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The public right to information plays a crucial role in preventing  
government officials from abusing power with an aim to extract bribes and 
countering attempts to undermine democracy. Any information held by 
state bodies, especially by state-owned enterprises, is still non-transparent 
or kept classified, and hence, Mongolians have limited opportunities 
to exercise their rights to information. In addition to that attempts to  
manipulate elections are made by spreading misinformation and 
disinformation. On one hand, the government cannot ensure citizen’s right 
to information, and on the other hand, citizens cannot distinguish between 
misinformation and disinformation. 

CLASSIFIED INFORMATION 
The state and state-owned enterprises are required to provide 

transparent and open information for citizens under the Law on 
Information Transparency and Right to Information which was adopted 
in 2011. However, with the adoption of this law other relevant laws were 
not amended accordingly. Consequently, due to contradicting laws, state 
bodies and officials intentionally classified information that is supposed to 
be open to public. 

The non-governmental organization Globe International has carried  
out a project called “Promoting the public right to information through 
legislation consistent to the international standards”. In this project, the 
organization conducted a case study and “Analysis of the act limiting the  
right to information”. In this case study, requests for specific information 
were made to 16 state bodies. The Ministry of Labor and Social Protection 
and the Authority for Family, Youth, and Child Development, an 
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The external debt of Mongolia’s 
public and private sectors had 
reached 29.7 billion USD by 
June 2019. If we look at the 
debt structure, 7.2 billion USD is 
government debt, 2 billion USD 
is the Bank of Mongolia debt and 
2.3 billion USD is commercial 
banks debt.  
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MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION

implementing agency 
of the government, 
did not respond to the 
request for information. 
Moreover, the study 
revealed that the right 
to information is getting 
further restricted in 
Mongolia. The number 
of information that was 
classified as state secret 
reached 22 between 
1995-2004 and 565 in 
2019. 

In Mongolia, citizens cannot fully exercise their right to information because information held by the state bodies 
is concealed. At the same time, it is becoming more common that the collected information is misinformation 
or disinformation. The public is not able to separate truth from misinformation or check if information that is 
disseminated through social or mass media is reliable and has verifiable sources. The public is likely to trust in widely 
shared misinformation and it is misleading society. 

Furthermore, a deliberately disseminated disinformation leads to polarization of the society and weakens  
democratic values such as freedom of expression, freedom of association, and protection of human rights. 
Disinformation weakens democracy by manipulating a democratic election, limiting the public right to vote freely,  
and lowering the trust in candidates and state bodies. 

Certain countries are taking various measures to combat misinformation and disinformation that is vigorously 
spreading in our society today. Those measures can be organized in terms of their time frame into short-term and 
long-term.

A short-term solution is to readily identify 
misinformation and disinformation, and 
immediately expose it through social or 
traditional media to the public. Therefore, 
it is necessary to closely monitor and check 
information (Social Media Monitoring) that is 
disseminated via social and traditional media. 
The civil society organizations must be deeply 
involved in social media monitoring. 

For instance, there is a fact-checking civil 
society organization called the Mongolian 
Center for Investigative Reporting (MCIR) 
in Mongolia. The MCIR checks whether 
information is reliable or not, and offers  
research and training on identifying 
misinformation or disinformation. In 
September 2019, the center launched a 
program called “Fact Check Mongolia” in 
collaboration with the German DW Akademie. 
The program aims to co hone the fact-checking 
skills of journalists. 

Furthermore, the tools and software used for 
monitoring social networks in technologically 
advanced countries need to be utilized by the 
Mongolian mass media to a greater extent. 

A long-term solution consists of teaching skills to the public 
that are necessary for finding information and reading any 
information critically. This means building citizen’s skills 
through media literacy. For instance, from 2018 all middle 
schools in Sweden began to teach specific skills and tools for 
distinguishing between reliable and unreliable information. 
In Mongolia’s middle and high schools, there is an urgent 
necessity of additional teaching on how to read and examine 
any information critically. Now is the time to equip citizens 
in offline and online forums with essential media literacy 
skills. The Globe International organized a meeting on “Media 
and Information Literacy in the Digital Era” to participate in 
improving citizen’s media literacy. In addition, they run specific 
programs designed to train investigative journalists. 

Citizens can actively participate in the democratic process 
and establish good governance only if they have reliable 
information. An independent agency must be created to ensure 
the implementation of the Law on Information Transparency 
and Right to Information so Mongolian citizens can fully 
exercise their right to information. Moreover, an amendment 
of the relevant laws, particularly the Law on State Secrets, is 
needed. Appropriate solutions for combating misinformation 
and disinformation consist of media literacy education, 
inspection of information, and social media monitoring by 
NGOs. 
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LAW OF MONGOLIA ON STATE AND ORGANIZATION SECRET.  
NUMBER OF INFORMATION CLASSIFIED BY THE GOVERNMENT OF MONGOLIA

SOURCE: GLOBE INTERNATIONAL
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In Mongolia, 
information is secretive. 
Moreover, there is no 
agency responsible 
for implementing the 
Law on Information 
Transparency and Right 
to Information and, as 
a result, citizens cannot 
exercise their rights. 
Furthermore, a rise of 
classified information is 
becoming an underlying 
reason for corruption 
and unfair competition 
in Mongolia. 
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EXTERNAL DEBT OF MONGOLIA

The external debt of Mongolia’s public and private 
sectors had reached 29.7 billion USD by June 2019. If we 
look at the debt structure, 7.2 billion USD is government 
debt, 2 billion USD is the Bank of Mongolia debt and 2.3 
billion USD is commercial banks debt.  

If we look back, the accumulation of foreign debt 
began in 2012 when the coalition government declared 
that they will act as a guarantor of stability for private 
businesses and that they will boost economic growth in 
Mongolia. If we look at our external debt in 2011, prior 
to this decision, it was around 10 billion USD, a modest 
figure but it rose to 17 billion USD in 2012. 

In 2012, the Ministry of Economic development and 
the Development Bank of Mongolia attempted to raise 
investment from private equity fund for the first time. 
They issued the Chinggis Bond worth 1.5 billion USD. 
Following this, 250 million USD was raised through the 
Samurai Bond, 1 billion USD Uguudei Bond, 160 million 
USD through the Dim Sum Bond, 500 million USD 
Mazaalai Bond and the 800 million USD Gerege Bond, 
all of which hinder the ability of 
Mongolia to repay existing loans. 
Repaying debt with more debt is 
simply unfeasible. This was why the 
government passed a legislation 
prohibiting the acquisition of more 
debt than 58.3% of the GDP in 
2014.

The government put forward 
lofty aspirations in 2012 with no 
clear strategy for the distribution 
or the repayment of loans 
and it seems that the ordinary 
taxpayers will be responsible for 
the repayment of the loan. A large 
part of the Chinggis bond went to 
improving the road infrastructure 
across Mongolia but there is still no 
information on the beneficiaries of 

the loan. The windfall from suddenly having 1.5 billion 
USD in their possession as well as the lack of a clear, 
comprehensive distribution and repayment strategy 
meant that the bonds meant to stimulate economic 
growth through the opening of business opportunities 
or through large infrastructure projects such as railroad 
modernization or energy were not effectively allocated. 
In short, the government failed to produce a sustainable 
ecosystem that is efficient and allows for the repayment 
of loans without burden on the taxpayer. 

With our GDP at 13 billion USD despite a 7.6% increase, 
it is unlikely that the government would be able to repay 
the loans as of today. Support for the private sector that 
generates taxes is essential for the repayment of the 
loans. The Development Bank of Mongolia is responsible 
for financing large-scale infrastructure projects with a 
minimum threshold of 20 billion MNT. Projects of this 
scale are difficult to implement in Mongolia and the fact 
that the Ministry for Economic Development ceased to 
exist, there is very little accountability that can be placed. 
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PRESIDENT BATTULGA’S FIRST OFFICIAL STATE VISIT TO P.R. CHINA

The visit of President Battulga to China coincided 
with the 70th anniversary of the establishment 
of ties between our countries and we have a 
comprehensive strategic partnership agreement 
at the highest level. Moreover, Mongolia has no 
territorial issues with either China or Russia and 
we are lucky in that we don’t have such issues even 
with two large neighbors. Therefore, this visit will 
serve as a landmark of future cooperation with 
China as our economy is almost fully dependent 
on China. There are a number of projects that 
are going to be implemented and China also 
committed to a 2 billion CNY investment into 
Mongolia. 

One question that persists is whether the 
Memorandums of Understandings that were 
signed will be implemented. There is a history of high 
level officials, businessmen and representatives of 
state-owned-enterprises that sign Memorandums 
on official visits that are never followed through 
upon. This can be partially attributed to the life 
expectancy of our governments with one lasting 
1.5 years on average. For example, there must have 
been about 10 Memorandums on the construction 
of power stations at coal mining sites with no power 
station breaking ground as of yet.

Another aspect is the contract that Erdenes 
Mongol signed with its Chinese counterparts on 
the construction of a 10-million-ton capacity steel 
processing plant in Mongolia. There are a number of 
questions surrounding this contract as to whether 
there will be any economic benefit to Mongolia 
derived from the factory, locating potential buyers 
and if the product will be consistent with Chinese 
standards. 

There were extended discussions between the 
three countries on electric, gas and petroleum 
power infrastructure being constructed in Mongolia 
within the framework of the Belt and Road initiative 
but no agreement was reached upon. The state 
role in the Mongolian economy is becoming 
greater with Erdenes Mongol seemingly on its 
way to becoming another state-owned company 
but I am not in a position to render a prognosis 
on the Memorandums that were signed and the 
implementation of the projects. 

A gas and oil pipeline between Russia and China 
has long been talked about but it does not seem 
like the two countries are ready with progress 
on the pipeline very slow. I believe that Mongolia 
should take the initiative and demonstrate that a 
pipeline transiting through Mongolia will be the 
most economically viable option. This should be 
of special interest because China has reached its 
infrastructure development capacity and billions 
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Following the second 
reading on a new 
constitution during the 
extra plenary session of 
parliament, the Mongolian 
People’s Party proposed 
that the issue be put to a 
referendum. This will be 
the first referendum to take 
place in Mongolia since 
1992 and therefore bears 
great significance. With the 
current constitution failing 
to serve its purpose, it is 
time that the country puts 
27 years’ worth of expertise 
and experiences to practice 
and incorporates them into a 
new constitution. However, 
President Battulga noted 
that a partial acceptance of 
the constitution during the 
referendum will defeat its 
purpose. 

Following 27 years of semi-presidential and semi-
parliamentary system, it is obvious that a new 
constitution needs to be adopted. Therefore, there 
is little possibility of the referendum being voted 
down and the referendum itself is designed to unite 
rather than divide Mongolians. In the unlikely event 
that the referendum does not pass, the constitution 
would most likely be postponed rather than dropped 
given the dire need for it. Fundamental issues such 
as whether Mongolia needs to follow a parliamentary 
or presidential system need to be addressed in one 
way or another. In “Stalemate in “Mongolianized” 
governance”, an article by Mr. Jargalsaikhan, he claims 
that our constitution has been adapted and amended 
to such an extent that it is currently serves the 
interests of the corrupt politicians. 

Some legal commentators state that including a 
question on Mongolia’s form of governance in the 
referendum is against the law. However, if we look 
at the current constitution, Mongolia is currently a 
semi-presidential and semi-parliamentary system and 
this needs to be addressed. If we look at the region, 
Mongolia is the only country with a parliamentary 
system.  

The Independent Authority 
Against Corruption (IAAC) 
presented a video of a raid on the 
customs agency that revealed 
signs of corruption during their 
monthly press conference. Given 
that this follows analogical videos 
of corruption being released, one 
may wonder what purpose they 
serve as those involved have 
not to date received significant 
sentences. However, they do 
serve a purpose of shaming 
corrupt officials and has an 
impact on corruption. The fact 
that those videos are from 2-3 
years ago is another issue but 
as long as there are no ulterior 
motives, the leaking of these 
videos serve a good purpose. 

If we look at China, they have recently 
revamped efforts to fight corruption 
with impressive results. If Mongolia 
is to implement their and other best 
practices to combat corruption, it 
needs to be communicated to the 
public through the press office. This 
provides a psychological aspect 
as individuals may not want their 
involvement in corruption to become 
public knowledge. There are currently 

What people need 
to understand is that 
the anti-corruption 
agency is responsible 
for investigating 
potential incidents of 
corruption after which 
the case is transferred 
to the General-
Prosecutor’s office 
who makes a determination as to 
whether to pursue the matter in court. 
Moreover, another key function of the 
anti-corruption agency is to educate 
the public on corruption and how it 
affects the economy. It is however not 
their responsibility to punish those 
incriminated in corruption. Therefore, 
we can not place the sole blame for 
corruption cases not being adjudicated 
on the anti-corruption agency. 

There is however a 
general lack of knowledge 
and information on the 
new constitution within 
the general public. The 
need for a referendum is 
evident but parliament 
needs to take efforts to 
educate the public on the 
constitution so the public 
can make a more informed 
decision. Moreover, it is 
the responsibility of the 
civic society to ensure that 
there is no meddling in 
the referendum from any 
party. There is however 
a challenge in that the 
referendum is expected to 
take place in October or 
November. 

Naranbat Nasanbat
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IS MONGOLIA READY FOR DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION?

Supported by the Government of Mongolia, the 
University of Oxford’s Blavatnik School of Government, 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and Access Solutions 
LLC organized the ‘Nomads in the Digital Age’ conference 
in Ulaanbaatar on September 17. The report and policy 
recommendations of the “Mongolia in Digital Age” 
project was presented during the conference. With 
Prime Minister Khurelsukh and Mayor of Ulaanbaatar, 
Amarsaikhan in attendance, the conference brought 
together government, businesses, civil society and 
international stakeholders to discuss the global agenda 
for the use of technology to enhance education and 
produce an inclusive society. 

The “Mongolia in Digital Age” project concluded that 
Mongolia was ready for the digital age following a survey 
conducted

1. On the readiness of Mongolia’s ICT infrastructure 
dealing with hardware, software and services

2. Human resources in the ICT sector involving 
the qualifications and capacity of Mongolian 
IT professionals and the IT literacy of ordinary 
citizens

3. Financial services dealing with the prevalence of 
financial aggregators and venture capitalist funds 
to support start-ups

4. Robustness of the current legislative environment 
to protect investors, venture capitalists, intellectual 
property and so forth. 

As an IT professional, I agree with the assessment that 
Mongolia is ready for the digital age as far as the basic 
infrastructure and understanding is concerned. There is 
therefore plenty of room for improvement with the first 
one being that telecom operators need to become aware 
of the tremendous costs of rolling out infrastructure. For 

example, in order to roll out 4G network in Ulaanbaatar 
and 21 provinces will require 30-35 million USD stand 
alone and the network would have to be extended every 
year in order to meet the traffic. 

This is a bottleneck in that the revenue per user of 
telecom operators is actually declining. This leads to 
attempts to create new profit centers such as through 
the shift of platforms, service and the content itself 
as services. More importantly, Mongolia seems to be 
lacking most in the human resources and financial 
environment surrounding ICT. In order to drive the 
digital transformation, there is a need for qualified 
professionals who understand the benefits of and are 
ready to work towards a transformation. However, 
everything comes to the structure of the K-12 and higher 
education system. If this is not attended to, we will 
always be lagging behind. Starting from the most basic 
issues such as improving the methodology of ICT training 
in primary and secondary schools will allow us to us to 
assure that the digital transformation takes place in an 
efficient manner. 

Another obstacle is the relative lack of financial 
opportunities with only a few ventures such as lend.mn 
and khuur.mn managing to secure substantial funding 
through local IPO’s but these are exceptions to the 
rule. If we look at the broader picture, we see that the 
capital market is not yet available for Mongolian start 
ups because of the lack of professionals. I am a true 
believer that the digital economy has significant potential 
in Mongolia. In a physical business such as mining and 
agriculture, one is limited to their physical boundaries 
but in a digital economy, there are no boundaries. Given 
that Mongolia regularly tops rankings for intellectual 
ability, the opportunities are limitless. 
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Government needs to comprehend one simple principle 
that the more open they are, the less problems they will 
face. A small lie creates a chain reaction of bigger lies 
that eventually inevitably becomes undone. Restricting 
access to information allows politicians the opportunity 
to misrepresent and manipulate them for their political 
purposes. However, I would term anyone attempting to 
restrict access to information as digital criminals as we 
live in an open era where information is available in one 
form or another. 

In a survey 3 years ago, we determined that 95% of 
government computers were using illegal software 
and the prevalence of the use of personal emails by 

government officials is also disheartening. In the light 
of the upcoming election, political strategies such as 
the dissemination of misleading information will be 
extensively utilized. Government restriction of access 
to public information creates a vacuum that is filled 
with misleading or untrue information. The creation of 
a sound e-governance platform will allow us to tackle 
these issues. There are funds available from the Asian 
Development Bank and World Bank to implement this 
platform but there is someone blocking this. There is 
no information on how documents is classified and who 
classifies and it is the government’s job to clarify these 
issues. 

WHY DOES THE GOVERNMENT CLASSIFY INFORMATION?
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JOINT INVESTMENT FUND
Among the agreements signed during the President 

of Russia Vladimir Putin’s visit to Mongolia was that on 
a Joint Investment Fund between Russia and Mongolia. 
The agreement will be made by DBM Asset Management 
LLC, a subsidiary of the Development Bank established 
in 2017. The Russian Direct Investment Fund was 
established in 2011 and reports directly back to President 
Putin and the Prime Minister. Since its establishment, the 
fund has committed over 1.5 trillion rubles, invested over 
100 billion rubles and attracted 40 billion USD in foreign 
capital, making it a pretty significant venture. 

On the other side, over the last 25 years, large 
infrastructure projects were funded through long-term 
government to government loans through bonds paid 
by taxpayers. The issue with large infrastructure projects 
is that they are capital intensive and the return on 
investment is 10-15 years down the line. The investment 
fund agreement opens up a financial aggregate of 
funding those projects in the form of equity. This means 
that the Russian Direct Investment Fund and DBM 
Asset Management will serve as institutional investors 
to ease off the government credit cash flow. This is a 
milestone event for companies and individuals involved 
in infrastructure as well as those with good partnerships 
with Russian companies. 

With the Russian Direct Investment Fund expressing 
willingness to serve as an institutional investor to fund 
infrastructure, agriculture, start-up and other projects, it 
is up to Mongolians to pursue this in a proactive manner. 
For example, if an individual or group is interested in 
establishing a railway between Moscow and Beijing that 
travels through Mongolia, they would need to prove 
the sustainability of their project and eliminate country 
risks in order to procure investment from the Direct 
Investment Fund. 

The agreement will come into effect in a couple of 
months and requirements for investments will most 

likely be revealed once the logistical and procedural 
issues are finalized. DBM Asset Management was chosen 
to be in charge of the agreement from the Mongolian 
side as it is a subsidiary of the Development Bank which 
is in charge of short-term infrastructure projects. It 
would not be feasible for the bank to fund projects that 
would be covered by the agreement as returns for the 
projects would begin in 15 or so years. There is therefore 
a need for companies such as DBM Asset Management 
or commercial banks willing to serve as an institutional 
investor to fund such projects. 

The Mongolian government didn’t sign the agreement, 
and this is a good sign as less government involvement 
and restrictions is better. For example, there is almost 
no instance of a state-owned company operating 
successfully. While some are under the misconception that 
the Development Bank is funded by the government which 
would create issues, it is funded by foreign investors and 
acts as their intermediary in Mongolia. 

34 anti-corruption cases under investigation with about 
half of them transferred to the prosecutor’s office. 

Private companies bribe government officials in order 
to expedite certain decisions and it is difficult to ascertain 
whether its prevalence is increasing or decreasing. It is 
definitely something the anti-corruption agency should 
provide more statistics on and in my opinion, it has 
gotten more sophisticated rather than decreased. The 
leaking of videos will not affect corruption and it would 

require the participation of governmental and judicial 
agencies and civic society to combat. 

The fact that defense attorneys have the ability to delay 
cases until the statute of limitations expires is another 
clear indicator of the need for a new constitution. 
Moreover, if the anti-corruption legislation is amended 
to clearly specify the roles and responsibilities of the 
different institutions involved, we shall see significant 
improvements in the fight against corruption. 

If we look at the example of Israel, an incredibly 
small country with a population of 8 million and a 
GDP of 350-400 billion USD, with its main industry 
being high-tech production in military, aviation, 
communication, telecommunication, hardware, software 
pharmaceuticals, chemical products and financial 
services just to name a few areas. Digital transformation 
will impact every aspect of our daily life in one way or 
another. Start-up nation is an incredibly interesting book 

in this area and demonstrates how Israel unwavering 
commitment to and support for high-tech production 
since its inception. 

The issue facing Mongolia today is if it is going to 
remain “Minegolia” or if we will diversify our economy 
for a brighter future. The only way to move away from 
“Minegolia” is through digital transformation because it 
makes life significantly easier. 
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