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Abstract

The article examines the key geopolitical factors influencing the competitive geo-economic dy-
namics in Central Asia, with a particular focus on the roles and political priorities of external ac-
tors. Central Asia, with its key geographic position on the Eurasian continent, occupies a strategic
position in the foreign policy agendas of Russia and China, driven by both security and economic
considerations. The United States, the European Union (EU), and Turkey also maintain substantial
engagement in the region. Hence, the article analyzes the policies of these external actors in Cen-
tral Asia, highlighting how, in the context of an evolving global order, their approaches differ sig-
nificantly and produce varied effects on the region’s political stability and developmental trajecto-
ries. In this context, the study examines how transport and logistics policies affect the foreign poli-
cies of Central Asian states and what strategic issues these states are trying to resolve by partici-
pating in regional and international transport routes. The article further addresses key aspects re-
lated to the region’s long-term geopolitical and geo-economic prospects. It also analyzes the de-
gree of engagement by South Caucasus countries, especially Azerbaijan and Georgia, in Central
Asia’s transport and logistics networks, along with the broader infrastructural linkages between the
two regions.
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Introduction

Central Asia holds strategic significance within Eurasia, primarily due to its abun-
dant energy and mineral resources. Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, this
resource-rich region has become a focal point for major international powers seek-
ing to secure access and influence.

Central Asia holds high security importance for Russia. Developments in the
region are always observed from the perspective of Russia’s vital interests and na-
tional security. In parallel, Central Asian states are engaged in various integration
organizations with Russia, such as the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS),
the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), and the Eurasian Economic
Union (EAEU).

After independence, the region has gained key importance as a transit and logis-
tics hub. This has been highlighted most in terms of China’s Belt and Road Initia-
tive (BRI). Increased competition within the region is characterized by vying actors
who wish to supplant each other’s influence, in so doing generating conflicts of
interest that will be detrimental to the internal political sustainability of the Central
Asian states.

Here, the events in the region, on the one hand, are political and economic driv-
ers, but simultaneously, they cause security issues for the Central Asian states
themselves. Assessing Central Asia through the prism of West-Russia rivalry, it
becomes apparent that the West seeks to undermine Russia’s foothold in the region
and to leverage, as fully as possible, the region’s critical logistics corridors between
East and West.

For China, the region is an important corridor to organize the export of goods to
Western Asia and Europe, which, in turn, leads to the growth of Chinese influence.
Since the dissolution of the USSR, Western political thought has viewed Central
Asia not only as a resource-abundant region, particularly in terms of energy, but
also as a pivotal hub for trans-Eurasian transportation and logistics. In this context,
control over Central Asia and the key communication corridors traversing it has
become essential in the twenty-first century for global actors seeking to strengthen
their position within the broader Eurasian landscape.

Thus, this research aims to examine the ongoing dynamics in Central Asia that
intensify geopolitical competition and conflicting interests, while also reassessing
the strategic significance of transit routes and logistics, and evaluating their broader
implications for the political, economic, and security landscape of Eurasia. This
research is designed around the following key questions:

1. What impact does the competition among regional and international actors in

Central Asia have on regional stability?
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2. How is logistics diplomacy reshaping the foreign policy agenda of Central
Asian states?

3. What role does logistics diplomacy play in the context of competition for in-

fluence between China and Russia?

4. How are transport and logistics projects transforming the foreign economic

relations of Central Asian states?

5. How is logistics diplomacy perceived and used as an impact tool in the re-

gion?

Methodology: This research is based on quantitative and qualitative methodol-
ogies to ensure a multifaceted and comprehensive analysis. Among the qualitative
methods, event study, comparative analysis, and content analysis played particular-
ly important roles. First, the event study method was used for a detailed analysis of
ongoing political and strategic processes in the region. This approach allowed for
the analysis of cause-and-effect relationships within regional developments and the
assessment of their impact on Central Asian states.

The comparative analysis method was used to analyze the dynamics of the Cen-
tral Asian states’ foreign policies since the collapse of the USSR. This method
compared the political courses of these states, as well as the policies and influence
of external actors, particularly Russia, the US, and China, in the region. Compara-
tive analysis was applied to identify the similarities and differences in the strategies
of external actors, as well as their potential impacts on the countries of the region.
Special attention was given to content analysis, applied to Chinese President Xi
Jinping’s 2013 speech in Kazakhstan, which laid the ideological foundation for the
BRI, and Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 2015 address to the Federal Assem-
bly, where the concept of the Greater Eurasian Partnership was introduced. A com-
parative analysis of these speeches was conducted to examine the differing ap-
proaches of China and Russia toward the integration and political framing of the
Eurasian region.

Moreover, the comparative analysis method was applied to evaluate the oppor-
tunities for developing transport corridors in Central Asia. The research has inves-
tigated how such infrastructure projects affect the foreign policy decisions of coun-
tries in this region, with attention to both their outward engagement and their ca-
pacity for strategic self-determination.

Literature Review: Several academic works can be highlighted regarding vari-
ous aspects of this topic, some of which have been used in this study. The applica-
tion of Zbigniew Brzezinski’s perspectives is of significant importance® for under-

! Zbigniew Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and Its Geostrategic Imperatives
(Moscow: International Relations, 2003), in Russian: [36urues bxe3unckuii, Beaukas waxmammuast
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standing different regional developments in Central Asia, including geo-economics
and regional competition. Brzezinski’s approaches allow for an analysis of the in-
fluence of international power centers on this strategic area.

In terms of studying regional issues, Vladimir Evseev’s article can also be con-
sidered a valuable study,” where the relationship between Russia and Uzbekistan is
analyzed, making a focus on the existing contradictions. This analysis provides an
opportunity to assess the positioning of Russian policy in Central Asia.

Charles E. Ziegler’s study® should also be mentioned. It focuses on the US
strategy in Central Asia, particularly in the context of integration processes within
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). The author analyzes the regional
interests of the US and their interaction with the policies of other major actors.

From the perspective of combining international competition and cooperation
processes, the discussion of the BRI is also essential. Within the study of transpor-
tation communications and logistics issues, we have drawn upon the works of Sri-
kant Kondapalli,* Kuralay Baizakova,” and Li Na.® These authors argue that the

00CKa: AMepUKancKoe npegocxoocmeo u e20 eceocmpamezudeckue umnepamusst (Mocksa:
MesxayHapoausie otHourenus, 2003)].

2 Vladimir Evseev, “On Contradictoriness of Russian-Uzbek Relationships in Military and Political
Sphere,” World Economy and International Relations, no. 6 (2013): 66-74,
https://doi.org/10.20542/0131-2227-2013-6-66-74, in  Russian:  [Bmagumup  Escees, “O
MIPOTHBOPEUUBOCTH POCCHHCKO-Y30EKCKHX OTHOIICHWH B BOCHHO-TIOJIHMTHUYECKOH chepe”, Muposas
OKOHOMUKA U MENCOYHAPOOHbLe omHouwenust, NO. 6 (2013): 66-74].

® Charles E. Ziegler, “US Strategy in Central Asia and Shanghai Cooperation Organization,” World
Economy and International Relations, no. 4 (2005): 13-22, https://doi.org/10.20542/0131-2227-2005-
4-13-22, in Russian: [Yapiae3 3. 3urnep, “Crparerust CIHIA B Lentpansroit Asuu u Ilaunxaiickas
OpraHu3alus COTPyIHUIECTBA”, MUposas SKOHOMUKA U MeACOYHapoOHbie omHowenust, N0. 4 (2005):
13-22].

* Srikanth Kondapalli, “Eurasian Transport Corridors — The Role of China,” in Logistics and
Diplomacy. Collection of Materials from the VII International Seminar, ed. K. I. Baizakova (Almaty:
“Mir” Publishing House, 2024), 10-29, in Russian: [Srikanth Kondapalli, “Eurasian Transport
Corridors — The Role of China,” cm.: Jloeucmuxa u ouniomamus. Céopnux mamepuanos VIl
MmexncoyHapoonoeo cemunapa, ot. pen. K. W. BaitzakoBa (Anmatel: Mznarensckuit qom “Mup,”
2024), 10-29].

® Kuralay Irtysovna Baizakova, “Transport and Logistics Issues in Foreign Policy in Kazakhstan,” in
Logistics and Diplomacy. Collection of Materials from the VII International Seminar, ed. K. I.
Baizakova (Almaty: “Mir” Publishing House, 2024), 77-88, in Russian: [Kypamaii MprtsicoBHa
baiizakoBa, “TpaHCHOPTHO-JIOTUCTHYECKUE BOMPOCHI BO BHemHed mnonutuke Kaszaxcrana”, cm.:
Jlocucmuka u ounnomamus. Coopnux mamepuanos VI mesxcoynapoonozo cemunapa, ots. pen. K. U.
BaiizakoBa (Anmarer: U3natensckuii 1om “Mup,” 2024), 77-87].

® Na Li, ““One Belt, One Road” Initiative as a New Cooperation Model of the PRC with Russia and
Central Asia Countries,” RUDN Journal of World History 10, no. 4 (2018): 382-392,
https://doi.org/10.22363/2312-8127-2018-10-4-382-392 , in Russian: [ Ha JIu, “Nuuunarusa “Opuu
nosic, OJUH IIyTh” Kak HOBasg Mozenb corpyanudectsa KHP ¢ Poccueil u crpanamu IlenTpansHoi
Asmn”, Becmnux Poccuiickozo ynusepcumema opyoucowvi napooos. Cepus: Bceobwas ucmopus 10,
no. 4 (2018): 382-392].


https://doi.org/10.20542/0131-2227-2013-6-66-74
https://doi.org/10.20542/0131-2227-2005-4-13-22
https://doi.org/10.20542/0131-2227-2005-4-13-22
https://doi.org/10.22363/2312-8127-2018-10-4-382-392
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transport routes passing through the region contribute to deepening economic co-
operation and have a beneficial impact on regional integration.

Therefore, a thorough grasp of the international relations evolving in Central
Asia can be formed by combining the ideas of the aforementioned authors, high-
lighting both cooperative and competitive trends.

Great Power Competition in Central Asia: Conflicting Interests and the Dy-
namics of Instability

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Central Asia appeared in an absolutely
new geopolitical reality. Like other post-Soviet countries, Central Asian states
faced many challenges, including security and political issues, which were of an
intra-regional and extra-regional nature. These states, having proclaimed independ-
ence, needed to overcome too many difficulties related to the provision of security,
the establishment of a full-fledged statehood, and, finally, becoming independent
actors in the system of international relations. At the same time, a group of global
and regional actors—the United States, Turkey, Iran, China, and, of course, Rus-
sia—started developing their policies towards the region of Central Asia. As a re-
sult, the area gradually transformed into a turmoil of geopolitical competition. Cen-
tral Asian states, on their part, recognized the imperative of formulating independ-
ent foreign policy priorities based on national interests. The process by which these
actors sought to gain more favorable economic and political positions in Central
Asia took various forms, including economic diplomacy and cultural diplomacy.
To better understand the policies of external actors in the region, we should exam-
ine them using a comparative analytical method.

According to the American political scholar Zbigniew Brzezinski, in the 1990s,
Turkey perceived Central Asia as a region historically and culturally connected to
it. The concept of uniting the Turkic nations of the Caspian Sea basin and Central
Asia began to gain traction among Turkish nationalists, who saw it as a renewed
opportunity for advancing Pan-Turkist aspirations.” In this context, the 2009 Na-
khichevan Agreement between Turkey, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan,®
the basis of the Organization of Turkic States opened up new opportunities to build
political and economic relations between Central Asian states and Turkey. Azerbai-
jan was a bridge of connection, and the strategic importance of the South Caucasus
in Turkey-Central Asia relations also increased.

" Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard, 161.

8 “Nakhchivan Agreement on the Establishment of the Cooperation Council of Turkic-speaking
States,” Organization of Turkic States, accessed May 28, 2025, https://www.turkicstates.org/en/key-
documents-section.


https://www.turkicstates.org/en/key-documents-section
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Zbigniew Brzezinski mentioned that the United States was also keen on intrud-
ing into this resource-rich area, previously under the Russian monopoly. The inter-
est of the United States in the region was economic and geopolitical, including the
establishment of new energy reserves and transit road systems.®

In this geopolitical competitive environment, most of the Central Asian nations
were devoted to a policy of nurturing multisided and multi-dimensional ties with
Russia, particularly through integration processes of the CIS in the initial years.
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan signed the Collective Security
Treaty (CST) on 15 May 1992. Later, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan con-
tinued to support the idea of a deeper integration within the CIS and also affiliated
with the CSTO. The policies of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan in the region were
not similar. Turkmenistan’s quite limited and neutral approach towards the CIS
was directly conditioned by its strategy of acquiring permanent neutrality status in
its foreign policy. This determination received its legal fixing on December 12,
1995, when the permanent neutrality of Turkmenistan was officially recognized by
a United Nations General Assembly resolution, making it a unique case in the post-
Soviet region as a subject of international law with neutral status. Turkmenistan’s
subsequent policy stemmed from its status as a permanently neutral state.

If Turkmenistan’s foreign policy trajectory was explained by its status of per-
manent neutrality, Uzbekistan’s foreign policy trajectory was entirely different;
Uzbekistan did not prioritize the integration processes of the post-Soviet space un-
der Russia’s leadership. During Islam Karimov’s presidency, Uzbekistan’s rela-
tions with almost all external actors (Turkey, Russia, the US) were “periodically re-
edited.” In 1999, Uzbekistan did not renew the CST, which was a consequence of a
passive position in relations with Russia. Some researchers attribute this to mis-
takes made by Russia in the mid-1990s, specifically Russia’s refusal in 1997 to
assist Uzbekistan with military equipment, as well as, in Tashkent’s opinion, Rus-
sia’s unfriendliness during the Batken events of 1999-2000."° Uzbekistan coupled
this political line with developing relations with the US and Western power cen-
ters, one manifestation of which was its membership in GUUAM (Georgia,
Ukraine, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Moldova) in 1999. One of the reasons for Uzbek-
istan’s political position was also the threat coming from Afghanistan, which Pres-
ident 1. Karimov also tried to neutralize via cooperation with the West. Affiliation
to GUUAM also seemed to be another attempt to create a balance against Russia in
the Central Asian region, but in essence, Uzbekistan did not show activity within

% Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard, 168.
0 Byseev, “On Contradictoriness,” 69.
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this association; moreover, it showed caution in order not to get involved in anti-
Russian political processes.

A new phase and a new competitive environment for external actors began for
the states of Central Asia after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, when the
United States strengthened its presence in the region, primarily in a military-
political sense. This was evidenced by the fact that in early October 2001, US Sec-
retary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld visited Uzbekistan and signed an agreement.
Under this agreement, approximately 1,500 American troops were stationed at the
Karshi-Khanabad military air base in exchange for security guarantees. In Decem-
ber 2001, the US and Kyrgyzstan signed an agreement granting Americans the
right to use Manas Airport. According to the agreement, Kyrgyzstan was to receive
7,000 USD for each American aircraft’s takeoff and landing. The term of this
agreement was extended for another three years in June 2003."

The Government of Kazakhstan, in its turn, agreed to grant the US the right to
conduct flights through its airspace and also allowed the transit of American cargo
through its territory. In addition, Kazakhstan permitted the use of Almaty Airport
in emergencies.'” Similarly, Tajikistan granted the US armed forces the right to use
Dushanbe Airport for refueling purposes.*

In addition, Russia continued to build up its military-political and economic po-
sitions in the region. From a security position, one of the very important steps took
place on 25 May 2001 at the Yerevan session of the Collective Security Council of
the CSTO, when a Decision on the Establishment of Collective Rapid Deployment
Forces for the Central Asian Collective Security Region was adopted. These coali-
tion forces had been formed™* in August of the very year, which reinforced the mul-
tilateral military cooperation among Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajiki-
stan. For the Central Asian states, the threats emanating from Afghanistan kept bi-
lateral and multilateral cooperation relevant in the security sphere with Russia, in
particular under the CSTO framework. Unlike Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajiki-
stan, Uzbekistan was attempting to engage in security cooperation with the US.
The US and Uzbekistan signed the “Declaration on Strategic Partnership and Co-
operation Framework between the United States of America and the Republic of

1 Ziegler, “US Strategy in Central Asia,” 16.

12 Ziegler, “US Strategy in Central Asia,” 16.

13 Ziegler, “US Strategy in Central Asia,” 16.

14 «“The Collective Forces of the Rapid Deployment of the Central Asian Collective Security Region,”
CSTO Joint Staff, accessed May 18, 2025, https://jscsto.odkb-csto.org/en/voennaya-sostavlyauschaya-
odkb/ksbrtsar.php.
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Uzbekistan” on 12 March 2002, which also envisioned cooperation in the security
aspect.”

Moreover, simultaneously, Uzbekistan was considering the possibility of with-
drawal of its membership from GUUAM. That set alarm actually in the United
States, and on June 15, 2002, the US Department of State press service made a
statement that the administration of US President George Bush had hoped that the
Government of Uzbekistan would reconsider its intention to withdraw from the
GUUAM regional organization. The statement noted, “We also believe that mem-
bership in GUUAM will help strengthen Uzbekistan’s role as a regional leader.”"
A few days after this statement, Uzbekistan’s Foreign Minister Abdulaziz Kamilov,
during a phone conversation with the Ukrainian Foreign Minister, declared that
Uzbekistan did not intend to leave GUUAM, but merely suspended its participation
in some of the GUUAM events, according to Kamilov.*’ Earlier, however, Kami-
lov had officially confirmed the decision to withdraw from GUUAM in an inter-
view with RIA Novosti, emphasizing that Uzbekistan’s participation in the
GUUAM was dictated by the desire to integrate into the process of multilateral
economic cooperation. However, according to him, no positive results were rec-
orded within four years.”® Consequently, no activity was shown by Uzbekistan
within the GUUAM framework.

In May 2005, the President of Uzbekistan announced his country’s withdrawal
from GUUAM. According to a RIA Novosti report, in a letter to President Vladi-
mir VVoronin of Moldova, President Islam Karimov of Uzbekistan noted the inef-
fectuality of his country’s membership in the GUUAM stating: “Due to its geo-
graphical position, Uzbekistan sees no opportunities to realize its interests in the
areas of economy and security within the framework of new initiatives and projects
announced by GUUAM, and therefore withdraws from this organization.”*® Soon

15 “Declaration on the Strategic Partnership and Cooperation Framework Between the United States
of America and the Republic of Uzbekistan,” U.S. Department of State Archive, July 8, 2002, ac-
cessed May 11, 2025, https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/eur/rls/or/2002/11711.htm.

16 «“The USA Expressed Hope That Uzbekistan Would Reconsider Its Decision to Withdraw from the
GUUAM Organization,” [“CLLA BbIpa3uin Hagex1y, 9T0 Y30€KHUCTaH MEPECMOTPHUT CBOE PEIICHHE
o Bbixoge u3 oprammszammu ['YYAM”], RIA Novosti, June 26, 2002, accessed May 11, 2025,
https://ria.ru/20020615/174829.html.

7 “Uzbekistan Does /not Intend to Leave the Regional Organization GUUAM, Which Also Unites
Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan and Moldova,” [“Y30ekucTan He HaMEpPEH BBIXOIHUTh U3 PETHOHAIBHOM
opranmsamuu ['YYAM, obbenuusironteii Taxxe I'pysuto, Ykpauny, AsepOaiipkan u Mosgasuio™],
RIA Novosti, June 26, 2002, accessed May 11, 2025, https://ria.ru/20020626/181304.html.

18 RIA Novosti, “Uzbekistan Does Not Intend to Leave the Regional Organization GUUAM.”

19 “Moscow Knows Uzbekistan’s Withdrawal from GUUAM,” [“B MockBe M3BECTHO O BBIXOE
V3bekucrana w3 I'YYAM,”], RIA Novosti, May 6, 2005, accessed May 29, 2025,
https://ria.ru/20050506/39940517.html.
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after, relations between Uzbekistan and the West deteriorated in connection with
the Andijan events in May 2005.

In July 2005, Uzbekistan demanded that the US troops leave its military base in
the period of six months. This demand came after the US sharply criticized the Uz-
bek government’s actions in suppressing the unrest in the Andijan region.?’ The US
and other Western countries immediately demanded an independent investigation
of the Andijan events and accused Tashkent of “indiscriminate and unjustified use
of force.” Uzbekistan’s leadership perceived this as interference in the country’s
internal affairs.” Later, the West further toughened its policy towards Uzbekistan
on this issue. In particular, the European Union imposed sanctions on arms trade
against Uzbekistan, temporarily suspended the Partnership and Cooperation
Agreement, and restricted the entry of Uzbek politicians into EU territory.?

In his attempt to explain the West’s stand in favor of monitoring investigations
into the May 13, 2005 events in Andijan, Yuri Lebedev, an advisor to the Embassy
of Russia in Uzbekistan, having met on-site with a working group composed of
members of the diplomatic corps accredited in Uzbekistan, in Andijan on July 11
of the same year, stated that “the main goal of the forces behind the Andijan events
was to destabilize the situation in the Central Asian region.”? The sharp difference
in these statements almost clearly reflected the growing competition between major
players—the West and Russia—in Central Asia. In the geopolitics of the region,
therefore, the accession of Uzbekistan into the CSTO in 2006 could be viewed as a
movement to strengthen the positions of Moscow.

Despite being a member of the CSTO, Uzbekistan was by no means actively
engaged in the military-political sphere. President Karimov would portray the im-
age of a reservist and would occasionally take an obstructive position, especially as
important decisions were being adopted. This obstructed the development of uni-
fied approaches within the CSTO. This attitude became particularly evident be-
tween 20092011, when a number of fundamental documents vital for enhancing
the CSTO’s effectiveness were adopted within the organization. It was obvious that
Uzbekistan did not see the solution to its security problems within the CSTO
framework. Finally, in 2012, Uzbekistan withdrew from the CSTO. However, this
step did not mean a radical strategic reorientation towards the West, unlike the po-

20 «The US Air Force Will Leave Uzbekistan Ahead of Schedule,” [“BBC CIILIA nocpodto HOKHHYT
V30ekucran], RBC, September 217, 2005, accessed May 29, 2025,
https://www.rbc.ru/politics/27/09/2005/5703bb3f9a7947afa08c8994.

2 Evseev, “On Contradictoriness,” 70.

22 Eyseev, “On Contradictoriness,” 70.

2 “The Goal of the Andijan Terrorists Is to Destabilize the Situation in the Region,” [“Llens
aHJIM)KAHCKUX TEPPOPUCTOB — necrabmimsanus cutyauud B peruone”], RBC, July 14, 2005,
accessed May 11, 2025, https://www.rbc.ru/politics/14/07/2005/5703bb029a7947afa08c840c.
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litical shift of the late 1990s. Uzbekistan’s membership in the CSTO from 2006—
2012 can be observed as a response to the political pressure exerted by the West
after the Andijan events. Subsequently, Uzbekistan reverted to its traditional for-
eign policy model, avoiding long-term involvement within any alliance.

The Tulip Revolution of 2005 in Kyrgyzstan was also a consequence of the
Western influence in Central Asia. It seemed to be a logical continuation of the
post-Soviet “color revolutions” (the Rose Revolution in Georgia, the Orange Revo-
lution in Ukraine). As a result, Kyrgyz President Askar Akayev first fled to Mos-
cow and then signed his resignation at the Kyrgyz embassy in Moscow on April 4,
2005. For the first time in one of the Central Asian states, a change of power oc-
curred through a revolution, regarding which different assessments are made about
the influence of external factors.?* It was evident that a shift in the balance of pow-
er established in the post-Soviet region in the 1990s was taking place, and the color
revolutions were part of it. However, on the other hand, researchers also pointed to
several internal factors that caused the Tulip Revolution of Kyrgyzstan.?® In the
context of these developments, Russia sought not only to maintain its influence
within the post-Soviet space but also to revise the international order established
after the Cold War on a global scale. One of the key indicators of this trend was
President Vladimir Putin’s well-known speech delivered in Munich on February
10, 2007, which has been widely interpreted as a manifestation of Moscow’s grow-
ing dissatisfaction and its demand for a reconfiguration of the global order.?®

After the Tulip Revolution, no sharp turns towards the West were observed in
Kyrgyzstan’s foreign policy, as happened in the cases of Georgia and Ukraine.
Kyrgyzstan continued to remain in the CSTO and develop relations with Russia at
a bilateral level. Moreover, in 2009, the Kyrgyz authorities announced that the Ma-
nas facility would cease to operate as a military base and would be transformed
into a transit center for the US Air Force. In 2014, it was finally closed, which re-
searchers linked to the freezing of relations between the US and Russia after the
outbreak of the Ukrainian crisis.”’

2 «“There Were Stones, There Were Horses: Who Was Behind the ‘Tulip Revolution’ in Kyrgyzstan
and How It Led the Country to New Crises,” [“Boum kamuu, Gbuti kouw”: Krto crosur 3a
‘TIOJNIBITAHOBOH peBoronreil” B Kuprusum u kak oHa IpuBeNia CTpaHy K HOBBIM Kpu3ucam”™], Lenta.ru,
April 19, 2023, accessed May 11, 2025, https://lenta.ru/articles/2023/04/19/kirgizia/

% «“Tylip Revolution: A Look at the March Events 17 Years Later,” [“TroNbIaHOBAs PEBOIOIHAS:
B3IUISI/1 HA MapTOBCKHE coObiThs crycts 17 ner”], Radio Azattyk, March 24, 2022, accessed May 11,
2025, https://rus.azattyk.org/a/31768025.html.

% «Speech and Discussion at the Munich Security Policy Conference,” [“BbIcTymienne u IHCKycCHs
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Meanwhile, it was clear in the Russian policy that it handled the internal politi-
cal development of the Central Asian states cautiously. This was evident, for in-
stance, during the events of 2010 in Kyrgyzstan, particularly after June 10, when
renewed violence in the south of the country triggered inter-ethnic clashes. On 12
June, the Russian news outlets reported, interim President and government head of
Kyrgyzstan, Roza Otunbayeva, appealed to the Russian President Dmitry
Medvedev to deploy Russian peacekeeping forces in Kyrgyzstan. On 12 June, the
Russian president directed the Russian Health and Social Development Minister
and the Minister of Emergency Situations to provide humanitarian aid to Kyrgyz-
stan. As the chairman of the CSTO Collective Security Council, he also instructed
the secretaries of the security councils of the member states to hold consultations
on developing collective response measures. President Medvedev also held a series
of consultations with President Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan and CSTO
Secretary-General Nikolay Bordyuzha. At the same time, official Moscow an-
nounced that it did not intend to send peacekeepers to Kyrgyzstan.?

Nevertheless, Russia continued to maintain its military presence in Kyrgyzstan,
which speaks to Russia’s strengthening positions and military presence in the re-
gion. Moreover, according to 2022 data, Russia was equipping its military bases in
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan with new equipment.?® The presence of these military
bases once again underscores Russia’s role in the Central Asian region, primarily
in military-political terms. The competition between the main actors in internation-
al relations in Central Asia became particularly obvious after the January 2022
events in Kazakhstan. This occurred after the Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart
Tokayev appealed to the CSTO for assistance on January 5. On January 6, 2022,
US State Department spokesman Ned Price told reporters that the US State De-
partment hoped to receive a rational response from the Kazakh authorities regard-
ing what necessitated the introduction of a CSTO peacekeeping contingent into the
country, following reports of external forces interfering in the events. The attention
of the EU and China was also focused on the developments in Kazakhstan.
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3 (39) (2022): 22].

2 «Russian Military Bases in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan Will Be Reinforced with New Weapons and
Equipment,” [“Boennvie 6asvt P® ¢ Tadocuxucmane u Kupeuzuu ycuisim HOGbIM 800PYIiCEHUEM U
mexnuxou "], Interfax, January 24, 2022, accessed May 11, 2025,
https://www.interfax.ru/world/817988.


https://lenta.ru/articles/2023/04/19/kirgizia/
https://doi.org/10.46991/BYSU:D/2022.13.3.017
https://www.interfax.ru/world/817988

Zhak Manukyan 77

On February 16, 2022, the CSTO peacekeeping operation in Kazakhstan be-
came a subject of discussion at a UN Security Council meeting on the topic of co-
operation between the UN and the CSTO. These discussions at the UN Security
Council once again revealed the competition among the main actors in internation-
al relations, particularly the confrontation between Russia and the NATO member
states led by the US in the Central Asian region.*

In the summer of 2022, the Autonomous Republic of Karakalpakstan, an auton-
omous administrative unit within Uzbekistan, became the center of instability in
Central Asia. Mass protests began there on July 1, 2022, as a result of a draft of
amendments to the Constitution of Uzbekistan, which envisioned abolishing the
autonomous status of the Republic of Karakalpakstan. The largest demonstration
took place in Nukus, the capital of Karakalpakstan.

Given the circumstances of mass protests, President Shavkat Mirziyoyev of Uz-
bekistan arrived in Nukus, where he made a statement promising not to amend the
articles of the Constitution related to the autonomous republic’s status, except Arti-
cle 73, which defines the inviolability of Karakalpakstan’s territorial integrity. At
the same time, the president announced the imposition of a state of emergency in
the autonomous region from July 3 to August 2.3 The Uzbek authorities saw for-
eign interference in these events, as stated by President Mirziyoyev during a video
conference on July 6, 2022, specifically noting, “Of course, these events were not
organized in one day or ten days. These actions were prepared for years by foreign
forces. Their main goal is to encroach on the territorial integrity of Uzbekistan and
create an inter-ethnic conflict.””*

The unresolved border issues between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan also negative-
ly impacted the stability of the region. Specifically, from January 2022, border ten-
sions between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan escalated into military clashes in Septem-
ber of the same year, which were unprecedented in scale compared to previous
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border clashes between these two countries since the collapse of the USSR.*
However, the parties were able to put an end to military actions. Sadyr Japarov and
Emomali Rahmon, the presidents of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, signed a treaty on
the state border between the two countries on March 13, 2025. Two checkpoints on
the Tajik-Kyrgyz border, which were closed in 2021, are now open again.** From
March 14, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan resumed air transportation, which had been
suspended since May 2021.%* The signing of this agreement between Kyrgyzstan
and Tajikistan was important for ensuring stability in the region and for the imple-
mentation of several regional logistics projects.

How Transport and Logistics Diplomacy Reshapes the Foreign Policies of
Central Asian States

The states of Central Asia, which formed the periphery of the Soviet Union, pos-
sess diverse opportunities for economic development, determined by both the
availability of internal resources and the economic policies implemented. The
global economic crisis that began in 2008 affected the countries of the region dif-
ferently.* These differences were conditioned not only by their domestic economic
policies but also directly by their economic relations with Russia and China. There-
fore, it was not possible to completely avoid the negative consequences of the cri-
sis.

By 2009, the impact of the economic crisis was already being felt in the coun-
tries of Central Asia.*” For example, the economy of Uzbekistan, which was less
integrated into the global economy compared to Kazakhstan, began to decline due
to a decrease in demand in the global market for a number of goods exported from
Uzbekistan, particularly the prices of precious and non-ferrous metals, cotton, ura-
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nium, oil products, mineral fertilizers, and other raw materials. This, in turn, led to
a decrease in the income of both exporting economic entities and investors, as well
as a decline in production profitability. As a result, these processes negatively af-
fected economic growth rates and macroeconomic indicators.*

In these circumstances, China’s initiative to establish a land route connection
with Europe through the territory of the region gained strategic importance for the
Central Asian states. On September 7, 2013, President of the People’s Republic of
China Xi Jinping delivered a historic speech at Nazarbayev University in Astana,
Kazakhstan, introducing the BRI.* In his speech, the Chinese leader presented the
main principles of China’s policy in Central Asia, emphasizing that the initiative
would not pursue a goal of a competitive positioning, but was about the deepening
of cooperation. Xi Jinping considered the alignment of external and internal forces,
as well as the overlapping of interests in the region, speaking about the initiative.
The Chinese President particularly emphasized the need for policy coordination
with Russia, focusing on the priority of bilateral cooperation:

“We respect the path of development, the foreign and domestic policy that
the peoples of other countries have independently chosen. We absolutely do
not interfere in the internal affairs of the Middle Asian countries, do not seek
leadership in resolving regional issues, and do not create spheres of influ-
ence for ourselves. We are ready to intensify exchanges and coordination
with Russia and the countries of Middle Asia and jointly make unremitting

. . 4
efforts to create a harmonious region.”*

According to Xi Jinping, the essence and content of strategic cooperation be-
tween China and the Central Asian states lie in the mutual support of each other’s
state sovereignty, territorial integrity, and political stability. By subordinating com-
petitive approaches and replacing them with a cooperative model, China proposed
deepening bilateral relations with both individual states and within the framework
of the SCO. In this context, an essential direction was considered the joint fight
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ego-preodoleniyu-v-usloviyah-uzbekistana.
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against the “three forces of evil”—terrorism, separatism, and extremism—as well
as against illegal drug trafficking and transnational organized crime. In the context
of deepening economic integration, Xi Jinping proposed the joint creation of the
New Silk Road Economic Belt, aimed at promoting economic cooperation among
the countries of the region. For the implementation of this strategic initiative, five
main complementary steps were proposed:

First, it was deemed necessary to promote mutual recognition of each country’s
political positions. This provision implied that the countries of the region should
exchange information on economic development strategies. At the same time, it
was important to respect national characteristics and differences, developing har-
monized programs that would pave the way for the implementation of regional
economic integration.**

Second, it was considered necessary to develop road communication. Xi Jinping
recalled that the SCO was conducting negotiations on signing an agreement on
simplifying transport formalities. Therefore, in his opinion, it was necessary to sign
and implement this document as soon as possible, which would allow for the for-
mation of a large-scale transport corridor in the “Pacific Ocean—Baltic Sea” direc-
tion. The Chinese leader noted that on this basis, they are ready to actively discuss
issues of improving cross-border transport infrastructure with all interested parties,
gradually forming a transport network connecting East Asia, West Asia, and South
Asia.*”

Third, it was necessary to ensure unimpeded trade. The Chinese leader noted
that the Silk Road Economic Belt is home to approximately 3 billion people. He
also emphasized that the scale and potential of the regional market are unique.

Fourth, Xi Jinping considered it necessary to strengthen the monetary circula-
tion sector. In his speech, he recalled that China, Russia, and other countries have
developed positive cooperation within the framework of national currencies and
have achieved encouraging results and accumulated valuable experience.

Fifth, the Chinese leader considered it necessary to promote mutual recognition
of peoples’ aspirations, as, to his mind, relations between countries are largely de-
termined by the rapprochement of peoples.*®

Therefore, China offered the states of the region an economic cooperation pro-
ject that balances the interests of Russia and China in the region, also emphasizing
the cooperation achieved within the SCO. This initiative by the Chinese leader
promoted the idea of cooperation as a path to development in a civilizational di-
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mension, in some ways contrasting it with competition and the concept of the clash
of civilizations.

This economic cooperation was an additional opportunity for the Central Asian
states to diversify their foreign policy, which, as mentioned above, Uzbekistan
sought to achieve. Kazakhstan also had such a political course, having already tak-
en steps to reduce its dependence on Russia in the field of energy exports.*

Two months after the speech of Xi Jinping, on November 7, 2013, as part of the
II International Transport and Logistics Business Forum “New Silk Road” in Asta-
na, the leaders of JSC “National Company “Kazakhstan Temir Zholy,” CJSC
“Azerbaijan Railways,” and JSC “Georgian Railway” signed an agreement on the
establishment of a Coordination Committee for the development of the Trans-
Caspian International Transport Route (TITR).*

In February 2014, the Coordination Committee for the Development of the
TITR was established to increase the flow of goods along the TITR.* This road
would stretch from China to Europe and would play an important role in the geo-
politics of Central Asia, making it a transport route with a certain role in China-
Europe trade and economic relations, and taken separately, it could turn Kazakh-
stan into an important transport and logistics hub in the Eurasian region as a whole.
In parallel with these processes, Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan signed the Treaty
of the EAEU (2014). Armenia and Kyrgyzstan joined later. As a result, two Central
Asian states became participants in a new integration process in the post-Soviet
space. The creation of the EAEU also somewhat changed the political and econom-
ic image of the region.

By promoting integration within the EAEU, Russia also considered China’s
growing role in the region and the initiatives China had put forward in the Eurasian
region. President Putin articulated this in his annual address to the Federal Assem-
bly on December 3, 2015, where he emphasized: “We have reached the next level
of cooperation within the Eurasian Economic Union by creating a common space,
with free movement of capital, goods, and labor. We have reached a basic agree-

* Zhak S. Manukyan, “Oil Diplomacy of Azerbaijan and Security Problems of the Republic of
Armenia,” in Axis of World Politics of the XXI Century: Increasing the Struggle for Resources in Asia
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XXI 6.: O6ocmpenue bopvbul 3a pecypevl 6 Asuu u Agppuxe, noxn pea. A. M. Xazanosoit (Mocksa:
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ment on combining Eurasian integration with the Chinese Silk Road Economic
Belt.”*’ This implied that Russia preferred collaboration over rivalry in Eurasia. In
this context, Putin proposed the idea of a Eurasian partnership in his address, spe-
cifically stating:

“I propose holding consultations, in conjunction with our colleagues from
the Eurasian Economic Union, with the SCO and the ASEAN members, as
well as with the states that are about to join the SCO, with the view of poten-
tially forming an economic partnership. Together, our states make up nearly
a third of the global economy in terms of purchasing power parity. Such a
partnership could initially focus on protecting investments, streamlining pro-
cedures for the cross-border movement of goods, joint development of tech-
nical standards for next-generation technology products, and the mutual pro-
vision of access to markets for both services and capital. Of course, this
partnership should be based on principles of equality and mutual interest.”*®

It is evident from comparing the key points of Xi Jinping’s speech on Septem-
ber 7, 2013, and Vladimir Putin’s speech on December 3, 2015, that the concepts
presented are compatible and share similar values. Chinese and Russian officials
place a strong emphasis on expanding logistical hubs, updating transportation in-
frastructure, and strengthening the SCO cooperation.

Integration within the EAEU framework differs considerably from the integra-
tion processes in the post-Soviet space, since here integration is carried out within
the framework of an organization endowed with supranational powers, in which
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, which are part of the EAEU common market, partici-
pate. Some researchers even believed that this organization could be an opportunity
to ease tensions between the EU and Russia through EU-EAEU cooperation.* In
this case, the EAEU could be a serious global player on the Eurasian continent,
taking into consideration the idea of Eurasian cooperation put forward by the Rus-
sian President. In the policies of both Russia and China, an important fact was that
the leaders of the two states sought not to oppose each other on regional issues. In

47 «“presidential Address to the Federal Assembly,” Official Internet Resources of the President of
Russia, December 3, 2015, accessed May 11, 2025, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/50864.
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Russia.
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this context, according to researchers, the projects of the New Silk Road Economic
Belt and the EAEU are characterized by an asymmetric nature.>

In 2015, the main routes of the New Silk Road Economic Belt were outlined:
from China through Central Asia and Russia to Europe; from China through Cen-
tral Asia and West Asia to the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea; and from
China to Southeast Asia, South Asia, and the Indian Ocean®. The Maritime Silk
Road was formulated as two main routes: from Chinese seaports through the South
China Sea to the Indian Ocean and then to Europe and Africa, and from Chinese
ports through the South China Sea to the Pacific Ocean.>

In accordance with the New Silk Road project, Kazakhstan has actively been
implementing its transport and logistics policy. In December 2016, the participants
of the Coordinating Committee for the Development of the Trans-Caspian Interna-
tional Transport Route -Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, and Georgia -decided to establish
the International Association of the TITR. Since February 2017, the TITR has
started its activities.”®

In 2017, the Baku-Thilisi-Kars (BTK) railway was also completed, the con-
struction of which lasted about 10 years. The operation of the BTK railway further
increased the strategic opportunities of the TITR, thanks to which the TITR had
two important routes: the first is the Trans-Kazakhstan railway, and the second is
the BTK railway.>* The development of the Middle Corridor is institutionally
independent and potentially transformative for the economies of Central Asia, the
South Caucasus, and Turkey.>

Uzbekistan’s interest in the operational prospects of the BTK railway has been
evident as well. In December 2017, President Shavkat Mirziyoyev approved a pro-
gram to diversify international cargo transport routes from 2018 to 2022. Accord-
ing to this document, the transit cargo transportation via the BTK railway line was
planned to begin as early as 2018.%°
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Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan also expressed interest in the cargo transportation
via the BTK railway. On December 19-20, 2019, a meeting was held in Tashkent
to develop an international multimodal route, with the participation of the heads of
railway companies from Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Uz-
bekistan. The Ministry of Transport of Uzbekistan also participated, which high-
lighted the importance of Uzbekistan on this transport route. This meeting, orga-
nized at the initiative of the Uzbekistani side, discussed the priority issues of in-
creasing cargo volumes and developing multimodal land transport through the ter-
ritories of the participating countries. During the discussion, unified transit tariff
rates and conditions for cargo transportation along the route were approved. The
participants agreed to create a Coordination Committee consisting of the heads of
the railway companies of the participating countries, under the chairmanship of the
Ministry of Transport of Uzbekistan.*’

As of March 2021, approximately 45 containers had been sent from Uzbekistan
towards Turkey and Europe via the BTK railway line.*® Uzbekistan continued to
show consistent activity in this direction. Notably, on August 2, 2022, the first joint
meeting of the Foreign Ministers and Ministers of Economy, Trade, and Transport
of Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and Turkey took place in Tashkent. Acting Foreign
Minister of Uzbekistan Vladimir Norov, summarizing the meeting’s results, told
journalists that the authorities of Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and Turkey expressed
their readiness to actively use the BTK railway as part of deepening cooperation
among the Turkic states.” Thus, it becomes obvious how transport and logistics
diplomacy contributes to the development of relations between Turkey and Azer-
baijan on one side, and Turkey and the Central Asian states on the other. Despite
this political activism from the aforementioned states, the freight transportation
figures along the BTK railway route remained quite modest. According to expert
assessments, freight volumes on the BTK railway line continued to be at an ex-
tremely low level until 2023. For example, in 2022 (the latest data before the re-
construction started in 2023), only 690,000 tons of cargo were transported via the

5 “Uzbekistan Plans to Launch Transit Trains to Azerbaijan and Georgia by Spring 2020,”
[“Y30ekuctan mmanupyioT k BecHe 2020 roma 3amycTHTh TpaH3WUTHBIE Moe3na B AsepOailpkaH U
I'pysuro”], Review.uz, December 21, 2019, accessed May 12, 2025, https://review.uz/news/sentral-
asia/uzbekistan-planiruyut-k-vesne-2020-goda-zapustit-tranzitniye-poezda-v-azerbaydjan-i-gruziyu.
%8 «Cargo from Uzbekistan to Europe Goes through Georgia,” [“I'py3sl u3 Y3Gekucrana B EBporry
enyr uepe3 tepputoputo I'pysun”], Sputnik Georgia, March 3, 2021, accessed May 29, 2025,
https://sputnik-georgia.ru/20210304/Gruzy-iz-Uzbekistana-v-Evropy-edut-cherez-territoriyu-Gruzii-
251074513.html.

% «“Ugbekistan, Azerbaijan and Tiirkiye Are Ready to Actively Use the Baku-Thilisi-Kars Railway,”
[“Y36exucran, Asepbaiimkan 1 TypIus FOTOBBI aKTHBHO UCIIONB30BaTh x/11 baky—Tommcn—Kapce™],
Sputnik  Georgia, August 2, 2022, accessed May 29, 2025, https://sputnik-
georgia.ru/20220802/269133926.html.
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BTK line. According to experts, the main reason for the less active operation of the
BTK railway was the ‘bottlenecks’ in Georgia. Specifically, the underdeveloped
infrastructure in the Marabda-Turkish border section led to congestion and slow
cargo movement. To solve this problem, reconstruction work was carried out in
that section, for which the Azerbaijani government allocated 100 million US dol-
lars.®® Thus, it becomes clear how transport and logistics diplomacy contributes to
the deepening of relations between Turkey and the Central Asian states. Despite
such political activity of these states, the indicators of cargo transportation along
the BTK railway route were quite modest; according to experts, until 2023, the
volumes of cargo transportation along the BTK railway line will continue to remain
at an extremely low level. The main goal of modernizing the BTK railway line was
to increase the competitiveness of the Middle Corridor and make the BTK railway
one of its main cargo arteries. As a result of the expansion, the BTK’s annual ca-
pacity increased from 1 million tons to 5 million tons.** However, a significant ob-
stacle arose in this context: the COVID-19 pandemic, which adversely affected the
transport and logistics policies of Central Asian states.

The significance of the BTK railway in the process of delivering goods from
China and Central Asian states to Europe by land increased Azerbaijan’s role not
only from an economic and logistical standpoint but also made it a crucial transport
route, especially after Russia launched its special military operations in Ukraine. In
terms of developing transport routes in the South Caucasus and increasing the
transit potential of the region, Armenia took an important initiative by putting for-
ward the “Crossroad of Peace” project, which Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan of
Armenia presented on October 26, 2023, during the “Silk Road” international con-
ference held in Thilisi.* The implementation of this project would also contribute
to the establishment of stable peace in the South Caucasus. However, it has not
received a positive response from Azerbaijan. Moreover, on January 28, 2025, dur-
ing a consultation dedicated to the discussion of transport issues, Azerbaijani Pres-
ident Ilham Aliyev stated about this project: “This so-called project is not worth
two cents without Azerbaijan, and we have repeatedly conveyed this to the Arme-
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nian side through various channels. If you truly want to implement this project,
first of all, you should approach Azerbaijan.”®

The importance of the BTK railway also grew after Afghanistan, Turkmenistan,
Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey signed a new agreement on November 15, 2017,
regarding the launch of the Lapis Lazuli Transit Corridor during a five-sided meet-
ing held in Ashgabat on November 15, within the framework of the seventh session
of the Regional Economic Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan (RECCA).*
This regional corridor starts from Herat province in Afghanistan and continues to
the Turkmenbashi port in Turkmenistan, from where goods are transported by fer-
ries to Baku, and then via the BTK railway to Europe.65 On January 16, 2021, the
heads of the interdepartmental working groups of Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, and
Afghanistan reached an agreement on a trilateral roadmap for deepened coopera-
tion regarding the “Lapis Lazuli” corridor.®® The participating states of the Lapis
Lazuli corridor consistently keep the development of transport and logistics oppor-
tunities in focus, discussing it in bilateral and multilateral formats. The Ashgabat
negotiations of February 26, 2024, between representatives of Turkmenistan and
Afghanistan state about this.%” In October 2024, during a working visit to Turkey,
Azerbaijan’s Minister of Digital Development and Transport, Rashad Nabiyev, met
with Afghanistan’s Minister of Transport and Civil Aviation, Hamidullah Akhun-
dzada. During the meeting, the opportunities for bilateral and multilateral coopera-
tion in the transport sector were discussed, particularly within the framework of the
Lapis Lazuli international transport route.®
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An alternative to the Lapis Lazuli corridor could be the Iran-Afghanistan Khaf-
Herat railway, which is scheduled to be operational by 2026, but we believe that
Ankara and Baku will try to downplay the importance of this railway, since the
operation of such communications also contributes to the weakening of Iran’s po-
litical influence. This eighteen-year-old project connects the city of Herat to the
Iranian railway network through the city of Khaf, located in Razavi Khorasan
Province. This line is considered an important link in a wider transnational corridor
connecting China, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Iran, and eventually the
Persian Gulf and Europe.®

In general, the development of transit routes in the Central Asian region has
faced some challenges, particularly those of the economic resources and invest-
ment strategies of the TITR member states, as the question revolves around the
capacity of railways and seaports.” It will become easier to overcome these chal-
lenges by enhancing the transit capacity of the TITR member states. In 2024, Ka-
zakhstan started the modernization of the Aktau port, which is a central part of the
TITR. Given that expanding the port’s capacity will naturally promote growth in
transit cargo transport and enhance Kazakhstan’s role along the route, the moderni-
zation of the Aktau Port is of strategic importance. This is particularly true due to
its inclusion in the key North—South transport corridor connecting Russia and India
via Iran.”

Because the TITR cargo shipping goes through Azerbaijan and Georgia, the
Georgian government started restoring and modernizing the country’s logistics in-
frastructure. For instance, in 2024, Georgia initiated the construction of the Anaklia
port, which is to further cement Georgia’s position in the TITR system. Anaklia’s
deep-water port is planned to be opened in 2029. During the first phase of the pro-
ject, the transit capacity of the port will be 600,000 containers per year. According
to Prime Minister Irakli Kobakhidze of Georgia, “the development of the Anaklia
project is one of the country’s priorities.” " It must be noted that during the first 11
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months of 2024, the cargo transportation via the TITR increased by 63%, reaching
4.1 million tons, and the container transportation increased 2.6 times.”

Although the EU has been cooperating with the Central Asian states within the
framework of the TRACECA program since 1993,” in the post-COVID period, the
EU has also made active efforts to develop transport and logistics diplomacy in the
Central Asian region. To this extent, the “Global Gateway” plan launched in 2021
is of particular importance, as it aims to develop transport links and enhance inter-
connectedness with the Central Asian states.

The role played by Uzbekistan in these processes is noteworthy. The country
pursues an active foreign policy in promoting logistics cooperation in the region, a
living embodiment of which was the inaugural EU-Central Asia Connectivity Con-
ference in Samarkand in November 2022.” Addressing the conference participants,
President Shavkat Mirziyoyev particularly emphasized the importance of further
development of the ties between the EU and Central Asia. He stressed that in order
to provide for effective implementation of the “Global Gateway” project, particular
priority should be assigned to the following areas: digital transformation, transport
connectivity, and the implementation of “green” development projects. President
Mirziyoyev also said that diversification of the transport route is a priority task,
calling it a new task for all Central Asian states. In his estimation, this process
would provide access to world markets for the states in the region and would
stimulate their participation in global integration and international cooperation pro-
cesses.”

Additionally, the President of Uzbekistan stressed the significance of the Trans-
Caspian Multimodal Route, viewing it as essential not only for bolstering trade and
economic ties between Europe and Asia but also for enhancing the capacity of
Central Asian nations to access external markets through improved transportation
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corridors.”” Uzbekistan’s aspiration to become an inter-regional communications
hub is evident.

A significant development in the EU-Central Asian cooperation was the first
“Central Asia - European Union” summit held in Samarkand on April 3-4, 2025.
There, the EU and the five Central Asian states announced their intention to expand
trade relations and strategic partnership. During this summit of EU leaders and
Central Asian presidents in Samarkand, on April 4, President of the European
Commission Ursula von der Leyen made a statement signaling the start of a “new
era.””® She announced that the European Union is preparing to allocate 12 billion
euros for Central Asian states within the framework of the European infrastructure
initiative “Global Gateway.” According to her, the initiative prioritizes four main
directions: the development of the transport sector, effective management of raw
material resources, promotion of renewable energy, and digitalization. It was also
specifically mentioned that the European satellites are planned to be used to pro-
vide high-speed internet access to the region “without the control of neighbors.” In
this assessment, Ursula von der Leyen’s allusion presumably referred to the influ-
ence of Russia and China in the region. Ursula von der Leyen emphasized that the
“European offer” differs from the initiatives of other states due to its value-based
foundations and the logic of mutually beneficial cooperation.”

The European Union and Western states often criticize China for its strategy of
creating debt dependence in developing countries, including in Central Asia. At the
same time, Russia is also a target of criticism, as it uses the tool of energy and arms
supply to maintain influence in the region, thereby deepening the structural de-
pendence of Central Asian states.®

In the Central Asian competitive processes, Russia, in turn, does not wish to be
left out of the transport diplomacy practiced in the region. Here, in the inaugural
SCO Transport Forum organized by Tashkent in Autumn 2023, the Uzbekistani
Transport Minister Ilhom Mahkamov, the Kyrgyzstani Transport and Communica-
tions Minister Tilek Tekebaev, and the Russian Deputy Transport Minister Dmitry
Zverev signed a memorandum of understanding for the development and estab-
lishment of the “Russia—Caspian Sea—Turkmenistan—Uzbekistan—Kyrgyzstan™ in-
ternational multimodal transport corridor.®
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Within the framework of the same forum, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Russia
signed memoranda of understanding aimed at developing and forming the “Bela-
rus—Russia—Kazakhstan—Uzbekistan—Afghanistan—Pakistan” international transport
corridor.%* The next significant step in this direction was taken on April 23, 2024,
in the city of Termez, where the first session of the working group for the devel-
opment of the above-mentioned multimodal corridor took place.®

According to the Uzbekistan Ministry of Transport, the volume of transit cargo
shipping through Afghanistan increased by more than 30% in recent years to nearly
1 million tons. The volumes have increased radically since the transit trade agree-
ment was signed between Uzbekistan and Pakistan in 2021.%

In the context of these developments, China is actively engaged in the building
of Central Asian transport connections. On June 6, 2024, the governments of Chi-
na, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan signed an intergovernmental agreement in Beijing
on the construction of a railroad.® In addition to making another route to fill the
Middle Corridor and diversifying the supply of cargo, this project presents China
with new possibilities for entering the market of Uzbekistan.

In the Central Asian region, even Turkmenistan, a permanently neutral country,
has an active participation in the transport policy development, enhancing its own
transport diplomacy. In May 2023, during the II Conference “International
Transport Corridors: Interconnection and Development — 2023” held in Ashgabat,
the Protocol of Operators of the CASCA+ transport corridor was signed. This cor-
ridor represents the “China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan-Turkmenistan-Azerbaijan-
Georgia-Europe” route.?® The important geographical location of Turkmenistan in
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Central Asia enables its involvement in the formation of regional international
transport routes.

In recent years, Central Asian states have actively participated in the implemen-
tation of regional and international transport projects. However, experts in the field
point out several systemic issues that significantly limit the full realization of the
region’s transport and logistics potential. Specifically:

1. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan lack a unified and integrated railway infrastruc-
ture, which hinders the efficient organization of freight transportation within
the countries and the region.

2. Transport infrastructure in all Central Asian states is not developed to a suf-
ficient degree, and rolling stock exhibits a high level of wear and tear, reduc-
ing the reliability and efficiency of transportation.

3. There are serious obstacles in customs clearance processes, and the capacity
of border checkpoints is extremely low, which prolongs the overall time for
cargo movement.

4. All countries in the region face a shortage of warehouse space and logistics
capacities, creating additional problems in freight transportation and distri-
bution processes.?’

These issues can objectively limit the potential of Central Asian states as transit
hubs and their effective participation in global transport networks. Nevertheless, in
the post-COVID period, there has been a noticeable intensification of policy efforts
focused on infrastructure development and enhancement within the sector. Among
the measures undertaken in this direction are the initiatives aimed at developing the
Aktau Port, as previously discussed.

Conclusion

The Central Asian region holds a position of significant strategic importance within
the broader context of Eurasian geopolitics. In the aftermath of the dissolution of
the Soviet Union, Turkey, the United States, the European Union, and China ac-
tively sought to expand their influence in the region, primarily motivated by the
prospect of accessing its abundant natural resources. Conversely, Russia’s ap-
proach has been shaped by enduring historical links, rooted in the legacies of both
the Russian Empire and the Soviet period, and by the region’s critical geographic
importance to Russian security.

8 Ibrokhim Akrom ugli Akromov, “Development of Central Asia: Transport and Logistics Routes”
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nyt””], Russian International Affairs Council, December 13, 2024, accessed June 2, 2025,
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Therefore, Russia’s objective has been to have maximum presence in regional
developments. Naturally, the role of bilateral relations between Russia and the
Central Asian republics is pivotal in this respect. Strategically, Russia has been
able to maintain the exclusive status of a state with military bases in Central Asia,
i.e., in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. Simultaneously, Russia is the only great power
that has allied relations with some Central Asian states—Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Tajikistan—within the CSTO format.

However, the Russian policy in Central Asia exhibits several distinct character-
istics. Notably, it adopts a cautious stance toward the internal political dynamics of
the regional states. This approach appears to stem from the perception that such
domestic developments do not pose an immediate threat to Russia’s strategic inter-
ests. Moreover, active interference in these processes is viewed as potentially de-
stabilizing, with the risk of generating unintended consequences that could under-
mine Russia’s long-term influence in the region.

One illustrative example is the case of Kazakhstan in 2022, when Russia inter-
vened in efforts to restore internal stability. Notably, this intervention was not uni-
lateral but was conducted within the framework of the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO), reflecting a multilateral approach that helped mitigate poten-
tial negative perceptions. It is also important to note that the timing of the events in
Kazakhstan coincided with the lead-up to Russia’s “special military operation” in
Ukraine. This broader geopolitical context likely influenced Russia to adopt a more
cautious and calculated posture in Central Asia, in order to avoid overextension
and preserve its regional influence.

Turkey also plays a significant role in the region, drawing on historical ties with
several neighboring nations, much like Russia. However, unlike Russia, Turkey
places particular emphasis on the ethnic dimension, which enables it to cultivate
closer relations with Turkic-speaking nations. In this context, the deepening of co-
operation through the Organization of Turkic States has become a strategic priority.
Nevertheless, political developments in recent decades indicate that the ethnolin-
guistic factor alone is insufficient to secure comprehensive influence across the
region. States in the South Caucasus and Central Asia remain strongly committed
to the principle of sovereignty and are generally cautious about allowing external
actors to interfere in their domestic affairs.

The US policy toward Central Asia is fundamentally different from the strategy
pursued by Russia. While Russia has sought to establish and maintain a long-term
strategic presence in the region, the United States has not adopted a comparable
approach. Washington has generally refrained from viewing Central Asia as a zone
for sustained military deployment and has not aimed to establish permanent mili-
tary bases there.
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However, Central Asia is strategically important for the US. First, the region is
energy-rich. Second, Central Asia geographically adjoins the Greater Middle East,
further adding to its value in Washington’s strategic interests. At the same time, the
US sees Central Asia and the South Caucasus through the lens of undermining
Russia’s military-political influence. This fits with the whole US strategy in the
post-Soviet space, aimed at the shift of the balance of power.

The EU policy in the region somewhat resembles that of the US, but also varies
significantly. Notably, the EU tries to implement a more intrusive economic policy
in Central Asia and thereby expand its influence not only on Central Asia but also
on the neighboring regions. Among the most significant attempts in this regard is
the Global Gateway project, which competes with China’s BRI

China’s involvement, however, is direct in Central Asia through economic and
infrastructural projects, as opposed to the strategic thought of the US and the EU.

The increasing competition among the great powers in the region has not only
economic but also security implications for the Central Asian states. These pro-
cesses have a direct impact on internal political developments, as evidenced by the
events in Kyrgyzstan in 2005, Kazakhstan in 2022, and Uzbekistan in 2022. De-
spite the current efforts of Central Asian states to pursue an even and multi-vector
foreign policy in accordance with their national interests, the aforementioned ex-
ternal factors still have an influence on shaping and adhering to this policy. Due to
this, foreign policy orientations of the region’s states are generally categorized
based on geopolitical conditions and domestic settings.

As observed, transport and logistics diplomacy is another key driver of regional
dynamics because it has really intensified the focus of the great powers on Central
Asia. While Russia shows some dynamism in the transport and logistics spheres, it
is difficult to consider it the outright leader. China’s participation in the sector is
rising significantly, as it implements different transport and communication pro-
jects in the region. Along with this, some of these corridors are set to transport
Chinese products to Europe or the Persian Gulf nations. To this extent, China is a
big beneficiary and active initiator in transport diplomacy. The European Union
would be capable of becoming a stringent competitor to China in this field, as it has
been more deliberately striving to join the logistics sector of Central Asia over the
past few years. Among the South Caucasus countries, Azerbaijan and Georgia, and
Turkey are also significant stakeholders as strategic stops along transit routes.

Thus, the post-Soviet Central Asian states have gained strategic importance for
the major international actors across several interconnected regions, from security
to infrastructure and transport. Under these conditions, a pressing question for the
five Central Asian states is whether to act individually or through cooperative for-
mats based on regional integration. The effectiveness and stability of their foreign
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policies within the intricate landscape of Eurasian geopolitics will depend to a great
extent on this decision.
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