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Abstract: From 1 January 2026 Kazakhstan has a new Tax Code. The basic rate of the
simplified declaration regime for small business became 4%, and every local council
(maslikhat) could lower or raise it by up to half, so different regions chose different rates. At
the same time, official statistics showed that the number of active small and medium enterprises
(SMEs) fell by 8.8% between 1 January and 1 September 2026. In this study I asked whether
the regions that chose lower rates kept more of their businesses, and where the fall actually came
from. I used 28 monthly releases of the Bureau of National Statistics (June 2024 - September
2026) and the list of maslikhat decisions for all 20 regions. In the same months of 2025 the
number of active SMEs grew by 5.0%, so the change in 2026 was about 13.7 percentage points
worse than a year before. The whole fall was in individual entrepreneurs, whose number
dropped by 11.3% (203,398 units), while legal entities grew by 3.2%. Almost all of the fall
happened between January and May 2026 and then stopped. Three groups of activities, transport
(taxi and couriers), renting of housing and personal services, held 30% of individual
entrepreneurs but gave 74% of the fall, and these are the activities allowed in the new special
tax regime for the self-employed, which can be used only by people who are not registered as
entrepreneurs. The regional rates did not explain the fall: regions with a 2% and a 3% rate in
their regional centre lost a similar share of SMEs (median -7.8% and -9.2%, p = 0.34). My
conclusion is that most of the fall is a change in how people are registered after the new tax
rules, and not a mass closure of businesses, and that SME counts for 2026 cannot be compared
with earlier years without taking this into account.
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1. Introduction

I have always been interested in how economic decisions are made in Kazakhstan and
whether they actually change something. The new Tax Code, which came into force on 1
January 2026, gave me a rare example where such a decision was made separately in each
region. For small businesses that use the simplified declaration, the Code sets a basic rate of 4%
of income, but local representative bodies (maslikhats) can lower or raise it by up to 50%
depending on the type of activity and the location [1]. Most of them lowered it. For example,
the maslikhats of Astana and Almaty set 3%, and Shymkent set 2% [2]. So every region made
its own choice, and it is possible to compare what happened to business in regions with different
rates.

When my mentor and I looked at the official statistics, the first picture was alarming.

According to the Bureau of National Statistics, the number of active SMEs in Kazakhstan was
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2,175,605 on 1 January 2026 and 1,984,663 on 1 September 2026, which is 8.8% less [3]. In
some regions the fall was bigger: -13.1% in Kostanay region and -12.3% in West Kazakhstan.
If this were a real closure of almost 200 thousand businesses in eight months, it would be one
of the most important economic events of the year.

There are studies about how simpler and lower taxes change the number of registered
small firms. In Brazil, the SIMPLES scheme, which reduced and simplified taxes for micro-
firms, increased the share of firms that operate formally [4, 5]. A review of reforms in
developing countries found that making registration easier usually gives only a modest increase
in the number of formal firms [6]. Tax thresholds and special regimes also decide which firms
register and in what form [7]. From these studies I expected that a lower regional rate would
keep more businesses registered.

However, the statistics releases themselves contain a footnote. It says that the fall in the
number of individual entrepreneurs is connected with their transfer to the special tax regime for
the self-employed, introduced by the new Tax Code from 1 January 2026 [3]. This changed my
question. In this study I asked:

* How did the number of active SMEs, individual entrepreneurs and legal entities change
between January and September 2026, compared with the same months of 2025?

* Did the regions with lower simplified declaration rates lose fewer SMEs?

* In which types of activity did individual entrepreneurs disappear, and does this match
the activities allowed for the self-employed?

2. What changed in the tax rules

Three changes in the new Tax Code are important for this study.

The simplified declaration. Individual entrepreneurs and small companies with income
up to 600,000 monthly calculation indices (MCI) per year can use the special tax regime based
on the simplified declaration [8]. In the new Code the rate is 4%, and a maslikhat can change it
by up to 50%, so the possible range is from 2% to 6%. The decision had to be made not later
than 1 December 2025 and came into force on 1 January 2026 [1]. The old Tax Code had a
different rate and a different set of taxes for this regime, so in this study I compare regions only
with each other and not with the old rate.

The regime for the self-employed. The new Code created a separate special tax regime
for the self-employed. A self-employed person is defined as an individual who is not an
individual entrepreneur, does not employ workers, earns not more than 300 MCI per month and
works in one of the activities from a government list [9]. The individual income tax rate in this
regime is 0%, and the person pays only social payments through a special mobile application
[10]. The list approved by the Government contains 40 activities, including taxi services, courier
activity, delivery of ready food, renting of own or rented housing, hairdressers and beauty
salons, and many kinds of repair [11]. The important point is that a person cannot be self-
employed and an individual entrepreneur at the same time.

The end of the patent and mobile application regimes. The old regimes based on a
patent and on a special mobile application were cancelled. Entrepreneurs who used them had to
submit a notification about their new tax regime by 1 March 2026. Those who did not were
removed from registration as individual entrepreneurs automatically, with the date of removal
1 January 2026 [12].

3. Data and methods

Statistics. 1 used the monthly releases of the Bureau of National Statistics "Main

indicators of the number of entities in the Republic of Kazakhstan" [3]. From each release I took
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Table 1 (registered and active legal entities, individual entrepreneurs and SMEs for the whole
country), Table 5 (individual entrepreneurs by type of activity) and Table 9 (registered and
active SMEs by region). I downloaded all 28 releases from 1 June 2024 to 1 September 2026
with Python. In the Bureau's register, a unit is "active" if its situation code shows economic
activity, and these codes are updated every month, partly with information from the State
Revenue Committee about inactive taxpayers [13]. In all calculations I used active units.

Regional rates. For each of the 17 regions and three cities of republican significance |
took the rate set by the maslikhat of the regional centre (for example, Semey for Abai region
and Taldykorgan for Zhetisu) from a list of maslikhat decisions updated on 7 August 2026 [2],
and checked that every decision, its date and number were in this list. Ten regions had 2% in
their regional centre and ten had 3%. Because district maslikhats inside a region could choose a
different rate, I also calculated the share of the listed maslikhats of each region that chose 2%.

Comparison with the previous year. The number of entrepreneurs changes during the
year, so a fall from January to September could partly be seasonal. To avoid this, I compared
the change from 1 January to 1 September 2026 with the change over the same months of 2025.
I call the difference between the two changes the "excess change" of a region. To compare
regions with 2% and 3%, I used the Mann-Whitney test, and for the share of 2% maslikhats and
for the size of the region I used the Spearman correlation. With only 20 regions these tests can
find only quite strong relationships.

Activities. Table 5 does not give individual entrepreneurs by region, only by section of
the classification of economic activities. In three sections the main activities of individual
entrepreneurs are on the list for the self-employed: transport and storage (taxi and courier
activity), real estate (renting of housing) and other personal services (hairdressers, repair of
personal and household goods) [11]. I call them the "self-employed sections" and compare them
with all other sections. These sections also contain activities that are not on the list, such as
freight transport, so this grouping is only approximate.

4. Results

4.1. The fall was only in individual entrepreneurs

Table 1 shows the main result. Between 1 January and 1 September 2025 the number of
active SMEs grew by 5.0%, but over the same months of 2026 it fell by 8.8%. The whole fall
was in individual entrepreneurs, whose number decreased by 203,398, which is even a bit more
than the fall in all SMEs (190,942). The number of active legal entities grew in 2026 by 3.2%,
faster than in 2025.

Table 1. Active entities in Kazakhstan, January-September 2025 and 2026

Active units 1 Jan 1 Sep Chan | 1Jan 1 Sep Chan
2025 2025 ge 2026 2026 ge
2025, 2026,
Y% %
Small and medium 2,071,65 | 2,174,30 | +5.0 2,175,60 | 1,984,66 | -8.8
enterprises 7 9 5 3
Individual 1,705,51 | 1,805,52 | +5.9 1,799,83 | 1,596,43 | -11.3
entrepreneurs 7 6 6 8
Legal entities 426,096 | 428,987 | +0.7 436,864 | 450,688 | +3.2

Source: Bureau of National Statistics, Tables 1 and 9 of the monthly releases. Legal
entities include large ones, so they are not a part of SMEs only.
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The monthly data show when it happened (Figure 1). Until December 2025 the number
of individual entrepreneurs was growing. In 2026 it fell every month from January to May: by
29,611 in January, 37,395 in February, 43,089 in March and 92,574 in April (between the
releases for 1 April and 1 May). After that it stayed almost the same, around 1.59-1.60 million.
The largest monthly fall appears in the release for 1 May, two months after the deadline. I think

this 1is the time the statistical register needed to receive the tax authorities' decisions, but I could
not confirm it.
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Figure 1. Active individual entrepreneurs and legal entities in Kazakhstan, June 2024 -
September 2026 (1 January 2025 = 100)

4.2. The regional rates did not explain the fall

All 20 regions lost SMEs in 2026, from -5.1% in Pavlodar region to -13.1% in Kostanay
region. In the same months of 2025 all of them except Karaganda region had grown. Table 2
shows that the regions with a 2% rate in their regional centre lost a median of 7.8% of their
SMEs, and the regions with 3% lost 9.2%. This difference goes in the expected direction, but it
is small compared with the differences inside each group, and it is not statistically significant
(Mann-Whitney p = 0.34). The result was the same for the excess change, which takes into
account how fast each region was growing in 2025 (median -11.0 and -14.4 percentage points,
p =0.47), and for the share of maslikhats that chose 2% (Spearman p =0.18, p = 0.44). It is also

important that before the reform the two groups grew at the same speed (median +3.6% and
+3.7% in 2025, p = 0.68).

Table 2. Change in active SMEs (1 January - 1 September) by the regional rate

Group of regions Number Change Change Excess
of regions | 2025, % 2026, % change, p.p.
(median) (median) (median)

2% in the regional 10 +3.6 -7.8 -11.0
centre

3% in the regional 10 +3.7 -9.2 -14.4
centre

Mann-Whitney p 0.68 0.34 0.47

Rates are for the maslikhat of the regional centre, or of the city for Astana, Almaty and

Shymkent. Excess change is the change in 2026 minus the change in 2025.
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The only regional feature that was related to the excess change was the size of the region
(Figure 2). Larger regions lost more compared with their growth in 2025 (Spearman p = -0.46,
p = 0.04). The excess change was -17.2 percentage points in Almaty, -17.0 in Astana and -19.4
in Almaty region, while in Pavlodar region it was -6.8 and in Karaganda region -7.3. Astana and
Almaty both had a 3% rate, so part of the small difference between the 2% and 3% groups may
come from the big cities being in the 3% group.
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Figure 2. Excess change in active SMEs (change in 2026 minus change in 2025) against
the number of active SMEs in the region

4.3. Individual entrepreneurs disappeared in the activities allowed for the self-
employed

Figure 3 shows the change in active individual entreprencurs by type of activity. The
biggest fall was in transport and storage, where the number of individual entrepreneurs fell from
173,432 to 90,844, by 47.6%. This is especially interesting because in the same months of 2025
the same section had grown by 48.1%. Real estate fell by 20.1% and other personal services by
17.4%, while in 2025 they grew by 6.6% and 0.7%. Together these three self-employed sections
held 30% of active individual entrepreneurs on 1 January 2026, but they gave 74% of the fall
(149,590 of 203,398). In all other sections together the number of individual entrepreneurs fell
by only 4.3%. Information and communication, which has no activities on the list, grew by 8.2%
in 2026, almost the same as in 2025 (9.2%).
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Figure 3. Change in active individual entrepreneurs from 1 January to 1 September, by
type of activity, 2025 and 2026 (* sections where the main activities of entrepreneurs are on
the list for the self-employed)

Trade also lost 39,507 entrepreneurs (-6.1%), which is a large number but a small share
of this very big section. Retail trade through network marketing is the only trade activity on the
list [11], so trade entrepreneurs may have left for other reasons, for example because the patent
regime was cancelled.

4.4. How many people became self-employed

The Bureau's statistics do not include the self-employed, because they are not
entrepreneurs. According to the State Revenue Committee, by the beginning of March 2026
about 346 thousand people had chosen the regime for the self-employed, and 265 thousand of
them registered their activity for the first time [14]. The remaining 81 thousand had been
registered before in some form, most likely as entrepreneurs. These numbers are from a news
report, and I could not check them in an official statistical table. Still, they show that the number
of people working in the new regime was larger than the fall in the number of individual
entrepreneurs.

5. Discussion

At the beginning I expected to find that regions with lower rates kept more of their
businesses. The data did not show this. The fall in SMEs in 2026 was almost entirely a fall in
individual entrepreneurs, it happened in a few months around the deadline of 1 March, and it
was concentrated in the activities that the new regime for the self-employed allows. The Bureau
of National Statistics gives the same explanation in its footnote [3]. Together this suggests that
most of the "lost" entrepreneurs did not close their business. They changed the way they are
registered: a taxi driver or a person renting out a flat can now work as self-employed with 0%
income tax and no registration as an entrepreneur [9, 10]. Some of them were also removed
automatically because they did not submit a notification in time [12]. I cannot say how many of
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the 203 thousand continued working and how many really stopped, because the data do not
follow individual people.

This also explains why the regional rates did not matter. A difference of one percentage
point in the simplified declaration rate is small compared with the difference between paying 2-
3% as an entrepreneur and paying 0% income tax as a self-employed person. For people who
could move to the new regime, the regional rate was probably not the main factor. For the
businesses that stayed entrepreneurs, the effect of the rate may exist, but it is hidden by the much
larger change in registration. The larger fall in big cities fits this explanation, because taxi,
delivery and renting of housing are probably more common in Astana and Almaty, but I did not
have regional data by activity to check it.

The fast growth of transport entrepreneurs in 2025 (+48%) and their fall in 2026 (-48%)
look almost like a mirror image. I could not find an official explanation for the growth in 2025,
so I only note it. If many of these entrepreneurs were taxi drivers who registered in 2025 and
then moved to the self-employed regime in 2026, it would mean that the number of
entrepreneurs in this section reflects the tax rules more than the real number of drivers.

From the point of view of someone who uses statistics, the main lesson is that the number
of SMEs in 2026 is not comparable with earlier years. If someone reads the -8.8% as a crisis of
small business, they will draw the wrong conclusion. When the definition of who is counted
changes, the data need to be read together with the new category. In this case the self-employed
should be counted next to the entrepreneurs.

Limitations. The data count registered units, not their income or the number of people
working. Individual entrepreneurs by activity are available only for the whole country, not by
region. [ used the rate of the regional centre, although district maslikhats in the same region
sometimes chose a different rate and the rate could also depend on the type of activity. There
are only 20 regions, so a small effect of the rate could not be found even if it exists. The
comparison covers only one year before the reform, and other events in 2026 could also affect
the number of entrepreneurs. The number of self-employed is taken from a news report quoting
the State Revenue Committee and is not an official statistical series. Finally, the timing of
changes in the statistical register may lag behind the real decisions of the tax authorities.

6. Conclusion

The official statistics show an 8.8% fall in the number of active SMEs in Kazakhstan
between January and September 2026, while a year earlier the number was growing. I found
that the whole fall was in individual entrepreneurs, that it happened between January and May
2026, and that three quarters of it was in the activities allowed for the new regime for the self-
employed. The regional simplified declaration rates chosen by maslikhats did not explain the
differences between regions. My conclusion is that the fall mainly reflects a change in how
people register their activity after the new Tax Code, and not a mass closure of small businesses.
To find out how many of these people really continued working, the next step would be to
compare the number of self-employed and entrepreneurs by region and activity when such data
become available, and to use income and employment data instead of the number of registered
units.
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