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Successes and Challenges of PRR in Central Asia

By Cholpon Orozobekova

While four Central Asian countries have made significant efforts to meet their state obligations under UN Security Council
Resolutions and implement appropriate Prosecution, Rehabilitation, and Reintegration (PRR) strategies, they are now facing
unprecedented challenges in securing long-term rehabilitation and reintegration (R&R) goals.
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UN Security Council resolutions 2178 (2014) and 2396 (2017) played a significant role in establishing expectations and parameters
for prosecution, rehabilitation and reintegration strategies for foreign terrorist fighters (FTFs) and their family members. Notably,
Resolutions 2178 and 2396 call on UN Member States to develop and implement PRR strategies for returning FTFs and their families.
While Resolution 2396 stresses the importance of assisting FTFs-associated women and children who may be victims of terrorism
themselves and urges countries to do so by considering gender and age sensitivities, Resolution 2427 (2018) stresses that children
linked to armed groups should be treated primarily as victims, even they might have committed crimes.

Central Asian countries have taken a lead by carrying out large-scale repatriation operations, bringing back dozens of ISIS-
associated men and women, as well as children, from Syria and Irag. The Central Asia region has been a significant source of foreign
fighters travelling to the Middle East to join terrorist groups such as ISIS. Indeed, around 5,000 fighters and their dependents

After the severe degradation of ISIS in 2018, the United Nations urged Member States to repatriate their nationals from the Al-Hawl
and Roj camps in northeast Syria, stressing in particular the need to repatriate children and treat them primarily as victims rather
than perpetrators. With Operation “Zhusan” Kazakhstan became the first country to carry out a state-organized repatriation
operation. Since 2019, about 700 Kazakh citizens, including 37 men, 188 women and 475 children, were repatriated during the five

reintegration, offering “a road-map for other governments to return their nationals from conflict zones" after returning 535 women
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country brought back 84 children back from Iraqi prisons, while Kyrgyzstan brought back 79 children from Iraq in 2021.

All four Central Asian countries have had success in some aspects of the PRR process. The main common step toward implementing
Resolutions 2178 and 2396 was the criminalization of travel with the intention to join terrorist groups abroad. Following the adoption
of UNSCR 2178, in April 2014, Kazakhstan introduced amendments into its criminal code to establish sentences of up to seven years
in prison for participating in armed conflicts and in other armed activities abroad. Kyrgyzstan also criminalized fighting abroad by
approving punishments of up to 15 years of jail for taking part in conflicts, military operations, or terrorist and extremist training in a

While Tajikistan received more than 800 self-returnees after announcing this policy, its neighbors have generally left males to
languish in Middle Eastern prisons, prioritizing instead the repatriation of children and women.. For instance, Uzbekistan fully
rejected any possible return or repatriation of ISIS associated males. As one Uzbek official, who wished to remain anonymous, told
the Bulan Institute for Peace and Innovations, the official position of Uzbekistan is that “all male fighters should be [tried] in the
after repatriating 37 men during Operation Zhusan, Kazakhstan immediately arrested and convicted them. In July 2019, all of these
men were received sentences from 8 to 18 years in prison for joining terrorist groups and committing crimes in the Middle East.[19]

Kazakh women were assigned to deradicalization and rehabilitation programs.

There are promising practices in Central Asia in the rehabilitation and reintegration of women and children. In line with Resolution
2396's emphasis on holistic governmental approaches to R&R and its recognition of civil society organizations’ (CSO) role in this
process, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan delegated important phases of the R&R programs to many civil society actors. Local CSOs
“filled many gaps in terms of building trust, preparing, and mobilizing essential practitioners across disciplines, and gaining from a
Center for Analysis and Development of Interconfessional Relations, Ak-niet, and Future of the Country have played significant roles
by providing returnees with legal, social, and health services. As Atlantic Center fellow Noah Tucker highlighted, while Central Asian
governments used to crack down on local NGOs, when they were confronted with the repatriation and PRR challenges, they decided
to involve CSOs in the rehabilitation processes, recognizing their relevance and potential: “Uzbekistan is a country that, at least
before 2016, had a very justly earned reputation as an extremely authoritarian and closed country that had almost destroyed what
was left of its civil society. But one of the most important decisions that the government of Uzbekistan made was to partner with the

existing civil society organizations in the rehabilitation and reintegration of returnees. And this was a remarkable effort, of which we
n[13]

see the successes now.

Another positive highlight here is that these four Central Asian countries chose to frame their repatriation operations (rather than
security) actions, and constructed several important narratives to uphold this framework. These narratives were conveyed to the
public to minimize stigmatization and prepare communities to accept ISIS-related returnees. The first narrative spoke to culture,
mentality affirming that “we never abandon our children and women”, while the second framed ISIS-related returnees as “misled and
deceived people.” For example, the Uzbek government took a hands-off approach by not imprisoning repatriated women and by

monitored by Uzbekistan s law enforcement agencies and have been subject to “court restrictions placed on the freedom of
n [15]

movement of returnees for up to five years, depending on their roles and lengths of stay in Syria

More than three years have passed since the first group of returnees arrived in Kazakhstan, and in that time, all Central Asian
countries have faced challenges in building long-term, sustainable R&R programs. There are significant challenges that can be
resolved only with the assistance of international donors and mentors who can supervise local practitioners. The first issue these
countries face is an urgent need to secure sustainable funding for mental health and psychological assistance, as all returnees,
especially women and children, will need long-term psychological support.

The next acute problem is the region’s shortage of practitioners and specialists. Those working with returnees are exhausted and
suffer from burnout. According to Gulnaz Razdykova, director of Center for Analysis and Development of Interconfessional Relations
in Kazakhstan, local psychologists in the country are exhausted and underpaid, resulting in a constant outflow of specialists. In all
four countries, there remains a shortage of practitioners such as psychologists, social workers, teachers, and theologians who can
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work with returnees. Many specialists have had to learn rehabilitation practices while working and adapt practices along the way.
Currently, international donors such as UNICEF, USIP, and Hedayah have started projects to support local NGOs and practitioners,
but this international support is administered mainly through short-term and small projects.

The next serious issue is the need to secure legal guardianship for children repatriated from Iraqi prisons whose mothers have not
returned with them. While their mothers serve terms in Iragi prisons, some states, such as Tajikistan, for example, have failed to find
guardians among their close relatives. According to Tajik experts, close relatives have different concerns about adopting these
children, but the main concern is that they are unprepared to deal with the extent of the children’s trauma and lack the skills to
return of children’s mothers is becoming another serious issue, and there may be future considerations about the long-term absence
of fathers or older brothers. As stressed by Gavin Helf, Senior Advisor at the United States Institute of Peace, "We heard over and
over again, especially from the guardians, who are often grandparents, the same question: children need their mothers, when will
they be brought back? You know, looking at us, the international donors, they ask: why don’t you bring the mothers home? We heard

of cases of kids who still maintained contact with their mothers using WhatsApp, Facetime, etc., with their mothers who are
n[17]

incarcerated in Irag. And it seems to me that that is ... often an opened wound that is very hard to close.

Despite all difficulties and challenges, Central Asian countries have proved that prosecution, rehabilitation, and reintegration are
possible. The most important lesson learned is that community acceptance is a key component of rehabilitation. Local CSOs,
villagers, religious leaders, elderly people, community leaders, and family members are playing a significant role in the reintegration
and resocialization processes. As one Kyrgyz elderly man told government officials: “Do not hide children returnees, but just expose
them to the everyday life of local children and they will become ours.” As Noah Tucker stressed during our interview, no amount of
government spending can cover or replace everything: “The networks of support at the community level have turned out to be
important. The Central Asian experience has shown that multidimensional support comes from not just the psychologists, not just
theologians, not just a parole officer, but from ensuring that returnees have someone alongside to turn to when they have problems.
hard to achieve final goals. To successfully reintegrate returnees, all governments must ensure they are engaging the right networks
and partners at the community level.
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