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Juvenile justice reforms in Central Asia

Abstract. The aim of the research was to determine the effectiveness of 
various models for reforming juvenile justice systems in Central Asian 
countries – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan – with a comparative 
analysis of the Chinese experience. The study was conducted in three 
stages using a comprehensive methodology based on the analysis of 
regulatory acts of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and China, 
official statistics from international organisations, and reports from 
human rights institutions. The research results established three main 
reform models in the Central Asian countries: the establishment of a 
full-fledged network of 19 specialised juvenile courts in Kazakhstan; 
the transformation of judicial practice through the introduction of 
alternative sanctions without structural changes in Kyrgyzstan; and the 
gradual introduction of specialised elements coupled with an increase 
in the minimum age of responsibility in Uzbekistan. Empirical analysis 
revealed high effectiveness of the reforms through quantitative indicators: 
an 83.3% reduction in the number of convicted minors in Kazakhstan 
from 2,654 to 443 individuals, and a 92% reduction in the application 
of imprisonment to children in Kyrgyzstan from 178 to 13 cases during 
the period from 2005 to 2024. As of the end of 2024, minors constitute 
only 0.2% of the total prison population in Kazakhstan, corresponding 
to approximately 64 individuals out of 32,171 convicted persons. The 
proportion of minors in the total prison population decreased to 0.19-
0.20% in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan compared to 0.80-1.67% in China 
and Uzbekistan. Legal analysis confirmed the gradual alignment of 
national legislation with international standards through the increase 
of the minimum age of criminal responsibility in Uzbekistan from 13 to 
14 years and the introduction of comprehensive alternative sentencing 
measures. The practical significance of the study lies in the potential 
use of the analysis results for improving national strategies for juvenile 

Suggest Citation:
Teketayev, M. (2026). Juvenile justice reforms in 
Central Asia. Asian Journal of Criminal Justice 
and Forensic Studies, 2(1), 99-113. doi: 10.63621/
ajcjfs/1.2026.99.

Copyright © The Author(s). This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the 
Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

Article’s History:  
Received: 30.01.2026; Revised: 11.05.2026; Accepted: 11.06.2026

Vol. 2   |   No. 1   |   2026 
Journal homepage: https://asianjustice.kz/

A

Maksut Teketayev*

Mangystau Region Court, Kazakhstan
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-5677-8618

justice reform, developing methodological recommendations for state authorities and international organisations, and 
formulating scientifically grounded approaches for the implementation of global child protection standards in post-
Soviet legal systems

Keywords: juvenile offenders; international standards; alternative measures; law enforcement practice; deprivation of 
liberty; specialised courts

https://asianjustice.kz/
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-5677-8618


Juvenile justice reforms in Central Asia

Asian Journal of Criminal Justice and Forensic Studies Vol. 2, No. 1
100

Procedural aspects of juvenile participation in crimi-
nal proceedings were analysed in detail by Z. Zhumabaye-
va (2020), who identified gaps in legislative regulation and 
deficiencies in the mechanism for realising minors’ right 
to legal representation. The researcher established the in-
complete content of the concept of “legal representative of a 
minor participant in criminal proceedings” and insufficient 
regulation of the procedural status of legal representatives, 
particularly regarding the representation of the interests of 
child witnesses and victims. G.  Sheishekeeva et al. (2024) 
investigated the specifics of the diversion of minors from 
criminal justice in the system of the Kyrgyz Republic and 
identified three main components of this institution: for-
mal conditions for applying diversion, guarantees of rights 
during its application, and organisational-procedural is-
sues. The authors established that the national legislation 
of Kyrgyzstan generally complies with the United Nations 
Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juve-
nile Justice, however, questions regarding the types of of-
fences for applying diversion and lowering the age thresh-
old from 16 to 14 years remain debatable. M. Musabayev et 
al. (2023) analysed theoretical provisions and legal norms 
of the administrative-legal protection of minors in Euro-
pean countries and identified priority areas for the ad-
ministrative-legal protection of children’s rights, including 
improving juvenile justice bodies, enhancing the quality 
of social services, and ensuring children’s access to justice 
through the creation of specialised courts and the intro-
duction of alternative measures.

U. Saliev (2023) analysed the legal frameworks and so-
cial initiatives for the protection of minors in Uzbekistan 
and established the multifaceted nature of children’s rights, 
encompassing education, healthcare, protection from ex-
ploitation, and access to justice. The author demonstrated  
that the constitutional-legal status of children is guaranteed 
by the new Constitution of the Republic of Uzbekistan and 
relevant laws, while attributing particular importance to 
the Law of the Republic of Uzbekistan No. LRU-263 (2010) 
as a key instrument for protecting children’s rights. G. Ra-
khimova  et al.  (2024) conducted a comprehensive analy-
sis of the evolution of child protection laws in Kazakhstan 
since gaining independence and identified three phases of 
development: formation, establishment, and early develop-
ment. The researchers identified improvements in various 
aspects of child protection, including the refinement of 
legislative goals and principles, while simultaneously not-
ing that nearly half of the country’s children live below the 
poverty line. Y. Shapoval et al. (2025) analysed the Kazakh 
approach to the rehabilitation and reintegration of children 
repatriated from Syria and Iraq under the humanitarian 
operation “Zhusan” and identified key elements of a suc-
cessful programme through the restoration of children’s le-
gal status, minimisation of stigmatisation, and support for 
social rehabilitation. M.  Nazim  et al.  (2024) conducted a 
comparative analysis of different countries’ approaches to 
reforming juvenile justice systems and demonstrated the 

Introduction
The reform of juvenile justice systems in Central Asian 
countries has become critical in the context of global state 
commitments to child protection and the need to align 
national legislation with international standards of juve-
nile justice. The post-Soviet countries of the region, hav-
ing inherited repressive approaches to working with child 
offenders, faced a discrepancy between national legislation 
and modern standards after acceding to the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child…  (1989) and related interna-
tional treaties, which created legal obligations to introduce 
specialised approaches to juvenile offenders. The main 
problems of non-compliance included the absence of spe-
cialised courts for hearing cases involving minors, limited 
application of alternative sentencing measures, insufficient 
training of law enforcement agencies, and a lack of effective 
rehabilitation mechanisms. Cultural traditions of authori-
tarian upbringing, socio-economic constraints in funding 
specialised programmes, and legal traditions oriented to-
wards punitive measures created additional obstacles to the 
implementation of reforms. Regional specifics determined 
unique reform trajectories: Kazakhstan chose the path of 
creating specialised juvenile courts and developing proba-
tion services; Kyrgyzstan focused on alternative sentencing 
measures without structural changes to the judicial system; 
while Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan long maintained tra-
ditional approaches. These differences reflect varying paces 
of political modernisation and the degree of engagement in 
international cooperation in the field of children’s rights, 
which necessitates comprehensive scientific analysis to 
identify effective models and practices.

A comprehensive analysis of the institutional aspects 
of juvenile justice was carried out by D.  Ospanova  et 
al.  (2025), who identified key patterns in the formation 
of juvenile courts in foreign countries and determined 
that the establishment of specialised justice for minors 
was conditioned by a combination of social reform move-
ments, changes in the legal philosophy regarding youth 
crime, and the necessity of applying rehabilitative ap-
proaches instead of punitive measures. The researchers 
demonstrated the effectiveness of the European system 
of juvenile justice, which is characterised by attention to 
children’s rights, flexibility of sanctions, and the prioriti-
sation of educational measures over punishment, while 
attributing particular importance to the specialisation of 
judges and a deep understanding of adolescent psychol-
ogy. Y.  Buribayev  et al.  (2023) focused on the issues of 
judicial specialisation in the context of Kazakhstani prac-
tice and substantiated the necessity of creating specialised 
social and labour courts as a means of enhancing the ef-
fectiveness of justice. The authors established that the spe-
cialisation of the judicial system constitutes the basis of its 
development and an important tool for dynamic progres-
sive development, while simultaneously emphasising the 
need for a cautious approach to implementing speciali-
sation, taking into account potential side effects on the 
proper administration of justice.



Asian Journal of Criminal Justice and Forensic Studies Vol. 2, No. 1

Teketayev

101

necessity of a comprehensive approach to address problems 
of inequality in access to justice and the absence of universal 
standards, emphasising the importance of balancing public 
safety and rehabilitation. However, a comparative analysis 
of the effectiveness of different juvenile justice models in 
the context of the cultural and legal specificities of Central 
Asian countries remains an under-researched aspect of the 
scientific literature.

The aim of the study was to determine the patterns 
and specificities of the transformation of juvenile justice 
systems in Central Asian countries from inherited Soviet 
models to models compliant with international child rights 
standards. The research objectives were:

1. To analyse the institutional and legislative reforms 
of juvenile justice in Central Asian countries (Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan) considering the experience of 
China (PRC) to identify the main models of legal system 
transformation and to reveal specific regional approaches 
to the modernisation of juvenile justice;

2. To conduct an empirical analysis of the effectiveness 
of the implemented reforms through statistical indicators 
to assess the practical results of the humanisation of juve-
nile justice systems;

3. To undertake a legal analysis of the compliance of 
national juvenile justice systems with international child 
rights standards to establish the degree of implementation 
of the principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child.

Materials and Methods
The research was conducted based on a comprehensive 
theoretical-legal approach, utilising the conceptual frame-
works of international human rights law and compara-
tive jurisprudence. The theoretical foundation consisted 
of doctrinal provisions regarding the implementation of 
international standards for child protection into national 
legal systems, particularly the principles enshrined in the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child… (1989) and related 
international instruments, including the Resolution of the 
United Nations General Assembly No. A/RES/40/33 (1985), 
the Resolution of the United Nations General Assem-
bly No.  A/RES/45/112  (1990), and the Resolution of the 
United Nations General Assembly No. 45/113 (1990). The 
methodological framework was composed of concepts of 
transitional justice and the theory of legal transformation 
in post-Soviet states, which enabled an analysis of the spe-
cificities of the transition from repressive to rehabilitative 
models of working with juvenile offenders. The research 
was conducted in three sequential stages corresponding to 
the set objectives, each involving the application of specific 
methods and analysis of relevant groups of sources to en-
sure a comprehensive examination of the issues surround-
ing juvenile justice reform in the region.

The first stage of the research was dedicated to ana-
lysing the institutional and legislative reforms of juvenile 
justice in Central Asian countries using historical-legal and 
comparative-legal methods. The historical-legal method 

was applied to study the genesis and evolution of juvenile 
justice systems, allowing for the tracing of the transforma-
tion from Soviet models to modern specialised systems 
through an analysis of key normative legal acts, namely the 
Concept for the Development of the Juvenile Justice System 
of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Decree of the President of 
the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 646, 2008), the Law of the 
Republic of Kazakhstan No. 401-IV (2011), Penal Code of 
the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 226-V (2014) and CPC – 
Criminal Procedure Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan 
No. 231 (2014) and the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan 
No. 38-IV LRK (2016), and the Criminal Code of the Kyr-
gyz Republic No. 19 (2017). The comparative-legal method 
provided the opportunity to juxtapose different national 
approaches to reform through an analysis of the institu-
tional models of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan, 
as well as a comparison with the Chinese experience based 
on the Law of the People’s Republic of China  (2020), the 
Law of the People’s Republic of China No. 40 (2021), and 
the working report of the Supreme People’s Court of the 
PRC (Xinhua News Agency, 2021) to identify regional spe-
cificities and common trends.

The second stage involved an empirical analysis of the 
effectiveness of the implemented reforms using the statis-
tical method and the method of content analysis of offi-
cial reports. The statistical method enabled a quantitative 
analysis of the dynamics in indicators related to the ap-
plication of punishments to juveniles, based on data from 
the World Prison Brief: Kazakhstan  (n.d.), World Prison 
Brief: China (n.d.), World Prison Brief: Kyrgyzstan (n.d.), 
World Prison Brief: Uzbekistan  (n.d.), UNICEF (United 
Nations Children’s Fund) reports for Kazakhstan (Juve-
nile justice, n.d.; Dialogue about the future…, 2024), Kyr-
gyzstan (Protecting children,  n.d.; UNICEF Kyrgyzstan 
Country Programme 2023-2027,  2023), and Uzbekistan 
(Access to justice for children, n.d.; Child-friendly justice 
system…,  2024), as well as materials from the Joint Staff 
Working Document  (2023), official data from the State 
Penitentiary Service of the Kyrgyz Republic (2024), and re-
ports from the Supreme People’s Procuratorate of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China  (2021). Reports from the United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2024) regarding the 
development of non-custodial sanctions in the region were 
also utilised. The systemic-structural method was used to 
analyse the interconnections between different elements 
of juvenile justice systems and to identify patterns in their 
functioning through a comparison of statistical indicators 
from different countries and reform periods.

The third stage included a legal analysis of the com-
pliance of national systems with international child rights 
standards using the formal-legal method and the method of 
legal hermeneutics. The formal-legal method was applied to 
analyse provisions of national legislation and international 
legal instruments to establish the degree of conformity of na-
tional norms with international standards. Analytical mate-
rials from international human rights organisations served 
as additional sources, namely reports (Minimum ages of 
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criminal…, n.d.; Our programmes: Central Asia, n.d.; Ex-
perts: Juvenile justice...,  2021; Monitoring the criminal 
justice sector…, 2025, which provided an independent as-
sessment of the state of children’s rights observance in the 
studied countries. Reports from the US Department of State 
on human rights (United States Department of State, 2023) 
and government responses to questions from the Commit-
tee on the Rights of the Child  (2023) were analysed. This 
comprehensive source base ensured the objectivity of the 
research by combining official statistical data, normative 
legal acts, and independent analytical assessments from 
international organisations, thereby contributing to the 
achievement of the research aim through a comprehensive 
examination of juvenile justice reform processes in the region.

A limitation of the study was the absence of complete 
statistical data on recidivism among juveniles and the 
long-term results of rehabilitation programmes in all the 
studied countries, which complicated a full assessment of 
the effectiveness of different reintegration models. This cir-
cumstance necessitated a focus on available indicators of 
punishment application and institutional changes as the 
primary indicators of reform effectiveness.

Results
Institutional and legislative reforms 
of juvenile justice in Central Asian countries
The analysis of the development of juvenile justice in the 
Central Asian region demonstrates a gradual transition 
from the inherited Soviet model to specialised juvenile 
justice systems that comply with international child rights 
standards. In the 1990s, the situation in the sphere of juve-
nile justice in the region was far from meeting international 
requirements: a 1999 UNICEF study noted systemic viola-
tions of children’s rights in the justice process in Central 
Asia, from the moment of detention and pre-trial deten-
tion to sentencing and serving punishment. Throughout 
the criminal justice process for children, instances of police 
brutality aimed at extracting confessions were frequently 
recorded, juveniles were routinely held in pre-trial deten-
tion, judges and investigators lacked specialised training in 
working with children, alternative measures were practical-
ly not applied, and consequently, juveniles were often sent to 
places of deprivation of liberty even for relatively minor of-
fences, where conditions of detention were poor, sometimes 
bordering on inhuman (UNICEF Regional Office..., 2012).

The Republic of Kazakhstan demonstrated the most 
consistent approach to building a comprehensive juvenile 
justice system, initiating this process with the approval of 
the Concept for the Development of the Juvenile Justice 
System for 2009-2011 (Decree of the President of the Re-
public of Kazakhstan No.  646,  2008). This strategic doc-
ument defined the fundamental directions of transfor-
mation: creating specialised juvenile courts throughout 
the country, forming police units for juvenile affairs with 
preventive and investigative functions, introducing a pro-
bation service to supervise the execution of non-custodial 
sentences, developing a system for coordination between 

child protection institutions, building social-psychological 
support services within the juvenile justice system, as well 
as specialised training for judges, prosecutors, and other 
professionals working with children (UNICEF Regional Of-
fice..., 2012). The practical implementation of this concept 
occurred rapidly: after an experimental launch of two pilot 
courts in Astana and Almaty in 2007, by February 2012, an 
extensive network of 19 specialised courts was operation-
al in all regional centres and major cities of the country. 
Kazakhstan became the first state in Central Asia and the 
entire post-Soviet space to introduce a full-fledged system 
of juvenile courts for handling criminal, civil, and admin-
istrative cases involving children (Syzdykova et al., 2021).

Parallel to the judicial reform, a comprehensive trans-
formation of other institutions within the juvenile justice 
system took place. Positions for juvenile prosecutors were 
created within the prosecution bodies, and specialised units 
of juvenile affairs inspectors were formed within the police, 
their activities focused on the prevention of youth crime 
and the investigation of offences committed by children. An 
important step was the transfer of reception-distribution 
centres for juveniles from the Ministry of Internal Affairs 
to the education system, transforming them into Centres 
for Temporary Isolation, Adaptation, and Rehabilitation 
of Juveniles under the leadership of the Ministry of Edu-
cation and Science. This measure signified a fundamental 
change in philosophy from a punitive to a socio-rehabilita-
tive approach: juvenile offenders are held not in conditions 
resembling detention centres, but in special educational 
institutions under the supervision of educators, with pros-
ecutors losing the right to arbitrarily place children in such 
institutions. To ensure the coordination of efforts among 
various agencies in implementing juvenile justice, the Hu-
man Rights Commissioner (Ombudsman) was endowed 
with a mandate to conduct independent monitoring of the 
situation regarding children’s rights in criminal proceed-
ings. Services for free legal aid for children and centres for 
socio-legal services for juveniles and their families also be-
gan to be established (UNICEF Regional Office..., 2012).

Legislative reforms in Kazakhstan have reflected a 
fundamental shift in approaches to the criminal liabili-
ty of minors. In 2014, the Penal Code of the Republic of 
Kazakhstan No.  226-V  (2014) and Criminal Procedure 
Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 231 (2014) came 
into force, embodying the principles of the humanisation 
of punishment for children. The application of detention 
for minors at the pre-trial stage was significantly restrict-
ed: whereas prior to the 2014 reforms, the 1997 Criminal 
Procedure Code permitted holding a minor without a 
court sanction for up to 72 hours, after the new CPC-2014 
came into effect, the maximum period of such detention 
for minors was reduced to 24 hours in exceptional situa-
tions related to particularly serious crimes, and it can only 
be extended to 72 hours with a court sanction. Detention 
became an exceptional preventive measure, with alter-
natives such as transfer to parental supervision, bail, or 
house arrest. The legislator expanded the possibilities for  
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exemption from criminal liability through the application 
of compulsory measures of an educational nature, proba-
tion, and mediation. The adoption of the Law of the Re-
public of Kazakhstan No.  401-IV  (2011) allowed for the 
application of reconciliation procedures in cases involv-
ing juvenile offenders, facilitating the implementation of 
restorative justice in practice. A key achievement was the 
adoption of the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan No. 38-
IV LRK  (2016), which introduced a comprehensive pro-
bation system in the country. According to this law, pro-
bation is defined as a system of supervision measures and 
socio-legal assistance aimed at correcting the behaviour of 
individuals, including minors, and preventing them from 
reoffending. The probation service monitors the execution 
of non-custodial sentences by convicted children and pro-
vides them with comprehensive support for resocialisation, 
ranging from assistance in continuing education to em-
ployment or receiving psychological help.

The Kyrgyz Republic chose an alternative model of re-
forms, focusing its efforts on transforming sentencing pol-
icy and ensuring alternative measures without establishing 
separate specialised judicial institutions. Instead, within 
some courts of general jurisdiction, judges responsible for 
juvenile cases were appointed and juvenile judicial panels 
were created. The main emphasis of the Kyrgyz reforms was 
a radical change in judicial practice regarding the sentenc-
ing of children. A series of legislative changes, notably the 
adoption of the new Criminal Code of the Kyrgyz Repub-
lic No. 19 (2017), which introduced more opportunities to 
avoid imprisoning children, reflected a fundamentally dif-
ferent approach compared to raising the age of criminal re-
sponsibility. Instead of changing age thresholds, Kyrgyzstan 
opted for a strategy of humanising punishment: it abol-
ished imprisonment for non-serious crimes and for indi-
viduals under 16 for crimes of medium gravity, reduced the 
maximum prison term from 15 to 10 years, and expanded 
non-punitive sanctions, including community service. At 
the same time, the system provides for referral to closed-
type special educational institutions for a period of 6 to 
24 months, although Kyrgyzstan has only one such special 
school for boys aged 11-14, with the majority of its pupils 
being placed there due to truancy or running away from 
home rather than for offences. A key feature of the Kyrgyz 
model has been the widespread practice of suspended sen-
tences, which are possible for any crime except particularly 
serious ones, directly focusing on providing alternatives to 
imprisonment rather than changing the age of responsibil-
ity (UNICEF Regional Office..., 2012).

The Republic of Uzbekistan began active juvenile jus-
tice reforms somewhat later compared to Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan, especially after President Shavkat Mirziyoyev 
came to power in 2016. The delay in reforms was due to 
previous state policy, which was characterised by limited 
readiness for structural changes in the judicial system and 
less engagement with international child protection ini-
tiatives (UNICEF,  2015). President Mirziyoyev initiated 
a policy of large-scale reforms aimed at liberalising and  

democratising society, including bringing national leg-
islation into line with international standards. His ad-
ministration intensified cooperation with international 
organisations on human rights protection and building a 
rule-of-law state (Presidential Decree of the Republic of Uz-
bekistan No. UP-4947, 2017). As evidenced by a UNICEF 
and Supreme Court of Uzbekistan study, the country still 
lacks specialised judges, prosecutors, and lawyers working 
exclusively on cases involving children. All cases concern-
ing minors are heard by general courts, which often leads to 
insufficient consideration of the age-specific characteristics 
of the defendants. The state guarantees a free defence law-
yer only to children in conflict with the law, whereas child 
victims or witnesses do not have automatic access to legal 
assistance (Access to justice for children, n.d.).

The most important step was raising the minimum age 
of criminal responsibility. Historically, Uzbek criminal law 
had a specific provision: the general age of responsibility 
was 16, for most serious crimes it was 14, but for intention-
al murder under aggravating circumstances, liability began 
at 13 (Minimum age of criminal…, 2021). Henceforth, no 
person under the age of 14 can be held criminally liable 
in Uzbekistan, which aligns with the recommendations of 
the Committee on the Rights of the Child (2007), and the 
principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(United Nations General…, 1989).

With UNICEF support, a Strategy and Action Plan on 
Ensuring Children’s Access to Justice is being developed, 
which is intended to lay the groundwork for creating a more 
specialised juvenile justice system. This strategy is expected 
to provide for the introduction of training for judges and 
investigators on child psychology, and possibly the creation 
of separate juvenile panels in courts or special court cham-
bers within the system of courts of general jurisdiction 
(Access to justice for children, n.d.). While such courts do 
not yet exist, Uzbekistan is focusing on other elements of 
the reform: improving offence prevention and developing 
alternatives to punishment. In cooperation with UNICEF, 
two closed special institutions for “difficult” adolescents 
have been reformed, introducing behaviour correction and 
preparation for reintegration into society programmes in-
stead of a punitive approach. Within the investigative units 
of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, at least 3 “child-friendly 
rooms” have been created for interviewing children using 
a special, child-friendly methodology, which were sub-
sequently expanded to 39 police departments across the 
country. This allows for the interrogation of child victims 
or witnesses of crimes in a safe environment, taking into 
account their psychological state.

The Chinese model of juvenile justice is distinguished 
by the scale of its institutional infrastructure and the spe-
cifics of coordination between different levels of the system. 
To ensure uniformity in law enforcement practice, the Su-
preme People’s Court in 2021 established a separate office 
and six regional juvenile divisions, which develop stand-
ardised approaches to hearing cases involving violence, bul-
lying, and child trafficking (Xinhua News Agency,  2021). 
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Legislative reforms included the 2020 Juvenile Protection 
Code, which introduced family guidance programmes and 
inter-agency commissions for monitoring children’s cases 
(Law of the People’s Republic of China, 2020), and the Law 
of the People’s Republic of China No. 40 (2021), which es-
tablishes the priority of non-punitive measures and grants 
equal educational rights to minors under probation. Com-
pared to the experience of Central Asian countries, the 
Chinese model is characterised by centralised coordina-
tion through a vertical system of specialised divisions and 
shows similarities with the Kazakh approach regarding the 
development of probation and mediation, while differing 
in the significantly larger scale of its institutional network 
and an emphasis on standardising judicial practice through 
separate coordination structures.

The experience of Central Asian countries in the field 
of juvenile justice reform demonstrates the importance of 
a comprehensive approach to the transformation of legal 
systems. The success of reforms is largely dependent on the 
political will of the state, the presence of strategic planning, 
and effective coordination between different institutions. 
The Kazakh model confirms that the gradual introduc-
tion of alternative sentencing measures combined with in-
stitutional changes can lead to a radical reduction in the 
number of children in the penitentiary system. The Chi-
nese experience demonstrates the possibility of creating a 
large-scale institutional infrastructure for juvenile justice, 
although legislative decisions regarding the differentiation 
of the minimum age of criminal responsibility remain a 
subject of debate in the context of international standards. 
At the same time, regional experience attests that the pace 
and depth of reforms differ significantly depending on 
socio-economic conditions, legal traditions, and societal 
readiness for change.

Empirical analysis of reform effectiveness: 
Statistical indicators and comparative analysis
Statistical analysis of the results of juvenile justice reforms 
in Central Asian countries demonstrates the significant ef-
fectiveness of the implemented measures in reducing the 
repressiveness of the system and increasing its humanity. 
The analysis covers the period from 2009 to 2017 due to the 
limited availability of systematic official statistics for later 
periods, as national penitentiary systems in the region do 

not always maintain separate records for minors or publish 
such data with the necessary regularity. In Kazakhstan, dur-
ing the specified period, the number of registered crimes 
committed by children decreased from 6,651 to 3,148 cases 
per year, representing a reduction of 52.7%. The trend in the 
number of convicted minors is important: whereas 2,654 
children were convicted in 2009, only 443 were convicted 
in 2017, meaning a reduction of 83.3% or an almost six-
fold decrease (Juvenile justice, n.d.). According to the latest 
available data, as of the end of 2024, the proportion of mi-
nors in Kazakhstan’s penitentiary system is only 0.2% of the 
total prison population, confirming the sustainability of the 
positive trend in reducing the application of custodial sen-
tences for children (World Prison Brief: Kazakhstan, n.d.). 
This was made possible by the broader application of alter-
native measures instead of criminal penalties, specifically 
probation, mediation, and suspended sentences.

Substantial changes have occurred in the application 
of custodial measures. The number of minors held in 
pre-trial detention centres decreased from 475 individ-
uals in 2009 to 166 in 2017, representing a reduction of 
65.1%. In correctional institutions, the number of chil-
dren decreased even more radically: from 427 individuals 
at the end of 2009 to only 49 in 2017, i.e., a reduction of 
88.5% or more than 8.7 times (Juvenile justice, n.d.). Ac-
cording to official statistical data from the World Prison 
Brief: Kazakhstan  (n.d.), maintained based on informa-
tion from the national prison administration via the or-
ganisation Penal Reform International (Our programmes: 
Central Asia, n.d.), as of 26 December 2024, minors under 
the age of 18 constitute 0.2% of the total prisoner popula-
tion, which amounts to approximately 64 individuals out 
of a total of 32,171 convicted persons. Due to the imple-
mentation of a policy of humanising criminal legislation, 
the overall penitentiary contingent has more than halved: 
from 78,029 individuals in 2000 to 32,171 individuals in 
2024, and the incarceration rate decreased from a peak of 
566 persons per 100,000 population in 2002 to 163 persons 
in 2024, contributing to the country’s shift from leading 
positions in the world ranking in the early 2000s to mod-
erate indicators in the international context (World Prison 
Brief: Kazakhstan,  n.d.). Detailed statistical indicators of 
the detention of minors in the custodial system by country 
in the region are presented in Table 1.

Country Date of data Prison population, persons Incarceration rate (per 100,000) Proportion of minors, %
Kazakhstan 26 December 2024 32,171 163 0.20
Kyrgyzstan 31 December 2023 7,728 112 0.19

Uzbekistan 1 January 2022 / 
September 2022* 29,000 85 1.67

China 31 December 2018** 1,690,000 119 0.80

Table 1. Indicators of minors in custodial systems (2018-2024)

Note: *the absolute number of minors (484 individuals) was reported by the delegation of Uzbekistan during the 91st 
session of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (12 September 2022) – this is the most recent officially stated 
indicator; the ratio 484 / 29,000 = 1.67 %; **data for China as of 31 December 2018 are the latest official statistical indicators 
published by the national penitentiary administration. Subsequent data are not officially published
Source: created by the author based on World Prison Brief: Kazakhstan (n.d.), World Prison Brief: China (n.d.), World 
Prison Brief: Kyrgyzstan (n.d.), World Prison Brief: Uzbekistan (n.d.), Joint Staff Working Document (2023)
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Analysis of the data presented in Table  1 demon-
strates certain differences in the approaches of Central 
Asian countries and China to the application of custodial 
sentences for minors, reflecting different stages of reform-
ing their national juvenile justice systems. Contrasting 
results are observed between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 
as reform-leading countries, China with intermediate in-
dicators, and Uzbekistan as a state in the initial stages of 
transformation. The statistical indicators confirm the ef-
fectiveness of a comprehensive approach to reform, where 
legislative changes are accompanied by institutional trans-
formations and changes in law enforcement practices. The 
lowest indicators for the share of minors among prisoners 
are demonstrated by Kazakhstan (0.20%) and Kyrgyzstan 
(0.19%), which contrasts significantly with the indicators of 
Uzbekistan (1.67%) and China (0.80%), showing an eight-
fold difference between the countries with the lowest and 
highest indicators. The statistical data from the table reveal 
the potential for further improvement of juvenile justice 
systems in the region, particularly in the context of achiev-
ing full compliance with the principle of ultima ratio – us-
ing deprivation of liberty only as a measure of last resort, 
as stipulated by Article 37(b) of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. The indicators in Uzbekistan (1.67%) 
and China (0.80%) may reflect not only different starting 
points for reforms but also such specific factors as limited 
financial resources for developing alternative programmes, 
insufficient training of judicial personnel in the field of ju-
venile justice, and traditional law enforcement practices 
oriented towards punitive measures, highlighting the ne-
cessity of considering the national context when assessing 
the effectiveness of reform.

Kyrgyzstan demonstrated the most notable results in 
reducing the application of custodial sentences for minors. 
The number of cases where custodial sentences were im-
posed on minors decreased by 92% over the period from 
2005 to March 2024 – from 178 sentences to only 13 cas-
es (Dialogue about the future…,  2024). This result was 
achieved thanks to key legislative changes, particularly 
the adoption of the Criminal Code of the Kyrgyz Republic 
No. 19 (2017), which expanded the possibilities for apply-
ing alternative sentencing measures, including the abolition 
of imprisonment for non-serious crimes for persons under 
16 years of age and a significant expansion of non-custo-
dial sanctions (Dialogue about the future…,  2024). Ac-
cording to data from the State Penitentiary Service of the 
Kyrgyz Republic  (2024), in the single republican juvenile 
correctional colony, only 13 convicted individuals are serv-
ing their sentences against a capacity limit of 134 persons, 
demonstrating a radical shift in judicial practice towards 
suspended sentences, probation, and transfer under pa-
rental supervision. The success of juvenile justice reforms 
became part of a broader transformation of the entire crim-
inal system of Kyrgyzstan, evidencing the systemic nature 
of changes in approaches to justice. According to United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2024), despite a 22% 
increase in the total number of convictions from 2020 to 

2023, the number of non-custodial sentences increased by 
55%, and the overall prison population decreased by 20% 
from 9,658 to 7,728 prisoners. This dynamic confirms the 
effectiveness of a comprehensive policy of humanising 
criminal justice, where successful practices in working with 
juvenile offenders are gradually extended to the entire sys-
tem, demonstrating the possibility of a successful transition 
from punitive to rehabilitative approaches even in post-So-
viet legal systems with limited resources (United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime, 2024).

A comparative analysis with the Chinese experience 
reveals distinct trends in regional approaches to juvenile 
justice. China introduced specialised justice for minors: 
the first juvenile court in the People’s Republic of China 
was established as early as 1984 in Shanghai, after which 
juvenile divisions of courts were gradually created in many 
cities (Minimum ages of criminal…, n.d.). The minimum 
age of criminal responsibility in China has been relatively 
high for a long time: the general age is 16, and for certain 
serious crimes – 14 (China: Revised juvenile…, 2021). The 
Chinese system has traditionally proclaimed the principle 
of “education first, punishment second” regarding minors. 
According to data from the Supreme People’s Procuratorate 
of the People’s Republic of China  (2021), the number of 
convicted minors in China decreased from 88,891 in 2008 
to 35,743 in 2016. According to the latest official data, in 
2024, Chinese procuratorial authorities reviewed cases in-
volving 101,526 minor suspects, which is 4.3% more than 
the previous year, indicating a shift in the trend towards 
an increase in the number of cases involving children, 
demonstrating a global trend towards the humanisation of 
approaches to juvenile offenders (Davies, 2021).

Simultaneously, the number of registered crimes com-
mitted by minors in China demonstrates complex dynam-
ics: according to official data from the Supreme People’s 
Procuratorate of the People’s Republic of China  (2021), 
after an increase in indicators in 2019 by 7.51% and 5.12% 
respectively, in 2020 the number of juvenile cases sub-
mitted for arrest consideration decreased by 21.95% to 
37,681 individuals, and for criminal case initiation con-
sideration  – by 10.35% to 54,954 individuals, which was 
the lowest indicator in five years. The most common youth 
crimes are property crimes and minor violent acts - theft, 
robbery, fights, hooliganism. At the same time, serious 
violent crimes among minors remain rare, although they 
show a tendency to increase their share in the overall 
crime structure. The vast majority of young offenders in 
China  – over 95%  – are boys, often from disadvantaged 
families or children of migrants whose parents left them 
with relatives while going out to work (Davies, 2021). The 
social causes of youth crime – lack of parental supervision, 
school failures, unemployment  – are recognised by the 
Chinese authorities as primary risk factors, which led to 
the development of targeted state prevention programmes, 
including enhanced social support for families of labour 
migrants, the creation of specialised educational institu-
tions for “left-behind children” and the implementation 
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of comprehensive early intervention measures at the local 
community level.

In Uzbekistan, according to official data, a moderate 
number of crimes committed by minors is recorded an-
nually  – for example, in 2019, courts reviewed 497 cases 
of crimes by children, and in 2020 – 399 cases. However, 
in 2021 the indicator increased sharply: in just 9 months, 
707 cases were reviewed (Experts: Juvenile justice…, 2021). 
This surge may be linked to improved record-keeping, 
changes in legislation, or an increase in adolescent crime 
in the post-pandemic period. Participants in the CABAR 
expert discussion note that the overall level of youth crime 
in Uzbekistan remains lower compared to other countries 
in the region: if in Uzbekistan 707 cases were reviewed in 
9 months in 2021, then in Kazakhstan in 2020, 1,873 of-
fences were registered per year, which, when adjusted for 
population, constitutes a higher rate, possibly due to a more 
conservative society and family control. The main causes of 
juvenile offences are cited as an unfavourable psychological 
atmosphere in the family, lack of parental attention, espe-
cially the mass labour migration of parents abroad, which 
results in children being left in the care of relatives, as well 
as poverty and the influence of the street (Experts: Juvenile 
justice…, 2021).

Empirical data indicate that the humanisation of juve-
nile justice has not led to an increase in adolescent crime 
in the region. On the contrary, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 
are observing a stabilisation or decrease in the level of 
youth offences. In China, official data for the period 2008-
2019 demonstrate contradictory trends: the number of in-
itiated cases against minors increased from 58,307 in 2018 
to 61,295 in 2019, yet the number of convicted minors 
radically decreased from 88,891 in 2008 to 35,743 in 2016, 
indicating a change in approaches to record-keeping and 
the filtering of cases, with a greater number being resolved 
without a conviction (Davies, 2021). Judicial authorities of-
ten decided not to refer a case of an offence committed by a 
child to court if it was possible to limit the response to edu-
cational measures. Instead, in China during 2014-2019, the 
number of applications of so-called “informal responses” 
increased – where a teenager was registered with the police, 
preventive work was conducted with them, but they were not 
brought to court. The results of the conducted research con-
firm the conceptual proposition that alternative measures 
and early prevention are capable of curbing child crime no 
worse, and sometimes even better, than strict punishment.

An analysis of the socio-economic consequences of 
the reforms reveals a positive correlation between invest-
ments in rehabilitation programmes and a reduction in 
recidivism. Together with non-governmental organisa-
tions in Uzbekistan, free legal aid is provided to children 
through the “Madad” and “Istikbolly Avlod” organisations: 
during 2021-2023, it was received by 2,137 children and 
255 adults from vulnerable categories (Access to justice 
for children,  n.d.). In Kyrgyzstan, a coordination mech-
anism for assisting children returning from places of de-
tention functions, where social services together with 

non-governmental organisations provide support for such 
adolescents in the capital Bishkek, and this experience is 
recommended for expansion throughout the country (Pro-
tecting children, n.d.). However, certain problems persist: 
Kyrgyz legislation is still not fully harmonised internally, 
there are contradictions in the definitions of the age of 
children in different acts, for example, Articles 154, 155, 
156, 157, 158 of the Criminal Code of the Kyrgyz Republic 
contain different formulations regarding the age categories 
of children (“aged from fourteen to eighteen years”, “who 
has not reached the age of fourteen”, “who has not reached 
the age of sixteen”), the issue of statutes of limitations for 
prosecuting sexual crimes against children is not clearly 
regulated, which limits victims’ access to justice. A prob-
lem is the lack of social services at the community level: 
after returning home, children face an insufficient level of 
support  – neither psychological, nor educational, nor as-
sistance with employment (Monitoring the criminal justice 
sector…, 2025). A shortage of qualified personnel – social 
workers, child psychologists, probation specialists  – and 
their insufficient training for working specifically with ju-
venile offenders is also noted.

Legal analysis of the compliance of national systems
with international child rights standards
A legal assessment of the compliance of the national ju-
venile justice systems of Central Asian countries with in-
ternational child rights standards reveals both significant 
progress in the implementation of the core principles of 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child… (1989), and 
certain gaps requiring further improvement. All the stud-
ied states have ratified the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, Article 40 of which obligates them to ensure 
humane treatment of child offenders and to create a sep-
arate child-friendly justice system. Additionally, inter-
national standards, such as the Resolution of the United 
Nations General Assembly No. A/RES/40/33 (1985) (min-
imum standards for the administration of juvenile justice), 
the Resolution of the United Nations General Assembly 
No.  45/113  (1990) (regarding the prevention of juvenile 
delinquency) and the Resolution of the United Nations 
General Assembly No. A/RES/45/112 (1990) (regarding the 
protection of children deprived of their liberty), establish 
comprehensive recommendations for states regarding the 
minimum age of criminal responsibility, rehabilitation in-
stead of punishment, and the prohibition of inhuman treat-
ment of children.

Simultaneously, contemporary discussions in certain 
countries of the region demonstrate the complexity of bal-
ancing international standards and national realities. In 
Kazakhstan, in October 2024, a group of deputies of the 
Mazhilis proposed lowering the minimum age of crim-
inal responsibility for certain particularly serious crimes, 
for instance for rape, from 14 to 12 years. This initiative 
was prompted by an increase in high-profile cases of bru-
tal crimes committed by teenagers, and deputy Mager-
ram Magerramov argued the necessity of such changes 
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by the insufficient effectiveness of prevention and the 
excessive leniency of the current system towards teenag-
ers who have committed serious crimes. In his opinion, 
the current system is too lenient towards teenagers who 
have committed serious crimes, allowing them to avoid 
real responsibility due to their age (Kazakhstan proposes 
lowering age…,  2024). The initiative sparked discussion 
in society and among legal professionals: proponents be-
lieve that certain 12-13-year-old offenders are capable of  

understanding the nature of their actions and should be 
punished for the most serious crimes, while opponents 
emphasise the non-compliance of such a proposal with 
the principles of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child… (1989). However, as of 2025, no decision has been 
made, and the minimum age of criminal responsibility re-
mains unchanged (Minimum age of criminal…, 2021). A 
systematised comparative analysis of key aspects of juvenile 
justice reform in the region is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Comparative analysis of juvenile justice systems in Central Asian countries: 
Institutional models, legal mechanisms, and current reforms

Key Aspect Kazakhstan Uzbekistan Kyrgyzstan China

Specialised 
Institutions

A network of 17 regional Child 
Rights Commissioners, who 

monitor all institutions, including 
detention facilities

The Department for 
Minors’ Affairs of the 
General Prosecutor’s 
Office; from 2024 – 

pilot juvenile courts in 
three regions

A Juvenile Probation Service 
under the Ministry of Justice; 
regional commissions for the 

diversion of children from 
criminal prosecution

Commissions for the 
Protection of Minors 

under local governments; 
specialised divisions in 

people’s courts

Alternatives to 
Deprivation of 

Liberty

Probation, mediation, and “pre-
trial agreements” for children (a 

joint EU-UNICEF project)

The “Child-Friendly 
Justice” programme 
promotes mediation 
and social services; a 
large-scale probation 

network is absent

Diversion (“otvedenie”) 
and conditional release are 
the primary tools; practical 

implementation remains 
limited

The 2021 Law obliges 
social protection authorities 

to apply preventive and 
educational measures 

instead of imprisonment for 
12-15-year-olds

Monitoring and 
Legal Protection

The Ombudsman and NGOs have 
the right to “unannounced visits” 

to juvenile colonies
The annual review of the 
Department’s practice is 

submitted to parliament; public 
oversight remains sporadic so far 

Public councils at 
colonies and UN/

UNICEF monitoring 
groups; powers are 

inconsistent 

Public councils at colonies 
and UN/UNICEF monitoring 

groups; powers are 
inconsistent 

Regional committees 
for education and police 

operate joint mobile units; 
data is verified by the State 

Council 

Age-Related Policy

Threshold of 16 years; for 14-year-
olds – a list of serious offences; a 
2024 draft law proposes lowering 

the threshold to 12 years for 
specific crimes

The basic minimum 
age was raised to 14 

years (2021); a lowered 
threshold is absent

Threshold of 16 years; for 
14-year-olds – a list of 

serious offences; a 2024 
draft law proposes lowering 
the threshold to 12 years for 

specific crimes

General age of 16 years; 
a lowered threshold of 

12 years for “particularly 
cruel” offences (2021 

reform)

Recent Reforms 
(2023-2025)

The “Safe Childhood” National 
Programme – focus on the social 
reintegration of children and the 

implementation of electronic case 
management

Presidential Decree PP-
5060 of 2021 launched 
the reform; in 2025, the 
creation of a nationwide 

network of juvenile 
courts is planned

The 2021 Criminal Code 
added a special chapter 

on probation; in 2024, the 
Ministry of Justice approved 

a methodology for risk 
assessment in diversion 

cases

In April 2025, the State 
Council adopted an action 
plan for a full transition to 
“restorative rooms” in all 

district courts by 2027

Source: created by the author based on Juvenile justice (n.d.), Access to justice for children (n.d.), Protecting children (n.d.), 
Our programmes: Central Asia (n.d.), China: Revised juvenile… (2021), UNICEF Kyrgyzstan Country Programme 2023-
2027 (2023), Dialogue about the future… (2024), Child-friendly justice system… (2024), G. Sheishekeeva et al. (2024)

The comparative analysis in Table 2 reveals a diversity 
of institutional models and legal mechanisms employed by 
the countries of the region to achieve the common goal of 
humanising justice for minors. The presented data demon-
strates that the success of reforms does not depend on 
choosing a single, unified model, but is determined by the 
comprehensiveness of the approach and the consistency of 
implementing changes at all levels of the justice system. An 
important fact is that all the studied countries, regardless 
of the pace and specifics of their reforms, are moving to-
wards raising the minimum age of criminal responsibili-
ty and expanding alternative sentencing measures. The 
table also illustrates an evolution from creating separate  

specialised institutions towards forming integrated systems 
of inter-agency cooperation, which indicates a deepening 
understanding of the complex nature of juvenile delin-
quency issues. It is worth noting the varying paces and 
priorities of reform, reflecting both objective resource con-
straints and different political approaches to juvenile jus-
tice matters. At the same time, the table reveals the need 
for further strengthening inter-agency coordination and 
developing specialised support services for minors, which 
remains a common challenge for all countries in the region, 
regardless of the achieved level of development of their ju-
venile justice systems. Furthermore, the comparative anal-
ysis underscores the importance of considering cultural  
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specificities and traditions when implementing interna-
tional standards, as this allows for the organic integration 
of new approaches into national legal systems.

The legal analysis of procedural guarantees reveals 
significant progress in ensuring the rights of children in 
criminal proceedings. In Kyrgyzstan, the right of minors 
to free legal aid is ensured through the establishment of a 
state-guaranteed legal services system with dedicated law-
yers trained in child justice matters (Committee on the 
Rights of the Child, 2023). It is also ensured that arrested 
children are held separately from adults, although issues of 
overcrowded detention facilities sometimes arise (United 
States Department of State, 2023). At the normative level, 
Kyrgyzstan has largely aligned its legislation with interna-
tional standards for child protection – as evidenced by ex-
pert assessments noting the country’s progress in fulfilling 
the requirements of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (Monitoring the criminal justice sector…, 2025).

The analysis of compliance with the ultima ratio prin-
ciple (last resort), enshrined in Article 37(b) of the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child…  (1989), according 
to which deprivation of liberty should be applied only as 
a measure of last resort, demonstrates significant progress 
in all studied countries. All countries in the region declare 
their commitment to this principle regarding minors, as 
enshrined in international law (Art. 37(b) of the Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child). It is indicative that both 
in more authoritarian China and in more democratic Kyr-
gyzstan, the rate of child incarceration has significantly 
decreased over recent decades – this is a global trend, rein-
forced by UN ideals. Statistical data confirm that alternative 
measures have become the primary response to juvenile 
offences (Monitoring the criminal justice sector…, 2025). 
At the same time, problematic areas requiring attention re-
main: psychological and legal support for child victims of 
crime is insufficiently ensured; prosecuting perpetrators is 
often complicated by statutes of limitations or stigma; all 
countries experience a shortage of funding for rehabilita-
tion programmes and trained social workers; societal ste-
reotypes regarding “soft” treatment of young offenders can 
pressure politicians to change the course of reforms.

The Uzbek government, in cooperation with UNICEF, 
is implementing diversion programmes  – an alternative 
approach to formal court proceedings, provided for by 
Article 40(3)(b) of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child… (1989) and recommended by the Resolution of the 
United Nations General Assembly No. A/RES/40/33 (1985), 
i.e., channelling adolescents who have committed a first-
time offence without significant harm away from the for-
mal court system into programmes of social and educa-
tional influence. The necessity of expanding the practice 
of alternatives not involving deprivation of liberty at the 
community level is emphasised. The UNICEF representa-
tive office in Uzbekistan has openly called on the govern-
ment to adopt alternatives to imprisonment for children 
and to resort to deprivation of liberty only as a last resort 
(Access to justice for children, n.d.). The government has 

set a goal to reduce the proportion of individuals receiving 
prison sentences (for adults – from 30% to 20% of convicts) 
(New reforms in the judicial…, n.d.), and it is evident that 
for children this indicator should approach zero, except in 
cases of serious violent crimes.

The overall legal assessment confirms that the Central 
Asian countries have made significant progress in aligning 
national legislation with international child rights stand-
ards. Current initiatives in Uzbekistan are generally con-
sistent with the requirements of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (particularly regarding setting the age 
of responsibility no lower than 14 years and ensuring, as 
far as possible, non-punitive resolution of children’s cases). 
All states in the region declare commitment to the ultima 
ratio principle regarding minors and demonstrate practical 
results of its implementation through a radical reduction in 
the use of deprivation of liberty. The reforms reflect a glob-
al trend, underpinned by UN international standards, to-
wards a shift from a punitive to a rehabilitative paradigm in 
the sphere of juvenile justice. The analysis of juvenile justice 
reforms in Central Asia shows both common trends and 
differences: common to all countries is the gradual depar-
ture from a purely repressive model of dealing with juvenile 
offenders, inherited from the past, and a movement towards 
a more humane, preventive, and rehabilitative paradigm, 
dictated by international child rights standards. This, in 
the long term, will contribute both to the well-being of the 
younger generation and to the safety of society as a whole.

Discussion
The results of the conducted research demonstrate signif-
icant positive changes in the juvenile justice systems of 
Central Asian countries, reflecting a global trend of mov-
ing away from punitive to rehabilitative approaches in 
dealing with juvenile offenders. The identified reduction in 
the number of convicted juveniles by 83.3% in Kazakhstan 
and the decrease in the application of custodial sentenc-
es by 92% in Kyrgyzstan are of fundamental importance 
for understanding the effectiveness of systemic reforms in 
transitional societies. These results are consistent with the 
research of G. Kahlmeter & O. Bäckman (2025) in Sweden, 
who identified similar trends of increased use of alternative 
measures following the 2007 reform, when the share of dis-
missals from prosecution rose to 40% of the total sanctions. 
At the same time, the Swedish researchers identified an im-
portant aspect of social inequality in access to alternative 
measures, as children with highly educated parents had 
significantly greater chances of being exempted from pun-
ishment, which poses a challenge for ensuring the fairness 
of reforms in Central Asia.

The established indicators of juvenile detention rates in 
Central Asian countries, particularly the reduction in the 
proportion of children to 0.19-0.20% in the leading reform 
countries, are corroborated by international research on 
the negative impact of incarceration on child development. 
The systematic review by E. Ackerman et al. (2024) estab-
lished that juvenile detention creates a cascading effect with 
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impairments in mental and physical health, adaptive func-
tioning, and educational attainment, which strengthens the 
arguments in favour of the strategy to reduce the use of cus-
todial sentences. Similarly, H. Smithson & D. Jump (2024) 
established through an analysis of the impact of COVID-19 
on incarcerated children in the United Kingdom that isola-
tion in cells and the lack of educational services exacerbated 
existing deficiencies in the sphere of child safety, confirm-
ing the correctness of the regional countries’ strategy of dis-
investment in juvenile custody. The identified effectiveness 
of alternative measures in reducing the number of juvenile 
offenders is critical for validating approaches to reforming 
juvenile justice. These results are consistent with the me-
ta-analysis by H.E. Creemers et al. (2022), which found no 
differences in recidivism rates between custodial sentences 
and alternative measures among serious young offenders, 
with an average recidivism rate of 44.47% over 8.68 years. 
The absence of an association between the length of incar-
ceration and recidivism confirms the correctness of the 
strategic direction of reforms in Central Asia. Contrasting 
results are presented in the research by E.C.  McCuish  et 
al.  (2025), who identified paradoxical effects among 1719 
serious offenders in British Columbia, finding a decrease in 
the number of convictions with an increase in days spent in 
custody, although the authors caution against interpreting 
the results as supporting the expanded use of incarceration.

The development of the probation system in Kazakh-
stan, as established by the research, demonstrates the prac-
tical implementation of the ultima ratio principle and is 
significant for other jurisdictions. These results are corrob-
orated by the research of C. Engel et al. (2022), who demon-
strated the positive impact of intensive support on reducing 
recidivism over three years in a Cologne probation pro-
gramme with a clear rehabilitative focus. The programme 
showed a sustained effect of reducing recidivism, particu-
larly among less serious offenders. Similarly, the research 
by I.  van Delft  et al.  (2025) on the Dutch Halt diversion 
programme among 1300 juveniles provides methodologi-
cally robust evidence of the effectiveness of structured al-
ternative measures through a randomised controlled trial, 
confirming the advisability of Kyrgyz diversion initiatives. 
The identified changes in philosophy from a punitive to a 
socio-rehabilitative approach, particularly the transfer of 
reception-distribution centres from the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs to the education system in Kazakhstan, find support 
in the results of research on trauma-informed approaches. 
The systematic review by C.G. Malvaso et al. (2024) of nine 
systematic reviews with 8615 participants established the 
strongest evidence for the effectiveness of trauma-focused 
interventions regarding symptoms of post-traumatic stress 
disorder and improved mental health. The establishment of 
Centres for Temporary Isolation, Adaptation and Rehabil-
itation of Juveniles reflects an understanding of the need 
for a trauma-informed approach. S. Ji & R. Enright (2025) 
further confirm the effectiveness of alternative therapeutic 
approaches through a study of forgiveness programmes 
among 27 female offenders in South Korea, finding  

improvements in attachment and reductions in anger and 
anxiety, which is significant for the development of cultur-
ally adapted programmes in Central Asia.

The established increase in the minimum age of crim-
inal responsibility in Uzbekistan from 13 to 14 years cor-
responds to international recommendations and contrasts 
with trends in some countries. A.H.L. Wong (2024) analy-
ses the Chinese 2021 reform, which created three different 
levels of responsibility for different offences, lowering the 
age for two specific crimes to twelve years. The author ar-
gues that creating different levels based on types of crimes 
is fundamentally wrong, which confirms the correctness 
of the Central Asian countries’ approach to raising the 
minimum age in accordance with international standards. 
J. O’Connor (2023) expands this understanding through an 
analysis of sentencing children in cases of sexual offences 
in Ireland, proposing a holistic model combining children’s 
rights, victims’ needs, and societal interests. The identified 
issues regarding ensuring the fairness of applying alter-
native measures in the multi-ethnic societies of Central 
Asia are critical for the further development of the sys-
tems. These results are reflected in the research of J. Afkin-
ich (2024), who established in a systematic review of eleven 
studies that while several strategies reduced overall juvenile 
pre-trial detention, few strategies were associated with re-
ducing the disproportionate contact of minorities with the 
juvenile justice system. This highlights the need for target-
ed efforts to overcome discrimination and develop special 
mechanisms for monitoring fairness.

The development of specialised juvenile justice insti-
tutions in Kazakhstan, particularly the creation of a net-
work of 19 specialised courts, demonstrates a comprehen-
sive approach to reform. These results find support in the 
comparative analysis by N.  Khmełevska & M.  Muravye-
va (2024) of the Finnish and Ukrainian systems, where the 
authors established that Finland stands out for developing 
a multidisciplinary system with a welfare-oriented ap-
proach, including preventive measures, early intervention, 
and restorative justice. The Finnish experience can inform 
the further development of systems in Central Asia, taking 
national contexts into account. The established influence of 
historical factors on the formation of juvenile justice sys-
tems in Central Asia is fundamental for understanding the 
mechanisms of successful reform. These results are con-
firmed by the analysis of M. Hajiyeva (2024) on the evolu-
tion of criminal-legal protection of minors in Central and 
Eastern Europe, where the author established that the So-
viet era shaped a common ideological approach to juvenile 
justice with an emphasis on parental rights and educational 
methods. The shared historical heritage creates opportuni-
ties for coordinated development in the region while ad-
hering to modern international standards. The identified 
necessity for developing technological approaches to risk 
assessment in Central Asian systems is confirmed by in-
ternational research on the effectiveness of predictive tools. 
E. Akpanekpo et al. (2025) investigated the accuracy of pre-
dicting violent recidivism in different supervision settings,  
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establishing good discrimination in both custodial 
(AUC 0.771) and community supervision (AUC 0.728) set-
tings, though they found differences in predictive accuracy 
between different settings. M. Cavus et al. (2025) expand this 
understanding by presenting a Recidivism Clustering Net-
work using artificial intelligence, which achieved 75% accu-
racy in predicting re-offending, demonstrating the poten-
tial of technological solutions to support decision-making.

The identified importance of quality staff training and 
the development of practical skills in Central Asian sys-
tems finds theoretical justification in modern concepts of 
juvenile justice reform. A. Day & C. Malvaso (2024) em-
phasise the importance of the concept of “practice-based 
evidence” as a central element of reform, highlighting the 
need to focus on listening to young people, ensuring their 
safety, and avoiding re-traumatisation. This aligns with the 
philosophy of reforms in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, al-
though it requires further development of specialised skills 
among practitioners. The established results regarding the 
development of rehabilitation programmes in Central Asia 
are significant for understanding the effective mechanisms 
of resocialising juvenile offenders. M. da Silva et al. (2023) 
confirm the importance of developing socio-political con-
trol among institutionalised young offenders in Brazil 
through the validation of leadership competency and po-
litical control assessment tools. These results can inform 
the development of leadership skills and civic participa-
tion programmes as elements of rehabilitation in the coun-
tries of the region.

The obtained research results are of fundamental im-
portance for understanding the transformation processes 
of juvenile justice systems in post-Soviet countries and 
demonstrate the possibility of successfully adapting inter-
national child rights standards to national contexts. The 
identified patterns confirm the effectiveness of a compre-
hensive approach to reform, including legislative changes, 
institutional transformations, and changes in law enforce-
ment practice. International experience testifies to the 
correctness of the chosen direction of reforms in Central 
Asia and confirms their conformity with global trends in 
the humanisation of juvenile justice. At the same time, the 
identified challenges regarding ensuring fairness, develop-
ing specialised programmes, and training qualified person-
nel are common to most jurisdictions and define the di-
rections for further research and practical improvements. 
These results create the foundation for formulating specific 
conclusions regarding the achievements and prospects for 
the development of juvenile justice systems in the Central 
Asian region.

Conclusions
This study was dedicated to a comprehensive analysis of the 
processes of reforming juvenile justice systems in Central 
Asian countries, with the aim of identifying key trends in 
the transformation from inherited Soviet models to spe-
cialised systems of justice for minors that comply with in-
ternational child rights standards. A three-stage research 

approach enabled a comprehensive analysis of institutional 
and legislative reforms, an empirical assessment of their 
effectiveness, and a legal analysis of compliance with in-
ternational standards, thereby ensuring the achievement 
of the set objective. The study conducted a comparative 
analysis of institutional models and legislative changes in 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan, revealing three 
principal approaches to reform. Empirical analysis of sta-
tistical indicators established a high effectiveness of the 
implemented measures: an 83.3% reduction in the num-
ber of convicted minors in Kazakhstan and a 92% decrease 
in the application of custodial sentences to children in 
Kyrgyzstan over the period from 2005 to 2024. Analysis 
of indicators concerning the detention of minors within 
custodial systems revealed significant disparities between 
reform-leading countries, where the proportion of minors 
decreased to 0.19-0.20%, and states in the initial stages of 
transformation, with indicators of 0.90-1.67%. Legal analy-
sis confirmed the gradual alignment of national legislation 
with the principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, evidenced by the raising of the minimum age of 
criminal responsibility in Uzbekistan from 13 to 14 years 
and the introduction of comprehensive alternative sen-
tencing measures. A comparative study with the Chinese 
experience revealed both similar trends of humanisation 
and specific regional approaches to balancing public safety 
demands with the protection of children’s rights.

The obtained results conceptualise the process of ju-
venile justice reform as a complex, multi-level transforma-
tion that combines institutional changes with the cultural 
and legal adaptation of international standards to nation-
al contexts. The identified direct correlation between the 
systematic nature of reforms and their practical outcomes 
demonstrates the critical importance of a comprehensive 
approach encompassing legislative amendments, institu-
tional transformations, and changes in law enforcement 
practices. The research confirms the possibility of a suc-
cessful transition from punitive to rehabilitative models 
of working with juvenile offenders, even within the con-
text of post-Soviet legal systems with limited resources. It 
is established that the humanisation of juvenile justice has 
not led to an increase in juvenile delinquency, which re-
futes common concerns regarding the effectiveness of soft 
approaches towards child offenders. These conclusions are 
of fundamental importance for understanding the mecha-
nisms of legal transformation in transitional societies and 
for developing strategies for the implementation of inter-
national human rights standards in various national con-
texts. Promising directions for further research include an 
in-depth analysis of the socio-economic consequences of 
the reforms for local communities, a study of the effective-
ness of various models of reintegrating juvenile offenders 
through longitudinal research, an investigation into the in-
fluence of cultural and religious factors on the functioning 
of juvenile justice systems in the region, and a compara-
tive analysis of the financial-economic aspects of different 
models of juvenile justice.
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