG/R strate-
gy and, indeed, on democratization,
which is a long-term process even in
contexts less patronal than Central
Asia. Yet, the OSCE can support do-
mestic change agents, in particular
during critical junctures when politi-
cal conditions are ripe (as the OSCE
did in Kyrgyzstan after the 2010 revo-
lution). The OSCE should identify the
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most promising change agents, and
acknowledge that supporting them is
a political, not a technical process,
and as such requires a trade-off. Thus,
civil society groups that share OSCE
values may lack domestic influence
while groups with domestic clout may
be part of the regime.

• Support civil society. Civil society is
a crucial element for advancing the
human dimension, notwithstanding
cooptation and marginalization by
the state. Participating States should
make sure that field operations also
work with civil society groups critical
of the government. Central Asia has
knowledgeable analysts and advocates
of police reform that would benefit
from systematic OSCE support such
as advice on coalition-building, finan-
cial management, and report writing.
Other inroads include training jour-
nalists on writing about policing, and
sponsoring (and politically support-
ing) research on police reform and
oversight – and SSG/R more gener-
ally, such as at the OSCE Academy
in Bishkek. Political and financial sup-
port to Central Asian youth and ed-
ucational initiatives merit special con-
sideration as a long-term investment
in institutional change.

• Support OSCE policy implementers.
OSCE institutions, the Secretariat,
and field operations need financial
support for type 1 and type 2 projects,
including through the ExB process.
They also need political backing, such
as assurances that OSCE staff, includ-
ing local staff, will not be left alone
if they displease host states, for exam-

ple by working with reform-minded
NGOs.

• Limit OSCE law enforcement support.
The risks of type 3 activities, which
aim at strengthening the police, may
outweigh the benefits for Central
Asian populations. Making law en-
forcement aid conditional upon im-
proved governance or human securi-
ty protection, or ‘mainstreaming’ hu-
man rights into law enforcement aid,
is no panacea. Central Asian states
may put up democratic facades and
micromanage projects, and the con-
sensus principle leaves little room for
EU-style conditionality. Reducing or
ceasing political support and funding
for ‘train and equip’ programmes is
in line with the do no harm princi-
ple. Democratic states should also re-
think law enforcement aid provided
to Central Asia through other inter-
national organizations and bilateral
programmes, to reduce competitive
pressure on the OSCE. One might
object that limiting law enforcement
assistance deprives Western states of
the chance to cooperate with Central
Asian states against transnational se-
curity risks. But this view underesti-
mates the negative consequences of
unprincipled assistance, not only for
human rights locally but for Western
interests too. After all, repression cre-
ates a fertile ground for crime and po-
litical violence.

There is a main precondition for debat-
ing and improving OSCE police-related
activities as suggested above: evaluation.
Participating States should scrutinize the

The OSCE in Central Asia: Debating Police-related Activities

25

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922339-01 - am 18.01.2026, 07:37:33. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922339-01
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


activities and underlying logics of the
Secretariat and field operations, and sys-
tematically request, analyse, and debate
the internal evaluations of the Office on
Internal Oversight. Field operations’ self-
evaluations also deserve more scrutiny,
and extra-regular audits may additional-
ly enhance transparency. Furthermore,
the OSCE might benefit from more out-
side independent evaluations and innova-
tive methodologies such as those used by
ethnographers. Thick descriptions or sur-
veys of public trust in the police raise
questions of causality. Nevertheless, such
approaches often produce better insights
than box-ticking and new public manage-
ment models.

Participating States should also discuss
how to publish information that would
allow for an open and informed de-
bate. The OSCE produces large amounts
of information but publicly available
documents leave many questions open.
The public knows little about theories
of change and underlying assumptions,
which states provide how much extra-
budgetary funding for which projects,
or risk management plans. One way to
address this problem is to create over-
sight bodies for specific projects and pro-
grammes that share their findings with
the public.

Most importantly, assessments should
focus on whether OSCE police-related
activities have changed police behaviour
(outcome) and third-party crime and vi-
olence (impact). These measures are no-
toriously difficult to obtain due to con-
textual factors such as economic or de-
mographic change. In the case of OSCE
police-related activities, these difficulties

are aggravated by further factors, includ-
ing scarce reliable data provided by Cen-
tral Asian governments, and police aid
by other international donors. Soft pow-
er mechanisms such as norm diffusion,
where the OSCE is strongest, are equally
difficult to measure.

Although evaluations of OSCE police-
related activities will necessarily remain
inconclusive, the central rationale of
these activities should not be beyond
scrutiny. There is a risk in simply assum-
ing that the OSCE cannot solve complex
problems in a difficult political environ-
ment with a small budget, but that with-
out the OSCE, policing in Central Asia
would be worse. While this may be true,
untested assumptions rarely make good
policy.
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