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The EU Strategy for Central Asia 
(“The EU and Central Asia: Strate-
gy for a New Partnership”) adopted 
in 2007 signaled the emergence of 
the region as one of the EU geo-
graphic priorities. While the docu-

ment was largely similar to the previous regional 
assistance strategies, it had features that up-
graded the approach by introducing a set of new 
political instruments such as regular political 
dialogues at Foreign Minister level and bilateral 
human rights dialogues. 

The content of the Strategy made it hard to 
judge on its successes and failures. The indicat-
ed goals of fostering “peaceful, democratic and 
economically prosperous Central Asia” are fairly 
generic and clearly long-term. As for more clear-
ly outlined interests and objectives, the results 
are mixed. The EU could increase its political 
engagement with the region (and its diplomatic 
presence has grown stronger). Economic and se-
curity cooperation remained limited. The expec-
tation of creating gas export routes from Central 
Asia to Europe to diversify the supply has not 
been fulfilled. Larger EU investment in youth and 
education was appreciated and made a difference 
at the level of institutions and individuals. As for 
the reform agenda, particularly related to “human 
rights, rule of law, good governance and democra-
tization”, there was little progress. It is important 
to note, however, the level of expectations of sub-
stantive positive developments in this area by the 
time of the adoption of the Strategy was low. The 
upsurge of hope triggered by Kazakhstan’s OSCE 
chairing in 2010 dissipated as well. 

The Strategy, as its official title indicates, 
aimed at developing partnership relations with 

Central Asian countries, which implied improved 
perceptions of each other. While there are prob-
lems with visibility of the EU in the region, the 

perception of Europe in general has been tra-
ditionally positive. The EU is seen as an econom-
ic powerhouse and a significant actor in global 
affairs, and Europe enjoys the reputation of the 
region with highest living standards, the dream 
destination for receiving education, spending a 
vacation, or even migrating to. However, this posi-
tive perception has been affected by the problems 
inside Europe (tainting the image of the EU as a 
highly successful economic and political proj-
ect) and by worsened relations between the EU 
and Russia. The latter was aggravated by heavy 
anti-Western propaganda pumped through Rus-
sian TV channels and social media that are wide-
spread and popular in Central Asia. Merging well 
with the rise of social conservatism in the region, 
it presented Europe as a decadent, spiritless and 
declining power. 

Incidentally, both the trend of economic and 
political problems in Europe and difficult EU-Rus-
sia relations started at the time of the adoption of 
the Strategy. 

Putin’s speech at the Munich conference in 
2007, Russia-Georgia war in 2008, and particular-
ly the Ukrainian crisis and annexation of Crimea 
in 2014, made the conduct of so-called multi-vec-
tor foreign policy by Central Asian states more 
difficult, but also even more important. Fears of 
Moscow’s neo-imperial intentions and policies 
received a strong boost. Kazakhstan became par-
ticularly worried due to significant similarities 
between its own situation and that of Ukraine. 
It was also the Central Asian state most affected 
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by the consequences of the crisis as the coun-
try with the biggest trade volumes with the EU 
and a member of the Eurasian Economic Union 
(EAEU), finding itself enmeshed against its will 
in the sanctions and countersanctions cycle. Ka-
zakhstan is interested in establishing relations 
between the EU and EAEU, and at the same time, 
in constraining the influence of the Union on its 
trade with the EU countries. 

Nevertheless, Russia in Central Asia is not the 
EU’s biggest concern at the moment. The region 
is not in the high-tension in-between zone of 
“shared neighborhood,” and therefore, does not 
raise painful dilemmas similar to those faced by 
Brussels when dealing with Kyiv or Tbilisi. There 
is no danger of “sleepwalking into crisis” here, 
and it can take time deliberating what type of 
interaction it wants and can have with the EAEU. 

Currently, the puzzle that grabs the attention 
of the EU policy makers is how to relate and what 
to do with China’s rapidly growing presence in 
the region and its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 
On the one hand, Beijing’s project aims at improv-
ing connectivity between Europe and Asia, and 
promises to finally link Central Asia to Europe 
with new and renovated transport infrastructure, 
which has been a long-time goal of the EU. On the 
other, Europeans are suspicious of the implica-
tions of such an expansion of China. 

After a period of intense preparation, the EU 
has presented an outline of its approach in the 
form of Joint Communication from the Euro-
pean Commission to the European Parliament, 
the Council et al. “Connecting Europe and Asia 
– Building Blocks for a an EU Strategy.”1   The 
document emphasizes that the EU would sup-

port connectivity that is “sustainable, compre-
hensive and rules-based”, with “people’s interests 
and rights” being at “the core of any policy.” This 
“European way” of connectivity is not formally 
opposed to that of China, but the opposition is 
implied and sometimes even openly stated by Eu-
ropean policy makers. Thus, German Minister of 
State at the Federal Foreign Office Niels Annen at 
a conference in Tashkent in September this year 
stressed that the EU priorities are “sound invest-
ments and adherence to social, environmental, 
security and human rights standards”, making 
the EU offer different from China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative.2  The success of the offer and approach 
hinges on the availability of alternative European 
investments and readiness of Central Asian gov-
ernments to play along and adopt these principles 
for their own benefit. 

The consecutive reviews of the EU Strategy for 
Central Asia refer to the changing geopolitical sit-
uation as necessitating the development of a new 
strategy. Fortunately, in geopolitical terms no ma-
jor mistakes have been made or were in danger of 
being made, and therefore, no big lessons need to 
be drawn. However, there is a general understand-
ing that the EU engagement in the region should 
be more focused and effective. There is also a 
feeling demonstrated by the connectivity strategy 
that the EU needs to be proactive in the region 
not to make a geopolitical mistake of leaving it up 
to China to shape its development. The role that 
Russia can play in this process is uncertain. 

1 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, “Joint Communication to the European Parliament, the Council, the 
European Economic and Social Committee, the Committee of the regions and the European Investment Bank “Connecting Europe and Asia – Building Blocks for an EU Strategy”, 
Brussels, 19.09.2018.
2 Rede von Staatsminister Annen bei der Konferenz “Uzbekistan and Germany: cooperation in the field of security and sustainable development in Central Asia” (englisch), 
19.09.2018 (https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/newsroom/annen-taschkent/2136766). 
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The European Union and Central Asia: 
Notes for the New Strategy

Shairbek Dzhuraev  
Research Fellow, University of St Andrews

In the past two decades the European Union 
has substantially increased its engagement 
with Central Asia. Two major regional proj-
ects, on border management and on combat-
ing drug trafficking, were launched in 2001-
2002, just around the time when the European 

troops emerged in Central Asia as part of NATO opera-
tion in Afghanistan. Reflecting the growing portfolio of 
cooperation, a post of the EU Special Representative for 
Central Asia was established in 2005. In 2007, the EU 
adopted a strategy on its relations with Central Asia, 
accompanied by regional assistance program for 2007-
2013. The document outlined ‘security and stability’ as 
overarching interests to be pursued in different areas, 
from democracy and human rights to energy and water 
to intercultural dialogue. 

The 2007 Strategy was intended to take the EU–
Central Asia cooperation to a new level, and it indeed 
achieved a lot. One can hardly do justice to cover ev-
erything that has been done, but two broader obser-
vations can be offered. First, the high-level political 
communication between Brussels and Central Asia 
has evidently intensified. Since 2007, full-fledged EU 
Delegations have been set up in all capitals (except 
Ashgabat). Human rights dialogues evolved into insti-
tutionalized cooperation mechanism. Annual minis-
terial and High Level Political and Security Dialogue 
meetings cemented multilateral EU+5 format. Frequent 
visits to the region and proactive approach taken by all 
EU Special Representatives thus far contributed to the 
above, leading to the greater visibility of the EU as one 
of the major external partners of Central Asian states. 

Second, the adoption of the Strategy led to greater 
financial resources made available for Central Asia. 
The Strategy pledged to double the European finan-
cial help to Central Asia and also envisaged involv-
ing additional instruments. The European Investment 
Bank started covering Central Asia. The Investment 
Facility for Central Asia was established in 2010 to 

draw funds to support large-scale investment projects 
in Central Asian states. For two poorest states, Kyr-
gyzstan and Tajikistan, the EU has grown into one of 
few consistent sources of financial help.

Along with the above, the adoption of the Strat-
egy in 2007 also generated expectations, which, in 
turn, lead to criticism. For instance, some argued the 
2007 Strategy covered too many areas, with funding 
not sufficient to achieve the intended results. Others 
blamed the EU for being too weak and soft in pursu-
ing its “normative” agenda, paying lip service to the 
declared goals of helping Central Asian states grow 
democratic. Yet some remind how the EU remained 
overshadowed by other extra-regional partners of 
Central Asia, be it the US, Russia or China. Com-
mon to these is a general perception that the EU has 
under-delivered, whether in promoting democracy, 
ensuring proper funding or generating a ‘clout’ vis-
a-vis other powers. These are inter-related issues and 
reflect at least two underlying challenges that the EU 
will have to cope with. 

First, the EU continues operating and being per-
ceived as a large multi-profile donor rather than a 
state-like entity in international relations. An elab-
orate strategy document did not conceal the fact 
that the EU has a weak agenda in Central Asia, with 
neither historical connections nor current-day in-
terdependencies strong enough to drive the mutual 
engagement. Activities of individual European states 
enrich the EU-Central Asia relations but hardly add 
greater clarity towards what EU is in Central Asia. 
Obviously, the EU is not a nation-state, and its ‘ac-
torness’ in the international arena is both a relative-
ly new phenomenon and an inherently complicated 
one due to its very nature. Yet, the prominence of 
a ‘donor’ hat of the EU has real implications for its 
engagement with the region. One is the reputation 
of a partner which is too soft and preoccupied with 
technical assistance, while prefers to keep a low pro-
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file on matters related to democracy or human rights. 
Over the past decades Central Asian leaders grew 
in their belief that donors value the very fact of 
their ‘presence’ in the region, and for that matter, can 
be flexible. Another, and related, implication is the 
practice of Central Asian governments of outsourc-
ing some pressing socio-economic issues to the EU, 
which doesn’t add to the genuine reform. The EU’s 
funds, thus, are used, among others, to pay for such 
presumably mundane tasks as purchasing textbooks 
for schools and installing garbage bins for the capital 
city in Kyrgyzstan. 

Second, the broader geopolitical situation in the re-
gion has changed since the early 2000s and not in fa-
vour of the West. From the mid-2000s, inspired by the 
‘spectre’ of colour revolutions on one side and oil rev-
enues on the other, Russia grew increasingly assertive 
vis-a-vis the West and proactively present in Central 
Asia. The Eurasian Economic Union, for all its faults, 
came as an enhanced platform for a greater role of 
Russia in Central Asia. In its turn, since around 2007 
China has grown into a source of seemingly limitless 
capital accessible in a much faster way and without 
muny conditions. Although Beijing continues to keep 
a low profile on domestic and international politics 
in Central Asia, the Chinese government-controlled 
Export-Import Bank is by far the biggest lender for the 
poorest states of the region, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. 
One implication of the shifts above is a decline in the 
normative power of the West. Central Asian regimes 
developed thicker skin against criticism on human 
rights or democracy issues. Second is a decline in the 
dependence of the Central Asian states on Western 
financial resources. If some Central Asian states live 
on energy exports, others rely on remittances from 
Russia while Chinese loans appear available for major 
infrastructure projects. 

One should not rush with broader conclusions 
about the changes in the region. Central Asian states 
will remain keen on keeping their options wide. While 
there is no strong anti-Russian sentiment in the re-
gion, the developments in Georgia 2008 and Ukraine 
post-2013 did not cause Central Asians to rally around 
Russia’s cause. The 2014 economic crisis in Russia, 
compounded by the EU and US sanctions, led to the 
drastic decrease in remittances to Central Asia, from 
$13,5 billion in 2013 to $5 billion in 2015, remind-
ing how fragile the status quo is. Similarly, there is 
awareness of possible implications of Chinese grow-
ing presence in the region.

Murky ways in which multi-million Chinese loan 
was used in Bishkek’s heating station led to a number 
of high ranking officials being arrested, including two 
former prime ministers. While this is more about polit-
ical infighting, the case relates to the trending theme 
of Chinese “debt-diplomacy” and its implications. 

The above are not the problems to be addressed 
but rather characteristics of a situation within which 
the EU’s new strategy needs to be drafted. The EU for-
eign policy will likely continue to be supplementary 
to policies of its member-states. Likewise, the EU is 
not in a position (and does not need) to reverse the 
broader trends in geopolitics of Central Asia. There 
are steps, however, that can be taken toward making 
the next EU strategy more impactful both for Europe 
and Central Asia. 

• First, the new strategy should be drastically cut 
and streamlined. The EU is not in a position to help 
with all problems in Central Asia. The new strategy 
should be more explicit about the European needs 
and wants that the EU-Central Asia relations need 
to address, and less about those of Central Asia. This 
will add greater drive and coherence to the overall 
strategy, making it more than a collection of different 
projects in different areas. 

• Second, and related, the new strategy should be 
more explicit about the oft-cited dichotomy of inter-
ests and norms. Solving this dilemma through estab-
lishing some ‘red lines’ is not easy, and the problem 
is not limited to the EU or Central Asia alone. Yet, the 
vagueness on this subject will lead to the EU acting 
on the ‘lowest hanging fruit’. The answer is likely to 
lie with the previous point - a need for an explicit and 
ambitious statement of the what the EU itself wants. 

• Third, the new strategy should inform about the 
EU’s vision of the broader international context. Cen-
tral Asia is close to Europe’s Eastern partners and 
Afghanistan, but it is also part of a wider neighbour-
hood, Asian or Eurasian. Placing Central Asia in the 
context of the EU’s Global and Asia strategies will 
add coherence across different documents and help 
streamline the new Central Asia strategy. 
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Relations Within the Triangle Russia 
– Central Asia (CA) – European Union 
(EU). Economic Aspect

1 Cooperation between the EU and Kazakhstan (https://eeas.europa.eu/ru/eu-information-russian/30186). Accessed on August 21, 2017.  
2 Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement to Strengthen Ties Between Kazakhstan and EU (http://www.inform.kz/rus/article/2899577  May 3, 2016).

Elena Kuzmina,
PhD in Political Sciences, Head of the Sector of the Center for post-Soviet Studies
Primakov National Research Institute of World Economy and International Relations 
Russian Academy of Sciences 

The EU strategy for Central Asia 
adopted in 2007 includes six key 
regional initiatives: energy; trans-
portation infrastructure; develop-
ment of small- and medium-sized 
businesses; border management 

and fight against the drug trade; education and 
academic research; environmental protection. Each 
of these initiatives is accompanied with relevant 
development programs. In 2008 EU started financ-
ing its CA projects through the European invest-
ment bank. 

During the period of crisis, however, the EU’s 
initiatives came to a halt because as they were 
unfolding the EU found itself in the grip of a con-
stitutional controversy. This prevented the EU from 
securing the full amount of funds necessary for 
the implementation of its initiatives and getting 
off the ground serious projects (for instance, infra-
structural projects) in CA.

In late 2015, at a meeting of foreign ministers of 
the EU and CA countries, a declaration was made 
that the EU-CA cooperation would be ramped up 
and the financing for the cooperation projects, in-
creased to 1 billion euro before 2020. Later, howev-
er, the EU said that is was prepared to allocate only 
360 million euro.1  

At the new stage of cooperation, the EU has 
been financing programs designed to strengthen 
the rule of law, education and rural development 
in Kyrgyzstan; healthcare, education and rural 

development in Tajikistan; rural development in 
Uzbekistan; and education in Turkmenistan. Ka-
zakhstan is no longer a recipient of the funds since 
its residents have incomes higher than the average. 

The EU’s economic interests are concentrated 
on the region’s natural resources, first of all hy-
drocarbons. The European policy in CA is most-
ly focused on forging closer ties between CA and 
South Caucasus countries and creating a unified 
Black and Caspian Seas region. The EU’s assistance 
under the auspices of the INOGATE program has 
been designed to support the energy production 
and transportation. 

Now the leading role is played by Kazakhstan, 
with its relatively open economy and the region’s 
largest hydrocarbon deposits – this was evidenced 
one more time when Brussels and Astana signed 
the enhanced partnership and cooperation agree-
ment in December 2015.2  All European largest 
oil producers are present in Kazakhstan. Howev-
er, 530 million tons of annual Kazakh oil exports 
to EU are delivered mostly via Russian pipelines. 
The EU would have preferred more diversified de-
livery methods – for instance, from Kazakhstan 
and Turkmenistan, in tankers, across the Caspi-
an Sea to the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline. 
But since October 2008 delivery of Kazakh and 
Turkmen oil to Baku was interrupted on several 
occasions. And Russia’s steps to strengthen the 
commercial viability of its pipelines are a second-
ary, albeit important, factor in this. The impactful 
circumstances included the lack of agreement over 
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3 Agadzhanian, M. The Trans-Caspian Stumbling Block (http://www.kavkazoved.info/news/2014/04/21/transkaspiy-pretknovenia.html).
4 Calculated by this writer from data provided at http://www.trademap.org
5 “The TRASECA’s Intergovernmental Commission adopts a strategy to develop the international transport corridor Europe – Caucasus – Asia” (http://ratel.kz/kaz/mpk_traseka_
prinjala_strategiju_po_razvitiju_mezhdunarodnogo_ transportnogo_koridora_evropa_kavkaz_azija) June 1, 2016
6 General route: St.Petersburg – Moscow – Nizhny Novgorod – Kazan – Orenburg – Aktobe – Kyzylorda – Shymkent – Taraz – Korday – Almaty – Horgos – Ürümqi – Lanzhou – 
Zhengzhou – Lianyungang 

transportation and transit tariffs among Baku, As-
tana and Ashgabat. The main reason, however, is 
insufficient volumes of spare (non-contracted) oil 
in these countries.

The EU is also interested in the Trans-Caspian 
Gas Pipeline (TCGP), intended to diversify and in-
crease the volume of gas deliveries with gas from 
Turkmenistan. Turkmenistan has more than once 
claimed it is prepared to deliver up to 40 billion 
cubic meters of gas annually via this pipeline. The 
summer of 2018 saw the signing of the Convention 
on the Legal Status of the Caspian Sea, allowing 
Caspian littoral states to build pipelines in their 
sectors of the seabed. And to a stranger it would 
seem that the single obstacle in the way of build-
ing the pipeline is the protocol on environmental 
impact assessment in a transboundary context to 
the framework convention for the protection of the 
marine environment of the Caspian Sea, according 
to which building the pipeline requires environ-
mental approval from neighbor states.

But Ashgabat may not have the necessary quan-
tities of oil for export. According to the International 
Energy Agency’s forecast, by 2035 Turkmenistan 
will be producing no more than 138 billion cubic 
meters of oil per annum, contrary to Ashgabat’s 
claim that it would be producing 230 billion cubic 
meters of oil by 2030.3  In the first half of 2018 Turk-
menistan already failed to deliver the contracted 
gas volumes in full to China and Iran. China, as the 
main consumer of Turkmen gas, is unlikely to back 
down on the delivery volume. Especially since the 
provisions of the contract spell it out that these de-
liveries are the repayment of debts to Chinese com-
panies that have been developing Turkmen oil fields 
and building a gas pipeline. It is worth reminding 
that Turkmenistan is also building the Turkmeni-
stan–Afghanistan–Pakistan–India Pipeline (TAPI) to 
South Asia, which makes look the TCGP’s prospects 
even bleaker. As for Russia’s Gazprom, although it 
stopped buying gas from Turkmenistan several 
years ago, it does not favor the growth of Turkmen 
gas sales in Europe, regarding the Trans-Caspian 
link as a competitor. Iran’s position is similar.

Uzbekistan’s and Turkmenistan’s rich natural 
resources make these countries seem quite attrac-
tive, but if they want more investment they should 
have more predictable rules of the game and a 
more open economy. Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan still 
cannot expect much investment, although as na-
tions with a weak economy they receive substan-
tial financial assistance from EU countries.

The structure of trade between the EU and CA 
is imbalanced, reflecting the EU’s economic in-
terests in the region. The EU figures prominently 
only in Kazakhstan’s foreign trade, accounting for 
38.6% of its volume. In 2017 mineral commodi-
ties made up 89.9% of Kazakh exports to the EU, 
whereas 42.2% of European imports in Kazakhstan 
are machine tools, equipment and transportation 
vehicles.4  For other countries of the region the 
EU is not nearly as important a trade partner: it 
accounts for 8.7% of Kyrgyzstan’s foreign trade; 
4.6% of Tajikistan; 11.4% of Turkmenistan’s: and 
10% of Uzbekistan’s. The EU-Turkmenistan and 
the EU-Uzbekistan trade, although its volumes are 
non-negligible, consists mostly of imports of fin-
ished goods from the EU. Meanwhile, China and 
Russia are the biggest trade partners for most CA 
nations. Thus, China accounts for 23.1% of Ka-
zakhstan’s foreign trade; 25.4% of Kyrgyzstan’s; 
34.1% of Tajikistan’s; 60.8% of Turkmenistan’s; and 
36.2% of Uzbekistan’s. There is room for growth in 
China-Kazakhstan and China-Uzbekistan trade as 
there is room for growth in a number of industries. 
Russia accounts for 15.4% of Kazakhstan’s foreign 
trade; 23% of Kyrgyzstan’s; 17.7%, of Tajikistan’s; 
3.7% of Turkmenistan’s; and 18.3% of Uzbekistan’s.

The EU’s another area of interest is the Trans-
port Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA), 
whose development strategy for 2016-2026 envi-
sions creating a sustainable multimodal trans-
portation network for unobstructed and smooth 
movement of goods.5  In recent years, however, 
Europe has been more interested in Western Eu-
rope–Western China International Transit Corridor 
(ITC)6 , intended to reduce the length of the route 
from China to Europe by 3.5 times in comparison 
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with the present sea route. The only CA coun-
try through which the ITC would pass is Kazakh-
stan: the length of the entire route being 8,445 
kilometers, the Kazakhstan portion is 2,787 kilo-
meters. The corridor is to cross Kazakhstan via 
Samara-Shymkent motorway, through the cities 
of Aktobe, Kyzylorda and Shymkent, and the last 
segment of the route would be in Russia, ending 
up in the EU. Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan may join 
the project in the future, considering the roads 
that China built and the roads whose construction 
is underway in these countries. The relevant Euro-
pean agencies are considering options for linking 
this corridor to the TRACECA projects.

In CA nations during the last 11 years the fo-
cus of economic activities has strongly shifted to 
China, which is the region’s largest investor, and 
not only in such industries as extraction of nat-
ural resources and transport infrastructure but 
in processing industries as well. China is trade 
partner number one for CA nations. This became 
possible only because the EU’s and Russia’s eco-
nomic presence in the region is weak. Today this 
is a major economic challenge for the RF and the 
EU in CA. One of the important positive aspects of 
this situation is the fact that for China this region 
is an important transit territory for trade with 
Europe and South Asia, and this gives the EU and 
RF some room for manoeuvre for now. But even 
positive consequences of the new overland trade 
route from China to the EU can be undone in the 
future if China is to become the region’s economic 
and transit monopolist. Another possible future 
challenge, both economically and politically, is 

China’s growing influence in the Trans-Caucasian 
and Black Sea regions and, further, in countries of 
South-East Europe. This can lead to the EU losing 
its strategic role as the active player in the Black 
and Caspian Seas region.

Today Russia is already applying much effort to 
strengthen the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) 
and expand it by taking into its fold Central Asian 
nations and, in the future, maybe South Caucasus 
nations as well. At the same time the EAEU and 
China have been working out rules of trade and 
economic cooperation, as evidenced by the signing 
of the relevant agreement in 2018. The EU now has 
to find an optimal modus operandi for interacting 
with Russia in CA and under the EAEU umbrella. 
And interaction in the EU-EAEU format has certain 
advantages. For instance, both in the EU and the 
EAEU technical permits are issued by supranation-
al agencies, which makes the task of coordinating 
technical matters easier.

One should not forget that Russia and China 
interact with CA nations within the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization (SCO) as well, and in recent 
years economic cooperation under the SCO um-
brella has been revitalized. For the EU, cooperation 
with Russia in the SCO format is yet another op-
portunity to mitigate the Chinese economic im-
balances in CA.
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EU Policy in Central Asia

Andrei Kazantsev  
PhD, Dr.Sc., chief researcher in Moscow State Institute of International Relations (MGIMO)

Since the adoption of EU’s Central Asia 
Strategy in 2007, the EU policy in the 
region has become more integrated 
and coordinated. However, according to 
many local Central Asian assessments, 
the biggest failure in the EU policy is 

the visible lack of interest towards Central Asia (which 
has exacerbated since 2014 with other issues, like 
Ukraine, are seen as much more pressing). Concep-
tually, since the adoption of the Eastern Partnership, 
the EU has concentrated its policy on 6 former Soviet 
republics in Eastern Europe and Southern Caucasus. 
This left Central Asians out of focus as they are of-
ten perceived as “the neighbors of EU’s neighbors”, 
and are also seen as not sharing European political 
and economic values, which put freedoms above ev-
erything. This approach somehow makes sense in 
relation to four Central Asian nations out of five (Ta-
jikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, with post-Aka-
yev’s Kyrgyzstan gradually joining the same author-
itarian patterns in politics and economy). However, 
Kazakhstan is partly situated in Europe, there are 
huge European energy interests, and by its level of 
economic reforms and economic freedoms Kazakh-
stan is on the leading positions among all Post-So-
viet countries. Historically and culturally many or-
dinary Kazakhs share anti-Chinese feelings, which 
results in the country seeking more Western influ-
ence. Nazarbayev’s domestic policy is authoritarian, 
but by the level of political freedoms Kazakhstan is 
not worse than Azerbaijan or Belarus (that are in the 
focus of Eastern partnership). Astana is also famous 
for its foreign policy promoting peace and economic 
cooperation, which totally corresponds to European 
values. So, the fact that Kazakhstan is excluded from 
EU’s focus is seen negatively by pro-modernization 
forces in Kazakhstan itself (although many represen-
tatives of Russian political elite see this positively 
in the context of Russian–West geopolitical conflict 
in the Post-Soviet space). From Russian perspective, 
the key failure of EU’s policy is growing conflict with 
Russia (which is, of course, in reality caused not by 
EU’s policy in Central Asia itself, but by other factors 

outside of the region). In fact, Central Asians often see 
themselves as hostages to this conflict. 

Since the adoption of the EU Central Asia Strategy 
in 2007, the development of perceptions of EU and 
Russia in the Central Asian states has demonstrated 
the following tendencies. European economic and soft 
powers in Central Asia are stable, however, Chinese in-
fluence is growing so quickly that the EU’s influence 
is already seen small as compared to it. Moreover, 
there is growing interest of all Central Asian nations 
(most importantly of the largest ones, the Uzbeks 
and the Kazakhs) to ‘balance’ Chinese influence with 
European one (or with Western influence in gener-
al). Russian influence in Central Asia is traditionally 
seen as a balancing factor against that of China, al-
though, current situation of the ‘New Cold war’ makes 
the Kremlin shift towards strategic cooperation with 
China. Since Russia is traditionally perceived by mod-
ernizers in Central Asia as an agent of modernization, 
an organic part of European and Western culture, 
Russia–West conflict is especially stressful for this 
part of political spectrum in the region. 

The decline in Russian economic and cultural in-
fluence in the region is a long-term process. It has 
been partially compensated by the creation of the 
Eurasian Economic Union (includes Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan). However, Russia still plays the key role 
in guaranteeing security of 3 Central Asian states 
(Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan) within the frame-
work of Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). 
Moreover, due to Mirziyoev’s reforms in Uzbekistan, 
Russia–Uzbekistan economic relations are now devel-
oping very successfully. The most important factor of 
Russia’s socio-economic influence in the region is la-
bor migration from Tajikistan (remittances constitute 
up to 50% of country’s GDP), Kyrgyzstan (up to 30% of 
GDP) and Uzbekistan. In 2018, Uzbek labor migrants 
sent home the largest remittances from Russia as 
compared to those from all other nations (Uzbekistan 
has also the largest population in the region, which 
makes the GDP figures not as representative).
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The deterioration of the EU–Russia relations since 
2014 has seriously affected Central Asia. This has 
created serious pressure on Central Asians, who are 
interested in the following: 1) developing equally good 
relations with both Russia and the EU (and simultane-
ously not hurting China’s interests), 2) using cooper-
ation with both Russia and the EU as a balancing fac-
tor against growing Chinese influence. However, the 
growing conflict between Russia and the EU makes 
Central Asians adopt the following compensating 
strategies: 1) continuing the policy of isolation from 
the outside world (especially, for Turkmenistan), 2) 
developing regional cooperation, especially, due to 
changed Uzbek policy; 3) leaning more towards China 
as it stays outside of the conflict between Russia and 
the West (for minor nations of the region, especially, 
for Tajikistan); 4) looking for other partners outside 
of the region (especially, for Tajikistan, with Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar, etc); 5) using more actively different 
networking strategies with Russian political elites 
and leadership to compensate for developing relations 
with the EU and the US (especially, for Kazakhstan 
and Uzbekistan as bigger nations); 6) developing dif-
ferent global or regional initiatives promoting inter-
national peace (especially, for Kazakhstan and Uzbeki-
stan as more influential nations). 

Global economic turmoil, chaos in the Middle East 
and Afghanistan, growing Chinese influence and dif-
ferent conflicts in the Post-Soviet space (including the 
new Cold war as a strategic context of these conflicts) 
are important geopolitical factors that make Central 
Asian nations try to further deepen their relations with 
the EU (of course, in the manner that would not be seen 
as a direct challenge to Russia’s or China’s interests).

New European Central Asia strategy can draw the 
following lessons from the previous experiences. There 
is a growing demand in Central Asia for the EU to pay 
more attention to the region; this is especially true for 
Kazakhstan. However, this should be done in a manner 
that would make neither Russia nor China nervous. 
This is what Central Asians want from the EU. Russia 
wants the EU to somehow incorporate Moscow’s inter-
ests, especially, in the sphere of guaranteeing stability 
and economic development in the region. Also, Russia 
and China share European interest in developing Eur-
asian connectivity, which fits into 1) China’s One belt 
– One road initiative; 2) Russian concept of “integration 
of integrations” in Eurasia (technical, if not political 
dialogue between the Eurasian Economic Union and 
the EU is often perceived as its part).

The EU should take into account that in the con-
text of the “New Cold war” Russia is especially nervous 
about everything that the EU does in the Russian 
neighborhood (or, as Russians say, “near abroad”). At 
the moment Russia is in serious need of at least some-
thing positive in its relations with the EU, so some 
positive steps towards Moscow’s interests will be ap-
preciated. It would be wise for the EU to underline in 
some conceptual documents the common values and 
interests it shares with Russia (and, probably, also with 
China). Common values can include secularism, so-
cio-economic modernization and sustainable develop-
ment, peace and effective positive-sum international 
cooperation, guaranteeing security as a precondition 
for modernization (though it should be noted that 
the West, on the one hand, and Russia and China, on 
the other hand, assess the role of democratization in 
guaranteeing security differently). Common interests 
can include combating international terrorism and 
religious radicalism; development assistance to the 
region; peaceful coexistence and effective coopera-
tion of regional and extraregional powers in Central 
Asia, so that the conflicts that originated outside the 
Central Asian context, such as Ukrainian or Middle 
Eastern ones, should not influence this particular re-
gion; avoiding state fragility or state failure in the 
region. The EU could also name Central Asia a specific 
sphere of Post-Soviet space, where the EU and Russia 
can start working on restoring trust in specific limited 
spheres of common interest. Some particular spheres, 
where these common values and interests can be re-
alized should be also defined. These can include secu-
rity assistance in counter-drug and counter-terrorism 
sphere (the area of non-violent means of preventing 
and combating radicalization can be of special inter-
est); developing connectivity in Eurasia as a part of 
technical dialogue between the EU and the Eurasian 
Economic Union (projects such as Western China – 
Western Europe highway or developing interconnec-
tions between East – West routes and North-South 
routes can be of particular interest); adoption of co-de-
veloping, especially, in migration sphere according to 
the World Bank recommendations. The OSCE and other 
international organizations can serve as instruments 
through which this cooperation can be practically re-
alized under current political circumstances. 
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Concrete Policy Recommendations  
for the New EU Strategy for Central Asia

Fabienne Bossuyt 
Ghent University

While the EU’s overall en-
gagement with post-So-
viet Central Asia has 
long remained limited, 
the past fifteen years 
have seen the EU’s role in 

the region gradually evolve from that of little more 
than an invisible – and arguably ineffective – donor 
to that of a full-fledged external actor. Nevertheless, 
the EU still punches below its weight in the region, 
where it plays second fiddle to Russia and China. 
Eleven years after the strategy was launched, the 
EU is still facing substantial challenges in having 
a tangible impact in a region considered as one of 
the most authoritarian in the world. In the mean-
time, the dynamics in and around the region have 
changed and these new realities are not reflected in 
the current strategy.

While there is no need for the EU to compete for 
influence in Central Asia with Russia and China, 
the EU can do more to ensure that its involvement 
in the region produces tangible and lasting results, 
and effectively contributes to the sustainable de-
velopment of the Central Asian countries. Through-
out the region, the EU is considered a role model 
for modernization and regional cooperation, which 
therefore makes it uniquely placed to offer support 
and share its experience in specific soft policy ar-
eas. In light of the establishment of a new EU strat-
egy for Central Asia, this brief paper offers a set of 
six policy recommendations with respect to what 
should be the main elements, tools and approaches 
of the new EU strategy for Central Asia.  First of 
all, the EU needs to redefine its interests in the re-
gion, thereby taking into account the new dynamics 
in and around the region, while being realistic in 
terms of what can be achieved and what leverage 
the EU has in Central Asia. Moreover, the EU needs 
to limit the areas of cooperation. In particular, the 
main areas to be covered in future EU-Central Asia 

cooperation should reflect a match between the EU’s 
comparative advantages (namely areas where the 
EU can provide real added value and achieve con-
crete results) and the vital needs of the Central 
Asian countries. Possible focal areas include educa-
tion, environment and border management. 

Recommendation 1:  
Redefining Interests
The EU needs to redefine its interests in Central 
Asia. The EU’s redefinition of its interests should 
take into account the new context in Central Asia, 
as well as in the countries neighbouring the region. 
Domestically, the Central Asian countries face resil-
ient authoritarian regimes and economic downturn, 
which risk fueling social unrest and radicalization. 
Despite remaining relatively stable (with the excep-
tion of the regime change and ethnic violence in 
Kyrgyzstan), the countries are increasingly fragile, 
spurred by deteriorating educational, healthcare 
and other services, and widespread poverty, corrup-
tion and human rights violations. The interests of 
neighbouring countries and other regional powers 
also need to be taken into account, particularly Rus-
sia and China, and to a lesser extent Iran and India. 
Both China’s and Russia’s foothold in the region has 
further expanded, respectively through the Belt and 
Road initiative and the Eurasian Economic Union, 
and spillover effects from China’s and Russia’s do-
mestic contexts will likely intensify in the Central 
Asian countries (e.g. through a return of labour 
migrants from Russia).

Recommendation 2:  
Realistic Objectives
• In redefining its interests in Central Asia, the 
EU needs to be realistic in terms of what it can 
achieve. Despite a steady increase in the bud-
get allocations for the EU’s involvement in the 
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region since 2007, the financial resources the 
EU has at its disposal to implement the strate-
gy remain fairly limited, and this is unlikely to 
change. Moreover, the EU’s leverage in the region 
remains quite low. Therefore, the EU needs to 
redefine its interests in Central Asia based on a 
calculation of the leverage it has there. The EU 
has to identify the areas where it has a unique 
“selling point” in the eyes of the Central Asian 
states and where they are keen to cooperate (see 
further below). 

• The EU’s redefinition of its interests should 
also take into account the interests and needs of 
the Central Asian states. However, in doing so, it 
is important to distinguish between the interests 
of the countries and societies at large and the 
interests of the elites, as these do not necessarily 
coincide. 

• The EU’s strategy for Central Asia should fo-
cus on fewer areas in order to increase its effec-
tiveness. Given the relatively limited budget, do-
ing a bit of everything is not effective. Therefore, 
the new strategy needs to be more focused. This 
will be difficult to achieve, not least considering 
the different priorities of the EU member states 
and of all the institutional actors involved in 
drafting and adopting the strategy.

Recommendation 3:  
Providing Real Added Value
The main areas to be covered in future EU-Cen-
tral Asia cooperation should be decided based 
on where the EU can provide real added val-
ue and achieve concrete results, as well as on 
where the Central Asian states face real needs. 
In order words, the focal areas should reflect 
a match between the EU’s comparative advan-
tages and the vital needs of the Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the EU should prioritize 
areas where there is a genuine commitment 
to reform, and where reforms can benefit the 
population (rather than just the elites). Given 
that the EU is considered a role model for mod-
ernization and regional cooperation throughout 
the region, it is uniquely placed to offer support 
and share its experience in specific soft policy 
areas. In this light, a number of areas stand out 
as possible focal areas, including education, 
environment and border management. In each 

of these areas, the EU has a competitive edge 
compared to other external actors and the Cen-
tral Asian countries face real needs. 

• Considering that the region has a fast grow-
ing population, the new strategy should focus 
more on young people as potential agents for 
change. Support for education is therefore es-
sential. Education, which is on the verge of 
collapse in most Central Asian states, provides 
a solid fabric for addressing a wide range of is-
sues and challenges. Support of the education 
sector should be linked to the need to modern-
ize and improve the economies of the Central 
Asian countries, including by strengthening 
vocational training adapted to the needs of the 
market. 

• The Central Asian countries are struggling 
to address environmental challenges, not least 
water management. The EU is uniquely placed 
to share its experience and help the region to 
meet international environmental norms and 
regulations.

• Border management in the region is still 
underdeveloped, thereby negatively impacting 
trade flows and amplifying security threats. 
However, BOMCA is in need of an overhaul, and 
the EU needs to be realistic about what it can 
achieve with a limited budget (i.e. €5 million for 
BOMCA in 2015-2018). Moreover, it needs to re-
flect about what its priorities are with respect 
to border management (e.g. focus on security 
goals or on economic integration and cross-bor-
der trade).

Recommendation 4:  
Involving EU Member States

The EU needs to capitalize more on the 
strengths of its member states, and encourage 
them to take an active role in the implementa-
tion of the strategy, especially in areas where the 
member states have comparative advantages and 
where they are perceived as role models by the 
Central Asian states (e.g. Finland in the area of 
education; Sweden in the area of social security). 
In this regard, new initiatives could be consid-
ered, which include Twinning, as is used in the 
countries covered by the European Neighbour-
hood Policy.
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Recommendation 5:  
Enhance Knowledge of Central Asia
There is a need for more evidence-based knowl-
edge on Central Asia. Moreover, research on Cen-
tral Asia needs to feed more into policy-making. 
In order to redefine its interests in Central Asia 
and offer viable solutions for the problems it 
seeks to address in the region, the EU needs to 
foster an “epistemic community” (i.e. a transna-
tional network of knowledge-based experts) on 
Central Asia, which can help EU decision-makers 
and policy-makers understand the specificities 
of the issues at hand. At the same time, more 
knowledge about the EU is needed in Central 
Asia. Among other things, this can be achieved 
by stimulating European studies in higher edu-
cation institutions throughout the five countries. 
This can also be linked to efforts to raise the 
EU’s profile in the public sphere, for example, by 
creating an EU university or think tank in the 
region.

Recommendation 6:  
A Results-Oriented Approach
Given the lack of concrete results in many areas, 
the EU needs to pursue a more results-oriented 
approach. This means that the EU needs to reflect 
upon how to measure the results of its cooperation. 
However, this does not mean that the EU should 
end all the programmes that have so far witnessed 
limited progress. Considering the slow pace at which 
change takes place in Central Asia, it is advisable to 
keep these programmes, albeit in a revised manner. 
This is further backed by a recent evaluation study 
of the EU’s regional-level support to Central Asia, 
which found that continuity of the programmes is 
crucial for achieving real impact on the ground.
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The EU's "unique selling point" in Central 
Asia: Sustainable and Inclusive Growth

Sebastian Schiek
German Institute for International and Security Affairs

There are some weaknesses in the 
first Central Asia strategy that 
should be addressed in the next 
phase of cooperation: First, the new 
strategy should address real needs 
of the Central Asian partners and 

fall within the interest of the EU, its member states 
as well as of the European business community. Sec-
ond, in order to improve its standing in the region, 
the EU should try to focus on cooperation proposals 
in such fields, where the EU has convincing and 
needed 'unique selling points'. Third, the EU should 
think more about how to frame its activity in a way 
that enhances its visibility and creates 'symbolic 
capital'. The EU should not and will not be able to 
compete with Russian and Chinese power in the 
region, but it should try to engage in a soft and ide-
ational competition.

China and Russia are and will be the most import-
ant trade partners and investors in and for Central 
Asia (except for Kazakhstan, for whom the EU is the 
most important trade partner). Moreover, they serve 
as foreign policy and military partners as well as 
sources of authoritarian learning. However, Central 
Asian states also mistrust the regional powers. More-
over, despite being dependent on Russia's and China's 
economic engagement, there are fields of paramount 
importance where the regional great powers do not 
have much to offer.

Taking the shortcomings of the first strategy and 
the geopolitical situation into account, I would like 
to highlight one specific offer of cooperation, the EU 
could make to Central Asian states, especially to the 
'new' Uzbekistan. 

A partnership for “Green and Gentle growth” would 
address the need of Central Asian countries for sus-
tainable and inclusive growth, which cannot be of-
fered by China and Russia. 

The Central Asian states are searching for new 
modes of economic growth. Their growth policies and 
the overall institutional environment do not exhibit 
favourable conditions for for growth. However, the 
regimes link economic growth to social and political 
stability. Some states are interested in development, 
but all four autocracies are additionally interested 
in growth as a means of authoritarian consolida-
tion. Uzbekistan, and to some extent Kazakhstan, are 
searching for advanced growth models and thus will 
have to take into account contemporary and future 
trends of the global market, green technology being 
one of them.

At the same time, environmental degradation is 
extremely fast in Central Asia. The regimes are also 
worried about Islamist radicalization. Growth-related 
social changes can lead to decreasing societal cohe-
sion and the dissolution of social ties. In the eyes of 
the regimes, this can lead to Islamist radicalization.

EU–Central Asia cooperation within 'Green and 
Gentle Growth' addresses all three needs of the Central 
Asian states and the EU foreign policy interests in the 
region: growth (leading to development and stabili-
ty), environmental protection, and social cohesion. 
Europe also has a lot to offer in this field. Knowledge 
and research on the transformation towards a green 
economy is nowhere more advanced than in the Eu-
ropean Union. Europe is also a global leader when it 
comes to green technology. Simultaneously, the EU 
member states are far from full transformation to-
wards green economy and are in this respect 'coun-
tries in developmental'. This makes cooperation in the 
field compelling, because European and Central Asian 
partners can explore the field together and learn from 
each other, e.g. in the cultural dimension of change. 
A partnership on 'Green and Gentle Growth' could rely 
on UNEP's concept of Green Economy as well as the 
EU growth strategy 2020 and ultimately contribute to 
the global 2030 Agenda.
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'Green and gentle growth' would be a thought 
provoking label, which also leaves room for fresh 
conceptual thinking. 'Growth' conceptually differs 
from connectivity, as connectivity does not cre-
ate growth itself. International connectivity is only 
helpful in combination with proper growth strate-
gies based on domestic policy-making and domes-
tic institutions.

The EU could suggest activities in the following 
areas:

• Joint research on Green and Gentle Growth, tak-
ing into account the economic, technological and 
cultural dimension of a green economy (e.g. relative 
and absolute decoupling)

• Joint development and adaption of green tech-
nology for Central Asian needs in cooperation with 
EU companies

• Modernization of infrastructure, first of all in 
the field of energy and water (here with a strong 
regional dimension), building upon the EU's 
long-standing engagement in this field

• Research and implementation of innovative so-
cial projects, which focus on economic empower-
ment of communities (e.g. economy of common 
goods in Uzbek Mahalas, social entrepreneurship, 
etc.)

• Potential to develop a national brand (e.g. car-
free cities, taking European cities Barcelona and 
Amsterdam as examples)

• All activities should be linked to the 2030 Agen-
da. The EU should offer help to develop a national 
sustainability strategy and encourage the countries 
to organize participatory processes to draft the Vol-
untary National Reviews (VNR) on SDG implemen-
tation

• The development of political and economic insti-
tutions as a prerequisite of economic growth and as 
a mean to attract investments by European compa-
nies should be an integral part of the partnership 
and subject to conditionality 

• An independent council with representatives of 
the research community, companies and the civil 
society could make sure that the label is not mis-
used for green washing

In 2016, when the review and drafting process of 
the new Central Asia strategy started, Uzbekistan ex-
perienced a change of leadership. Uzbekistan's overall 
reform trajectory remained unclear for some time. 
Today, most observers agree that President Mirziyoyev 
aims to transform the country into a 'modern autocra-
cy'. This will also have positive effect for regional co-
operation. The EU should continue to support regional 
cooperation, as it is one of the EU's long-term foreign 
policy goals and highly welcomed by the states.

Concerning domestic affairs and domestic struc-
ture, intense cooperation with Uzbekistan is extreme-
ly promising. President Mirziyoyev has specified the 
overall direction of change, but the government is 
still amenable to incentives and inspirations regard-
ing concrete policies and narrative frames. A rather 
successful transformation of Uzbekistan to a more 
Singapurian type of economy remains difficult, but 
the chances to set the right parameters will never be 
better than now. In all Central Asian societies, Mirzi-
yoyev has already become a symbol for desperately 
needed reform and positive change. Meaningful co-
operation on domestic affairs in the remaining three 
autocracies are less promising. In case of success, 
Uzbekistan's transformation would create trickle down 
effects for neighboring countries. It would also put 
pressure on all neighboring regimes to undergo re-
form, especially on Nazarbayev's successor. 

Activities, such as investments in education, re-
search and technological development do not com-
pete with the Russian and Chinese engagement in 
the region and exhibit a unique form of cooperation, 
that the regional great powers do not offer. An added 
value would be that Central Asian countries could 
benefit from this cooperation also ideationally. 
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