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Executive summary

Since the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, there has been a strong
increased interest in the five Central Asian republics: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. But contrary to the ‘new Great Game’
narratives that present the region as just a battlefield for larger powers, Central
Asian states are demonstrating that they are taking the initiative in diversifying
their international relations with their own agendas.

All this takes place in a rapidly evolving geopolitical context, which this report
outlines through six dynamics in an interactive mapping:

1. Slumbering conflicts over water, land, and borders. Since the dissolution
of the Soviet Union in 1991, conflicts in Central Asia have simmered in the
background and escalated once in a while, yet the situation has vastly
improved over the previous years.

2. The water-energy-food nexus. There is tension between water, energy,
and food security in Central Asia. While the region is rich in water and
energy resources in general, both are scarce at national levels as they are
unequally distributed.

3. Russia as a systemic factor. The Russian influence in the region appears to
be weakening but is still very present, and Russia can be considered to be a
systemic factor in the region.

4. Chinad’s consolidated position. China has made a remarkable rise over
the past two decades and has consolidated its position as one of the most
important partners for Central Asia — particularly in economic terms, but
increasingly in security, too.

5. Re-establishment of relations with Afghanistan. Since the US left Afghanistan,
Central Asia has strengthened its ties with the Taliban. This is in the interest
of the republics — either for stability or practical concerns such as water flows
and security.

6. Other interested actors. Many other parties are interested in working with
Central Asia as well: Tiirkiye and Azerbaijan through connectivity and the
Turkic world, Iran due to its strategic location and ethnic and linguistic ties to
Tajikistan, and the Arab Gulf states are investing in the energy sector.
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Amid this quickly evolving geopolitical context of Eurasia, the EU can also
play a role. As Central Asian states value European engagement, both should
use the momentum of increased attention for the region to further strengthen
the relationship.

The EU has argued it wants to take a more geopolitical approach in its dealings
worldwide since 2019. If the EU wishes to succeed, this policy should be backed
up by tangible engagement that goes beyond energy and trade, for instance
by including education, regional cooperation, and other elements in its policy
as well. This report identifies eight of such areas for the EU, in line with the

EU strategy for Central Asia. While all points are important, the ones related

to water management and agriculture should be of particular relevance to

the Netherlands in “doing its bit”.

First, Europe has a strategic interest in supporting Central Asia in the energy
sector to develop further alternatives to Russian oil and gas, diversify imports
of green energy and Critical Raw Materials (CRM), and to mitigate the
impact of climate change. Second, another key issue directly linked to this is
water availability, accelerated by the impact of climate change and growing
populations. Among the EU Member States, the Netherlands is a recognized
world leader in water management and is interested in sharing its experience
with the region.

Third, agriculture is a key sector in which the EU and Central Asia could
strengthen cooperation. The EU has an interest in facilitating agricultural
trade and contributing to Central Asian countries’ export diversification and
sustainable growth. It is also perceived as a reliable actor with technical
expertise and technology. Historically, agriculture has been one of the most
important sectors for the relationship between the Netherlands and Central
Asian countries.

Fourth, the region has recently regained its relevance for global trade routes

and found itself in the spotlight. Since the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine,
in fact, there is growing attention to the Trans-Caspian International Transport
Route (TITR) - or the Middle Corridor — as an alternative trade route linking China
to the EU via Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Tirkiye. Although there are
risks, such as increased Chinese influence over the region and leverage over the
EU from countries on the TITR route, the benefits of intensifying EU connections
with Central Asia outweigh the risks.
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Fifth, education is an area in which all five Central Asian partners are interested
in cooperating more closely with the EU. Increased cooperation in this area
would bring positive results for all other mentioned key sectors for cooperation,
and opens possibilities for the EU to play a bigger role. Sixth, terrorism, drug
trafficking, extremism, radicalisation, and illegal migration all form internal
security risks for Central Asia and the EU. Contributing to regional security is a
long-standing EU priority and could offer an opportunity for dialogue between
the EU and Central Asia.

Seventh, the EU has traditionally been a partner for strengthening human
rights, democracy, and the rule of law in Central Asia. Yet, this no longer seems
to be a top priority in Brussels as the focus is on energy and trade, and the EU
engages with the region through a balancing act of ‘principled pragmatism’.
Eighth, Central Asian countries face many challenges that are regional in nature,
but are not ready to face them as a region. With its vast experience in bringing
together countries with different cultures and histories, the EU is a natural
partner to support regional cooperation efforts in Central Asia.

Towards further strengthening EU — Central Asia relations in line with the
EU’s geopolitical ambitions, we put forward the following recommendations:

Improve the positive presence of the European Union in Central Asia

* Showcase the long-term commitment of the EU to Central Asia by deepening
the bilateral relationship in the above-mentioned areas;

e Prioritize the EU-Central Asia Summit;

* EU member states like the Netherlands should also have an embassy in other
countries of the region besides Kazakhstan, first and foremost in Uzbekistan;

e Central Asian countries should also strengthen their presence and visibility
in the EU, although this is rather a recommendation for the Central Asian
governments.

Focus on concrete projects that offer opportunities in a wide range of sectors

* Considering the geopolitics of the region, the EU does not need to compete
with Russia or China in Central Asia as this will be a losing battle anyway.
Rather, the EU should act more geopolitical by increasing its cooperation with
Central Asia through concrete projects in a wide range of sectors.
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The Commission and the EU Delegation to Kazakhstan could facilitate a
Team Europe Initiative on green hydrogen with Kazakhstan, as suggested in
earlier Clingendael work;'

The Netherlands should consider collaborating more in the Team Europe
Initiative on Water, Energy and Climate Change;

The Netherlands should consider extending the Matra Grant Policy
Framework to its embassy in Astana, for all five countries of Central Asia;
When further deepening the EU-Central Asia relationship, the EU should
consider connecting this to doing more projects in the area of human rights,
democracy, good governance, and the rule of law.

Take stock of further opportunities

1

In setting out a long-term vision for cooperation with Central Asia, projects
with the youth are a best practice;

The EU should further stimulate exchanges between EU and Central Asian
universities;

It would also be worthwhile for the EU to stimulate educational exchanges
within Central Asia, so that Central Asian students meet in their own region
as well, instead of in Moscow or Beijing;

The EU should consider investing in strengthening primary and secondary
education as well.


https://www.clingendael.org/publication/resource-curse-or-darling-rethinking-eu-energy-interests-kazakhstan
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1 Introduction

It has been a busy year for the five Central Asian republics: Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. Over the past few months,
many high-level foreign visitors have travelled to one or multiple countries in the
region. From Vladimir Putin to Xi Jinping, Josep Borrell, David Cameron, Olaf
Scholz, Mark Rutte, and others — all aim to strengthen their ties with the region.?

Central Asia is more and more in the spotlight. After the Russian full-scale
invasion of Ukraine in 2022, there has been an increased interest in the region —
especially from the West.

This situation is often portrayed with the cliché of a ‘new Great Game’, drawing
a parallel with the 19*" century when the British and Russian Empires fought over
influence in the region. Especially in some publications during the last decade,
Central Asia is described as “a major battlefield [in] the geopolitical games of
the world’s greatest powers”,® as “an arena of great power rivalry [where] the
new Great Game has started”,* or a location where “a multi-state competition
for influence and even control of these new states” has arisen.® Many other
publications have reported on the region through the lens of the former Soviet
Union, or as “Russia’s backyard” where the gardener is currently not at home.®

17 February 2023.


https://www.voanews.com/a/putin-arrives-in-uzbekistan-on-3rd-foreign-trip-of-his-new-term/7627743.html
https://carnegieendowment.org/posts/2024/07/what-does-xi-jinping-want-from-central-asia?lang=en
https://astanatimes.com/2024/08/we-want-to-maintain-positive-momentum-in-partnership-says-top-eu-diplomat-in-kazakhstan/
https://astanatimes.com/2024/08/we-want-to-maintain-positive-momentum-in-partnership-says-top-eu-diplomat-in-kazakhstan/
https://www.rferl.org/a/cameron-central-asian-week-/32922391.html
https://www.dw.com/en/germanys-scholz-heads-to-central-asia-in-bid-to-expand-ties/a-70219809
https://www.dw.com/en/germanys-scholz-heads-to-central-asia-in-bid-to-expand-ties/a-70219809
https://astanatimes.com/2024/05/kazakhstan-netherlands-explore-prospects-for-strengthening-ties/
https://astanatimes.com/2024/05/kazakhstan-netherlands-explore-prospects-for-strengthening-ties/
http://science.org.ge/old/moambe/5-2/144-148%20Pipinashvili.pdf
https://doi.org/10.21861/HGG.2010.72.01.02
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634939508400913
https://www.fpri.org/article/2023/02/russia-is-down-but-not-out-in-central-asia/
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However, this strong focus presents a distorted view and the Great Game
parallel does not really apply to the current situation. Whereas the empires of
the 19*" century fought over physical territory and conquered this from local
rulers, the current courtiers rather jostle for influence over the sovereign states
of Central Asia — amid the complex geopolitical dynamics of the region.”

In the current competition over influence in Central Asia, rather than being
passive pawns in a new Great Game, the states of the region are rather emerging
out of the shadows. They show actively and confidently that they are actors with
agency who know how to balance their interests, and use their relations with
larger powers to their own advantage. As Murtazashvili and Umarov recently
argued: Central Asia is “nobody’s backyard”.®

In line with this, EU documents argue that the full-scale Russian invasion of
Ukraine in 2022 and the following “geopolitical situation”, in combination with
the security threats as a consequence of the US withdrawal from Afghanistan in
2021, offer “opportunities for the Central Asian countries to emerge as regional
political actors in their own right”.? For many of these countries this would also
suggest a delicate balancing act between primarily Russia and China and a
desire to involve other third countries and actors in the region as well, including
Iran, Turkiye and the US.

The EU is another actor that is attempting to increase its influence in Central
Asia, after it has gradually stepped up its engagement with the region since the
first EU strategy for Central Asia in 2007. This report explores how the European
Union can do so, answering the following research questions:

1. What is the nature of the international relations between the countries of
Central Asia, as well as their relations with major global and regional powers?

2. What influence and interests do the EU and the Netherlands in particular have
regarding local actors, vis-a-vis other players in the region?


https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199929825.003.0001
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2024/09/nobodys-backyard-a-confident-central-asia?lang=en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2024)762300
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2024)762300
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3. How can the EU and the Netherlands in particular effectively enhance
their relations with the countries of Central Asia in a mutually beneficial way?

The methodology applied to this report is based on a combination of literature
desk research and interviews in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and
Uzbekistan in April and May 2024. The authors are grateful for the insights that
the various policy makers, diplomats, journalists, entrepreneurs, civil society
representatives and others have shared with them.°

10 The authors would also like to thank Jos Boonstra, Raoul Bunskoek, Bob Deen, Louise van Schaik,
and Tony van der Togt for their insightful feedback on earlier versions of this report, and Fenna de

Vos for her valuable contributions.



2 The geopolitics of Central Asia

Figure1  Overview of the geopolitical actors and relations in Central Asia, which is

available as interactive mapping in the online version of this report
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Over the past few years, Central Asia has witnessed a positive trend toward
greater collaboration. The political climate in the region has become less tense
and much more cooperative compared to the Central Asian republics’ first

25 years of independence after the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991.

This is visible in the interactive online mapping of geopolitical actors and relations
in Central Asia in Figure 1, which is largely made up of green lines representing
positive relationships. This trend kicked off in 2016 when Uzbekistan began to open
up under the new leadership of Shavkat Mirziyoyev, who cut ties with the isolationist
policy of his predecessor Islam Karimov. Uzbekistan borders all four other Central
Asian republics and Mirziyoyev aims to improve relations with these neighbours.

10
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In this process, personal relations among leaders are a driving force that directly
translates into the intergovernmental relations in the region.

Taking some exceptions into account, such as escalating tensions between
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan over the past few years (which will be described later
in this chapter), state-to-state relations have vastly improved compared to

ten years ago, in line with the personal relations of the leaders of Central Asia.

This becomes evident with the increase in consultative meetings between Central
Asian heads of state and other representatives of government. Since 2017, these
annual meetings in different Central Asian countries have functioned as pivotal
platforms for regional cooperation.” While the substance of the meetings does
not always translate into concrete action, the fact that countries meet — even
without external partners such as Russia, China, or the EU — to discuss a common
vision for the region is an exceptionally positive development. In fact, before 2016,
there was limited dialogue among the countries and regional cooperation was
more difficult; the Central Asian countries are all more confident now.

Especially since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Central Asia has
increasingly grown as a region. This appetite for closer relations/interactions is
fuelled by the realisation that Central Asia will stand much stronger together,
which is coupled with a wish to reduce dependency on foreign actors, first and
foremost Russia and China, while continuing to cooperate with them as most
important partners. This is an indispensable element to prevent being “mere
pawns in the strategic manoeuvres of great powers”."”? On top of this, many of
the challenges faced by Central Asian countries are regional in nature, such as in
the areas of water, energy, climate change, and security (which will be discussed
later in the following chapters).

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, for example, place Central Asia at the core of
their foreign policy priorities.” The countries of the region share an order based
on “sovereignty, diplomacy, international law, authoritarianism, and great

11


https://www.caspianpolicy.org/research/security-and-politics-program-spp/central-asia-consultative-meeting-strengthening-regional-ties-and-expanding-horizons
https://www.caspianpolicy.org/research/security-and-politics-program-spp/central-asia-consultative-meeting-strengthening-regional-ties-and-expanding-horizons
https://www.isdp.eu/publication/a-steady-hand/
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power management” that binds them together,* as well as bonds based on
shared culture, history and religion.”® In terms of physical connections as well,
Central Asia has gradually been shaped through roads, railroads, electricity grids,
waterways, and other infrastructure — starting from the ancient Silk Road towards
the Soviet Union. Although these connections have been partially demolished
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, this enabled people from different parts

of the region to come into contact with one another: a “hidden integration”.!
Central Asia can in fact be seen as — and considers itself to be — a distinct region.

Despite the underlying characteristics that define the Central Asian region,

a strong common regional identity remains absent — an issue that has

attracted renewed attention.” And Central Asia is not a homogenous region,
including Turkic-speaking peoples (in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and
Turkmenistan) and Persian-speaking populations (in Tajikistan). The countries also
have different histories of nomadic and sedentary cultures, and there are major
internal divisions between cities and rural areas.

Despite further regional cooperation and a renewed realisation of the necessity
to do so, Central Asia is not heading towards EU-style integration. Such steps
have been considered in the past, for example through the establishment of

the Central Asian Union in 1994 that all countries except for Turkmenistan

joined. However, this initiative did not succeed due to the conflicting interests

of (candidate) members, internal disputes, and the rise of other multilateral
initiatives initiated by the larger neighbours of Central Asia, such as the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU)."®

Since then, serious steps towards institutional regionalisation have not been taken
for various reasons. One of them was that the economic interests of individual
countries, particularly Kazakhstan, outweighed the benefits of cooperation

Central Asian Affairs 8, no. 1(2021): 15.
15  Ibid., 22.

CACI Analyst, 7 January 2015.

12
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https://cabar.asia/en/barriers-and-bridges-for-the-formation-of-regional-identity-in-central-asia
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within Central Asia. It proved much more lucrative to become part of initiatives
led by external actors, such as the EAEU, the SCO, or the Chinese Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), rather than to create a truly Central Asian organisation.”

As a result, Central Asia does not have an equivalent to organisations such as

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the African Union (AU), or
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), with the exception of regional
institutions with a specific goal in mind, such as the International Fund for Saving
the Aral Sea (IFAS).

Bringing Central Asia together

During past years, there have been significant initiatives aimed at bringing
together the five countries plus an international partner — the so-called C5+1
platforms. Japan was the first to engage with the region through this platform
in 20042° and was followed by 11 more countries, including the US,?' the EU,
Germany, Russia, and China, among others. In 2024, the US launched the B5+1
forum for the first time.?2 This is the business counterpart of the C5+1, aimed at
accelerating Central Asia’s economic integration. These platforms are key to
spur dialogue and cooperation with, and among, Central Asian countries and to
facilitate regional solutions for common challenges.

Although Turkmenistan participates in the C5+1 formats and consultative
meetings between the heads of state, it adheres to a strict policy of neutrality.
Turkmenistan has declared itself to be “permanently neutral”, which was formally
adopted as a declaration in the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA).%

Hence, Turkmenistan has distanced itself from multilateral organisations such as
the SCO and the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) and prioritizes
bilateral links over regional ones.’



https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-019-00548-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-019-00548-0
https://thediplomat.com/2024/08/central-asia-plus-japan-summit-aims-to-pioneer-sustainability-connectivity-and-human-development/
https://thediplomat.com/2024/08/central-asia-plus-japan-summit-aims-to-pioneer-sustainability-connectivity-and-human-development/
https://www.state.gov/c51-diplomatic-platform/
https://www.cipe.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/B51-Forum_Final-Communique_2024_EN.pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/239930
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/239930
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Figure2  An Euler diagram illustrating the Central Asian memberships of international

organisations
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Most Central Asian countries aim to pursue a so-called multi-vector foreign
policy, in which the republics are open to working with as many partners as
possible. This idea is well illustrated by Kazakhstan’s President Kassym-Jomart
Tokayev, who has said that his country wishes to have a “Great Gain for all in
the Heart of Eurasia” instead of a Great Game, and to deepen relations with all
neighbours and other countries interested in doing so0.?*

This policy of working with as many partners as possible is not necessarily
new and follows logically from the geographical location of Central Asia, with
both Russia and China as larger neighbours,? and the history of the Silk Road.
Since the war in Ukraine escalated in 2022, however, this policy has received a
new impulse for Central Asia.

Brian C. H. Fong and Chong Ja lan, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2024), 127-40.
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Central Asian countries do not wish to align themselves with only one country or
bloc, nor do they wish to turn their back on Russia. The aim of the multi-vector
foreign policy for Central Asia is rather to be enemies with no one and to retain
close relations with Russia and China, while taking full advantage of the economic
benefits that other partners have to offer. This simultaneously decreases their
dependency upon their large neighbours.?

The next chapters will analyse the various dynamics at play in the geopolitics of
the region.

26 Ibid.; Stefan Meister and Judith Heckenthaler, ‘Upgrading EU-Central Asia Cooperation’, DGAP,
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3 Slumbering conflicts over
water, land, and borders

Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, conflicts in Central Asia

have simmered in the background and have escalated once in a while.?’

At the heart of these conflicts lie disputed and sometimes arbitrary-looking
borders. These have been the subject of negotiations characterised by
“intense power struggles, economic coercion, covert agreements, and rising
nationalist sentiments”, against the background of mutual distrust and public
dissatisfaction.?® Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, for example, share a 976-kilometer
border, of which more than a third used to be disputed until just last year.

An often cited theory is that Soviet authorities intentionally created complex
borders as part of a ‘divide and rule’ strategy, but this only partially explains the
current situation. The borders were delineated by Soviet cartographers working
alongside local Communist Party officials, based on amongst other points of
information census data and ethnographic studies, in an attempt to reflect the
intricate ethnic mosaic of the region.?’

27 Parts of an earlier Clingendael publication in Dutch have been reproduced in this introduction.

Eurasianet, 13 February 2017.
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Figure 3 A map of the borders and major ethnic groups in Central Asia in 1993 after
gaining independence from the Soviet Union, indicative of the ethnic diversity

of the region®®
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Nevertheless, borders that used to be merely internal divisions between Soviet
republics suddenly became international borders after the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Populations that used to be united under the same country suddenly found
themselves on opposite sides of the border, sometimes even completely cut off
from their homelands in enclaves, as visualised in figure 3. As one interviewee
described the situation: “In Soviet times things used to be good — different

Library of Congress Geography and Map Division Washington, D.C.
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peoples used to eat plov [a local rice dish] together; now, resources decide the
relationship and there is no arbiter”.®

The Fergana Valley is a striking example of this, where six enclaves divided
between Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan are located — in the most fertile
and densely populated area of Central Asia. Their inhabitants therefore compete
for access to water, pastures, and agricultural land. The last time that similar
issues spiralled out of control was in April 2021, over disputes at the Golovnoi
water distribution point on the Kyrgyzstan-Tajikistan border, and in September
2022, when Tajik and Kyrgyz soldiers exchanged gunfire on the border between
Batken and Soghd.??

While territorial disputes and claims are fundamental in this conflict, clashes
over access to water and other resources further escalate the existing tensions.
The most recent conflicts with the worst impact occurred in 2021 and 2022,

in which many civilians on both sides of the borders were killed.*?

Figure 4  Map of the enclaves in the Fergana Valley, including the former Kyrgyz exclave

of Barak in Uzbekistan3®*
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31 Interview, Astana, May 2024.

32 Asel Doolotkeldieva and Madeleine Reeves, ‘Escalating Conflict on the Kyrgyz-Tajik Border:

33 Ibid.
34 ‘Border Disputes in Central Asia’, Geopolitical Futures, 7 May 2021.
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Now, a few years later, things look much better. At the end of 2024, Kyrgyzstan
and Tajikistan have settled their border disputes.3® Earlier in 2024, both

agreed on the sovereignty of each state over its exclaves — while guaranteeing
unrestricted access for transport and communication links between the exclaves
and each country.®® And in April 2024, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan agreed on

a “historic border deal” in which Uzbekistan incorporated the former Kyrgyz
exclave of Barak, in exchange for an equivalent portion of Uzbekistan’s Andijon
province.¥

Similarly, relations between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have significantly
improved since the settlement of their border dispute, which could prove to be
an example for other Central Asian states’ efforts to settle issues over border
demarcation.®

35 Putz, ‘After 33 Years, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan Announce Border Agreement’.
36 Paul Goble, ‘Precedent-Setting Accord Between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan May Save Exclaves),
37 Chris Rickleton, ‘Farewell Barak: Uzbekistan Absorbs Kyrgyz Exclave As Part Of Historic Border,

38 ‘Tajikistan, Uzbekistan Reportedly Reach Border Settlement’, Eurasianet, 5 November 2019.
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4 The water-energy-food nexus
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In August 2024, Central Asia’s energy ministers met in Astana for the “first”
time.** On the agenda were collective projects, such as hydropower generation
and Tajikistan’s ambition to once again join the Central Asian Integrated Power
System (CAPS), an integrated power system through which Central Asian states
could exchange electricity during Soviet times. Both issues are very topical at
this pointin time.

During Soviet times, the Central Asian republics would exchange electricity
through a system that took the needs of all five republics into account.

So, from spring onwards, upstream Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan would use the water
flow to generate power in their hydro plants and to simultaneously allow the

three downstream countries to irrigate their lands. In winter, the two upstream
countries would collect the water and relied on the fossil energy generation of
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan.

Today, this exchange no longer functions. After their independence, the Central
Asian states started to disconnect from the system due to various disputes
surrounding energy generation, transit, and water-sharing arrangements.*°
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Instead of taking the needs of all of Central Asia into account in their national
policies, national interests started to be paramount.

This meant that the upstream countries had to release the water streams in the
winter as well, in order to generate enough power. This caused less water to be
stored for release during the agricultural season, resulting in a reduced water flow
toward the downstream countries during that season. An idea raised in the past
was to allow the downstream countries to pay for increasing the water flow in the
agricultural season, but the downstream states perceived this as a bizarre notion.
As one interviewee argued: “Why would downstream countries pay upstream
countries to let the water flow during the agricultural season? Imagine that the
Netherlands would have to pay Switzerland for letting the rivers flow — | cannot
imagine this happening.™

Figure 5 The main rivers of Central Asia, the Syr Darya and Amu Darya, flow from upstream
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan (and Afghanistan) towards downstream Kazakhstan,

Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan?
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There is a complex interplay of competing trade-offs among water, energy,
and food security in Central Asia. While the region is rich in water and energy
resources in general, both are scarce at national levels as they are unequally
distributed.*® The origins of the two biggest rivers in Central Asia, the Syr
Darya and Amu Darya, can be traced back to Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan (and
Afghanistan). These upstream countries possess the highest water reserves in
the region. The main use (85%) of that water, on the other hand, takes place at
their downstream neighbours — primarily for irrigation.** And while Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan have large reserves of oil, gas, and coal, their
upstream neighbours are dependent on the further development of their
hydropower generation without regional cooperation on water and energy.

Energy security is one of the main priorities for the Central Asian countries.

For instance, Tajikistan’s flagship project, the Roghun Dam, has been in
development for decades — starting in 1976 in the Soviet Union. From 2016
onwards it has gained a new impulse with various investments,*® amongst others
from the World Bank, Asian Development Bank (ADB), European Investment Bank
(EIB), European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), and Islamic
Development Bank (IDB).

The aim of the Roghun Dam is to make Tajikistan the energy hub of Central Asia
and to supply low-cost electricity for domestic demand and export. The World
Bank estimates an average annual generation of 14,4 TWh, corresponding to
about 70 percent of the current total generation in Tajikistan.*¢ While the export
of electricity to neighbouring countries could potentially lead to increased
cooperation in Central Asia, the project has so far faced continued criticism
from Uzbekistan.

Concerns include the dam’s possibility to seriously reduce the amount of water
flowing into Uzbekistan, which puts its agricultural economy and food production
at risk. But while the previous president of Uzbekistan, Karimov, fiercely opposed
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the project and threatened with the prospect of war, his successor Mirziyoyev
agreed to buy electricity from Roghun.*” Moreover, closer cooperation between
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan could reduce the dam’s impact on downstream
irrigation.*®

Besides the trepidations from Uzbekistan, there are more widespread concerns
over human rights, corruption, and the potential mismanagement of the dam.
Multiple NGOs report that the Roghun Dam could displace over 40,000 people
and report that the World Bank’s Environmental and Social Impact Assessment
(EISA) of the project does not meet the formal requirements.*°’ There are also
concerns about the high levels of corruption in Tajikistan, which could hinder the
construction of the $6 billion project.*

Energy security is a priority in Kyrgyzstan as well: From 2013 onwards the country
has been reviving its largest hydroelectric project, the Toktogul Dam, and has
planned a series of other dams on the Naryn river.%'

Another issue is the Soviet legacy of inefficient usage of the available water.

It is estimated that the Central Asian states use 150% more water for irrigation
than the recommended volume, and their irrigation systems are very inefficient
and wasteful in delivering water to the fields.®2 In combination with the intense
cultivation of cotton — a thirsty crop that requires a lot of water — this has had
detrimental consequences for the Aral Sea in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.
Much of it has already been tapped away, leading to an environmental disaster
and the disappearance of the Sea.®®

An important regional institution is the International Fund for Saving the Aral
Sea (IFAS). This fund was established in 1993 by the five Central Asian heads

47 ‘Uzbek Leader Sounds Warning over Central Asia Water Disputes’, Reuters, 7 September 2012;

48 Zhupankhan, Tussupova, and Berndtsson, ‘Could Changing Power Relationships Lead to Better
Water Sharing in Central Asia?’.
49
50 David Trilling, ‘Taj
13 February 2024.
51 Zhupankhan, Tussupova, and Berndtsson, ‘Could Changing Power Relationships Lead to Better

Water Sharing in Central Asia?’.
52 Ibid.
53 Elena Gordillo, ‘Is the Aral Sea a Lost Cause?’, The Diplomat, 1 February 2023.
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of state in order to tackle the environmental crisis of the Aral Sea. IFAS’ main
objectives include financing joint interstate environmental and scientific research
programmes aimed at saving the Aral Sea and improving the socio-economic
environmental issues of the region.5*

During the Consultative Meeting of 2021, the Central Asian leaders discussed
ways to improve IFAS’ organizational structure and legal framework. They
recognized the importance of strengthening regional cooperation in mitigating
the effects of climate change, as well as improving a rational use of water and
energy resources.® International partners like the EU and the World Bank support
these efforts as part of the Central Asia Water & Energy Program (CAWEP,

which is discussed in more detail in Chapter 3).

However, some IFAS member states are reluctant to alter the status quo,

and alternative suggestions for reform reflect different national interests.5¢

In 2016, for instance, Kyrgyzstan decided to freeze its participation in IFAS due
to diverging views.%” This showcases the paramount need to address political
tensions and limited trust to enable greater regional cooperation.

54 ‘About IFAS’, Executive Committee of the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea, accessed on

14 June 2024.
55 ‘IFAS Reform in the Focus of the Consultative Meeting of the Haeds of State of Central Asia’,

56 ‘CAWEP Annual Report 2019’, Central Asia Water and Energy Program, 2019.

57 ‘Kyrgyzstan Has “Frozen” Participation in Operation of the International Fund for Saving the Aral
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5 Russia as a systemic factor
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In November 2023, during Putin’s visit to Kazakhstan, a video went viral showing
Kazakhstan’s President Tokayev beginning his remarks in Kazakh, while the
Russian delegation hastily reached for their translation headsets.®® This awkward
moment prompted questions about whether Tokayev’s remarks were indicative
of Russia’s waning influence in Central Asia. What was not shown, however, was
how this was merely a brief intermezzo in a long Russian-language dialogue.
Nevertheless, it left observers wondering to what extent Russian soft power and
influence are truly waning in Central Asia.

Despite such questions surrounding Russia’s declining power in the region, it
remains a crucial systemic factor in Central Asia. Russia wields both hard and
soft power through its historical, linguistic, and cultural connections, while
also maintaining control over regional institutions, military presence, security
apparatuses, diaspora populations, and economic dependencies.®

58 Justin Burke, ‘Kazakh President Uses Language to Deliver a Surprising Message to Russid’,

59 Jeremy Cohen et al., ‘Balanced Geopolitics: International Actors in Central Asia’, Caspian Policy
Center, April 2024.
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Hard power: Russian regional organisations, security, energy, trade

Russian-led regional organisations

Russia’s systemic presence in Central Asia is reflected in its central role in

the region’s regional political, political-security, and economic organizations.
The country leads the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), the Collective Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO), and the Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS).%° Through these organisations, Russia had yielded significant influence
over the Central Asian states’ economies, elites, academic communities, and
societies.®

Table 1 Central Asian membership of Russian-led regional organisations

Uzbekistan Kazakhstan | Tajikistan Kyrgyzstan Turkmenistan
Cis X X X X *(Associated member)
EAEU *(Observer) | x X
CSTO X X X

Already before the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russian scholars
argued that while the Central Asian states are indeed actors with agency

that increasingly adopt multi-vector foreign policy, the “integration of Central
Asian nations with Russia and China [is] the only available option”, considering
political and military integration through these organisations.%?

Russian military presence

Although China has exceeded Russia in terms of total trade with the region,
Russia continues to be the main security guarantor in Central Asia.®® Besides
maintaining a significant military infrastructure in three out of the five Central
Asian states, Russia also plays a key role in preserving the internal stability of
the Central Asian regimes. For example, Russia’s military closely followed the
violent events across Kyrgyzstan in 2010, although it did not intervene despite

60 Ibid.
61 Yurii Poita, ‘Russia’s Geopolitical Strategy in Central Asia’, New Geopolitics Research Network,

3 October 2023.
62 Andrei Kazantsev, Svetlana Medvedeva, and Ivan Safranchuk, ‘Between Russia and China: Central

63 Andrea Kendall-Taylor, Lisa Curtis, Kate Johnston and Nathaniel Schochet, ‘Russia and China in
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requests from the Kyrgyz government.®* In contrast, when violent unrest amongst
the Kazakh population led to mass protests in cities across the country in
January 2022, the then newly installed President Tokayev asked the CSTO for
help. In response to the protests, 3,000 Russian, 500 Belarusian, 200 Tajik,

150 Kyrgyz and 70 Armenian “peacekeepers” were reportedly sent by the CSTO
to Kazakhstan.®® Although they did not intervene directly, it nevertheless showed
the significance of Russia’s role in protecting the status of Central Asia’s ruling
elites and solidified its role of guaranteeing stability in the region.®¢

Furthermore, Russia has the largest military presence in Central Asia, as
evidenced by both the 7,000 troops it has stationed in Tajikistan and the physical
infrastructure in the form of the Russian Joint Military Base in Kyrgyzstan,
including the Kant airbase, the Baikonur Cosmodrome in Kazakhstan, and

the many radar stations and testing locations it administers in the region.*’
Russia’s largest foreign military base, the 201t Military Base, is located in
Tajikistan. It also leases a Tajik base near the Afghan border.%®

Russia is also the largest supplier of military materials to the region. As shown

in Figure 6, from 2018 to 2023, Russia was the largest supplier of arms to all
countries of the region except for Turkmenistan.® For instance, Russia supplies
the countries with relatively cheap weapons and engages with them on the
military-technical level. Kazakhstan also shares air defence and forms units with
Russia through the CSTO framework. Because most of the Central Asian states’
armed forces and intelligence agencies rely heavily on Soviet and Russian-made
arms and equipment, Russia can exert this leverage to maintain its dominance
over the region’s security apparatus.’®

70 Poita, ‘Russia’s Geopolitical Strategy in Central Asia’.
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Moreover, Russia positions itself in the hearts and minds of Central Asian security
personnel through the training of military officers and cadets. Many of the
Central Asian military elites have taken courses from the Military Academy of the
General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, or have followed
training at Russian military universities.”' These educational bonds are further
strengthened through regular multilateral military exercises with Russia’s Central
Asian co-members of the CSTO, namely Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan.

Figure 6  Percentage of arms imports into Central Asia 1994-202372
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Although the countries of Central Asia are increasingly looking towards other
actors, such as China and Tirkiye, for security cooperation as well, Russia
continues to be Central Asia’s main provider of security. Given the clear Russian
presence in Central Asia’s military realm, Russia holds a strategic competitive
advantage over the region.

71 Michael S. Repass, Nicole Wolkov, and Richard E. Hoagland, ‘Russia’s Historical Defense Ties
and China’s Rising Military Presence in Central Asia’.
72 SIPRI Arms Transfers Database (c) SIPRI.
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Energy security and trade

Russia has repeatedly asserted its dominance over the Central Asian republics
through its economic ties to the region. One key example is the Caspian Pipeline
Consortium (CPC), which accounts for 80% of Kazakhstan’s oil exports to Europe.
As the pipeline passes through Russian territory, as visible in Figure 7, Russia can
cut off these exports and has done so on several occasions since its full-scale
invasion of Ukraine.”

In terms of nuclear power, Russia could potentially gain increased leverage over
Central Asian countries as well. Kazakhstan is currently deciding upon which
partner will build its first nuclear power plant, and the Russian state-agency
Rosatom is one of the candidates. Previously, Uzbekistan signed a deal with
Rosatom to build a small nuclear power plant, and Kyrgyzstan is considering this
as well.”

Rosatom’s possible role in the construction remains a sensitive issue due to
the resulting additional Russian leverage over the Kazakhstani energy sector.
This realization, along with the country’s Soviet-past traumas of radiation from
nuclear exercises and its effects on local populations, mean that Kazakhstan’s
nuclear future remains rather uncertain considering the current geopolitical
reality.”®

Through the customs union of the Eurasian Economic Union, Russia also serves
as a crucial provider of basic goods to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.” Besides
that, despite its own gas reserves, Uzbekistan depends on Russia for its imports
of natural gas. This directly influences many Uzbek households that need the
gas during the cold Uzbek winters.”” To reduce this dependency, Uzbekistan has
attempted to attract investment for wind and solar parks. In the future, Russia
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may gain even more influence over the region’s energy security if the plans to
build nuclear power plants in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan materialize.”®

Figure 7  The route of the Caspian Pipeline Consortium’
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Remittances

Russia also wields significant influence over its Central Asian partners through
remittances sent by migrant workers from Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and, to a

lesser extent, Uzbekistan. These remittances make up a substantial portion of
their economies, contributing by estimate up to 32% of Tajikistan’s 2022 GDP
($3.2 billion), 27% of Kyrgyzstan’s GDP ($2.8 billion), and 18% of Uzbekistan’s GDP
($14.5 billion).8° This economic reliance creates a strong dependency on Russia,
with many Central Asian families directly relying on these remittances for their
livelihood. However, Russia itself also relies on this cheap migrant labour due to
its own labour shortages, making the relationship mutually dependent.®'
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The 2024 Crocus City Hall terror attack in Moscow that was conducted by Tajik
citizens has further pressured the Tajik presence in Russia. Many Tajik migrant
workers already faced harsh conditions caused by xenophobia and harassment,
which have become worse in the aftermath of the attack.®?

At the same time, the war in Ukraine has also led to an upsurge in migration flows
between Russia and the Central Asian states. While many Russians try to flee
political repression and prevent being conscripted for military service in Ukraine,
Central Asian labour migrants in Russia are being recruited for ‘supportive’ roles
in Russia’s war effort in Ukraine.®® There has also been an upsurge in tourism and
highly-skilled labour from Russia to Central Asian countries, due to lenient visa
regimes and increased difficulty in reaching the West for Russian elites.?

Russian influence decreasing, yet nevertheless present

The war in Ukraine has revived an ongoing debate on the strength of Russia’s
position within Central Asia. Observers note that Moscow’s influence has waned
since its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, whereas before the war even China’s
increased activity in the region was not considered a threat.®® However, Central
Asian states are increasingly turning to China not only for financial support but
also for security cooperation.

This shift is partly due to their reluctance to openly endorse Russia’s “special
military operation” in Ukraine.8¢ At the same time, it aligns with the region’s
long-standing multi-vector foreign policy, which was evident during their non-
recognition of Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea and their lack of support

for Russia’s 2008 war against Georgia.®” Faced with the geopolitical realities
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of dependence on and historical ties to Russia, the Central Asian states have
adopted a posture of “strategic silence™ a diplomatic approach that allows them
to signal their disapproval of the war in Ukraine without directly confronting
Moscow.88 Thus, although Russia’s grip over its (unjustifiable) proclaimed sphere
of influence might loosen, the roots through which it does so remain firmly
embedded, and Moscow is unlikely to abandon its hold at any time soon.

Furthermore, inter-elite relationships significantly bolster Russia’s soft power

in Central Asia. Recent media investigations reveal Moscow’s involvement in
corruption schemes that enrich the region’s ruling elites.®’ These interstate
relations are largely managed through personal connections. Additionally, Russia
maintains its influence in Central Asia through its security apparatus, particularly

|n

the FSB. In this context, Russia is said to still “control the right people” across

various levels of the security sector.”®

Soft power: language, information and education

Moscow remains the region’s cultural hegemon. It smartly employs cultural
diplomacy through its shared historical legacy, language, and Russian-speaking
and Russia-directed media outlets. Because many Central Asians speak Russian
and are familiar with popular products of Russian culture,” Russia is able to
assert its soft power influence over the region through pro-Kremlin narratives.
Russian information warfare is widespread in the region, as evidenced from a
Sputnik campaign that disseminates the narrative that the EU is aiming to turn
Central Asia against Russia.??
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Moreover, education plays an important function in Moscow’s diplomatic toolbox,
especially in its so-called ‘near abroad’. Russia has been working hard to expand
the number of universities it hosts in Central Asian states, and also receives

a great number of students from Central Asia at its Russia-based universities.

Itis estimated that 185,000 Central Asian students study in Russia, and 68,000
of those students’ education is funded by the Russian budget.”®

Despite these dynamics, a so-called ‘decolonisation process’ is slowly
manifesting itself in Kazakhstan. A notable shift can be observed among younger
generations in urban centres such as Almaty, where there is a growing reluctance
to speak Russian. The war in Ukraine has likely spurred this development, as
reflected in the rapid decrease in the approval rates for the Russian leadership
amongst the Kazakh, Kyrgyz, and Uzbek populations, as visible in Figure 8.

Figure 8 The proportion of people in Kazakhstan who disapprove of the Russian
leadership has now surpassed that of those who approve, and in Kyrgyzstan

and Uzbekistan the approval rate has decreased as well?*
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Adolescents are turning their attention to finding a Kazakh identity that had been
lost during Soviet times. A similar rhetorical shift is taking place in Uzbekistan
and Kyrgyzstan, where there is a growing challenge to the Soviet narrative.
These countries begin to recognize and honour the victims of Soviet repression,
marking a significant departure from previous historical interpretations.”®
However, these developments are largely confined to the higher political ranks
and specific parts of Central Asian societies. The average citizen tends to remain
largely unaware of or indifferent to this “decolonization” process.

Circumvention of sanctions

Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Central Asia has witnessed a

rapid proliferation of new businesses. Like mushrooms after a rainstorm, new
import-export companies are sprouting across Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Uzbekistan. This surge coincides with a dramatic increase in exports from these
countries to Russia, while the European Union’s exports to the country fell by over
half between 2021 and 2023, as visible in Figure 9.

The numbers are striking: Kyrgyzstan’s exports to Russia soared to a 250%

volume increase in 2022. Between 2021 and 2023, Kazakhstan’s exports to its
northern neighbour rose by 39%, Kyrgyzstan’s by 90%, and Uzbekistan’s by 77%.%°
Curiously, many of these exported goods are neither produced nor traditionally
exported by these Central Asian nations.”” As both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan

are members of the EAEU, these goods can flow to Russia through their integrated
markets with Russia.

95 Murtazashvili and Umarov, ‘Nobody’s Backyard: A Confident Central Asia’.
96 Moscow Times Reporter, ‘Should the West Sanction Russia’s Neighbors in Central Asia?’,

97 Joby Warrick, ‘In Central Asia, a Hidden Pipeline Supplies Russia with Banned Tech’, The Washington

Post, 18 July 2023.

34


https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2024/09/16/should-the-west-sanction-russias-neighbors-in-central-asia-a86310
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/07/18/russia-sanctions-weapons-china-drones/

Central Asia emerging from the shadows | Clingendael Report, Januay 2025

Figure 9  Exports from Germany (DE), Poland (PL), Lithuania (LT), Japan (JP), the
United Kingdom (GB), Italy (IT), and the United States (US) to Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan between 2019 and May 2024 show a significant change since

the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 202278
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In one instance, The Washington Post revealed a now-halted sanctions evasion
scheme in which a Kyrgyz company purchased Chinese drones labelled as
heavy-duty crop dusters for agricultural purposes with the aim of reselling them
to a Russian company. The drones, which can carry 70 pounds in volume, incited
fears among U.S. intelligence officials who were worried that such drones could
be weaponized, possibly for chemical warfare against advancing Ukrainian
troops. Although these drones were intercepted at the Kazakh-Kyrgyz border
due to incorrect export paperwork, officials noted that such products frequently
evade interception and successfully reach Russia.””
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Over ten years ago, President Xi Jinping chose the Nazarbayev University in
Kazakhstan to announce the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) for the first time.
Speaking to students and staff about the great and poetic narratives of the
ancient Silk Road, he argued that China and Central Asia needed to deepen
their economic ties, cooperation, and development in modern times as well.'°

This speech and the announcement of the BRI is symbolic of China’s re-engagement
with Central Asia over the past two decades. Whereas China was rather absent

in the region immediately after Central Asian countries gained independence,
China has stepped up its ambition over the past few years. Its focus has shifted
from a primary interest in establishing good relations, countering terrorist threats,
and securing the borders with its Central Asian neighbours in the beginning
towards taking up a leading role in the region — both in terms of economic
investments and political ties."”’

100 Xi Jingping, ‘Speech in Astana, Kazakhstan, on Building a Silk Road Economic Belt with Central

101

and the Developing World, ed. Jan Wouters, Jean-Christophe Defraigne, and Matthieu Burnay
(Edward Elgar Publishing, 2015): 210-236.
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During the times of the Soviet Union and Russian Empire, connectivity in the
region was designed to flow north-south. Now that China has stepped in,
initiatives such as the BRI have increasingly connected the region from the
west to the east. Through roads, railways, terminals, and pipelines that connect
Europe and Asia, the BRI plays an important role in the Chinese approach

and reach to the region.’®? One such project is the planned China-Kyrgyzstan-
Uzbekistan (CKU) railway that will offer a shorter route for cargo compared to
the current routes through Russian territory.'®3

In terms of trade and investment, China has already replaced Russia as Central
Asia’s principal economic partner.'® Last year, trade turnover between China and
the Central Asian states amounted to 90 billion USD —twice as much as between
the region and Russia.'®® The China-Central Asia Summit that took place in

the same year resulted in more than three billion USD in Chinese investments —
leading to a total value of 65 billion USD in Chinese investments.'%

Chinese investments are quite visible in the region. Take Tajikistan for example,
where the cities’ architecture has drastically changed over the past decade with
many new buildings built by Chinese constructors, such as the new Parliament.
Such “architectural marvels in Dushanbe stand as testament to China-Tajikistan
friendship”, according to the Chinese State Council.'”” On the streets of
Dushanbe, the roads are filled with Chinese electric taxis and Chinese brands

of (electric) vehicles such as BYD and ZEEKR have seen an increase in their
market shares — even though the infrastructure for electric vehicles is limited

in the region.

Finally, Chinese cultural engagements have also strengthened, of which
educational exchanges are a good example. China offers many opportunities
for Central Asian students to study at Chinese universities, increasing China’s
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regional soft power. As students learn more about China through their studies
abroad, they open up towards the country. As one interviewee in Bishkek
indicated: quite a few students who went to China knew nothing about the
country and even had Sinophobic ideas before leaving for the country —now
they hold much more positive attitudes towards China and have even learned
Mandarin.'® This also makes elites in Central Asia less sceptical about the
increasing Chinese engagement in the region. Some of them have perceived
these to challenge both their political establishments and cultural models,'®®
and are concerned about the treatment of Central Asian minorities in Chinese
Xinjiang. Sinophobic sentiments are a Soviet legacy, stemming from the
Sinophobic propaganda that followed after the Sino-Soviet split of the 1960s.

Security interests

Not just Chinese economic engagement have grown over time — Chinese
security interests in the region have done so too. As Central Asia is becoming

an important Eurasian transit hub, as well as a BRI focal point, it becomes
increasingly important for China to protect these interests and maintain stability
in the region. In China’s view, possible threats include terrorism, potentially
coming from Afghanistan or from Uyghur nationalists in Central Asia. This is in
line with China’s policy of fighting the three evils: ethnic separatism, religious
extremism, and violent terrorism."®

China has stepped up its security presence in the region. Between 2018 - 2023,
China provided 32% of the weapons imports of Uzbekistan and 36% of Tajikistan
(see figure 6),"" and it has constructed military infrastructure in Tajikistan."?
China also cooperates with Central Asian states in joint military exercises and
trainings and assists with emergency management and law enforcement.”
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These initiatives primarily take place on a bilateral level between the Central
Asian states and China.

Another aspect of the Chinese security presence in the region takes form in the
shape of the SCO - a political, economic, and security partnership led by China
of which all Central Asian republics are members, except for Turkmenistan.
From its inception in 1996 as the Shanghai Five, the SCO engaged in various
security-related issues. It helped for instance to establish the borders between
the Central Asian states and China after the fall of the Soviet Union, organised
military exercises, and functioned as a meeting platform for the security and
defence elites of all member states."

However, as Russia feared that China would gain too strong a position in the
region, it focused its initiatives through the CSTO and prevented the SCO from
taking on more responsibilities and turning into an organisation with substance.
This led to the SCO becoming “little more than a talking club for leaders of
friendly countries”.”"® As such, China now organises its security initiatives in
Central Asia also outside the SCO, with formats that exclude Russia, such

as its Global Security Initiative (GSI), the C5+China, and other bilateral or
multilateral initiatives."¢

Russia-China relations in Central Asia

Despite Russia’s systemic presence in the region, Moscow has not challenged
more Chinese participation in Central Asian affairs. Whereas observers of the
region had expected Sino-Russian conflict over a variety of issues, including
energy, transport corridors, trade, and political and security influence, the two
countries’ perspective of shaping an alternative to the liberal US-led order and
their shared rivalry with the United States have ensured that these conflicts
have not materialized. Russia is also likely to maintain its acceptance of China’s
growing role in regional security, which is mainly driven by the Kremlin’s focus
on reserving its military and intelligence resources for its war in Ukraine.

Endowment for International Peace, 5 July 2024.
115 Ibid.

Institute of Peace, 9 November 2024.
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Consequently, experts believe that Central Asia may become a testing ground
for the two nations’ “no limits” partnership, aimed at reshaping the regional
order —an agreement solidified just two days before Russia’s full-scale invasion
of Ukraine."”

117 Kendall-Taylor et al., ‘Russia and China in Central Asia’.
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7 Re-establishment of relations
with Afghanistan
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Afghanistan is an ongoing matter for the regional dynamics in Central Asia.
Traditionally, Central Asia tends to have good or pragmatic relations with
Afghanistan, independent of who is in power. Since the US withdrew from the
country and the Taliban took over power, Central Asian states have re-established
their relations with the Taliban.

Uzbekistan was the first country to do so."® Kazakhstan has officially accepted
the diplomatic credentials from Taliban diplomats and removed the Taliban from
the list of banned organisations. Turkmenistan continues its policy of neutrality.”
Kyrgyzstan took the Taliban off the terror list and seeks to normalise ties too, but
the ethnic Pamir Kyrgyz in Afghanistan form an issue in the relationship.””® The
Tajik government views Afghanistan as a threat, due to the large Tajik community

2024.
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in Afghanistan, and warns against an infiltration of its borders, drug trafficking,
and the radicalisation of Tajik people. But nevertheless, Tajikistan takes a
pragmatical approach: electricity to Afghanistan keeps flowing.'?!

A stable and calm Afghanistan is a priority for Central Asian countries, and
pragmatically working with the Taliban is part of that policy. In addition,
transboundary issues such as water bring Central Asian states and Afghanistan
around the table. As Afghanistan is building the Qosh Tepa Canal, which will
divert up to 25% of the water of the Amur Darya’s water flow to Uzbekistan and
Turkmenistan, these countries rather prefer to collaborate with the Taliban to
ensure the canal’s efficient construction, rather than enduring a significant
reduction in water flows.

Despite the US withdrawal from Afghanistan, the anticipated spillover effects'??
of internal Afghan instability on the broader region have not materialized

as strongly as expected. While the absence of US bases and active military
engagement in Central Asia, as seen in the 2000s, has reduced its direct
presence, the US is still a large power in the region to date. It maintains
substantial investments and embassies in all five countries.

The Carnegie Endowment, 13 July 2021.
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8 Other interested actors
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Many other actors are interested in working with Central Asia as well, including
India, Japan, South Korea, and the US. To keep this chapter and the interactive
geopolitical mapping in proportion, we have omitted some and combined other
actors and relations into a single chapter.

First, Azerbaijan and Tirkiye have increased their engagement with Central Asia.
Both countries want to strengthen their connectivity with the region and beyond
to form a bridge between Europe and Asia and participate in the TITR. Especially
Azerbaijan seems to increasingly position itself as a Central Asian country while
building closer relations with Kazakhstan in particular. Turkish and Azerbaijani
engagement with Central Asia through the Organization of Turkic States (OTS)
also bears a strong cultural element, as all Central Asian countries, except
Tajikistan, are Turkic states and observer members of the OTS.

Second, Iran has also worked to strengthen its position in Central Asia. Due to
its strategic location, Iran is interested in forming a land bridge between Central
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Asia and the South Caucasus, the Middle East, and South Asia.'?® Especially
Tajikistan as a Persian-speaking country with a large number of Iranian people
is a logical partner for Iran, with which it strengthened cooperation in defence
after the US withdrawal from Afghanistan.'?* However, this is a dual relationship
that is occasionally strained, for instance, by Tajik accusations in the past that
Iran fuelled the civil war in Tajikistan during the 1990s.2° The Iranian conflict with
Saudi Arabia also plays a role in the Iranian ambition to cooperate with Central
Asia, in which Iran aims to bolster its status and prestige in the Muslim world."?¢

The increased attention for the region by Arab Gulf states and their large
investments in the energy sector should be mentioned, too. The Gulf States’
expanded involvement makes sense in the context of their efforts to restrain
Iran and Tirkiye, two of their own regional adversaries.'”” States from the Arab
Gulf also build mosques, and Saudi Arabia and Qatar promote Salafism and
Wahhabism currents of Islam in the region.'?

Voices On Cental Asia, 16 December 2020.

44


https://thediplomat.com/2024/08/how-does-central-asia-cooperate-with-iran-to-access-world-markets/
https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/online-analysis/2023/11/the-diplomatic-surge-between-the-gcc-and-central-asian-states/
https://thediplomat.com/2017/08/tajik-state-tv-documentary-accuses-iran-of-civil-war-meddling/
https://www.lai.lv/publikacijas/the-role-of-iran-and-the-united-states-of-america-in-geopolitics-of-central-asia-619
https://www.lai.lv/publikacijas/the-role-of-iran-and-the-united-states-of-america-in-geopolitics-of-central-asia-619
https://voicesoncentralasia.org/mosque-diplomacy-in-central-asia-geopolitics-beginning-with-the-mihrab/

9 Development of EU - Central
Asia relations

Over the past decades, EU engagement towards Central Asia has slowly but
steadily developed from limited engagement to an important partnership.
Especially in the fields of trade, energy, investment, and development aid, the EU
is now one of the most important partners for Central Asian countries.'”” The EU
has made significant steps to get to this point. Whereas in the 1990s Central Asia
was not amongst the key priorities of the EU, this relation deepened over time.

This chapter gives a brief overview of this history and explores how the EU

and the Netherlands in particular could effectively enhance their relations

with Central Asia. Based on the local priorities of Central Asian countries, it
discusses specific areas where the interests of the parties are aligned, pointing
to challenges and opportunities for greater cooperation.

Figure 10 A timeline of key moments and turning points in the EU engagement with
Central Asia
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In its 1995 document entitled The EU’s Relations with the Newly Independent
States of Central Asia, the EU kickstarted this process by sharing its “geopolitical
and economic” interests for the region, in particular towards Central Asia’s energy
sector.®® In a related memo, the EU expressed its “serious political concerns over
human rights and democracy throughout the region”, as well as assessing the
economic circumstances of the region, the EU interest and investments, as well as
the role of Russia, the US, Turkiye, and China as third countries in the region.”

The first turning point in EU — Central Asian relations came in 2001 with the

US War on Terror and the invasion of Afghanistan.®? Western military personnel
within the NATO coalition were allowed to use the facilities of Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan to fight the Taliban, while the interest of the Central
Asian countries was to secure their borders.'?

This was also the time when Austria initiated the Border Management Programme
in Central Asia (BOMCA), which was later made into an EU programme with

the goal of securing the region’s external borders, and the Central Asia Drug
Action Programme (CADAP) to assist Central Asia in their fight against the

drug demand.” A year later, in 2002, the first Strategy Paper for Central Asia
was published. The EU focused on the provision of technical assistance, such

as humanitarian assistance, macro-financial grants, and loans, by allocating

fifty million euros a year for a five-year period.”® In 2005, the first EU special
representative for Central Asia was appointed.'®®

The second key moment in the EU-Central Asian relationship came in 2005,
following the Andijan massacre in Uzbekistan. After 23 local businesspeople
were accused of extremism, armed men released them from prison, occupied

9 June 1995.
131 Ibid.
132 Karolina Kluczewska and Shairbek Dzhuraev, ‘The EU and Central Asia: The Nuances of an “Aided”

Liberty, 23 April 2021.
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Radio Liberty, 19 July 2005.
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government buildings, and took police officers hostage. The government’s assault
on the 10,000 protestors that followed ended in a massacre, with 173 people killed
according to the Uzbek government and up to 500 according to eyewitnesses.

In reaction, the EU and US distanced themselves from Uzbekistan and cut military
funding. Former President Karimov likewise turned his back on the West, and ties
remained strained until sanctions were lifted step-by-step towards 2009."”

This tragedy in Andijan and the subsequent response is indicative of the tensions
between human rights and the rule of law on the one hand, and geopolitical and
economic interests on the other, of which there are more examples that have
played a role in the bilateral relationship over the past decades.

The third and most significant turning point in the relation between Central Asia
and the EU came in 2007 when the EU launched its first strategy for the region,
entitled The EU and Central Asia: Strategy for a New Partnership.'®® This document
presented an “interest in security and stability” and “adherence to human rights”
as the most important interests of the EU in the region.”®® From this point onwards,
basic EU cooperation turned into a more structured and increased engagement
with the countries of the region.!®

Later on, in 2019 the EU-Central Asia strategy was updated. Although this has
been described as “the old EU Central Asia strategy in a fresh PDF” by some, as
it regrouped the EU priorities for the region into new categories, it is in fact a
different document. While the 2007 strategy was developed under a German
initiative, the new strategy is based on EU-wide deliberations among member
states, several rounds of talks between the EU and the countries of Central Asiaq,
conversations with civil society in the region, and discussions with academia
and think tankers in Europe. And compared to the earlier strategy, it is also

more specifically aimed at the realities and requirements of individual Central

Asian states.'*?
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In its latest strategy, the overall aim of the EU in Central Asia is “to forge a
stronger and nonexclusive partnership with Central Asian states so that the
region develops as a more resilient, prosperous, and closely interconnected
economic and political space”. These overarching priorities and underlying
themes are visualised in Figure 11.3 In practice, a third additional and
overlapping EU priority for Central Asia is regional cooperation.

After the COVID-19 pandemic and Russian aggression against Ukraine, there
have been discussions in Brussels to replace the 2019 strategy. So far the
consensus has been that the standing priorities and themes are still valid.

The EU did, however, develop a roadmap in 2023 as a sort of annex or to-do list
to the strategy."** From its strategy the EU picks and chooses, currently stressing
the environment and renewable energy in its resilience priority on the left side of
Figure 11, and connectivity in the prosperity priority on the right side of the figure.

Figure 11 The EU priorities in its Central Asia strategy'®
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February 2022 marked the latest turning point in the relationship. Due to the
Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Central Asian countries once again
came into the EU spotlight as potential alternative energy suppliers instead of
Russia, similar to the situation in 2006-2009 when Putin started to threaten
gas deliveries to Ukraine and the EU. Since 2022, the EU is also increasingly
looking towards Central Asia as an alternative transport route, and as a region
where the EU could step up its engagement to help countries decrease their
dependence on Russia.

Since then, high-level meetings between the European Council president and
Central Asian heads of state have taken place, as well as a steep increase in
national European visits to the region. Last year the first EU — Central Asia summit
was supposed to take place in Samarkand, Uzbekistan, as icing on the cake, but,
as yet, it has not been possible to organise this. At the time of writing, there is still
no concrete date in sight.

However, beyond such meetings and renewed attention for energy and transport
connectivity with Central Asia, a more fundamental change in EU policy

towards the region has not consolidated as overall attention and funding are

still modest."*® And despite the progress made since 1991, EU engagement with
Central Asia is not perceived as consistent by the actors in the region. Various
interviewees shared a similar sentiment, which can be summarized into the
following quote:

After the Cold War ended, the West was suddenly interested in
Central Asia. This faded away, but from 2001 onwards, when the US
invaded Afghanistan, this interest returned — only to fade away yet
again. And now that you have problems with Russia, you are once
again interested in Central Asia. Will you leave again afterwards?

Others, like Russia, China, and Tirkiye, have always been here.'”’

Moreover, during some of our interviews, interviewees argued there is still little
awareness among the population in all five Central Asian countries about the
EU and its initiatives. Only after the 2007 Central Asia Strategy did the EU

Asia, 11 September 2023.
147 Interviews in Astana, Bishkek, Dushanbe, and Tashkent, April - May 2024.
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start to become more visible in the region."® The EU is aware of this and aims
to raise its profile in the region through a “more dynamic and better-targeted
communication strategy, presenting the rationale behind its engagement and
underlining the opportunities, which the EU-Central Asia partnership can bring
to the region and to its citizens.”™’

The foreign policy nature of most Central Asian countries invites working with

as many countries as possible — except for Turkmenistan’s neutrality policy.

The five Central Asian states are expanding their partnerships with third
countries to create better conditions for trade and investment. Both governments
and businesses understand the need to diversify their partners, and Europe

in particular is an attractive partner as it could offer an alternative path for
economic diversification and provide certain technology and know-how which
Central Asians cannot receive from Russia and China.'s°

Bilaterally, the EU is developing Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation
Agreements (EPCAs) with the countries of Central Asia to replace the older
Partnership and Cooperation Agreements (PCAs) that previously defined the
relationships. These agreements arrange for cooperation in various fields,
ranging from investments to energy, transport, education, and more. The EPCA
with Kazakhstan (2020) has been ratified and with Kyrgyzstan (2024) signed.
With Uzbekistan an EPCA is currently being prepared for signature, with
Tajikistan negotiations are still ongoing, and with Turkmenistan there is only an
interim trade agreement.’™

The EU has argued it wants to become more geopolitical in its dealings
worldwide since Ursula von der Leyen became President (elect) of the European
Commission in 2019.52 If the EU wishes to achieve this goal, its policy should be
backed up by tangible and deeper engagement that goes beyond energy and

16 April 2024.
151 Shreeves, Delivorias, and Caprile, ‘The EU Strategy on Central Asia: Towards a New Momentum?’.
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trade, for instance by seriously including education, connectivity, and other
elements.

To achieve this commitment, the sections below present some of the key
sectors where the EU and the Netherlands in particular could have a unique
entry point to the region. These areas are based on the national priorities of
Central Asian countries, as well as the policy priorities as formulated in the
EU strategy for Central Asia. While all issues are important, the ones related
to water management and agriculture should be of particular relevance to
the Netherlands in doing its bit.
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10 Areas for further EU -
Central Asia cooperation

Energy security and green transition

Energy security is one of the key challenges for the region, as outlined in
Chapter 4 (The water-energy-food nexus). With growing economies and
populations, Central Asian countries face a rising energy demand in order

to power their development. But the visible impact of climate change calls

for a reduction of carbon emissions and a switch to clean energy sources.'®®
Despite having fossil fuel reserves — namely Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and
Uzbekistan — all countries are dependent on Russia for oil and gas imports, and
often experience issues with power shortages and blackouts. Hydropower is the
largest renewable energy source in the region and is abundant in Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan. However, it needs to be balanced with the issue of water availability
for agriculture in downstream countries.’®*

Central Asia used to have a connected grid dating back to Soviet times,

as outlined in Chapter 4 as well, but the power connections are not always
functional. Sharing more electricity could be possible, but the infrastructure is
aging and demands vast investments in upgrading the grid. Moreover, coal is still
very prevalent, especially in Kazakhstan, exacerbating other problems related

to climate change and air pollution.

EU possibilities for energy security cooperation

The EU has a strategic interest in supporting Central Asia in the energy sector
in order to develop further alternatives to Russian oil and gas, to import green
energy and CRM, and to mitigate the impact of climate change.”®® This has been
a priority throughout the Union’s engagement, from the 1995 document on the
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EU’s Relations with the Newly Independent States of Central Asia onwards to
the most recent strategy.'®

Central Asia harbours many critical minerals that are essential for the energy
transition and is expected to become a major global supplier.’®™ Of the 30 CRM
needed by the EU to power its green transition, Kazakhstan currently produces
19."%8 For some CRM, Central Asia has a large share of global reserves:
manganese (38.6%), chromium (30.07%), lead (20%), zinc (12.6%), titanium
(8.7%), aluminium/bauxite (5.8%), copper (5.3%), cobalt (5.3%), and molybdenum
(5.2%)™° — many of these are located in Kazakhstan.

The EU has already signed a Strategic Partnership MoU with Kazakhstan in
November 2022'° and with Uzbekistan in April 2024 to secure a diversified
and sustainable supply chain of raw materials and refined materials.

While Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have the resources, the EU has the technology
and competences. Central Asian counterparts have the ambition to boost

both extraction and processing capacity to develop a local industry and foster
socio-economic development.'®?

In Central Asia, renewable energy sources (RES) are coming more in vogue.
Despite being a gas producer, Uzbekistan has recently become more dependent
on Russia to meet its internal demand. Because of long-term supply contracts
with China, it has become more difficult to use gas domestically. In fact, to
strengthen its energy security, the government recognises the need to invest

156 Kluczewska and Dzhuraev, ‘The EU and Central Asia’.

159 Roman Vakulchuk and Indra Overland, ‘Central Asia Is a Missing Link in Analyses of Critical

Materials for the Global Clean Energy Transition’.

2022.
the European Union to Uzbekistan, 5 April 2024.
162 Charles Szumski, ‘EU, Kazakhstan Vow to “Go beyond” Raw Materials-Based Relationship’,

Euractiv, 24 November 2023.
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in RES. Solar installations are visibly expanding in the country, especially in the
capital Tashkent, with investments from Gulf countries and China.'®

Kazakhstan is another example. As the EU moves towards the goal of Net Zero by
2050 it will reduce its oil demand; this will have consequences for Kazakhstan’s
economy. In an EBRD scenario in which a global green transition takes place,
Kazakhstan’s fiscal revenues are expected to fall by up to 40% in the next

20 years."** The country recognizes the need to diversify its economy and invest
in other business models, such as green hydrogen and CRM."*® EU member
states like Germany and Sweden are already working towards developing a
green hydrogen facility to boost domestic decarbonisation and facilitate exports

to Europe.'®®

The region has a high potential for wind and solar power but needs large-
scale public and private investments to materialise it. To encourage a greater
involvement from the private sector, there is a need to improve the business
climate through regulatory reforms. De-risking mechanisms and incentives are
also crucial to attract the private sector. In Tajikistan, the EU is supporting the
Roghun Dam (the substantial hydropower project discussed earlier in Chapter 4,
The water-energy-food nexus), which is expected to be the tallest in the world
and able to supply electricity to the entire region.'’ Financial support from the
EU is conditional upon the reform of the energy sector, including an increase

in electricity tariffs, which would contribute to attracting more investments.
The role of the EU in energy projects differs from China in the sense that it
guarantees respect for environmental standards and aims to foster greater
regional cooperation, making it an attractive partner.

The EU runs various projects within this context, such as the Sustainable Energy
Connectivity in Central Asia (SECCA) as part of the Global Gateway Team

28 February 2023.

166 Cretti and van Schaik, ‘Resource Curse or Darling’.

6 July 2022.
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Europe Initiative on Water, Energy and Climate Change in Central Asia.'*® With
a budget of almost seven million euros, SECCA aims to diversify the energy mix
in the region towards a more sustainable balance.'®® With its advice, technology,
and know-how regarding renewables and efficient energy usage, the EU has the
ambition to help Central Asia use their natural resources to generate solar, wind,

and hydroelectric power.”°

However, due to the wide scope and relatively small budget of the Team Europe
Initiative on Water, Energy, and Climate in Central Asia, deep-rooted problems
such as corruption and a lack of economic diversity, and the current dependence
of Central Asian elites on fossil fuel and raw material revenues, this initiative is
assessed as “mission impossible”.”!

Moreover, Central Asian countries have an appetite to increase regional energy
connectivity and trade. In fact, the region could strengthen its energy security
by boosting cross-border interconnections and regional power trade. This would
allow countries to reduce the dependency on Russia by harnessing the potential
of domestic energy sources, especially RES.”2 To achieve that, there is a need

to leverage investments in upgrading grid networks and harmonise market
regulations for the energy trade. The EU is seen as an experienced actor with
know-how and technology which could provide best practices and technical
assistance.

Water management
Water availability is a key issue in Central Asia and is accelerated by the impact

of climate change, as outlined in Chapter 4 (see The water-energy-food nexus).
In the summer of 2023 Kazakhstan declared a state of emergency as the Caspian

168 ‘Overview’, SECCA, accessed on 14 October 2024.

European Union to the Republic of Kazakhstan, 17 November 2022.
170 High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, ‘The EU and Central Asia:
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4 July 2023.
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Sea had dropped to a critically low level, while Turkmenistan turned off fountains
in the capital.

A year later, Kazakhstan was hit by severe floods which caused 117,000 people

to evacuate.”® In Uzbekistan, freshwater prices even doubled in some regions.'”
Water’s link to agriculture and hydropower production makes it essential for the
region’s future food and energy security. Still, the region struggles to cooperate
due to the weak institutional capacity of regional and national institutions as well
as a lack of reliable data to inform decision-making."”® With growing populations
as well as climate variability, a sustainable use of transboundary water is already
high on political agendas in the region.

Possibilities for EU-Central Asia water engagement

Water management is seen as an area where the EU could provide technical
assistance and knowledge exchange. This is in line with the EU ambition to make
Central Asian states more resilient against the consequences of climate change,
which the region is already dealing with. Melting glaciers and decreased water
flows in a region that already faces water scarcity will further impact the region,
a challenge the EU aims to help Central Asia to overcome.”®

Since 2009, the EU has participated in the Central Asia Water & Energy

Program (CAWEP), a multi-donor trust fund in partnership with the World Bank,
Switzerland and the UK. This initiative aims to enable regional cooperation

by supporting the development of data-driven regional narratives, building
institutional capacity and fostering investments that promote water and

energy security.”” Moreover, in November 2022 the EU launched the previously
mentioned Team Europe Initiative on Water, Energy and Climate Change with the
EIB, the EBRD, and several member states. This initiative focuses on “developing
an integrated regional power market, transboundary water governance, and

the inclusion of climate change in the regional political dialogue on water,

173
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energy and the environment”.”® The estimated value is €700 million, including
€200 million from the EU budget."”?

While the initiative focuses only on the five Central Asian countries — Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan —the CAWEP also includes
Afghanistan, a key actor to solve the water issues of the region (see Chapters 4
and 7). Broadening the engagement to involve Afghanistan while building trust
among the six countries is a prerequisite to facilitate cooperation on water
issues. Moreover, a sustainable and efficient use of water resources could
ultimately help to mitigate border disputes between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.

It might also assist in strengthening confidence between the two parties and

resolve previous disagreements.'®°

Another platform for cooperation is the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea
(IFAS). Although it is a unique forum, it currently does not guarantee sufficient
cooperation to reach its goal. The organisation has the potential to be reformed
to expand cooperation in transboundary water management as well as energy
connectivity. One of the problems in its operations, however, is that the IFAS
head and secretariat rotate whenever the chairmanship rotates. So, whenever
there is a new chair, the organisation needs to start again from scratch. To solve
this issue, Central Asian states agree that the secretariat must reside in a set
location and maintain an international non-rotating staff. Although this solution is
supported, the exact location remains undecided.

Water management: Dutch expertise

Among the EU Member States, the Netherlands is a recognized world leader in
water management and is interested in sharing its experience with the region.

In 2023, for instance, the Netherlands and Tajikistan jointly hosted the UN Water
Conference.’® Moreover, in May 2024, during the visit of the former Dutch Prime
Minister Mark Rutte to Kazakhstan, the Netherlands signed two MoU’s with the
Ministry of Water Resources and Irrigation of Kazakhstan aimed at strengthening
water cooperation and facilitating research, innovation, and education.
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On top of the exchange of experience in the regulation and use of floodwaters,
the Netherlands pledged to provide training for specialists together with the
IHE Delft Institute for Water Education.’® Although the Netherlands is involved
in the Team Europe Initiative on Water, Energy, and Climate Change, little to no
publicity has been given to its participation. For example, the Netherlands is not

83 nor is

listed as a participant on the EU Capacity4dev website for the initiative,
it mentioned in other related publications. Further collaboration in this initiative
presents an opportunity to join forces with other European partners, such as
Finland, France, Germany, and Italy. With the high reputation of European
universities, more initiatives aimed at exchanging innovative technology and
effective good governance can be leveraged by Europe as a worthy entry point

in the region.

Agriculture

Agriculture is a crucial economic sector for the countries in Central Asia in terms
of output and employment. In 2019, data from the ADB show that agriculture
accounted for 25.5% of the gross domestic product (GDP) in Uzbekistan, 19.2% in
Tajikistan and 12.1% in Kyrgyzstan.'® This sector faces growing challenges driven
by changing climates and unpredictable market conditions. Water availability

is a key issue, as well as the inefficient use thereof and the cultivation of water-
thirsty crops such as cotton. The countries of the region are already struggling

to secure water for agricultural production (see Chapter 4). Without a proper
management of water resources, water levels are expected to decline, leading to
more competition over limited resources.'®®

At the market level, unfair competition spurred by heavy subsidies and high
import duties hinder the export competitiveness of agricultural products.'®
Wheat, for instance, is the main agricultural product and the most important
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for regional food security. In fact, it has historically been subject to heavy state
intervention and land allocation.’® Competition over the same products is a
challenge among Central Asian countries which demands a targeted market
research and division of crops based on competitive advantage. This would
facilitate a more cohesive market where each country specializes in and exports
specific crops, thereby leveraging the agricultural potential of the region.

In Central Asiaq, there is an interest in developing an industry of agricultural
production and exports to Europe, such as by developing a food packaging
industry as well as implementing standardisation and certification. Increasing
the shares of processed agricultural products would also contribute to
strengthening food security in the region. To achieve this, the countries want

to learn and attract modern agricultural techniques and technologies, such as
greenhouses. According to the World Bank, this would increase the region’s crop
yields by over 20% by 2030, and by 50% by 2050.'¢8

The EU has an interest in facilitating agricultural trade and contributing to
Central Asian countries’ export diversification and sustainable growth. It is also
perceived as a reliable actor with technical expertise and advanced technology.
Historically, agriculture has been one of the most important sectors for the
relationship between the Netherlands and Central Asian countries, as signalled
by the presence of a Dutch Agriculture Attaché at the embassy in Astana, as well
as early Dutch involvement in agricultural projects in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Uzbekistan.

The Netherlands is the third largest exporter of agricultural produce in the world,
accounting for 5.4% of world production, and is considered to be a technological
leader in sustainable agriculture, greenhouses and seeds.'® This makes the
Netherlands a natural partner for Central Asian countries as it could transfer its
agri-tech and provide technical assistance to improve the resilience of crops for
export. Dutch universities, such as Wageningen University, are internationally
recognised in agricultural sciences and are appealing to Central Asian students
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who would benefit from more exchange programmes or collaborations with
local universities. Moreover, Central Asian countries need to abide by European
standards to be able to export to the EU market and require training with regard
to relevant EU regulations.

Connectivity and trade

From the second century BCE until the mid-15* century, Central Asia was at the
centre of the Silk Road that connected China to the Middle East and Europe.
But as trade between Asia and Europe moved to the Ocean Route, and later to

the Northern Corridor via Russia, Central Asia lost its key trading position.’°

Recently, the region has regained its relevance for global trade routes and found
itself in the spotlight once again. Since the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine,
in fact, there is growing attention to the Trans-Caspian International Transport
Route (TITR) - or the Middle Corridor — as an alternative trade route linking China
to the EU via Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Tiirkiye. Cargo transport
volumes along this route had already increased by 88% in 2023.™"

For the region, the TITR could be an opportunity to diversify trade markets and
to expand the export range of products and services while spurring job creation.
Currently, countries in Central Asia are among the least connected in the
world.””?2 Boosting connectivity is a priority for them as well as for the EU, which
prioritizes the development of “functioning trade corridors” between Central
Asia and Europe while “ensuring that connectivity develops in a sustainable,
open, inclusive and rules-based way (...), creating a suitable environment for
sustainable investment and a level playing field”."?®

2 April 2021.
193 High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, ‘The EU and Central Asia:

New Opportunities for a Stronger Partnership’.

60


https://www.government.nl/topics/agriculture/agriculture-and-horticulture
https://astanatimes.com/2023/12/cargo-transportation-along-middle-corridor-soars-88-reaches-2-million-tons-in-2023/
https://astanatimes.com/2023/12/cargo-transportation-along-middle-corridor-soars-88-reaches-2-million-tons-in-2023/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/04/02/improving-transport-connectivity-in-central-asia-requires-a-coherent-approach

Figure 12 The TITR or Middle Corridor could potentially be a shorter alternative to the Northern Corridor and Ocean Route
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Yet, Central Asian countries diverge on their preferred transport route. While
some prioritise the east-west connection, others prefer the north-south route.

Kazakhstan is politically invested in realising the TITR. In November 2022,
Kazakhstan signed a Roadmap together with Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Tirkiye
listing priority investments.”* Being a key transit country, it would greatly benefit
from this project and realize its ambition to become a transport hub between
Europe and Asia, while increasing its exports.'”® Moreover, the government sees it
as a prospect to spur intraregional trade and facilitate the economic integration
of Central Asia. Turkmenistan is also interested in the TITR but is less involved.
Ashgabat is careful with balancing the need to expand export opportunities with
its relations with Moscow, which is incentivizing Central Asian countries not to go
towards Europe.

Concerns revolve around the long-term feasibility of the project, especially when
the war in Ukraine will be over, and the question of who is going to pay for the
infrastructure. Moreover, building a pipeline in the Caspian Sea seems difficult
as Russia could veto the proposal, as happened with the Trans-Caspian gas
pipeline, which was objected to on environmental grounds.'”® And Turkmenistan
is currently focussed on building the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India
(TAPI) pipeline.'”’

For Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, the TITR is considered to bring

few opportunities to boost their exports. Their priority for connectivity lies in

the north-south corridors towards Pakistan via the Trans-Afghan railway and
towards Iran, allowing access to the open sea.'”® These corridors would open new
opportunities for the region to trade with South Asia and the Middle East, and
are favoured by Moscow. The EU is invested in supporting the operationalisation
of the TITR as it has a strategic interest in diversifying away from the Northern
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corridor. Yet, the TITR could indirectly allow Moscow to further circumvent
sanctions through Central Asian economies — something the EU is already highly
concerned about.

Moreover, the TITR could reinforce China’s economic engagement and influence
in the region, and could potentially increase the leverage of states along the TITR
over the EU. Nevertheless, the benefits of deepening EU connections with Central
Asia outweigh these risks. By providing regional connectivity opportunities,

the EU could, in fact, position itself as a key player in the region and boost trade
in energy, critical raw materials and agricultural products, among others.'”?

The EU has committed to raise 10 billion euros for TITR infrastructure investment
as part of the Global Gateway. Moreover, it has announced an EU-funded
Regional Transport Programme for 2025 to offer technical assistance.?°®
Know-how and best practices on developing and managing ports are needed.
The Netherlands is well placed to offer technical assistance because of its
experience with the Port of Rotterdam, the biggest in Europe.

To maximise the benefits of the TITR, challenges related to both soft and

hard infrastructure need to be addressed. The EBRD estimates that a cost

of 18.5 billion euros is required to operationalise the corridor, demanding a
mobilisation of both public and private capital to modernise port and railway
infrastructure.?’’ Moreover, there is a need to improve coordination and
operational efficiency along the route to build trade potential. This requires
establishing a cross-border institutional framework, harmonising trade standards
and simplifying border procedures. Digitalisation is a key element that would
enable greater transparency and efficiency.??

To expand the benefits of the TITR for the region, the EU could offer broader
economic engagement allowing countries to participate in European value
chains. This includes offering “favourable access to the EU market, through the

Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), 16 June 2023.

202 ‘Improving Transport Connectivity in Central Asia Requires a Coherent Approach’.
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Generalised Scheme of Preferences (GSP) or GSP+".2%% Currently, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan are beneficiaries while Tajikistan is negotiating this.2%4
Moreover, support aimed at improving regulatory frameworks and business
climate is key to attract private sector investments. Finally, on digital connectivity,
the EU launched a Team Europe Initiative of 40 million euros to provide technical
assistance for “the development of the countries’ governance in sectors including
telecoms reform, cybersecurity, and personal data protection”.2%%

Education

In terms of people-to-people connectivity, a key priority for the EU in Central Asia
is education. This has been the case since the first EU strategy for the region,
which states that “Central Asia’s future will be shaped by its young people”.2%¢

EU education policy towards Central Asia is primarily carried out through the
Erasmus+ programme, which aims to improve the level of university education in
the region. It does so by assisting universities to modernise in accordance with
the Bologna process on higher education, as well as the Torino principles on
vocational education and training.?2®” Another more visible aspect of Erasmus+

is its exchange programmes. Between 2015 and 2019, there were 5,053 Central
Asian students who studied in the EU and 2,342 students the other way around.2%®
And to get Central Asian universities more involved in Erasmus, the EU used to
have a regional education initiative for Central Asia.

Education is a clear example of an area in which all five Central Asian partners
are interested in cooperating more closely with the EU. They would like to
strengthen the ties between Central Asian universities and their European
counterparts, for example by cooperating in research and organising more
student exchange programmes. The high level of education in the EU is one of
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the valuable aspects the Union has to offer to the countries of Central Asia and
would be very much in demand among students in the region.

This opens up possibilities for the EU to play a bigger role in Central Asia, which
would also bring a strong positive impact on energy security and transition, water
management, agriculture, and the other key sectors for cooperation as outlined
in this report.

In practice, however, education has so far proved to be a challenging topic.
While it has been on the agenda for a long time, the results of EU education
assistance towards the region have been assessed as “below expectations,
at times controversial, and has lacked visibility”.2%?

Various issues are at play, such as the generic approach of the EU in education
assistance while Central Asia is a diverse region and differences between the

five countries should be taken into account — from the cultures to histories, political
systems, and more. Another issue is an underestimation of the “authoritarian and
corrupt political context” of the region, which leads to diverging perspectives on
the skills that should be promoted in higher education. For example, the Central
Asian authorities tend not to be inclined to promote skills like critical thinking,
which are labelled as “Western ideas”.?'®

The fundamental reforms in education that the EU is envisioning for the region at
large, such as getting higher education in Central Asia in line with the Bologna
process, are not effective due to such challenges. Observers have assessed that
the EU should rather work more directly with targeted, nationally-oriented smaller
projects.?" Here one can think of internship programmes for Central Asian students
at European companies or fellowship programmes in European countries for young
Central Asian civil servants or civil society representatives.

Finally, the EU education focus in the region is very much on higher education.
While this is good as a starting point, EU engagement can be just as important and
needed in primary and secondary education.?'? After all, without access to proper

210 Ibid.
211 Ibid.
212 Cornell and Starr, A Steady Hand.
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primary and secondary education, young people in Central Asia cannot enter
higher education that the EU is currently focussing on.2™

Regional security

The countries of Central Asia face various shared security threats, such as
terrorism, drug trafficking, extremism, radicalisation, and illegal migration.

In line with this, making the region more secure and resilient is one of the longer-
standing priorities of the EU in Central Asia.

The BOMCA programme for border management, mentioned in Chapter 9, is a
practical example of these efforts. It is one of the “biggest and most successful
EU flagship-projects” in the region.?" Currently in its tenth phase since 2003
with a budget of over twenty million euros, BOMCA has the overall goal to
increase the effectiveness and efficiency of border management in Central
Asia and thereby to contribute to national and regional security and economic
development.?®®

A second project through which the EU aims to make Central Asia more secure

is the also aforementioned CADAP (see Chapter 9), which launched in 2003

and aims to help the countries of the region in lowering the demand for drugs,
supporting preventative programmes, and enhancing the care that local

drug users receive from public institutions.?’ The EU is interested in further
cooperating with Central Asian states to combat organised crime, migrant
smuggling, human trafficking, and illegal drug trafficking.?” One programme that
focuses on tackling transnational organised crime is the EU Action Against Drugs
and Organised Crime (EU-ACT II), which is carried out by member states’ law
enforcement authorities.?"®
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The EU also funds the Law Enforcement in Central Asia (LEICA) project, which
aims to aid Central Asian law enforcement agencies in combating terrorism in
the region. This is done through strategic and operational exchanges between EU
and Central Asian law enforcement, capacity building, and regional cooperation
to combat terrorism-related problems.?"

Through these programmes, the EU has had a positive effect on the border
management systems and security in Central Asia. It has improved legislation
in individual countries such as Kazakhstan and Tajikistan, for example, and in
general has helped to better regulate and stabilize migration flows.22°

Yet, there are several challenges regarding EU security projects in the region.
On of these is that Central Asian governments tend to overstretch risks of
radicalism and religious extremism in order to gain support.??’ Observers note
that Central Asian governments consider radical Islam as one of the biggest
security threats to their countries and the power of their regime, which causes
them to be more repressive and crack down on religious movements in particular.
While the fear of radicalization is legitimate, the EU should be aware of these
underlying motivations and also focus on long-term, preventative measures
against radicalization and marginalization that focus on root causes —improving
the social-economic perspectives of the people of the region.??2 One such
project undertaken by the EU in the past is its engagement with Kyrgyz civil
society through the Strengthening Resilience to Violent Extremism (STRIVE)

programme.?23

While the EU is not willing to be a hard security actor in Central Asia, the EU
and Central Asia’s shared security threats do offer a potential avenue for
cooperation. The EU-Central Asia High-level Political and Security Dialogue
meets regularly, most recently in June of last year in Brussels, for example, to
discuss the security challenges that both the EU and Central Asia are dealing

2 May 2017.
222 Ibid.
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with.?2* More recently, the EU and the Netherlands organised a roundtable in
Astana to address critical transnational threats that impact both the EU and
Kazakhstan.??®

Human rights, democracy, and the rule of law

One of the longer-standing interests of the EU in Central Asia is the promotion of
human rights and democracy. In its latest strategy for the region, the EU argues
that taking steps such as advancing the rule of law, bolstering the accountability
of public institutions, and guaranteeing respect for human rights are “key
conditions for the success of the sustainable development of Central Asia”.?2¢

Moreover, these efforts are aimed at helping to attract foreign investments

in Central Asia. The business climate in all countries of the region requires
improvement and some European companies are hesitant to invest and transfer
their technologies in this regard. In Tajikistan, for instance, predatory taxation,
widespread corruption, and the state monopolisation of the market do not
provide the right incentives to foreign investors. In fact, the Central Asian
countries understand the need to strengthen their legal frameworks and make
their business climates more transparent and predictable to attract investments
from European companies.??

To bolster human rights, democracy, and the rule of law in Central Asia, the EU
supports governments in enhancing their legal capabilities and to reform their
judicial and legal systems.2?® Another pathway is the annual EU — Central Asia
Civil Society Forum, where a wide variety of civil society representatives of both
regions are brought together to explore ways to become more involved in the
local implementation of the EU Central Asia Strategy.?%
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However, even though this topic is still a priority for the EU in theory, this no
longer seems to be the case in practice. Today, the talk of the town in Brussels is
all about energy and trade — not human rights and democracy. Stability in Central
Asia is valued more highly than democracy, and so the European Union maintains
cordial ties with the Central Asian governments in spite of their autocratic style

of governance and regular human rights abuses.?3°

Tensions over EU democracy promotion or defence of human rights are not

new. The EU’s strategy towards Central Asia was, in practice, marked by a
significant disconnect between the highly normative language of the EU and

the rather self-interested actions back then, as observers noted: “democracy
promotion was one of the top priority areas according to the EU Strategy towards
Central Asia, but its implementation was characterized by a lack of effort and
inconsistency”.?®' Amongst Kazakh elites, there are mixed feelings about this
normative agenda of the EU. While most opinion influencers in Kazakhstan tend
to widely recognise European values, others oppose the political and cultural
aspects of these values.?3

The current EU approach towards the region can be described as “principled
pragmatism”, as outlined in the Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign
and Security Policy in 2016.23 Whereas the EU is still guided by its long-term
principles, it acts more pragmatically and accepts partners for what they

are. In practice, this means the EU is balancing its principles and interests in
Central Asia, which “has often come at the cost of human rights abuses and the
consolidation of undemocratic regimes.”?3

There used to be a lot of tensions and misunderstandings over values between
the EU and the countries of Central Asia, but about a decade ago the
governments of the region started to accept EU criticism while business was
ongoing. More recently, the EU has in turn become more silent on human rights,

234 Sharshenova, ‘European Union Democracy Promotion in Central Asia’.
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democracy and the rule of law due to their renewed energy and trade interests.
The granting of a new EPCA to Kyrgyzstan even though the country has clearly
been moving into an authoritarian direction is a clear example of this.?3®

This leads to confusion amongst Central Asian partners. On the one hand, people
in Central Asia who are fighting for democracy, human rights and the rule of law
feel betrayed, while on the other hand, Central Asian governments realise that,
apparently, these important values are no longer so important for the EU when
economic and security interests come into play.?®

When taking steps towards deepening the EU-Central Asia relationship, the EU
should consider to increasingly do good governance and rule of law projects with
Central Asia that are directly connected to energy (security) and other areas

in which the countries of the region want to cooperate. Central Asian partners
are formally still committed to the Organization for Security and Co-operation

in Europe (OSCE) human dimension, and these OSCE commitments could be a
framework for doing so.

Regional cooperation

Central Asian countries face many challenges that are regional in nature, yet the
countries are not ready to face them as a region. There is not enough trust among
governments to share data about their water flows, for instance. In fact, building
trust by bringing countries together in dialogues is a key step toward greater
regionalisation.

Now there is more appetite among the countries of Central Asia to boost regional
cooperation. Leaders understand that if they work as a region, they can pool their
markets together and become more attractive to foreign investors. At the same
time, they can reduce dependencies on third countries, like Russia. In areas such

236 Kluczewska and Dzhuraev, ‘The EU and Central Asia’.

70


https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/kyrgyz-republic-signing-enhanced-partnership-and-cooperation-agreement-epca-european-union_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/kyrgyz-republic-signing-enhanced-partnership-and-cooperation-agreement-epca-european-union_en
https://www.fpri.org/article/2024/04/kyrgyzstan-central-asias-island-of-democracy-sinks-into-authoritarianism/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2024/04/kyrgyzstan-central-asias-island-of-democracy-sinks-into-authoritarianism/

Central Asia emerging from the shadows | Clingendael Report, Januay 2025

as energy, water and agriculture there is a huge potential to share resources and
increase trade with third countries.?®”

Strengthening regional cooperation within Central Asia is one of the key
objectives for the EU, based on rules-based cooperation. The EU argues that
this will allow Central Asian states to better manage their interdependencies,
strengthen their economic position and international influence, and uphold their
identity and independence, amongst other things.?%

One aspect of this is strengthening the Central Asian economies “to address

the structural constraints which still limit the potential for trade and investment
between the EU and Central Asia”, according to the EU strategy for Central
Asia.?*? To achieve this, the EU aims to foster an open investment environment

as well as a competitive private sector in the region. The EU supports the
economic modernisation of the region and the integration of Central Asia into
the international markets, of which accession to the World Trade Organisation is
an element.240

During various of our interviews, interviewees noted that there is first a need for
Central Asian countries to build a regional identity in order to cooperate better.?4
However, this is challenging because the five countries are not homogeneous
amongst each other and neither fully homogenous within. Although there are
shared elements in their history, religions, cultures, and worldviews that Central

242

Asian countries could use to build such regional identity,?*> one may wonder if this

is really a prerequisite for cooperation. The EU does not have a fully developed
European identity either and neither did the European Coal and Steel Community,
or other regional formats that could be an example for Central Asia, such as the
Benelux cooperation between Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg.

238 High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, ‘The EU and Central Asia:
New Opportunities for a Stronger Partnership’.

239 Ibid.

240 ‘EU-Central Asia Relations’.

241 Interviews in Astana, Bishkek, Dushanbe, and Tashkent, April - May 2024.

242 Mirshohid Aslanov and Alouddin Komilov, ‘Central Asia: The Once and Future Heart of Eurasia’,
Geopolitical Monitor, 3 July 2024.

71


https://capsunlock.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Strategic-autonomy-for-Central-Asia_booklet.pdf
https://capsunlock.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Strategic-autonomy-for-Central-Asia_booklet.pdf
https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/central-asia-the-once-and-future-heart-of-eurasia/

Central Asia emerging from the shadows | Clingendael Report, Januay 2025

Although the EU supports regionalisation in Central Asia and is considered to be
a model for this as well, the region has a different history and socio-economic
situation which demands a targeted approach to regionalisation based on

local needs. For instance, formal institutionalisation is not seen as a “must”

for Central Asian countries, where personal relationships are more crucial

than institutions.?*3 While the EU, with its extensive experience in fostering
cooperation among countries with diverse cultures and histories, is a natural
partner to support regionalisation, the success of regional integration in Central
Asia ultimately hinges on the initiative and commitment of the Central Asian
states. More dialogue aimed at building trust among the five countries as well as
technical exchanges on best regional practices could be beneficial.

243 Costa Buranelli, ‘Central Asian Regionalism or Central Asian Order?’.
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11 Conclusions and
recommendations

The Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has reignited the EU’s interest
in Central Asia. Meanwhile, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan,
and Uzbekistan are emerging from the shadows and boldly diversifying their
international relations.

This takes place in a quickly evolving geopolitical context. The relations between
the states of the region have much improved over the past years, yet the
availability of water and energy resources provides a challenge for cooperation.
Russia can be considered a systemic factor in Central Asia, and China has
increasingly taken on a leadership role in the region over the past two decades as
well. After the US withdrawal from Afghanistan, the states of Central Asia have
re-established their relations with the Taliban. And many other parties show an
interest in cooperating with Central Asia as well, such as Tiirkiye and Azerbaijan,
Iran, and the Arab Gulf states.

While taking stock of these dynamics, the EU and the Netherlands in particular
can also play a bigger role in the region. This is in line with the EU’s objective to
become more of a geopolitical player worldwide. Yet if the EU is serious about
this, it should substantiate its ambition through tangible and deeper engagement
in a wide range of sectors that goes beyond energy and trade. In Central Asia,
the EU and Netherlands in particular have a unique entry point to the region in
the fields of energy security and transition, water management, agriculture,
connectivity, regional security, human rights, democracy the rule of law, and
regionalisation.

Towards further strengthening EU — Central Asa relations in a mutually beneficial
way, this report makes the following recommendations:
Improve the positive presence of the European Union in Central Asia

* Showcase the long-term commitment of the EU to Central Asia by deepening
the bilateral relationship in the above-mentioned areas. While the European
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political attention for Central Asia has experienced its ups and downs over
the years, various EU projects and serious investments have been there
consistently and should be further built upon.

* Organising the EU-Central Asia Summit should receive a higher priority from
the EU. While this first formal summit was supposed to take place in 2024, a
concrete date is still missing at the time of writing. The summit needs to be
an EU priority for 2025 while simultaneously continuing to organise high-level
visits to and from Central Asia.

¢ Many EU member states, such as the Netherlands, tend to only have an
embassy in Kazakhstan and should increase their presence in other countries
of the region as well. First and foremost in Uzbekistan, the demographic
powerhouse of the region and centrally located — bordering all other states
of Central Asia. Opening an embassy office in Tashkent could be a first step
toward ideally opening a fully-fledged embassy in the future.

* Central Asian countries should also strengthen their presence and visibility
in the EU, although this is rather a recommendation for the Central Asian
governments. For many Europeans, Central Asia is still a vague and far-away
region about which they know very little. Tourism promotion could be a key
opportunity for changing this. If the EU and Central Asia wish to seriously
strengthen their relations, they also need to make their regions and initiatives
more tangible for both.

Focus on concrete projects that offer opportunities in a wide range
of sectors

* Taking stock of the geopolitical context of the region, the EU does not need
to compete with Russia or China in Central Asia as this will be a losing
battle anyway - if only due to geography. Instead of becoming sucked into
a geopolitical arm-wrestling game with parties that are far more skilled
and dishonest therein, the EU should act more geopolitical by increasing
its cooperation with Central Asia through concrete projects in a wide range
of sectors.

¢ To mobilise public and private finance and de-risk investments, the European
Commission and the EU Delegation to Kazakhstan could facilitate the
launching of a Team Europe Initiative on green hydrogen with Kazakhstan, as
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suggested in earlier Clingendael work.?** By combining the various projects
funded by EU member states like Germany, France and the Netherlands,

the EU can step up its engagement and become a valuable partner in green
hydrogen.

Regarding other Team Europe Initiatives, the Netherlands in particular should
consider collaborating more in the one on Water, Energy and Climate Change.
This Initiative offers an opportunity to join forces in (in particular) water
projects with other European partners such as Finland, France, Germany, and
Italy. Currently, little to no publicity is given to the Dutch participation in the
Initiative, even though the Netherlands is an active partner for water, energy
and climate change related projects in Central Asia.

The Netherlands should consider extending the Matra Grant Policy
Framework?*® to its embassy in Astana, for all five countries of Central Asia.
This would allow the Netherlands to more substantially engage with projects
in the region.

When taking steps towards a further deepening of the EU-Central Asia
relationship, the EU should consider connecting this to doing more
governance and rule of law projects with Central Asia. These should be
directly connected to energy (security) and other areas in which the countries
of the region want to cooperate. As Central Asian partners are formally still
committed to the OSCE human dimension, which encompasses human rights
and democracy norms, these OSCE commitments could be a framework for
doing so. After all, these norms and values are what makes the EU unique
compared to other actors.

Take stock of further opportunities

In setting out a long-term vision for cooperation with Central Asia, projects
with the youth are a best practice. This is in particular the case with projects
related to human rights and democracy, as this makes it easier to convince
the authorities: who doesn’t want to work on a brighter future for the next
generation?

244 Cretti and van Schaik, ‘Resource Curse or Darling’.
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The EU needs to further stimulate exchange programmes between European
and Central Asian universities. Initiatives such as Erasmus+ and the combined
Erasmus Mundus master’s programme with KIMEP University in Almaty are
fitting examples, but are still rather limited compared to the wide array of
opportunities that Russia and China offer to students of the region.

It would also be worthwhile for the EU to stimulate exchanges within Central
Asia, so that Central Asian students meet in their own region as well instead
of in Moscow or Beijing. Exchange programmes between Central Asian
universities, possibly in partnership with their European counterparts, further
strengthen the regionalisation of Central Asia.

The EU should consider going beyond investing in higher education in Central
Asia and invest in strengthening primary and secondary education as well,
which is just as important and needed. Without access to proper schooling,
young people cannot enter higher education that is currently the primary
focus of the EU.
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Annex1 Methodology of the
geopolitical mapping

Methodology

This geopolitical landscape map assesses the relative importance of each of the
actors, as well as the relations between them. It does so by providing quantitative
scores to both the relevance of the actors and the strength of their relationships,
as well as by giving a qualitative assessment of the relationships themselves.

Actors are ranked according to their regional influence in Central Asiaq, i.e., not
their power as a whole, using the following scores:

4: The five states of Central Asia;

3: Regional powers with major influence over events;

2: Individual countries with particular interests or ties with specific countries;
1: Distant powers with limited interests.

For the purpose of this exercise, the European Union is taken as a single actor,
although individual member states (such as Germany) also have a degree of

‘actorness’ themselves.

Relations between the actors are characterized as ‘good’, ‘bad’ or ‘ambiguous’.
They are scored according to the intensity of the relationship, as follows:

5: Direct or indirect military confrontation or alliance;
4: Strong political, economic, or military support, but no direct involvement;

3: Significant level of interaction (confrontation or support) but no security
assistance;

2: Low level of engagement, no military or economic support;

1: Lack of relations.
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The relations are scored according to the extent that they influence geopolitics

in Central Asia, not on world politics as a whole; i.e., the US and Russia or the US
and China have a much broader range of relationships that are not included in
this exercise. The following table underpins the interactive geopolitical landscape
map visualised in Kumu:

From To ‘ Type ‘ Strength
Afghanistan United States Bad 1
Afghanistan Kazakhstan Good 2
Afghanistan European Union Ambiguous 1
Afghanistan Uzbekistan Ambiguous 2
Afghanistan Tajikistan Ambiguous 2
Azerbaijan Kazakhstan Good 4
China Tajikistan Good 4
China Kyrgyzstan Good 4
China Uzbekistan Good 4
China Kazakhstan Good 4
China Turkmenistan Ambiguous 3
China India Ambiguous 4
European Union Tajikistan Good 3
European Union Turkmenistan Good 2
European Union Russia Bad 4
European Union China Ambiguous 4
European Union Kyrgyzstan Good 2
European Union Kazakhstan Good 4
European Union Uzbekistan Good 3
European Union Germany Good 5
Germany Kazakhstan Good 4
India Kazakhstan Good 2
Iran Saudi Arabia Bad 4
Iran Russia Good 3
Kazakhstan Tajikistan Good 4
Kazakhstan Turkmenistan Good 3
Kyrgyzstan Kazakhstan Ambiguous 3
Pakistan India Bad 4
Russia Kazakhstan Good 5
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From To ‘ Type ‘ Strength
Russia China Good 4
Russia Kyrgyzstan Good 5
Russia Uzbekistan Good 4
Russia Tajikistan Good 5
Russia Turkmenistan Good 3
Saudi Arabia Kazakhstan Good 2
Saudi Arabia Uzbekistan Good 2
Tajikistan Kyrgyzstan Ambiguous 4
Tajikistan Iran Good 3
Tiirkiye Turkmenistan Good 3
Tiirkiye Kyrgyzstan Good 3
Tiirkiye Azerbaijan Good 5
Tiirkiye Uzbekistan Good 3
Tiirkiye Kazakhstan Good 3
Turkmenistan Tajikistan Good 3
Turkmenistan Kyrgyzstan Good 3
United States European Union Good 5
United States Kazakhstan Good 3
United States Uzbekistan Good 3
United States Kazakhstan Good 3
United States Russia Bad 4
United States China Ambiguous 4
Uzbekistan Kazakhstan Good 4
Uzbekistan Turkmenistan Good 3
Uzbekistan Kyrgyzstan Ambiguous 3
Uzbekistan Tajikistan Good 3
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