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1. Country Snapshot

1.1

Internet Freedom State of Affairs

In the past few years Kyrgyzstan has maintained a relatively
open national environment in terms of Internet freedom.
Ranked “Partly Free” in 2014 and 2015 by the Freedom on the
Net index of Freedom House, Kyrgyzstan was short of only
several points to be considered “Free” according to the index’s
methodology. Compared to neighboring countries in the
Central Asian region, Kyrgyzstan continues to enjoy an open
and competitive market for ISPs, lower levels of local filtering
of Internet content and greater diversity of online media.
Yet, Internet freedom continues to be hampered by poor
infrastructure, outdated or regressive legal frameworks
and low capacity of regulatory bodies. The cyberspace is
experiencing a strong onslaught by various government
initiatives that seek to increase control, centralize access
infrastructure and may soon result in a drastically different
environment. Notable areas of concern include the
increasing number of criminal proceedings against online
content disseminated by both journalists and individuals,
legislative and policy initiatives, which can significantly
restrict free speech online, limit market competition in the
telecommunications industry and deteriorate the quality of
Internet services.
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1.2

Brief Country Data

Kyrgyzstan is a semi-parliamentary republic in Central Asia, covering a highly mountainous
territory slightly below 200 thousand square kilometers. Over 90% of the country lies above
1500 meters above the sea level, making geography a significant challenge for Internet
connectivity. As of January 2016, Kyrgyzstan has a population of 6 million, of which about 1
million live in its capital, Bishkek. The country is predominantly rural and only 34% of residents
live in urban areas. Ethnic Kyrgyz represent 73% of the total population, while ethnic Uzbeks
and Russians account for 14.6% and 6% respectively.
The economy of Kyrgyzstan is formed predominantly by the service sector, which accounts for
54% of GDP, while industry represents another 26%, and agriculture remaining 20%. In the
past two years, the economy of Kyrgyzstan has been affected by the economic downturn in
the CIS region. The country’s GDP in 2015 was $6.5 billion, almost a billion less than in 2014 .
Since 2014, the country is classified as a lower middle income country, even though in 2015 its
GNI per capita was barely above the threshold at $1170. External trade turnover has dropped
from almost $8 billion in 2013 to $5.7 billion in 2015. The economy is dependent on flow of
remittances, equivalent to 30% of GDP and generated by over 1 million citizens working abroad,
with absolute majority in Russia.
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2. Access to Internet & Internet Services
2.1

Penetration

According to International Telecommunications Union (ITU) estimates,
percentage of individuals using Internet in the Kyrgyz Republic reached
30.25% in 2015, up from 28.3% in 2014 and 23% in 2013. According to
State Communications Agency (SCA), the aggregate number of active users
of Internet has reached 4.54 million in 2015, while a total of 79% of the
population has access to Internet. The higher number from the state agency
is explained by its focus on users with possibility of access, regardless of
actual regular usage, which is the focus of ITU’s approach. Other sources
provide an estimate for percentage of households with Internet, which has
increased from 8.7% in 2013 to 16.5% in 2016.
According to ITU estimates (based off SCA-reported trends), in 2015 there
were 211.5 thousand fixed broadband subscriptions in Kyrgyzstan, up
from 170 thousand in 2014. According to SCA, only 3% of the population
had access to fixed broadband Internet in 2014, compared to 21% of the
population with access to wireless broadband.
Broadband penetration varies significantly across regions. Fixed broadband
is available primarily in Bishkek, through cable and DSL connections, while
regional cities rely on DSL. At the same time, according to SCA, 50% of the
population had access to 3G mobile broadband coverage in 2014. Mobile
broadband penetration is estimated at 33% in 2016.

2.2 Demographics of the Internet audience and its uses
of Internet
In line with the global tendencies, the average Internet user in Kyrgyzstan is
likely to be younger, better educated, earn more and live in urban areas. The
latest available research on demographics of Internet audience in Kyrgyzstan
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(conducted by M-Vector in late 2012) points to
a large urban-rural gap – 64% of self-reported
Internet users are urban residents, of which
41% are in Bishkek, and another 8% in Osh,
the second-largest city. The two regions with
largest populations, Osh and Chuy account for
15% each. There is a 7% gender gap, as 25% of
female respondents reported using Internet,
against 32% of male respondents. There are
significant differences among age groups as
well: 53% of respondents aged 18-24 report
using Internet, while the same figure is only
15% for the age group 35-44.

communications apps, such as Whatsapp.
Fixed broadband subscription is also seeing
growth, albeit from a very low base.
Nevertheless, according to a late 2015 study
by the Internet Society, the two main barriers
to wider adoption of Internet in Kyrgyzstan
are affordability and relevance.
In terms of affordability, cost of mobile
broadband averages 10% of average monthly
per capita income, more than the 5% target
threshold set by the ITU/UNESCO Broadband
Commission for Development . The cost of
fixed broadband is lower - as of September
2016, the monthly connectivity fee for the
cheapest unlimited DSL connection from the
market leader Kyrgyz Telecom is 299 KGS
in Bishkek (~$4.4), and 550 KGS in regional
capitals (~$8). The factor of affordability also
relates to total cost of setting up connections,
including cost of devices and any set up fees.

Usage patterns of Internet in Kyrgyzstan
are not dissimilar from the global trend as
well, ranging from general recreational use
to professional use. According to the above
mentioned M-Vector survey in 2012, 66% of
respondents use it to access email, 49% to
access social media, and 42% for news or
information. Entertainment purposes are
ranked lower, with only 33% using Internet
to access music, and 20% to access video.
Considerable differences are apparent within
age groups – use of Internet for news and
information is higher among respondents
aged 25+, and conversely, entertainment
use for video and music is higher among
respondents 24 and below. In capital city
of Bishkek, uses for social media and email
are reported most often, by 71% and 70% of
respondents respectively.

2.3

The relevance factor includes low number of
social connections, who are online, limited
availability of content that is relevant to local
context and language barriers. While majority
of the country is Kyrgyz-speaking, over 80%
of Internet traffic is international – generated
mainly from Russian-language content
providers. Digital literacy is another related
obstacle, especially for schoolchildren and
older generations of smartphone, desktop
and tablet users.

Barriers to access

Poor infrastructure for connectivity in the
regions is a significant systemic barrier,
especially at the “last mile” delivery of fixed
broadband. No functional legal and technical
provisions exist for shared use of existing
infrastructure by ISPs, forcing them to build
redundant and expensive infrastructure.

In the past two years, Kyrgyzstan is seeing
rapid expansion of the mobile broadband
subscriber base, conditioned by greater
availability of affordable smartphones,
continuous fall in prices of data plans
and rise in popularity of social media and
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3. ICT Actors & Infrastructure
3.1

Fixed Communication

KyrgyzTelecom (KT) is the leading provider of fixed communication
services, with 60% market share of Internet services. The company is
present in 90% of the country’s localities. According to its 2015 end of
year report, KT’s fixed broadband subscribers reached 100 000, and due
to negotiating a 53% lower rate for its external traffic, the consumer
price of 1mbit was reduced by 40%. KT is the primary actor developing
the fiber optic infrastructure, and stands behind projects building
interregional fiber routes, connecting the northern and southern
regions. By end of 2015, there were 2719 kilometers of main fiber
optic routes, and the overall fiber optic network exceeded 12 thousand
kilometers, growing by 35% compared to 2014.
Other companies offering fixed line internet services include ElCat,
Aknet, Asiainfo, Megaline, Saima Telecom, Citynet, Homeline, Totel
(rebranded as Maxlink) and Fastnet. Several of these companies have
also deployed wireless LTE and Wimax networks, targeting segments
without reliable fixed line connections. In 2015, 10 new providers were
issued licenses for fixed Internet connections.

3.2 Mobile Connection
As of 2015, Kyrgyzstan had slightly over 7 million mobile subscriptions,
less than 7.5 million subscriptions in 2014. The decline is mainly related
to a push for personification of accounts in 2015, whereby unregistered
accounts were discontinued. The existing client base is divided among
three mobile operators – Skymobile (brand Beeline), AlfaTelecom
(brand Megacom) and Nurtelecom (brand O!). According to estimates
by Civil Initiative for Internet Policy, in the 4th quarter of 2015, mobile
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market share of Beeline is 40.5%, of
Megacom 32.4% and of O! 26.9%.
All three companies heavily invest
in next-generation data networks,
now offering 4G service in almost
all of the large urban centers across
Kyrgyzstan. 3G and 2G coverage is
much more widespread. According
to SCA, in 2015, there were 1.8
million 3G connections, 3.3 million
2G connections and 95 thousand
4G (LTE) connections.
In May 2015, several mobile
operators of Kyrgyzstan reviewed
a potential joint decision to block
the traffic for Whatsapp and Viber
applications on their networks.
The operators were concerned
that increasing usage of these
applications for voice calls has
been negatively impacting their
revenues. As October 2016 no such
blocking is in place.
Several companies that are not
mobile operators provide mobile
Internet connection services,
based on LTE (Saima Telecom) and
Wimax (Maxlink) technologies. Their
coverage is limited to large cities of
Bishkek, Osh, Jalalabad, Karakol and
Cholpon Ata, with focus on users
that have difficulty accessing the
fixed Internet infrastructure.
Four companies – KT, Asiainfo,
Transfer and Isatel – are locally
accredited providers of satellite
Internet, which always had
a negligible market share in
Kyrgyzstan. It is possible to set
up satellite Internet connection

through foreign providers as
well, with subscription packages
available from numerous Russian
and European companies. Due to
high cost of data traffic, the focus of
satellite providers has mainly been
on the corporate sector, especially
in connection with emergency
telephone services. Relevance and
attractiveness of satellite Internet is
decreasing due to rapid growth of
mobile Internet, but it remains an
important alternative or emergency
channel of access.

3.3 International
Communication
Absolute majority of the
international Internet traffic arrives
to Kyrgyzstan through terrestrial
fiber optic connections, with no
viable alternatives. Kyrgyz ISPs have
22 physical connection points at
its international borders, allowing
traffic exchange with Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and China.
Among the ISPs with own transborder connection points are
KT, Elcat, Megaline, Beeline,
Saimatelecom and O!. All the other
ISPs rely on these ISPs to gain
access to global Internet traffic.
Almost all of the traffic is channeled
through Kazakhstan, making
Kyrgyzstan almost completely
dependent on that country to
access the global Internet. In 20142015, fiber lines were set up in the
southern regions of the country,
allowing Kyrgyzstan to become a
transit country between China and
Tajikistan.
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In July 2016, according to the State Agency for Antimonopoly Regulation, Kazakh
Internet providers notified Kyrgyz providers of plans to increase the cost of
transit from $14.9/mbps to $29/mbps which would significantly increase the cost
of consumer data plans.
In early 2016, the government initiated a draft instruction and amendments
to the law on communications, introducing the monopoly of KyrgyzTelecom
for trans-border Internet communications. If passed the initiative modelled
after Uzbekistan and Tajikistan would severely restrict market competition and
significantly facilitate online censorship. As of October 2016, the initiative has not
transformed into draft legislation.

http://analytica.digital.report/
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