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ALMATY, Kazakhstan — A prominent international advocacy group demanded Monday that
Kazakhstan suspend the ongoing trial of 37 people accused of mounting mass riots in a
western oil town last year.

New York-based Human Rights Watch said in a statement that many defendants claim that
they only gave incriminating testimony after being subjected to physical abuse while
in detention.

The unrest in Zhanaozen in December came after a seven-month long occupation of the main
square by oil workers demanding higher salaries. A confrontation with police descended
into rioting during which at least 16 people were killed.

A number of police officers are expected to go on trial for deploying live rounds against
rioters.

The events stunned the country and exposed seething social tensions in the otherwise stable



oil-rich nation, prompting international concern.

Authorities argue that the Zhanaozen disturbances were organized by individuals seeking
to sow political instability.

HRW says defendants were beaten and ill-treated into giving statements incriminating
themselves and others.

"Torture is a serious crime. The defendants' allegations need to be investigated and anyone
responsible brought to account," said Mihra Rittmann, a Central Asia researcher at HRW.

One person detained by police and held in custody for two days died several days later
from injuries apparently sustained in custody, the group said.

Interior Ministry officials have previously denied all claims that participants in the disorder
in Zhanaozen were mistreated.

Hearings began last month and some defendants face up to 10 years in prison.
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